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Despite being described as a ‘famous victory’,1 the most spectacular of the 

aristocratic defeats,2 and ‘a celebrated contest’3 the 1885 election in East 

Denbighshire has not merited a detailed analysis from historians.4  Superficially, the 

result in East Denbighshire appears in line with the national outcome: the Liberals 

winning county seats, aristocrats being rejected by the electorate, and the 

Conservatives losing seats in Wales. Arguably, the result is notable only for the 

voters’ rejection of the aristocratic family which had held the seat for 177 years. 

However, much about the nature of electioneering in Wales after the legislative 

reforms of 1883-85 and the rise (or not) of national party politics and party 

organizations can be discovered through analysing the campaign. In East 

Denbighshire, the merits and achievements of the candidates themselves were 

important, with, notably, the Conservative campaign based around the candidate and 

his family’s link with the constituency, rather than Conservative party policies.  

Deference, or not, to the aristocracy played a key role as did Nonconformity and the 

Welsh language. The history of the Conservative party in Wales has received 

relatively little academic interest and a study of the party’s organization and its 

campaign in what was a winnable seat adds to the knowledge of party politics in 

                                                            
1 Kenneth O. Morgan, Wales in British Politics 1868-1922 (Cardiff, 1970) 2nd edn, p. 66. 
2 David Cannadine, Decline and Fall of the British Aristocracy (New Haven, CN, 1990), p. 142. 
3 Kenneth O. Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation: A History of Modern Wales (Oxford, 1991), p. 29. 
4 The importance of the 1885 election was also acknowledged in John Davies, A History of Wales 
(London, 2007) rev. edn., p. 436 and Gwyn A. Williams, When was Wales? A History of the Welsh 
(London, 1985), p. 219. 
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Wales.5 Finally, there is the excitement of a closely fought, and historic, election 

campaign which could easily have seen a different result. 

 

A study of the 1885 East Denbighshire campaign is hampered by a scarcity of 

archival information about the candidates and the Liberal and Conservative party 

structures in the constituency at this time. The only major study of the Liberal 

candidate - George Osborne Morgan - acknowledged the ‘paucity’ of his personal 

papers.6 The records of the Williams-Wynn family - the Wynnstay papers - held at 

the Denbighshire Record Office and the National Library of Wales make no 

reference to the 1885 election. The records of the East Denbighshire Liberal 

Association do not go back to 1885 and the only surviving records of the 

Denbighshire Constitutional Association are from the 1870s. Fortunately, local 

newspapers, predominantly the Wrexham Advertiser (Liberal) and the North Wales 

Guardian (Conservative), provided detailed reports of local election meetings. 

 

1. Background to the 1885 Election 

The 1868 election is acknowledged as a turning point in the political history of Wales 

as, for the first time, Welsh voters defied their Anglican, English-speaking, 

Conservative-supporting aristocracy and returned more Liberals than Conservatives 

to Parliament, twenty three MPs to ten. 1868 also saw the beginning of a concerted 

attack on the political power of the aristocracy and landed gentry as their 

representatives lost seats throughout Wales. Some of the Conservatives losses were 

                                                            
5 Blaxland argued that the Conservative party in Wales has been ‘academic[ally] side-line[d]’, Sam 
Blaxland, ‘A swinging party? The need for a history of the Conservatives in Wales’, North American 
Journal of Welsh Studies, 9 (2014), 3. 
6 J. W. Roberts, ‘Sir George Osborne Morgan, 1866-1897’ (unpublished MA thesis, University of 
Wales, 1978). 
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in seats which had been held by several generations of the same aristocratic family 

such as the Vaughans in Cardiganshire and the Douglas-Pennants in 

Caernarvonshire or landowners such as the Wynnes in Merionethshire. In addition to 

these attacks on aristocratic political power, Wales elected some truly radical MPs in 

1868, most notably Henry Richard in Merthyr Tudfil, but also Watkin Williams in the 

Denbigh Boroughs and George Osborne Morgan in Denbighshire.  Whilst historians 

have debated the extent to which the 1868 elections ushered in a new political era in 

Welsh politics,7 the link between the landed elite and political power had fractured. 

 

The decline of aristocratic political power in Wales which had begun in 1868 suffered 

a setback in 1874 as a Conservative revival saw the party winning an additional four 

seats but this result proved to be a false dawn for Conservatism in Wales. In 1880 

the Conservatives won only four seats in Wales as yet more aristocrats were ejected 

from their seats. In Caernarvonshire, the Hon. George Douglas-Pennant (the heir to 

Penryhn Castle), who in 1874 regained the seat previously held by himself and his 

father, saw his 400 plus majority overturned by over a thousand votes whilst in 

Montgomeryshire Stuart Rendel, an English, Anglican, arms manufacturer defeated 

the sitting Conservative, Charles Williams-Wynn, whose family had held the seat 

since 1799. The Conservatives were victorious only in the county seats of 

Monmouthshire, Carmarthenshire, and Denbighshire; winning both seats in 

Monmouthshire and losing one of the two Carmarthenshire seats the party won in 

1874. No contest was required in Denbighshire as the sitting Conservative and 

Liberal members were returned unopposed. All four Conservative MPs had an 

                                                            
7 See Matthew Cragoe, ‘Welsh electioneering and the purpose of Parliament: “From radicalism to 
nationalism” reconsidered’, Parliamentary History, 17 (2008), 113-130 for a summary. 
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aristocratic and landowning background, which only served to emphasise the 

difference between Conservative MPs and the predominantly Welsh-speaking, 

Nonconformist voters. As Morgan commented, the 1880 election ‘offered clear signs 

that political authority in Wales was beginning to change hands’8 - signs which did 

not bode well for the aristocrats accustomed to holding political power in Wales and 

the Conservative party. 

 

The 1884 Representation of the People Act or the Third Reform Act dealt a further 

blow to Conservative electoral hopes in Wales. The Liberals had lost the 1874 

election because they won only fifty county seats compared to 169 for the 

Conservatives. The Liberals believed that extending the county franchise would 

benefit the party electorally as well as promoting the party’s democratic credentials 

and making (Conservative) landlords accountable to the electorate.9 Giving the vote 

to men either holding land valued at £10 or paying an annual rent of £10 in the 

county seats more than doubled the number of voters in the Welsh counties from 

74,936 to over 200,373. Defending only four Welsh seats, all in counties with a vastly 

increased electorate, the Conservative party was also hampered by the 1883 

Corrupt Practices Act which set limitations on election expenses10 and prevented 

wealthy Conservatives from using their personal fortunes to aid their campaigns. Sir 

Watkin Williams-Wynn, Conservative MP for Denbighshire since 1841 and returned 

at the head of the poll when the constituency was last contested in 1868 when he 

spent nearly £8,500 of his personal fortune on electioneering,11 was now facing a 

                                                            
8 Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation, p. 12. 
9 Jonathan Parry, The Rise and Fall of Liberal Government in Victorian Britain (London, 1993), pp. 
281-2. 
10 The Act allowed candidates to spend £710 in county constituencies with an electorate of over 2,000 
with an additional £60 per 1,000 voters. 
11 Ruthin, Denbighshire Archives (hereafter DA), DD/WY/9178. 
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significantly different electorate, with secret ballot, to that of 1868. Described as 

‘quite invincible’12 in 1868, since then Sir Watkin had seen his cousin Charles 

Williams-Wynn lose in the family’s long-held seat in Montgomeryshire and Sir Watkin 

must have feared that he would meet with a similar fate. The declining fortunes of 

Conservatism in Wales had turned MPs previously considered invincible to 

endangered in only seventeen years. 

 

The third piece of legislation to impact on the 1885 election was the 1885 

Redistribution of Seats Act which divided the two-member Denbighshire constituency 

into single seat east and west divisions. Traditionally, Denbighshire had been 

represented by one Liberal and one Conservative and contested elections were a 

rarity, the last one in 1868. This lack of electioneering for a generation may explain 

the relative weakness of party organization in the constituency, particularly for the 

Conservatives.  

