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‘In the course of his speech, Lord Palmerston remarked that such an exhibition as this, and the various works performed by so many of the industrious people of London in their leisure hours, were extremely significant of the happy influences of the constitution under which we have the good fortune to live; which opens to every man having talents, energy, perseverance, and good conduct any honours and distinctions which his turn of mind and attainments may qualify him to aspire to.

We live, pursued his Lordship, under a constitutional monarchy, and of such a monarchy an aristocracy of wealth and an aristocracy of rank are essential ingredients. It is true that aristocracies of wealth and rank exist in many other countries, but, unfortunately, there are almost impassable barriers separating them from the rest of the nation, while no such barriers exist in this country. 

With regard to the aristocracy of wealth, the medals distributed today have inscribed on them the names of a great number of men who, starting from very small beginnings, attained, by their talent, their industry, their perseverance, and their good conduct, the very highest positions of social merit and distinction.

Many more might have been added to that list. And you must all have seen in your own experience men starting from the smallest beginnings who have in this very city realised princely fortunes. In the manufacturing districts examples of this kind are abundant, for no man can go, even for a few days, into those districts without hearing of great wealth, acquired by men who started with little, but, by their talents and genius, raised themselves and their families to opulence.

Then, again, does the aristocracy of rank in this country consist simply of those who can count in their pedigree generations of noble ancestors? Look at all the great men who have figured in public life. Look at your Army, your Navy, your Law, your Church, your statesmen. You will find in every one of those careers men who have risen to the highest points, who have either themselves started from the smallest beginnings, or whose fathers began with nothing but their talents, their industry, and their energy to aid them.

I do not mention the names of any of these, though, for the men themselves and for their families, it would be a most honourable roll; but you are all conversant with names renowned in the history of the country who belonged not to noble families, but who founded noble families; springing, many of them, from the very class which I now have the honour of addressing.

Does not this afford even greater encouragement than the prizes just distributed to all of you who have cultivated the talents with which nature has endowed you? Wealth is, to a certain extent, within the reach of all; but be assured of one thing, that, even if you fail in gaining those summits of ambition which I have indicated, there is no greater source of private comfort and of individual happiness than the exercise of intellectual faculties and the enjoyment of domestic affection.

The exercise of the intellectual faculties, to which the exhibitors here show that they have devoted themselves, must make them happier men; must contribute them to raise them, not only in their own estimation, but in the estimation of all who know them, and must lead to the noblest of all exercises, of all pleasures – the cultivation, improvement, and development of the human intellect.

I may be told that the examples I have cited of men who attained great wealth or distinguished positions are few, while the competitors are many, and that to the bulk of those who struggle to arrive at such goals the effort must be hopeless. I would ask whether many of you have not gone on a fine bright day, in the beginning of summer, to that great seat of amusement, Epsom racecourse, and seen horses run for that celebrated race, the Derby? Three or four hundred horses entered for the race, but only one won the prize. All the rest failed to obtain the object of their ambition. But those luckless horses that did not win the Derby won other races.

If they were good for anything they all won something. And thus the training, the industry, the pains, and the expense of those who had fitted them for the competition in which they were to take part were eventually repaid. And so I say to you – you are competitors for prizes.

You may not all become Generals or Admirals; you may not all become Lord Chancellors or Archbishops; you may not become members of the Cabinet; but depend on it, you will, by systematic industry, raise yourselves in the social system of your country – you will acquire honour and respect for yourselves and for your families.

You will have, too, the constant satisfaction of feeling that you have materially contributed to the dignity of your country, to its welfare, to its prosperity and greatness, and that you have been worthy of the nation to which you belong. I beg again to express the extreme pleasure I have derived from what I have witnessed today; and I trust that hereafter these exhibitions may be even more successful than the present, which I am told has exceeded that of last year.

Go on, ladies and gentlemen, and prosper; and depend on it that the blessings which you will confer upon yourselves and your families will be proportioned to the industry you display, and to the cultivation which you give to those noble faculties with which Providence has endowed you.’ 

