
-MISS FARREN (AKTERWARDS COUNTESS OF DERBY)

frt'm an engra- ing In stipple by F. Bartolo::i, after Lawrence



ELIZABETH FARREN, COUNTESS OF 
DERBY

By R. J. Broadbcnt

Read iSth March 1909

I N the eighteenth century there resided in Liver 
pool an opulent brewer named Wright. He 

was blessed with several children, all of whom were 
educated in a manner befitting his station. One of 
his daughters was born about 1732, and she was 
christened Margaret. In the full bloom of maiden 
beauty her charms and accomplishments were so 
highly prized that she became a reigning toast 
among the bon vivants of her native town.

Although Mr. Wright's business was a lucrative 
one, it proved inadequate to meet the expenses of 
his prodigal hospitality. Consequently he was 
overtaken by ruin before he could make provision 
for those near and dear to him. His handsome 
and accomplished daughter, Margaret, became the 
portionless wife of George Farren, who practised as 
a surgeon and apothecary in Cork. Farren, accord 
ing to the Memoirs of Charles Lee Lewes, was the 
son of a Dublin wine merchant, and was intended 
for his father's business. The Farrens were of 
good stock, and their lineage can be clearly traced 
back in Ireland to the end of the seventeenth 
century. There were branches of the family in 
both Dublin and Cork. It is probable that George 
Farren came of the Dublin stock, although he may 
have been apprenticed to a relation in Cork. The
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fact that his sister, Elizabeth, lived all her life in 
Dublin, where she died in 1808, seems to be proof 
that he came of that branch of the family. In 1736 
Thomas Farren became Lord Mayor of Cork, and 
at a time when the Corporation was very exclusive. 
He was a merchant of some prominence, and a 
quay in Cork was named after him. 1 The Farrens 
of Cork were always cultured patrons of the drama.

It was to Cork that George Farren took his 
bride to reside, but a worse fate awaited her there 
than that which had first destroyed her prospects in 
life. Her husband she soon found would not forego 
his friends or his bottle, and his amiable wife saw 
herself again encompassed with ruin.

Meanwhile three daughters had been born to 
them, and they were christened Elizabeth ("Betsy"), 
Catherine ("Kitty"), and Margaret ("Peggy"). 
There was, however, such marked dissimilarity 
between them in person, manners, and temper that 
persons had difficulty in believing they were the 
children of the same parents. Elizabeth, who was 
born on July 6, 1762, inherited her mother's good 
looks, and a most docile disposition even as a child. 
As she grew up her natural ease and elegance of 
manner caused many persons to predict with con 
fidence that " she was born to be a lady." Catherine 
had no particular pretensions to beauty, and was 
less polished in her manners. She died at Man 
chester on Friday, January 10, 1777, of consumption. 
Margaret, the youngest, also had no claims to 
admiration, either as regarded her person or temper, 
save that she was occasionally witty, but too often 
the shafts of her wit were barbed with malignity. 
In 1787 she married Thomas Knight, the celebrated 
comedian, who, in 1803, became one of the lessees 
of the Theatre Royal, Liverpool.

1 The name has since been changed to Pope's Quay, but a street 
still exists called after the Farren family.
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After the breaking up of his establishment at 
Cork George Farren sought a living by commencing 
as an actor. Lee Lewes gives one the impression 
that he made his ddbiit in Dublin, but not meeting 
with the encouragement that he expected, he decided 
to leave lerne's metropolis and try his fortune in 
England.

On his arrival in Liverpool he applied to William 
Gibson, the manager of the local Drury Lane 
Theatre, for an engagement at a very small salary, 
but his modest request did not meet with the 
expected success. " Our company, friend," said 
Gibson, who had been brought up as a Quaker, 
" being formed and full ere we left London, cannot 
possibly admit of any addition. Thou hast told 
me, friend, that thou hast never tried thy talents on 
the stage, and it is an unalterable maxim with me 
to reject all superfluities of any kind. I will not 
entertain more cats than will kill mice; and there 
fore, as by thy own confession thou art not practiced 
in the business of an actor, the most prudent course 
for thee would be to push thyself into some other 
way of life, which may support thee better. What 
ever thy vain hope may flatter thee with, expect 
not to keep up long the flashy appearance thou now 
dost make, shouldst thou engage with any travelling 
company of comedians. But lest, peradventure, 
thou shouldst lack wherewithal to answer for a bed 
and a supper, I make thee a present of this half- 
crown ; thou dost look most pitifully lank, young 
man, but this may, if properly used by thee, prevent 
thy growing thinner for a short space of time." 
" The exordium to this puritanical speech," writes 
Lee Lewes, who tells the story, "made poor Farren 
look blank ; he thought proper, however, being in 
want of half-a-crown, to pocket the affront and 
making his best bow to his monitor, he went back to 
his lodging."
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Afterwards Farren became associated with various 
itinerant companies, ekeing out an existence as best 
he could. He died about 1770, and his widow was 
left with three young daughters wholly unprovided 
for.