 

The new constituency of East Denbighshire consisted of the mining villages of the 

north-east Wales coalfield surrounding the large town of Wrexham. It was 

predominantly English-speaking due to its border location but with some Welsh-

speaking villages. The 1884 Reform Act significantly increased the size of the 

electorate: the number of registered voters in East Denbighshire was 8,297 which 

was higher than the 7,469 for all of Denbighshire in 1880.13 The main industry was 

mining - the percentage of the male workforce employed in agriculture in 

                                                            
12 Morgan, Wales in British Politics, p. 23. 
13 With the electorate of West Denbighshire being 8,899, collectively the registered electors of the two 
Denbighshire constituencies numbered 17,196 which was an increase of around 115 per cent on 
1880. 
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Denbighshire had fallen from 44.9 per cent in 1851 to 26.7 per cent in 188114 - and 

this figure would have been lower in the industrialised east of the county.  Whilst the 

1884 Reform Act led to the agricultural labourer replacing the farmer as the largest 

voting group in the county seats, it also gave the vote to artisans, shopkeepers, and 

miners who lived in the towns and large villages in the counties.15 Being situated on 

the North Wales coalfield, the 1884 Act enfranchised far more miners in East 

Denbighshire than it did agricultural labourers, in contrast to the other new 

constituency of West Denbighshire which was predominantly rural and agricultural. 

One of the miners’ leaders claimed that 6,307 (76 per cent) of East Denbighshire’s 

8,297 electors resided in mining districts.16 Miners constituted a considerable 

percentage of the East Denbighshire electorate and Chamberlain’s offer of ‘three 

acres and a cow’ was unlikely to appeal to them. Their concern was probably the 

trade depression. The mining villages were natural Liberal territory: a later 

Conservative candidate, Arthur Griffith-Boscawen, commented that ‘search[ing] for 

Tories in places like Coed-Poeth [sic], or that delectable spot Rhos-llanerch-grugog, 

was like looking for a needle in a haystack’.17 The largest voting areas were 

Rhosllanerchrugog, Cefn Mawr, Wrexham, and Broughton.  

 

The Nonconformist church was a powerful influence throughout Wales and a visible 

presence throughout the constituency. According to the 1851 religious census, in 

Wrexham there was over four times as many Nonconformist chapels as Anglican 

                                                            
14 John Williams, Digest of Welsh Historical Statistics (Cardiff, 1985), I, p. 111.  
15 Luke Blaxill, ‘Joseph Chamberlain and the Third Reform Act’, Journal of British Studies, 54 (2015), 
93 and Parry, The Rise and Fall of Liberal Government, p. 281. 
16 ‘To the colliers and other miners, electors of East Denbighshire’, Wrexham Advertiser, 7 November 
1885, 4. 
17 Arthur Griffith-Boscawen, Memories (London, 1925), p. 57. Sir Arthur was born in Denbighshire and 
fought the 1906 East Denbighshire by-election for the Conservatives.  
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churches, in Brymbo there were six Nonconformist chapels to one Anglican church 

and Gwersyllt did not have a single Anglican church.18 Nonconformity dominated the 

religious life of the constituency and, as Cragoe pointed out, religion played a key 

role in voting behaviour.19 The chapels provided practical assistance to the Liberal 

cause as they hosted party meetings and ministers spoke in support of the party at 

these meetings, often in Welsh. 

 

Like many parts of the United Kingdom, Parliamentary representation in Victorian 

Wales was often dominated by aristocratic families, at least prior to 1885. Several 

Welsh aristocratic families, such as the Morgans of Tredegar, could almost claim 

ownership of a Parliamentary seat. However, the pre-eminent Welsh political family 

was the baronets Williams-Wynn of Wynnstay. The largest landowner in Wales with 

land in five counties20, the first of the family MPs was Sir William Williams, the 2nd 

baronet, who was Speaker of the House of Commons, and the next six baronets 

each served as one of the two MPs for Denbighshire,21 whilst other members of the 

family represented Montgomeryshire and Shropshire. For 177 years (with one brief 

exception), the baronet of Wynnstay represented Denbighshire in Parliament. 

 

  

                                                            
18 Ieuan Gwynedd Jones (ed.), The Religious Census of 1851: A Calendar of the Returns Relating to 
Wales: Vol II North Wales (Cardiff, 1981), p. 127. 
19 Matthew Cragoe, ‘Conscience or coercion? Clerical influence at the general election of 1868 in 
Wales’, Past & Present, 149 (1995), 140.  
20 John Bateman, The Great Landowners of Great Britain and Ireland (Leicester, 1971), p. 491. 
21 For more information on the political activities of each of the six baronets, see T. W. Pritchard, 
‘Wynnstay; Political influence, rise and decline’, Transactions of the Denbighshire Historical Society, 
30 (1981), 137-157; ‘Sir Watkin Williams Wynn, 4th baronet: An unconventional politician?’, 
Parliamentary History, 31 (2012), 190-205; and ‘Sir Watkin Williams Wynn (1772-1840)’, History 
Today, August 2003, 62 for the political activities of the 5th baronet. 
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Table 1: Representation of Denbighshire22 

1708-1710 2nd baronet 

1716-1749 3rd baronet  

1774-1789 4th baronet 

1796-1840 5th baronet 

1840-1841 Hon. Hugh Cholmondeley 

(nephew of the 5th baronet) 

1841-1885 6th baronet 

1885 7th baronet 

 

  

                                                            
22 For of a summary of the house of Wynnstay’s control of the Denbighshire constituency see Frank 
Price Jones, ‘Politics in nineteenth century Denbighshire’, Transactions of the Denbighshire Historical 
Society, 10 (1961),179-194. 
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At the start of 1885, the 6th baronet was one of Denbighshire’s MPs. Whilst Jane 

Morgan described the 6th baronet as having little knowledge of the needs of his 

working class constituents,23 the family were not unsympathetic, ignorant and 

absentee Tory landlords24 and, despite their Anglican religion and their wealth, were 

well-respected throughout north Wales.25 The 6th baronet was seen as sympathetic 

towards Nonconformists,26 despite allegations that he evicted tenants who voted 

against his preferred candidate in Merionethshire in 1859.27 Representing 

Denbighshire in Parliament was a tradition which he described as ‘most prized [by] 

my family’.28 

 

Aubel blamed the Conservative party’s failure to win only four seats in 1880 on its 

identification with ‘Englishness’ and ‘English interests,’ as it was difficult for the 

English-speaking, Anglican aristocracy to appeal to working class, Welsh-speaking 

Nonconformists.29 However, due to its border location, identification with 

‘Englishness’ was not as great a handicap in East Denbighshire as it would be 

further westwards. Of the four seats won by the Conservatives in 1885 - Denbigh 

Boroughs, Montgomery Boroughs, Radnorshire, and South Monmouthshire - all were 

located in urban areas close to the border in the more Anglicised parts of Wales, 

                                                            
23 Jane Morgan, ’Denbighshire’s annus mirabilis: The borough and county elections of 1868’, ante, 7 
(1974), 70. 
24 Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation, 82. 
25 Morris described the Williams-Wynn family (incorrectly referred to Williams-Wynne) as ‘benevolent 
overlords’ who were ‘distinctly Welsh’. Jan Morris, Wales: Epic Views of a Small Country (London, 
2000), pp. 244-45. 
26 Morgan, ‘Denbighshire’s annus mirabilis’, 85. 
27 Cragoe, ‘Welsh electioneering and the purpose of Parliament’. The Merionethshire evictions are 
discussed in Matthew Cragoe, ‘The autonomy of an eviction campaign: The general election of 1868 
in Wales and its aftermath’, Rural History, 9 (1998), 177-193. 
28 DA, DRO/NTD/298. 
29 Felix Aubel, ‘The Conservatives in Wales, 1880-1935’, in Martin Francis and Ina Zweiniger-
Bargielowska (eds), The Conservatives and British Society, 1880-1990 (Cardiff, 1996), pp. 103-106. 
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suggesting that identification with ‘Englishness’ was of less concern to voters in 

border constituencies. 

 

2. The Candidates 

 

Sir [Herbert Lloyd] Watkin Williams-Wynn: Aristocratic Power 

The 6th baronet died in May 1885, shortly after his sixty fifth birthday, having served 

as MP for Denbighshire for forty four years. He was succeeded as baronet of 

Wynnstay by his nephew and son-in-law, Herbert, who, later that that month, was 

returned unopposed to take his uncle’s seat in Parliament. Herbert adopted the ‘Sir 

Watkin’ title of his predecessors and was now an MP at the age of twenty five. His 

time in Parliament was brief, a mere six months. With no record of Parliamentary 

achievements or political experience (his rival dismissed him as ‘more at home in the 

hunting field than St Stephens’30) Sir Watkin had little but his family name to 

recommend him to the electorate. 

 

George Osborne Morgan: Champion of Nonconformity 

Sir Watkin’s Liberal opponent was, in many ways, the opposite: older, more 

experienced, a keen supporter of Nonconformity, and with a demonstrable record of 

achievement in Parliament. George Osborne Morgan was first elected to Parliament 

in 1868, alongside the 6th baronet, with his election being hailed as a turning point in 

the political history of Wales.31 Osborne Morgan was born in Sweden and his local 

                                                            
30 ‘The eastern division of Denbighshire – Organization of division & selection of candidates by the 
Liberal party’, Wrexham Advertiser, 6 June 1885, 6. 
31 Morgan, ‘Denbighshire’s annus mirabilis’, 64. 
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link with the area was through his father, the Vicar of Conwy.32 Aged forty two when 

first elected to Parliament, he made a name for himself as a keen supporter of 

Nonconformity, despite being an Anglican. He seconded, albeit rather reluctantly, 

Watkin Williams’s 1870 motion for the disestablishment of the Church of England in 

Wales,33 developed a reputation as ‘a leading champion of Welsh dissent’34  and 

described himself as being ‘borne into Parliament upon the broad shoulders of the 

Nonconformists of Denbighshire’.35  He rose to become Judge Advocate General 

and played a key role in the passing of Burials Act of 1880, earning him the gratitude 

of Nonconformists.36  

 

When the seat of the Denbighshire was divided into east and west divisions, 

Osborne Morgan could have chosen to stand in West Denbighshire which was 

regarded as a safe Liberal seat. Instead, he, as W. Geraint Morgan caustically 

commented, ‘showed marked courage, unusual in a politician’ and decided to fight 

East Denbighshire,37 telling the East Denbighshire Liberal Association that he lived in 

East Denbighshire and, as the sitting member, he should stand in the ‘fighting end of 

the county’.38 Still, Osborne Morgan faced a mammoth task at the start of his 

campaign: to destroy the political power of the house of Wynnstay. As he himself 

                                                            
32 For more information on George Osborne Morgan see J.B. Edwards, ‘Sir George Osborne Morgan, 
MP (1826-97) – Nineteenth century mould breaker?’, Transactions of the Denbighshire Historical 
Society, 46 (1997), 91-108; Roberts, ‘Sir George Osborne Morgan’; and Allan Fletcher, ‘Sir George 
Osborne Morgan, Clwyd Historian, 25 (1990), 11-16. 
33 Morgan, Wales: Rebirth of a Nation, p. 12. 
34 Matthew Cragoe, ‘George Osborne Morgan, Henry Richard, and the politics of religion in Wales, 
1868-1874’, Parliamentary History, 19 (2008), 120. 
35 ‘Laying the memorial tones of the new Baptist chapel’, Wrexham Advertiser, 23 August 1873, 8. 
36 See Deborah Wiggins, ‘The Burial Act of 1880, the Liberation Society and George Osborne 
Morgan’, Parliamentary History, 15 (1996), 173-189 for information on Osborne Morgan’s involvement 
in the Burials Act and Matthew Cragoe, ‘George Osborne Morgan, Henry Richard’ for information on 
Osborne Morgan’s early political career. 
37 W. Geraint Morgan, ‘Denbighshire M.P’s in the twentieth century’, Transactions of the Denbighshire 
Historical Society, 20 (1971), 218-219. 
38 ‘The Eastern division of Denbighshire – Organization of the division & selection of candidates by 
the Liberal party’, Wrexham Advertiser, 6 June 1885, 6. 
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commented, it was ‘no joke standing against a man who owned 147,000 acres of 

land and whose family have held the seat for 177 years!’39 

 

Denbighshire’s two members represented two different traditions as well as two 

different political parties: the rich aristocrat chosen for his family name who rarely 

spoke in Parliament and the middle-class barrister who had helped to deliver 

legislative reforms for the benefit of Wales’ Nonconformists.  

 

3. The Campaign 

A contested election had not taken place in Denbighshire for seventeen years and 

between 1868 and 1885 more than just a new generation of voters came to the polls. 

Not only the legislative reforms of 1883-85, but also secret ballot made the 1885 

election significantly different to that of 1868. The nature of electioneering had 

changed - large public meetings open to all with speeches being reported verbatim in 

friendly newspapers, the growth of volunteers to canvass voters, the role of electoral 

agents, and ticketed meetings attended by well-known national politicians aimed at 

the party faithful – all of these were present in the East Denbighshire campaign.40  

 

In May, Sir Watkin was nominated to fill the vacancy caused by his uncle’s death and 

although the Liberals decided against contesting the vacancy, they committed to 

contesting both East and West Denbighshire at the next election.41 Sir Watkin’s 

election address emphasised two key points which were to form the basis of his 

                                                            
39 Aberystwyth, National Library of Wales (hereafter NLW), 10853B Frondirion MS, George Osborne 
Morgan to J.T. Hughes, 2 November 1887.  
40 Jon Lawrence, Electing our Masters: The Hustings in British Politics from Hogarth to Blair (Oxford, 
2009), pp. 53-58. 
41 ‘The representation of Denbighshire – Selection of a candidate’, Wrexham Advertiser, 23 May 
1885, 6. 
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campaign: firstly, he minimised his connection to the Conservatives, not mentioning 

the party but instead describing himself as offering independent support to the 

‘Constitutional party’ and secondly, his commitment to local interests. There was an 

appeal to patriotism as he promised to ‘further the interests of the Principality … 

which as a Welshman, I am most sincerely attached’.42 Sir Watkin first addressed his 

constituents at Brynmally colliery at the invitation of the Brymbo, Broughton and 

Gwersyllt Conservative Association, and its chairman and Brynmally’s owner Mr 

Clayton on 8 July.43 Introducing Sir Watkin, Clayton echoed the commitment to local 

interests by emphasising that the Williams-Wynn name was ‘revered and respected 

throughout the Principality’ and that Sir Watkin’s financial interests in the 

constituency meant that his interests were identical to those of his constituents or, as 

Clayton said, ‘if they succeeded, he also succeeded and if he fell, they also fell’. In 

his speech Sir Watkin touched on foreign policy and his support for improved 

working class housing. He did not mention Osborne Morgan, instead choosing to 

attack Joseph Chamberlain for alleged unscrupulous employment practices.44 These 

accusations were strongly refuted by Chamberlain,45 and correspondence filled the 

columns of the local press, resulting in Sir Watkin’s claims being disproved.46 Sir 

Watkin’s reputation was attacked in the London press47 and his judgement was 

criticised.48 Sir Watkin’s first speech, in some ways, reflected his political 

inexperience: he avoided key election issues such as Welsh intermediate education, 

                                                            
42 ‘County of Denbigh election – To the electors of the County of Denbigh’, Wrexham Advertiser, 23 
May 1885, 1. 
43 ‘Conservative meeting at Brynmally – Visit of Sir Watkin Williams Wynn, Bart., MP to Brymbo’, 
Wrexham Advertiser, 11 July 1885, 8. 
44 ‘Great Conservative Meeting at Brymbo – Sir Watkin and the workingmen’, North Wales Guardian, 
9 July 1885, 8. 
45 ‘Mr Chamberlain and Sir Watkin Williams Wynn’, Wrexham Advertiser, 18 July 1885, 8. 
46 ‘Mr Chamberlain and Sir Watkin Williams Wynn’, Wrexham Advertiser, 22 August 1885, 5. 
47 ‘Mr Chamberlain and Sir W Watkin Wynn’, London Daily News, 21 August 1885, 2. 
48 London Echo, 21 August 1885, quoted in ‘Tory tactics exposed – Sir Watkin, Mr Chamberlain and 
Mr Rose – Another wrong turn of the screw’, Wrexham Advertiser 29 August 1885, 8. 
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his attack on Chamberlain backfired, and his comments in support of protectionism 

were seized upon by his rival as support for a tax on bread. 