Prior to returning with her fatherless children to 
her native country, Mrs. Farren made her appear 
ance in minor characters, first at the theatre in 
Cork, and afterwards on the Dublin stage. Shortly 
afterwards her daughter, Elizabeth, made one of 
her earliest appearances in public, when she gave a 
" Lecture upon Hearts," but, whether as a member 
of some itinerant company of players, or in what 
place, it is difficult to determine. At that time her 
age could not have exceeded eleven years. The 
enterprise was doubtless suggested by George Alex 
ander Stevens' popular lecture upon heads.

In the latter part of 1773 Mrs. Farren and her 
children obtained an engagement with the eccentric 
James Augustus Whiteley, of Chester, who was 
appearing with his company at the theatre rented 
by him in Marsden Street, Manchester.

According to an anonymous and scarce pamphlet, 
entitled Biographical Gleanings of the Countess of 
Derby, formerly Miss Farren, published in the 
early part of the nineteenth century, " it seems cer 
tain that Mrs, Farren lodged in Bootle Street, in 
Yates Street (now Peter Street), and in Jackson's 
Row; all of them in the neighbourhood of Deansgate, 
near the common rendezvous of conveyances to and 
from Liverpool by land and water. Those localities 
were the abode of persons in rather humble circum 
stances, and therefore more suitable to the depressed 
fortunes of this respectable woman and her family. 
It was the good fortune of Mrs. Farren and her 
progeny, in that hour of adversity, to fall as lodgers 
into the hands of a humane couple, Mr. and Mrs. 
Stanfield, who resided, as I am told, in the house
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next door to the 'Green Man' in Jackson's Row. 
... I have been assured that Mrs. Farren and her 
children took shelter in the kitchen of that dwelling ; 
and further were they so distressed that they would 
have been exposed to intolerable privations but for 
the generous sympathy of the Stanfields." Mr. and 
Mrs. Stanfield were players, and the parents of 
Clarkson Stanfield, the celebrated scene painter. 
" Miss Farren," continues the writer, " nobly returned 
their hospitality when the Stanfields became reduced, 
and the fortunes of the Farrens had attained to the 
ascending scale."

The following letter, addressed to Mrs. Farren, 
is said to have emanated from Whiteley soon after 
her arrival in Manchester: 

" MADAM, I have duly considered the subject 
of our late conversation, and do not think there is 
the least chance of your deriving any permanent 
benefit from theatrical pursuits. Inclination does 
not confer talent : for the sake of yourself and 
children I strenuously advise you to turn your 
attention to some other less dangerous and pre 
carious line of life. I say less dangerous as applies 
to your daughters. I have passed a long career 
upon the stage, and where I have seen one person 
prosperous and happy, ten have failed, and many, 
particularly females, have been morally cast away. 
If I had been bred as a shoemaker or tailor, and 
had followed those humble callings with the same 
diligence that I have endeavoured to get forward 
as an actor, I should, in all probability, be now 
independent. Look round you in this busy town, 
and you will see hundreds of persons who were 
destitute as it were but yesterday, and are now in 
the high road to wealth. Fix on some safe and 
certain occupation. Even a laundress, with toler 
able plenty of work, is preferable to treading the
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stage as a make-weight. Do not feel offended at 
this bluntness. Nature has not endowed you with 
the qualities that are requisite to ensure success : 
as to Betsy, although she seems to possess every 
natural requisite, she is yet too young, and were 
she my daughter, I would sooner rear her up to 
go to service in a respectable family! Inclosed is 
a trifle of which I entreat the acceptance. When 
the wheel of fortune takes a more favourable turn 
you may return it. I would not advise you to 
leave Manchester. It is a busy, thriving town ; 
let me hear your determination : and if you feel 
inclined to make any attempt in the way of trade, 
I will, with the utmost readiness, aid your views 
as far as my means permit. Meantime, with the 
utmost sincerity, I remain your friend, W."