 

Osborne Morgan launched his campaign at Coedpoeth on 20 July. Originally to be 

held in Penygelli school, the meeting was moved to a nearby field and held in the 

open air due to the fine weather and the anticipated large crowd. In Coedpoeth 

Osborne Morgan would have enjoyed a supportive audience as this industrial village 

had a large circuit of Welsh-speaking chapels. In introducing Osborne Morgan, the 

Chair, Mr Morgan, contrasted Sir Watkin’s political inexperience with Osborne 

Morgan’s achievements - a common Liberal theme throughout the campaign - which 

was echoed by Osborne Morgan in his speech. Addressing the crowd, after two of 

his supporters had spoken in Welsh, Osborne Morgan remarked that he had no wish 

to comment personally on his rival and then promptly proceeded to attack Sir 

Watkin’s youth, inexperience, his criticism of Chamberlain (alleging that it was, in 

part, caused by Chamberlain being a Nonconformist) and his support for 

protectionism, alleging it to be a tax on bread. Having finished with Sir Watkin, 

Osborne Morgan moved onto to attacking Salisbury’s government, in particular its 

foreign policy, before concluding with his support for the Welsh Intermediate 

Education Bill and assuring his audience that ‘if they would give him their … votes … 

it would be the proudest effort in his life to give to them what was left of it’.49     

 

The 1885 East Denbighshire election campaign had begun. 

 

                                                            
49 ‘East Denbighshire – Opening of the Liberal campaign – Enthusiastic reception of Mr Osborne 
Morgan’, Wrexham Advertiser, 25 July 1885, 2. 
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By 1885, both the Conservatives and the Liberals had developed a central party 

organization: the Conservative Central Office and the National Liberal Federation. 

These bodies were supported at constituency level by local organizations who would 

arrange meetings, fundraise, and canvass voters. Although neither party had fought 

an election in Denbighshire for seventeen years and could therefore be forgiven for 

being somewhat rusty in party organization, the evidence suggests that the Liberals 

had a far stronger constituency organization.  

 

A strong party organization, argued Roberts, played a key role in mobilising popular 

Conservatism,50 but Conservative party organization was weak throughout much of 

Wales and this hampered the party’s electoral chances.51 The Conservatives 

founded the Denbighshire Constitutional Association (DCA), not a Conservative 

Association, in 1869 in response to the party’s poor performance in 186852 but all 

that survives of its records is a bank book and list of bills paid. Its current account 

indicated a lack of activity: of the nearly £300 in its regular fund in 1872, £51 was 

added in 1878, £10 in 1879 and nothing in 1880.53  The current account ceased in 

1883 with a total of £80 - insufficient for an election campaign - and the absence of 

any fundraising suggests an association under the control of the local gentry (or 

perhaps more accurately Sir Watkin) and poorly organized.54 The DCA was divided 

                                                            
50 Matthew Roberts, ‘Popular Conservatism in Britain, 1832-1914’, Parliamentary History, 26 (2007), 
400. 
51 Aubel, ‘The Conservatives in Wales’, pp. 103-106. A Wales wide Conservative organization was not 
founded until 1886 when Welsh Conservatives met in Shrewsbury to establish a Welsh branch of the 
National Union of Conservative Associations. Sir Watkin was elected as the first President. ‘A 
Conservative Union for Wales’, North Wales Chronicle, 4 December 1886, 7. 
52 ‘Denbighshire Constitutional Association – Annual meeting at Denbigh’, North Wales Chronicle, 4 
March 1871, 6. 
53 DA, Denbighshire Constitutional Association current account, Galltfaenan MS DD/GA/1818.  
54 Martin Pugh, The Tories and the People 1880-1935 (Oxford, 1985), p. 6. The finances of East 
Denbighshire’s Conservatives did not improve in the intervening years as the East Denbighshire 
Constitutional Association reported a balance of only £94 in its accounts in 1891 ‘East Denbighshire 
Constitutional Association’, North Wales Guardian, 18 April 1891, 5. 
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into seven districts, all except one located in the West Denbighshire constituency.55 

There is no indication that the DCA split into east and west associations in 1885 and 

with the DCA’s organization focused on West Denbighshire, this may have restricted 

the DCA’s ability to develop a strong party machine in East Denbighshire. In 

addition, the DCA would have been fighting three constituencies - East 

Denbighshire, West Denbighshire, and the Denbigh Boroughs - which would have 

required it to divide its efforts and funds. The DCA appears to fit Cragoe’s definition 

of a Welsh Conservative constituency organization at this time: hierarchical, 

lightweight, with its main focus being voter registration.56 

 

Denbighshire’s Conservatives were slow to take advantage of the latest 

Conservative enterprise to engage volunteers, notably women, in the election 

process. The Primrose League was founded in 1883 but a branch (habitation) in 

East Denbighshire was not established until October 1885, only six weeks 

before polling day.57 Habitations were established in Wrexham and Gresford but 

efforts by Mrs Slaney Wynne, wife of Sir Watkin’s estate agent, and her 

daughter to form a branch in the mining village of Rhosllanerchrugog appear to 

have been unsuccessful.58 This failure, together with meetings being conducted 

in English, which limited engagement with Welsh-speaking voters, suggests that 

the Primrose League was unable to connect Conservativism with the local 

working-class electorate. This concurs with Lawrence’s argument that the ‘lady 

                                                            
55 ‘Denbighshire Constitutional Association – Annual meeting at Denbigh’, North Wales Chronicle, 4 
March 1871,’6. 
56 Matthew Cragoe, Culture, Politics and National Identity, 1832-1880 (Oxford, 2004) p. 101. 
57 ‘The Primrose League at Wrexham’, North Wales Chronicle, 24 October 1885, 5. The first branch in 
East Denbighshire was founded in Wrexham, followed by a branch in Gresford in November. 
‘Gresford’, Wrexham Advertiser, 28 November 1885, 7. 
58 ‘Rhosllanerchrugog’, Wrexham Advertiser, 21 November 1885, 5. 



17 
 

bountiful’ canvasser was deeply resented59 as Lady Williams-Wynn would have 

discovered when canvassing for her husband towards the end of the campaign 

as the, admittedly Liberal-supporting Wrexham Advertiser described her as 

visiting Rhos, Stryt Issa, or Penycae daily but with ‘somewhat negative 

results’.60 The Liberal press in the constituency portrayed the League as a group 

of mischief-making female Churchgoers.61 Pugh admitted that the Primrose 

League was of limited electoral effectiveness in Wales and this appears to have 

been the case in East Denbighshire.62 

 

Whilst the strength of Welsh Liberalism was built on social and cultural factors, rather 

than party organization,63 the Liberals of East Denbighshire appeared to have a well-

organized local party. A Denbighshire Liberal Association was in existence by 186464 

and a working-men’s committee was established in the Denbigh Boroughs in 1868.65 

The Denbighshire Liberal Association was not affiliated to the National Liberal 

Federation and it appears that the organisation was run by local members, rather 

than taking instruction from the national body. Unlike the Conservatives, the 

Denbighshire Liberals did split their party organization into east and west divisions in 

May 1885 which allowed for a more focused campaign in each constituency.66 The 

first meeting of the East Denbighshire Liberal Association took place on 1 June 1885 

when the Association elected its officers and seven districts each elected five 

                                                            
59 Lawrence, Electing our Masters, p. 59. 
60 ‘Local notes’, Wrexham Advertiser, 5 November 1885, 5. 
61 ‘Rhosllanerchrugog’, Wrexham Advertiser, 21 November 1885, 5; ‘Plain truths on Church matters’, 
Wrexham Advertiser, 21 November 1885, 7; and ‘Notes and queries – Town & country’, Wrexham 
Advertiser, 7 November 1885, 5. 
62 Pugh, The Tories and the People, pp. 134-135. 
63 Cragoe, Culture, Politics and National Identity in Wales, p. 92 and Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation, pp. 
30-31.  
64 Wrexham Advertiser, 9 July 1864, 1 carried an advert for the ‘Denbighshire Liberal Association’. 
65 Morgan, ‘Denbighshire’s annus mirabilis’, 80. 
66 ‘East Denbighshire Liberal Association’, Wrexham Advertiser, 23 May 1885, 1. 
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members to form the Executive Committee, which was supported by a General 

Committee or the ‘200’. Mr Tilston, the secretary, was Osborne Morgan’s election 

agent, reinforcing the close link between the party campaign and the candidate. 67 

 

Cragoe argued that Liberal electoral success in Wales was based upon its 

‘supremely well-organized network of chapels’68 and the East Denbighshire Liberals 

and Osborne Morgan drew upon their strong links with local Nonconformity. The 

Nonconformist denominations opened their chapels for Osborne Morgan’s 

meetings69 and their minsters joined Osborne Morgan on the platform, some 

addressing the audience in Welsh. Whilst there was no indication of clerical coercion 

to the extent alleged in 186870 (and threatening ’spiritual’ injury had been made 

illegal by the 1883 Corrupt Practices Act), Nonconformist support for Osborne 

Morgan was a clear indication to their congregations how to vote through what 

Cragoe termed the ‘secular discipline’ of the chapels.71 In contrast, Sir Watkin could 

only offer his ‘respect’ for Nonconformists and his desire that religion should not be 

made ‘political capital’ in the election was unrealistic.72 Whilst the Welsh 

Conservatives could call upon the support of the Church of England and its 

ministers, this network was very much inferior to that of Nonconformity. Although the 

Church of England showed its support for Sir Watkin through its ministers appearing 

                                                            
67 ‘The eastern division of Denbighshire – Organization of division & selection of candidates by the 
Liberal party’, Wrexham Advertiser, 6 June 1885, 6. 
68 Cragoe, Culture, Politics and National Identity, p. 98. 
69 For example Osborne Morgan spoke at a Congregationalist chapel, ‘Mr Osborne Morgan at Cefn’, 
Wrexham Advertiser 14 November 1885, 8; a Presbyterian chapel ‘Mr Osborne Morgan at 
Summerhill’, Wrexham Advertiser, 25 July 1885, 8; a Baptist chapel ‘East Denbighshire – Mr Osborne 
Morgan at Brymbo’, Wrexham Advertiser, 21 November 1885, 6; and a Wesleyan Methodist chapel 
‘East Denbighshire - Mr Osborne Morgan at Stansty’, Wrexham Advertiser, 14 November 1885, 6. 
70 See Cragoe, ‘Conscience or coercion?’ for the role of Nonconformist ministers in the 1868 general 
election in Wales. 
71 Cragoe, ‘Conscience or coercion’, 169. 
72 ‘Sir Watkin at Rhos’ North Wales Guardian, 10 October 1885, 5. 



19 
 

at Conservative election meetings, it was an alien church to most of the voters of 

East Denbighshire and would have served to emphasise the differences between the 

aristocratic candidate and the voters.  

 

Whilst much of the campaign focused upon the two candidates - Osborne Morgan’s 

political experience and his Parliamentary achievements and Sir Watkin’s family 

name and his family’s interests in the constituency - the key issues of the campaign 

were the trade depression and education. Both candidates acknowledged the trade 

depression but had completely opposing solutions, Sir Watkin favoured 

protectionism whilst Osborne Morgan supported free trade. Whilst Sir Watkin argued 

that taxing imported goods would improve British trade, Osborne Morgan recited 

figures to argue that protectionism in France had only served to increase the price of 

goods and repeated the mantra that protectionism would only lead to increasing the 

price of basic necessities.73 Osborne Morgan blamed worldwide economic factors for 

the trade depression but offered no solution beyond continuing support for free 

trade.74 Sir Watkin’s stance on protectionism, from his first political meeting, gave 

Osborne Morgan the opportunity to maintain, throughout the campaign, that his rival 

favoured a tax on bread, which would understandably been unpopular amongst East 

Denbighshire’s voters.   

 

                                                            
73 ‘Sir Watkin at Rhostyllen – Enthusiastic reception’, North Wales Guardian, 24 September 1885, 8; 
‘The general election – Great Liberal meeting at Wrexham – Speeches by Mr Osborne Morgan and 
Sir Robert Cunliffe – Exposure of the fair trade fallacy’, Wrexham Advertiser, 21 November 1885, 6; 
‘Mr Osborne Morgan at Broughton’, Wrexham Advertiser, 6 November 1885, 6; and ‘Mr Osborne 
Morgan at the Ffrwd’, Wrexham Advertiser, 24 October 1885, 6. 
74 ‘To the electors of the Eastern division of the County of Denbigh, 23 October 1885’, Wrexham 
Advertiser, 24 October 1885, 4. 
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Both men held opposing views on education, specifically the Welsh Intermediate 

Education Bill. Sir Watkin assured the voters that he was a keen supporter of 

education and Welsh intermediate education in particular, just not of the Welsh 

Intermediate Education Bill. He objected to the education plans set out in 

Chamberlain’s Unauthorised Programme, which would have been partially funded by 

Church of England endowments, claiming that they would lead to higher taxes and 

result in the removal of religious education teaching in schools. He declared that the 

Welsh Intermediate Education Bill would result in charities for the poor in his home 

village of Ruabon losing £300 a year and described the Bill as nothing but ‘robbing 

the poor … to educate the children of their better neighbours’.75 Sir Watkin failed to 

suggest any plans of his own for Welsh intermediate education beyond assuring 

voters that he would happily support any plans based on, somewhat vaguely, ‘better 

principles’.76 In contrast, Osborne Morgan was a keen supporter of the Welsh 

Intermediate Education Bill, describing it as the ‘greatest boon ever for Wales’.77 The 

Bill was a frequent topic at Osborne Morgan’s meeting and he expressly denied his 

rival’s claims that it ‘robbed the poor’.78  

 

Although both candidates commented on land reform, such speeches were limited to 

meetings in the more rural areas of the constituency, as East Denbighshire was a 

predominantly mining area with limited agricultural land. At a meeting in Chirk, 

                                                            
75 ‘Sir Watkin at Rhostyllen – Enthusiastic reception’, North Wales Guardian, 24 September 1885, 8. 
76 ‘The contest in East Denbighshire – Great Conservative meeting at Gresford – Enthusiastic 
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77 ‘Great Liberal meeting at Penycae – Important speech by Mr Osborne Morgan’, Wrexham 
Advertiser, 30 May 1885, 8. 
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Osborne Morgan admitted that the Liberal government had not done enough to 

support farmers and spoke in support of Chamberlain’s plans for land reform in his 

Unauthorised Programme79 whilst in Holt, Sir Watkin, claiming in-depth knowledge of 

the price of land as a landowner, spoke in favour of increasing smallholdings but 

failed to state how he would so this.80 

 

In addition to his political experience and Parliamentary achievements, Osborne 

Morgan reminded the newly-enfranchised voters of East Denbighshire that they now 

had the right to vote and secret ballot thanks to Liberal governments.81 It was a 

simple message of quid pro quo to East Denbighshire’s voters. 

 

Although the power of deference had been waning for some time, particularly since 

the introduction of secret ballot, it remained a factor in elections. Howell and Baker 

commented that, despite their political, religious, and linguistic differences, the Welsh 

gentry and aristocracy were ‘well-regarded as landlords … and popular in their 

community on a personal level’82 and this appears to have been true for the baronets 

of Wynnstay. Jane Morgan noted that, despite the expansion in working class voters 

in 1867, the 6th baronet’s percentage of the vote increased in 1868, as voters 

remained supportive of the house of Wynnstay83 and when Sir Watkin’s cousin 

                                                            
79 ‘The election campaign in East Denbighshire – Mr Osborne Morgan, MP at Chirk – Open-air 
meeting’, Wrexham Advertiser, 24 October 1885, 6 and ‘The election campaign in East Denbighshire 
– Mr Osborne Morgan at Gresford’, Wrexham Advertiser, 7 November 1885, 6. 
80 ‘The election campaign in East Denbighshire – Mr Osborne Morgan, MP at Chirk – Open-air 
meeting’, Wrexham Advertiser, 24 October 1885, 6 and ‘East Denbighshire election – Sir Watkin and 
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August 1995, 6; ‘Mr Osborne Morgan at Brymbo’ Wrexham Advertiser, 15 August 1885, 6; and ‘Mr 
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83 Morgan, ‘Denbighshire’s annus mirabilis’, 71, 84. 