The author of the pamphlet, from which the fore 
going letter is copied, is partly inclined to doubt 
its having been written by Whiteley, probably on 
account of its delicacy of tone and refinement. Be 
this as it may, it was penned by some one who had 
the interests of the family at heart. The pamphlet 
contains another letter, written by a lady friend of 
Mrs. Farren, in which she uses all the eloquence 
at her command in order to sever the connection 
of the Farren family with the stage. In it she 
says 

" I am very sorry I could not speak to Kitty. 
I fear you will think I am too much like the rest 
of the world, a mere summer friend. If so, you 
do me great injustice, for I love and respect you 
quite as well as when you were my equal as 
to circumstances. My husband possesses all the 
essentials of a good and upright man : we have, 
as you know, a numerous young family, and I am 
sure nothing would grieve you so much as to be 
come the source of domestic uneasiness. To him
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I owe respect and obedience, and, owing to your 
connection with the theatre, which he terms ' Satan's 
Tabernacle,' he has interdicted our intercourse. He 
is, as you know, a rigid Calvinist, and, of all people, 
hates players the most. To these circumstances, my 
dear Mrs. F   , and not to diminished esteem, I 
implore you to attribute my not seeing Kitty last 
night. He is just gone on horseback to Stock- 
port, and I embrace the opportunity of com 
municating this painful, yet, I also believe, not 
unexpected intelligence. I have explained how I 
am circumstanced as to the disposal of my private 
allowance. I am required to enter every little dis 
bursement of alms, and where he disapproves, I 
dare not let the objectionable name appear any 
more. Our household accounts are balanced every 
week, and not a pint of milk or a bunch of greens 
enters our kitchen but what is entered also in our 
household journal. I state these particulars to 
account for the paucity of my aid to you, my be 
loved school-fellow when your wants are so press 
ing. It cuts my heart when I sit down to a 
plenteous table, and see my children all round me, 
well fed, and well clothed, to think of you and 
yours. I asked him for a guinea this morning to 
give to you. He said he should offend the Almighty 
by so doing! I shed tears, but they had no other 
effect than to excite reproof. I have, however, sent 
you a new Queen Anne's guinea a present from 
your dear father and . . . (illegible, probably 
mother), who were my sponsors. Take it, use 
it therefore as your own! I intended it for you, 
and should have sent you two, if I had obtained 
the one I asked. When I reflect on the trivial 
amount of the help I can command, I blush to send 
it. I wish I might be able to persuade you to 
abandon altogether your dramatical projects. Your 
daughters are, I know, educated too well for
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common servitude ; but from what I hear and have 
seen of the misery to which players, both male 
and female, are so frequently exposed, I would 
prefer a decent and humane master and mistress 
for a daughter of mine, than allow her to become 
an actress. If you were to act thus I should be 
permitted to assist you, and to an extent to be 
useful. Your daughters can each of them use their 
needles well, and are qualified to instruct others in 
everything that respectable tradesmen's daughters 
usually learn. What should you think of opening 
a school in Manchester? You know too well my 
husband is not the only person who entertains a 
strong aversion to the society of players. . . . Even 
Mr. Younger, who seems to have almost every one's 
good word, has but a very limited number of real 
friends. And as to Mr. Whiteley, you cannot be 
ignorant of the persecutions to which he has been, 
and is subjected, and to the schisms which prevail 
even in his own company."

The sincerity of the writer of the letter to be 
friend her old friend and her children is feelingly 
portrayed in the following passage : 

" I am thus earnest with you, because I love you. 
I fear you are depending on a frail support. I can 
not doubt but Mr. R    would let me take Kitty 
if you were to give up the theatre altogether. It 
would be to me a source of the greatest felicity to 
be able to prove by my care of that child how dear 
you are to me. I should always have her at my 
side, and would treat her as if she were my own 
daughter. To find a situation for Betsy equally eli 
gible might not be quite so easy; but you might keep 
her at home ; and if I might advise, I would place 
her as an apprentice to a mantua maker or milliner. 
She is a sweet girl, and has an address so genteel, 
and a manner so engaging, that she could scarcely 
fail of doing well in either of those businesses."
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The writer concludes : 
" I entreat you, my dear Mrs. Farren, to take 

this letter in good part, and when you have read 
it, fling it in the fire, for I would not willingly these 
sentiments should meet any eyes but your own. 
No, not even your daughters, for nothing less than 
the strong affection I bear you could have induced 
me to write thus freely of my husband. If you 
adopt my advice! you will remain in Manchester, 
but free from all theatrical connections, and I will 
do my very utmost to assist in your establishments. 
If you pursue your favourite speculation, you shall 
have my ardent prayer for your welfare; and never 
shall you want such help as my very circumscribed 
means may allow me to afford. Once more God 
bless you all, and believe me ever affectionately 
yours, ' J. R.