22 
 

Charles lost the family seat in Montgomeryshire in 1880, Morgan reported the 

Conservatives polled strongly in towns such as Welshpool where the party could call 

upon the influence of Wynnstay and the Earl of Powis.84 Whilst deferential models of 

voting behaviour have their limitations,85 Sir Watkin could call upon 177 years of 

Parliamentary representation of Denbighshire by his family and he based his 

campaign on loyalty and tradition. His election address focused his family’s long link 

with the constituency and his commitment to local concerns.86 His core message 

was not one of party but of family, that his family’s position allowed him to know what 

was best for the people and that he would seek to deliver that – a paternalistic 

attitude for a young man of twenty five. He asked the voters for their continued 

loyalty to his family and to vote for Sir Watkin - not the Conservative party - and, in 

return, he would serve the interests of the people.87 In portraying himself as a ‘friend 

and neighbour’, Sir Watkin was seeking to appeal to non-Conservative voters who 

could be swayed by his appeal to tradition and longstanding family-constituency 

ties.88 

 

The Liberals recognised that this loyalty to the house of Wynnstay would benefit their 

rival and urged voters to disregard any thoughts of electing a representative because 

of his title and landowning status.89 Osborne Morgan acknowledged that Sir Watkin 

                                                            
84 Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation, p. 13. 
85 Roberts, ‘Popular Conservatism in Britain’, 395. 
86 ‘To the free & independent electors of the Eastern division of the County of Denbigh’, North Wales 
Guardian, 22 October 1885, 1.  
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would benefit from his family’s 177 years of representing Denbighshire, in particular 

the forty four years of Parliamentary service given by his predecessor, the 6th 

baronet, writing ‘we have to contend with the shadow of a great personality, which 

although only a shadow projects itself very far and wide’.90 Whilst respectfully 

acknowledging the family’s long service to the constituency, the Liberals argued that 

this was no reason to elect Sir Watkin as an editorial in the Wrexham Advertiser 

explained:  

 

The advocates of the Conservative candidate lay stress on the fact that 

members of Sir Watkin’s family have represented the county in Parliament for 

upwards of a century, and that the present baronet, being the possessor of 

considerable property in our midst, can do much to promote the welfare of the 

district ... We are told that because the Wynnstay family have been our 

representatives for such a number of years they ought to continue to occupy 

that position. That we cannot admit. Their political views are at variance with 

those of the vast majority of the constituents, and the present is a juncture 

when more than local traditions are at stake.91 

 

Sir Watkin’s decision to focus much of his campaign on his family name, rather than 

his status as the Conservative party candidate, side-lined Conservatism and 

Conservative policies during the contest. He was not beholden to the Conservative 

party: he was the obvious candidate and probably the only Conservative candidate 

who had a chance of winning East Denbighshire. Even after the limitations on 
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election spending in the Corrupt Practices Act, the finances of the local Conservative 

party were so poor that it may well have been forced to rely on Sir Watkin’s money to 

bankroll the campaign. Sir Watkin’s electoral address explicitly assured his 

constituents that ‘you may rest assured that no party considerations shall ever 

prevent me from doing my upmost to advance and improve your local interests’.92 

That Sir Watkin could make such a statement reflects the weakness of the 

Conservatism in the constituency and the recognition by the party that a strong 

identification with Conservatism would hinder Sir Watkin’s chances. Despite this Sir 

Watkin did promote some Conservative causes in his speeches such as his 

patriotism and his wish to reduce taxation.93 

 

Election meetings were the main method by which candidates could be seen, heard, 

and questioned by electors.94 Osborne Morgan and the Liberals held over fifty 

meetings throughout the constituency between July and December compared to 

thirty five for the Conservatives, a number of which were not attended by Sir Watkin 

due to illness.95 Rix commented that candidates tended to hold several meetings 

each day as the poll approached96 but this does not appear to have been the case 

for Osborne Morgan97 whilst Sir Watkin did attend multiple meetings a day as 
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election day approached, probably in an attempt to make up for meetings lost due to 

his illness. 

 

Both candidates opened their campaigns in July but whilst Osborne Morgan followed 

his meeting in Coedpoeth with meetings through the constituency, Sir Watkin took a 

break of some ten weeks from campaigning, not speaking at another meeting until 

Rhostyllen on 23 September. This inattention may have been caused by a happy 

event in his family, the birth of his first child (a daughter Gwladys Elin) on 4 

September. Osborne Morgan spoke at meetings in Summerhill, Cefn Mawr, Trevor, 

Rhostyllen, Chirk, Brymbo, Rossett, Rhosllanerchrugog, before ending this first stage 

of his campaign in Bwlchgwyn on 18 August and then departing for a holiday in 

Scotland for three weeks. These meetings were reminiscent of his first election 

campaign as he spoke in villages and attracted large crowds as he did in 1868.98 It 

appears that this first stage of the campaign went well for Osborne Morgan as, whilst 

on holiday, he wrote to Stuart Rendel99 expressing confidence in his victory.100 Sir 

Watkin’s absence from the early stages of the campaign may have allowed Osborne 

Morgan’s campaign to build some early momentum.  

 

Osborne Morgan spoke several times in the heavily populated, predominantly 

Nonconformist, mining villages of Cefn Mawr and Rhosllanerchrugog, seeking the 

votes of the newly-enfranchised miners. He spoke twice at Rhosllanerchrugog101 
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with an additional two meetings organized by his supporters, including one at which 

Herbert Gladstone spoke,102 and three times at Cefn Mawr103 with an additional two 

meetings organized by supporters.104 In contrast Sir Watkin avoided Cefn Mawr and 

Rhosllanerchrugog with his supporters organizing only one meeting in 

Rhosllanerchrugog105 although his wife, apparently unsuccessfully, canvassed the 

village.106  

 

Both parties organized a regional, ticketed meeting which Lawrence described as 

aimed at party supporters, not voters, with ‘big gun’ speakers.107 Unfortunately both 

meetings fell foul of the weather with the Conservatives suffering from a bitterly cold 

wind and the Liberals meeting in a wet marquee. The Conservatives were unable to 

attract a headline speaker to their meeting in Chirk Castle on 26 September, instead 

Sir Watkin, as the only sitting Conservative member in North Wales, spoke after the 

chairman. Amongst these fellow Conservatives, Sir Watkin spoke of the benefits of 

Conservatism and made no reference to his family connections.108 In contrast, when 

the Liberals of North Wales met in Wrexham on 26 October, the list of speakers 

included a raft of MPs and a future Prime Minister. The headline speaker was the 

earl of Rosebery with the duke of Westminster chairing109  and the Rev. Thomas Gee 

                                                            
102 On 5 November (‘The election campaign – Liberal meeting at Rhosllanerchrugog’, Wrexham 
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108 ‘Conservative demonstration at Chirk – Speeches of Parliamentary candidates’, North Wales 
Chronicle, 3 October 1885, 6. 
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was advertised as speaking in Welsh. Admission was free but tickets for the platform 

and front seats could be purchased from one of thirty one agents.110 This meeting 

was widely reported in the British press.111 The appearance of a future Prime 

Minister who spoke, albeit briefly, on education in Wales and religious equality 

showed the voters of North Wales that the Liberal party leadership recognized the 

particular needs of Wales. Osborne Morgan spoke but unfortunately, the day did not 

end well for him as his watch was stolen at the meeting.112 

 

The Liberals were successful in attracting well-known supporters to speak in support 

of their candidate. Gladstone noted in his diary for 3 December that ‘Herbert gallantly 

went off to Denbighshire’113 as his son addressed meetings in Rhosllanerchrugog 

and Cefn.114 Osborne Morgan enjoyed a warm and long-standing relationship with 

the Rev. Thomas Gee,115 the owner of Victorian Wales’s most influential newspaper 

Baner ac Amserau Cymru, and a man committed to the destruction of landlord power 

in Wales.116 In 1868, Gee and his newspaper had actively campaigned against the 

6th baronet and now turned their attacks on his successor.117 Gee was present at 

several of Osborne Morgan’s meetings118 and devoted the entire front page of the 15 
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July edition of his newspaper to an editorial on the relative merits of the two 

candidates, commenting that Osborne Morgan had a hundred qualifications to be 

East Denbighshire’s MP to every one of Sir Watkin’s and that the power of the 

landlords was over.119 The Conservatives were less successful in attracting party 

figures to speak in support of Sir Watkin. This may have been due to poor party 

organization in the constituency or an unwillingness to travel to East Denbighshire. 

The Home Secretary, Sir Richard Cross, spoke in support of Sir Watkin at a meeting 

in Acrefair on 29 November120 but his appearance so late in the campaign may have 

been in response to the Conservative victory in the Denbigh Boroughs seat earlier 

that month, thereby causing the central party organization to think that East 

Denbighshire was now a winnable seat and dispatching a leading figure to speak in 

the constituency. 

 

Both candidates recognised the importance of appealing to Welsh-speaking voters. 