" P.S. I have sent a bundle herewith of which 
I entreat your acceptance."

Despite the entreaties of her friend, Mrs. Farren 
still pursued her favourite avocation ; but the ardent 
prayers of " J. R." were more than answered in the 
brilliant career of the " sweet girl Betsy."

Already gifted, it is said, with a pleasing soprano 
voice, Elizabeth Farren seems to have been the 
leading singing lady of Whiteley's company. Her 
earliest performances at the Marsden Street house 
were confined to singing between the acts and 
taking part in the masquerades. On April 8, 1774, 
the performances were announced " for the benefit 
of the Widow Howard, Mrs. Farren, and her three 
children." The Merchant of Venice was performed ; 
Whiteley played Shylock, Kitty Farren appeared 
as Nerissa; Betsy Farren sang a new song, accom 
panied on the guitar by Mr. Claggot, and after 
wards spoke a favourite epilogue, written by Samuel
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Foote, while Sweet Willy, O, was sung by Peggy 
Farren. The performances concluded with " a 
poetic address of thanks to the ladies and gentle 
men of Manchester, written by a gentleman of 
the town for the occasion, spoken by Miss Betsy 
Farren."

After the termination of his season in Man 
chester Whiteley dispensed with the services of 
the Farrens; but he recommended Kitty Farren 
to Joseph Younger, one of the lessees of the 
Theatre Royal, Liverpool, who engaged the whole 
family. In 1774 Betsy Farren appeared at the 
Royal as Rosetta in Love in a Village, " but such 
was the poverty of her wardrobe," says a writer 
in Walkers Hibernian Magazine for July 1794, 
" that the ladies of the company, it is remembered, 
were obliged to subscribe each a proportion of 
apparel before she could be properly equipped, 
so much may great merit and superior talents be 
depressed by poverty. She next performed Lady 
Townly, and pleased Mr. Younger so well that 
he procured credit with his tradesmen for what 
cloaths any of the family stood in need of."

It must, however, have occasioned Mrs. Farren 
a bitter pang to have appeared as an inferior 
actress, in indigent circumstances, in her native 
town, where her youth had been passed in very 
different circumstances. The occurrence was doubt 
less one of the most humiliating of her many severe 
trials. Fortunately she possessed an even tem 
perament, and the gentleness and urbanity of her 
manners formed a notable contrast to the people 
amongst whom she was compelled to reside; for 
at that time a great degree of rudeness and ferocity 
of manners prevailed amongst the Liverpool popu 
lace.

After performing at the Theatre Royal, Liver 
pool, some three seasons, gaining experience and
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winning approbation for her performances, especially 
for her Lady Townly, Elizabeth Farren was intro 
duced by Mr. Younger to George Colman, and 
made her ddbitt in London at the Haymarket, on 
June 9, 1777, in the part of Miss Hardcastle. 
After her first appearance in London she was 
engaged for Covent Garden, which theatre, in a 
little while, she left to become a member of Old 
Drury, where she performed a considerable time 
as first tragic actress, and became successor to 
Mrs. Abington in comedy.

In Horace Walpole's opinion Miss Farren was 
the most perfect actress he had ever seen. Boaden 
speaks of her " sparkling captivities," Hazlitt of 
her "fine-lady airs and graces," and Adolphus 
praises "the irresistible graces of her address and 
manner, the polished beauties of her action and 
gait, and all the indescribable little charms which 
give fascination to the woman of birth and fashion."

Charles James Fox was attached to her; but 
before she withdrew from the stage it was

<-*

said of her that when " one certain event should 
happen, a Countess's coronet would fall on her 
brow." This contingency was the death of the 
Countess of Derby. It was through an intro 
duction of the Duchess of Leinster, who knew 
the Farren family in Ireland, that Betsy Farren 
first became acquainted with Edward, the twelfth 
Earl of Derby, who was himself a clever amateur 
actor. A platonic affection between the two soon 
ripened into something more lasting. The writer 
of The Testimony of Truth to Exalted Merit; or, 
a Biographical Sketch of the Rt. Hon. the Countess 
of Derby, tells us that "the affection of Lord Derby 
for Miss Farren was that of a mind strongly 
imbued with a sense of honour, and deeply sensible 
of the virtues of its object. The assiduity of his 
lordship was flattering, and the circumstances in



94 Elizabeth Farren, Countess of Derby

which he stood with relation to his Countess were 
such as by no means to render any such attach 
ment indecorous." He usually escorted Miss Farren 
to and from Old Drury to her home in Green Street, 
Grosvenor Square, and is said to have frequently 
been seen following, rather than walking with her, 
" puffing from want of breath and sighing his soft 
tale, while she, from mere wantonness, kept him 
on the jog-trot, and hardly deigned to give him 
a smile." Lord Derby, according to Mrs. Corn- 
well Baron-Wilson, was a singular-looking little 
man for a lover. She says "he had an excessively 
large head surmounting his small, spare figure, 
and wore his hair tied in a long, thin pig-tail. 
This, with his attachment to short nankeen gaiters, 
made him an easily recognised subject in the 
numerous caricatures of the day."

The long-tarrying Countess of Derby died on 
March 14, 1797, and on the 8th of April following 
Miss Farren took her farewell leave of the stage 
in the character of Lady Teazle. It was remarked 
that she had never performed with greater anima 
tion and better spirits than on this occasion until 
the play drew near to the close, when she was 
unable to conceal how deeply she was affected. In 
faltering tones she delivered Lady Teazle's vale 
dictory address to Lady Sneerwell: " Let me also 
request, Lady Sneerwell, that you will make my 
respects to the scandalous college of which you 
are a member, and inform them that Lady Teazle, 
licentiate, begs leave to return the diploma they 
granted her, as she leaves off practice and kills 
characters no longer." A passionate burst of tears 
here revealed how deeply moved she was by the 
appropriate sentence. The sympathetic audience 
cheered again and again, and no more of The School 
for Scandal was listened to that night.

On the ist of May following Miss Farren was
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married by special licence to the Earl of Derby at 
his residence in Grosvenor Square, the officiating 
minister being the Rev. John Hornby, Rector of 
Winwick. A son and two daughters were born 
of this union, but only one survived, Mary, born 
in 1801, who, in 1821, married the Earl of Wilton.

On June 5, 1803, the Countess of Derby suffered 
a great loss in the death of her dearly beloved 
mother at their residence in Grosvenor Square. 
In obscurity and in affluence her amiable mother 
was her "guide, philosopher, and friend." In the 
humblest lodging to which the wandering life of 
strolling players ever consigned them, and in those 
splendid salons where homage was paid to her 
genius and beauty by the noblest in the land, the 
influence of the mother was still the same. " They 
appeared to study each other's happiness so per 
fectly," mentions the writer of Biographical Glean 
ings, " and with such ease and unrestrained action, 
as convinced every unprejudiced visitor or beholder, 
that the most unlimited friendship prevailed between 
them, and that their sole contest was which should 
render the other happiest." Mrs. Farren, who was 
seventy-one years of age when she died, was interred 
at St. George's Church, Hanover Square.

The Countess of Derby died at Knowsley, and 
was buried in the family vault in Ormskirk Parish 
Church. After her decease there was erected on 
the south wall of the nave in Huyton Parish Church, 
subsequently removed to the chancel, where it is 
now, a brass with the following inscription : 

"Near the place where she loved to worship, and where her 
voice was so often lifted up in prayer and praise, this tribute 
of grateful affection is dedicated to the virtuous memory of 
Elizabeth Farren, Countess of Derby, wife of Edward, twelfth 
Earl of Derby.

" From her earliest years, and through every change of her 
most eventful life, she made Religion Her companion and guide, 
while the native graces of mind and manners made her seem born
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for that station to which she was subsequently raised. Beneficent 
without ostentation, she was zealous in every good work. She 
visited the fatherless and the widows in their affliction. She kept 
herself unspotted from the world, and she died as she had lived, 
in the fear of and love of GOD, and in humble hope of His 
redeeming mercy.

" She was born on July 6, 1762, and died April 23, 1829.
'"Thou hast a few names even in Sardis, which have not 

defiled their garments ; and they shall walk with me in white : 
for they are worthy.' Rev. iii. 4."