Although a predominantly English-speaking area due to its border location, there 

were Welsh-speaking communities throughout the constituency, such as the village 

of Rhosllannerchrugog which was over 90% Welsh-speaking.121 However, as neither 

candidate spoke Welsh, they were reliant upon others to do so for them. Osborne 

Morgan called upon local Nonconformist ministers to address the audience in 
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Welsh122 and sometimes the proceedings were opened and closed in Welsh.123 The 

Liberals organized a meeting aimed at Welsh-speakers in October in Coedpoeth at 

which three Nonconformist ministers.124 In addition, Osborne Morgan’s close 

friendship with the Rev. Thomas Gee meant that he had the strong support of Baner 

ac Amserau Cymru. The Conservatives were not as successful in attracting Welsh-

speakers to address meetings - Thomas Parry, a working man, spoke in Welsh at a 

meeting on 16 November125 - but it was Mr Humphrey of Rhyl, a town not even in the 

constituency, who appeared in several meetings at Brymbo,126 Holt127, and 

Penygelli128 to speak in support of Sir Watkin in Welsh. It would appear that the 

Conservatives lacked Welsh-speaking supporters prepared to speak at meetings 

which would suggest, if not a dearth of support amongst Welsh-speakers, then at 

least of Welsh-speakers prepared to openly admit their support for Sir Watkin and 

the Conservatives.129 

 

Miners made up a significant number of the East Denbighshire electorate and Sir 

Watkin, in particular, made a concerted effort to win their support. He held a number 

of meetings at mines, speaking at Brynmally colliery, Minera Lead Mines,130 Llay Hall 
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colliery,131  and Westminster colliery.132 Sir Watkin took advantage of the support he 

enjoyed from the mine owners to speak to miners at their place of work where, 

arguably, the miners would be unable to absent themselves from a meeting. In 

return, Sir Watkin pledged to improve the working conditions of miners and reduce 

the number of mine accidents.133 Osborne Morgan dismissed Sir Watkin’s courting of 

miners, speaking of him ‘going down all the pits and shaking hands with all the 

colliers, kissing all the babies’.134 Nevertheless, Sir Watkin reminded the miners that 

their employers supported him and suggested that the men should follow their 

example. On three occasions he informed his audience that he had the support of 

‘nearly three-fourths of the large owners and managers of the works in this district … 

I may also have the support of a large number of the working-men of the district, as I 

think you will all agree with me that capital and labour ought in all cases to go 

together’.135  Sir Watkin faced an uphill task in seeking support from the miners, even 

when he had the support of their employers: a study of the constituency of Thornbury 

in Gloucestershire showed that even when the owners were Conservative, the vast 

majority of the workers were Liberal supporters.136 However, Sir Watkin had 

recognised that he needed miners’ votes, hence his support for improving working 

conditions in mines and speaking to them directly at their place of work. Whilst 

Osborne Morgan was not seemingly a friend of the colliery owners, he did have a 
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keen supporter in Mr William Lester, a former President of the General Council of the 

North Wales Association of Miners who took out a large advertisement in the 

Wrexham Advertiser addressed to ‘The colliers and other miners, electors of East 

Denbighshire’.137 In it he described Osborne Morgan as the ‘representative’ of the 

miners and commended his support for disestablishment and attacked the 

Conservatives for their opposition to free trade. Interestingly, neither Lester nor 

Osborne Morgan appears to have commented on the need to improve working 

conditions faced by miners with Osborne Morgan instead focusing on his support for 

free trade. It could be that Osborne Morgan naturally expected the votes of the 

mainly Welsh-speaking, Nonconformist miners that he saw no particular need to 

court this section of the electorate. He did, however, clearly appreciate their power 

as, speaking in the mining village of Brymbo, he exhorted the miners for their support 

as with it ‘he could defy the powers and influences of Wynnstay and Chirk Castle’.138 

 

Sir Watkin’s campaign was hampered when he suffered a severe attack of neuralgia 

and bronchitis in mid-October and he ceased campaigning after 17 October, 

recuperating in Brighton.139 He next spoke on 26 November, having lost over a 

month’s campaigning. Although the Conservatives organized meetings in his 

absence, the lack of the candidate and any prominent local MP to speak on his 

behalf must have harmed his chances. His supporters did try however to portray his 

illness in a positive light claiming that Sir Watkin’s desire to be returned as MP in 

order to serve his constituents had led to his heavy campaign schedule and 
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subsequent ill health,140 reiterating Sir Watkin’s core message of serving the 

interests of the constituency, in this case above his own health.   

 

Research has shown that electoral violence is more likely in closely-fought elections 

so, unsurprisingly, the contest sparked rowdy meetings.141 A Liberal meeting in Holt 

saw ‘a few men of the baser sort’ barracking speakers,142 stones were thrown at 

Osborne Morgan’s carriage and an assailant attempted to strike him on the head 

with a stick at a meeting in Cefn Mawr,143 and his carriage was sabotaged at 

Erbistock.144 However, the most violent meeting of the campaign took place at 

Brymbo, which happened to be Osborne Morgan’s home village, on 1 December. 

According to newspaper reports, whilst Sir Watkin spoke at the national school, a 

mob threw stones to at the windows, eliciting ‘shrieks [from] the ladies … who 

cowered beneath the seats’. Sir Watkin left through the back door, accompanied by 

two policemen, but was chased by the mob allegedly shouting ‘kill him!’ As Sir 

Watkin and his party fled on foot across railway tracks and fields, the mob smashed 

windows and used pieces of wood as battering rams. When Sir Watkin’s carriage 

appeared at his next meeting that night in Bangor-is-y-coed, its windows and lamps 

were smashed and Sir Watkin produced a large iron bar which he claimed was 

thrown at his carriage.145 Reports of the Brymbo riots reached the national press.146 

The Conservatives claimed that an Osborne Morgan-supporting mob attempted to 

                                                            
140 ‘The Hon. George T Kenyon at Holt’, North Wales Guardian, 5 November 1885, 8. 
141 Justin Wasserman, and Edwin Jaggard,’ Electoral violence in mid nineteenth-century England and 
Wales’, Historical Research, 80, (2007), 124-155. 
142 ‘Liberal meeting at Holt – Disgraceful interruption’, Wrexham Advertiser, 7 November 1885, 6. 
143 ‘Mr Osborne Morgan at Cefn – Disestablishment in Wales – Ruffianly conduct’, Wrexham 
Advertiser, 21 November 1885, 6. 
 144 ‘The attacks upon Mr Osborne Morgan’, Western Daily Press, 26 November 1885, 8. 
145 ‘Meeting at Bangor Isycoed’, North Wales Guardian, 3 December 1885, 8 and Rioting near Brymbo 
– Narrow escape of Sir W. W. Wynn’, Cardiff Times, ‘5 December 1885, 2. 
146 ‘Serious election riots’, Pall Mall Gazette, 3 December 1885, 10 and ‘Serious election riots’, 
London Evening Standard, 3 December 1885, 2. 



33 
 

murder Sir Watkin; the Liberals played down the incident and the unsympathetic 

Baner ac Amserau Cymru stated emphatically that the situation had been 

exaggerated by the Conservatives for their own purposes.147 This violence appears 

to have gained Brymbo somewhat of an unsavoury reputation amongst 

Conservatives as the Primrose League Gazette later described the village as ‘a 

rough place’.148 

 

 

4. The Result 

With the violence at Brymbo happening only days before the poll, the local 

authorities were determined not to see a repeat on polling day and drafted extra 

police into Wrexham.149 The election took place on 4 December and the results were 

announced a day later. Polling was not without incident: stones were thrown at 

Osborne Morgan, a stone struck the Chief Constable and a hole was cut in his hat, 

drivers taking voters to the poll complained of stone throwing, there were reports of 

fighting at Rhosllanerchrugog and Coedpoeth150 and the miners of Chirk marched 

singing into the polling booth en masse at 9.30 am to vote.151 

 

A week earlier the Liberals lost the Denbigh Boroughs seat with the Hon. George 

Kenyon defeating the sitting member Sir Robert Cunliffe by 1,761 votes to 1,455. If 

the son of the 3rd Baron Keyon could win the borough seat then Conservativism was 
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far from a spent force in north-east Wales, so a Conservative victory for the house of 

Wynnstay was possible. 

 

The result was announced the next day: 3,831 to Osborne Morgan and 3,438 to Sir 

Watkin, a Liberal majority of 393. Turnout was 87.6% or 7,269 out of an electorate of 

8,297. Although over a thousand electors did not vote, the turnout was the highest 

out of the Welsh county constituencies with only four other constituencies recording 

a higher turnout. Conservative support was strongest Wrexham and the more 

gentrified areas of the constituency such as Holt, Gresford, Rossett, Marchwiel, and 

Acrefair whilst the Liberals polled strongly in the mining villages of Brymbo, 

Gwersyllt, Coedpoeth, and Rhosllanerchrugog.152 Sir Watkin’s attempts to woo the 

miners through their employers failed as miners stayed loyal to Osborne Morgan. Sir 

Watkin appeared to have taken a majority of votes in his home village of Ruabon and 

voting in nearby Cefn Mawr was close.153 With Sir Watkin polling well in these two 

villages, whose Nonconformist miners would usually be expected to vote Liberal in 

large numbers, this suggests that deference and family loyalty remained a key voting 

factor in areas which had a long-standing link with the house of Wynnstay. 

 

Whilst Osborne Morgan claimed ‘a great victory’,154 Sir Watkin alleged that threats of 

violence had deterred his supporters from voting and vowed to regain the seat at the 

next election.155 Whilst it is possible that the threat of violence may have dissuaded 
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Conservative supporters from voting, the turnout was nevertheless very high. As the 

result generated debate in the press, rival newspapers traded insults in verse: the 

North Wales Guardian published a poem entitled ‘Taffy’s Skills as a Liar’, alleging 

interference in the poll by Nonconformist minsters:  

 

Taffies promised all their votes 

Said they’d vote for the Squire 

Taffies turned them round about 

At Ministers’ desire.156 

 

Liberal-supporting newspapers responded with a poem of their own called ‘Taffy’s 

Defence’ which concluded with accusations of voter intimidation by landlords and 

mine owners: 

 

Yes – ‘Taffy is a Welshman,’ 

And is resolved to fight, 

In spite of ‘Church in Danger,’ 

For what is fair and right; 

He’ll face the frown of landlords, 

And master’s threats and ‘screw,’ 

And in the conflict e’er remain 

To God and conscience true.157 

 

                                                            
156 ‘Taffy’s election promises’, North Wales Guardian, 10 December 1885, 6. 
157 Llangollen Advertiser, 18 December 1885, 3 and’ Poetry’ Wrexham Advertiser, 19 December 1885, 
3. 



36 
 

Sir Watkin was not the only aristocrat to lose his seat in 1885 as aristocratic families 

across Britain lost seats that had been theirs for generations: Lord Henry Beninck in 

Norfolk, Lord Lowther in Lincolnshire, Lord Fitzwilliam in Yorkshire, and Lord Haddo 

in Haddington. Yet despite these losses amongst aristocratic dynasties, Cannadine 

recognised a result in Wales which saw the end of the political power of the house of 

Wynnstay, as ‘the most symbolic defeat of all’.158   

 

The electors of East Denbighshire had the opportunity to reconsider their choice less 

than a year later. The contest was far closer this time with Osborne Morgan winning 

by only twenty six votes.159 Sir Watkin stood again in 1892 but lost once more, this 

time by 766 votes. Sir Watkin continued to play an important role in local society: he 

served as a member of Denbighshire County Council from its creation in 1889 until 

his death in 1944 and he led Wrexham Rural District Council for over twenty 

years.160 However, local government was not national government and his family 

name had ceased to be listed amongst parliamentarians. Howell’s argument that the 

rejection of the aristocracy throughout Wales was a rejection of politics, not of 

personal popularity, appears true for Sir Watkin and the house of Wynnstay.161  

 

Conclusion 

1885 saw the end of an era in Welsh politics as the new Parliament lacked a 

member with the name Williams-Wynn. With the decline in aristocratic power and the 
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weakness of the Conservative party in Wales, Sir Watkin’s defeat seemed inevitable. 

However, despite taking on a vastly more experienced opponent with excellent 

connections to the Nonconformist cause, Sir Watkin lost by less than 400 votes or 

5% or the electorate, a credible performance for a candidate who lacked political 

experience and with little other than his family name to recommend him. This 

suggests that deference remained a factor amongst some voters, something Sir 

Watkin seems to have significantly relied upon. In 1892, Sir Watkin won 45% of the 

vote: once he ceased to be the candidate the Conservative share of the vote fell to 

around a third, even though prominent locals such as Arthur Griffith-Boscawen, the 

Hon. George Kenyon, and Sir Foster Cunliffe stood for the Conservatives. This lends 

support to the argument that local deference was to the house of Wynnstay, rather 

than the Conservative party or other local landowners. 

 

Whilst historians have disagreed on the extent to which local issues and 

personalities played a key role in elections up to 1914,162 in East Denbighshire both 

parties promoted their candidate’s local links to the area and what they had or could 

do for the constituency. East Denbighshire was no carpetbagger versus 

carpetbagger contest. Both candidates had strong connections with the constituency 

with the Conservatives portraying Osborne Morgan, who had represented 

Denbighshire for seventeen years, as the non-local, outsider candidate. Sir Watkin’s 

distancing of himself from the Conservative party, describing himself as a 

representative of the ‘Constitutional’ party and the weakness of local party 

organization focused the Conservative campaign on the candidate and his family’s 
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links to the area as Sir Watkin sought to appeal to traditional, rather than party, 

loyalties. Osborne Morgan, whilst basing much of his campaign on his own political 

achievements, adopted a more national, as in Welsh, focus to his campaign with his 

support for Nonconformity and Welsh intermediate education. Although both 

candidates acknowledged national issues such as the trade depression during their 

speeches, their campaigns tended to focus on themselves: Osborne Morgan for 

what he had done and would do for Nonconformists and Sir Watkin for how he, 

through his family, was best placed to act for the benefit of the constituency. The 

campaign in East Denbighshire focused on the politics of personality, particularly for 

the Conservative campaign. Further research on Welsh constituency elections 

between 1885 and 1914 would indicate whether East Denbighshire was an extreme 

example of the importance of local candidates and issues or whether Welsh 

campaigns retained more of a local or ‘Welsh’ focus than elsewhere in the United 

Kingdom. 

 

Sir Watkin made little of party identity as he emphasized his loyalty to the people of 

East Denbighshire above his party and the Conservative party appears to have been 

relatively poorly organized in the constituency. The finances of the Denbighshire 

Constitutional Association suggest an inactive organization and its failure to follow 

the example of its Liberal counterpart and split into east and west versions and the 

relatively late appearance of the Primrose League indicate an organization 

unprepared for an election campaign. In East Denbighshire in 1885, the 

Conservative campaign was the Sir Watkin Williams-Wynn campaign and based on 

his family name, rather than a Conservative party campaign. In contrast, the East 

Denbighshire Liberal Association appears to have been well-organized and able to 
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mobilise support from the chapels in favour of their candidate. Osborne Morgan was 

able to call upon the power of Nonconformity and his campaign had a distinct ‘Welsh’ 

element. Osborne Morgan was able to point to his successes - the introduction of 

Welsh-speaking county court judges, the Burials Act, his support for Welsh 

education - policies which had benefited Wales as a nation. In contrast, ‘Welshness’ 

was a theme rarely touched upon by Sir Watkin, beyond vague support for education 

in Wales.   

 

Osborne Morgan was fortunate: fortunate that his rival was an untried twenty five 

year old with only a few months of Parliamentary experience who spent over a 

month away from the campaign trail due to illness.  Death removed a far more 

formidable opponent from his path: had the 6th baronet been alive and in good health 

or been able to campaign for his nephew, Osborne Morgan may have decided to 

accept the offer of the West Denbighshire Liberal Association to be their 

candidate.163 Furthermore, threats of violence may also have persuaded some 

Conservative supporters not to vote.  

 

The East Denbighshire election result was one of the most important results in 

Welsh electoral history, ending the political power of the house of Wynnstay and 

signalling the continuing weakness of the Conservative party in Wales. If the most 

politically powerful family in Wales could lose a seat they had held for 177 years, 

then no aristocrat was safe from the judgement of the ballot box, regardless how 

many acres they owned or how large their personal fortune. A name, however 
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illustrious, and local affection for the family, would no longer override resentment 

against aristocratic power and guarantee a seat in Parliament.164  In 1885, Wales 

took another step away from what Jones termed the ‘ancient particularism of the 

counties, tradition, and parochial deference, or what Williams described as landlord 

power founded on a narrow compliant base.165 

 

The 1885 election also saw the continuation of Osborne Morgan’s Parliamentary 

career: first elected in that famous election of 1868, he would serve Denbighshire 

and Wales for twenty nine years until his death in 1897. Like the other victor over 

Wynnstay power, Stuart Rendel, Osborne Morgan was ‘a progressive Liberal’166 

whose political career began when most Welsh MPs were Conservative, Anglican, 

English-speaking aristocrats and ended in the era of Cymru Fydd. The political 

career of George Osborne Morgan shows how far the Parliamentary representation 

of Wales had evolved between 1868 and 1897. 
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