
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   

      
      Also by Mary S. Lovell

      
      
      
      Straight on Till Morning: The Biography of Beryl Markham

The Splendid Outcast: The African Short Stories of Beryl Markham

The Sound of Wings: The Biography of Amelia Earhart

Cast No Shadow: Betty Pack, the Spy Who Changed the Course of World War II

A Scandalous Life: The Biography of Jane Digby

A Rage to Live: A Biography of Richard and Isabel Burton

The Mitford Girls: The Biography of an Extraordinary Family

Bess of Hardwick: First Lady of Chatsworth 1527–1608


   



COPYRIGHT






Published by Hachette Digital


ISBN: 978-0-748-11711-6

Copyright © Mary S. Lovell 2011


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.



Hachette Book Group

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk






      
       

      This book is dedicated to my friends
Anne Biffin
and
Nell Whiting

      




      
      PREFACE

      

      
      It is no easy task to write about a family that produced so many strong and active personalities, some of whose lives were
         so colourful that they provided source material for bestselling contemporary novelists such as Anthony Trollope, Edith Wharton
         and Henry James. Even so, everyone in this extraordinary family is overshadowed by one of the most remarkable men in modern
         history. There is very little not already well known about him, and yet his life was so full that if twenty historians sat
         down to write a biography of him and all were given exactly the same source materials, twenty quite different books would
         result.
      

      
      In addition to the scores of books written about Winston Spencer Churchill, he produced a mini-library himself; fifty-odd
         titles, some multivolume, all written in prose that could hardly be bettered. And there remains an enduring fascination with
         the man. What made him so special? Many of the books about Churchill are heavyweight political biographies in which the private
         man is lost to the average reader amid the history of the great events of the twentieth century. But in a book about the Churchill
         family it is impossible to provide an in-depth account of Winston Churchill’s political career – and this is not my intention.
         Churchill appears here as a family man, a pivot around whose activities, to a greater or lesser extent, other family members
         live out their lives. I hope to give readers easier access to these individuals, especially those of the nineteenth and twentieth
         centuries. It is the way Winston’s personality and activities impinged on the lives of his family members that is important
         here, rather than those events which made him a household name and a national hero.
      

      
      
      Despite all the reading I have done on Churchill over the years, there is always more to read. Even in the last year, 2009/10,
         newspaper articles have raised questions about aspects of his life and the lives of some of those close to him, such as the
         true cause of his father’s early death; and it has been claimed that his mother Jennie had over two hundred lovers, that his
         younger brother Jack was the result of an affair between Jennie and a lover in Ireland, that Winston and Clementine were estranged
         for a good deal of their marriage, that Churchill was a bully; and, more recently, that Jennie ‘robbed’ her two sons of their
         inheritance. Sir Winston’s last Private Secretary wisely wrote in his memoir of Sir Winston’s final years, ‘History is history
         and nothing portrayed or written of Winston Churchill can diminish his stature.’ All the same, are there any facts behind
         these allegations?
      

      
      Some reviewers may take me to task for adopting a gossipy approach to my subjects. And I should like to make it clear from
         the outset that this is not unintentional. In my experience – and I approach the allotted biblical span of human years – the
         world has always thrived on gossip, and provided contemporary gossip is presented with appropriate explanation and is properly
         sourced, then it can have a place even in serious biography.
      

      
      When I first conceived this book I had in mind a record of the whole family, from the 1st Duke onwards, but the Churchills are a prolific
         and multitalented lot, and I soon saw that this was beyond the scope of one volume. Winston Spencer Churchill’s father, Lord
         Randolph, was one of the eight children of the 7th Duke of Marlborough who survived to marry and have children. From the marriages
         of his paternal uncles and aunts alone, Winston had thirty Churchill first cousins. And then there were seven maternal cousins,
         the Leslies and the Frewens, in Ireland. In his children’s generation there were over eighty Churchills, Guests, Felloweses,
         Leslies, Sheridans, Frewens and others. And in the following generation there were over a hundred. So in order to keep this
         book to a manageable size, I quickly revised my brief to include only extraordinary deeds, behaviour, achievement in the Churchill
         family during the last 150 years. Even then, for reasons of space I have had to cull hard – for example, the Guest family had many fascinating adventures in East Africa in the Thirties that would make
         a book on its own.
      

      
      Winston Churchill did not become a leader by accident. He set out quite deliberately as a very young man to reach the top
         in British politics, and he dominated world politics in a way that any British politician would find impossible to do now.
         He always believed he was bound for greatness, and because of this sense of destiny, from his childhood onwards he and his
         family kept every scrap of paper – from important letters and other documents to ephemera such as theatre programmes and invitation
         cards. Partly as a result of this, Churchill’s life, his daily activities, his successes and his failures, his loves and dislikes
         have been pored over, forensically dissected and, recently, often criticised. I freely admit that Winston Spencer Churchill
         was a hero to me as a child growing up in a heavily blitzed Liverpool during and after the Second World War. I well recall
         the sense of leadership and confidence he exuded through his radio talks – ‘Winnie’s on tonight!’ – to which we all listened
         avidly on a crackly wireless that had to be constantly tuned in, becoming fainter and fainter as the acid batteries wore down.
      

      
      Nothing I have read or discovered about Churchill since then has essentially changed my opinion of him. He was undeniably
         impulsive and impatient at times, and not all his strategies, conceived under stress, were thought out as thoroughly as they
         might have been; these characteristics were with him from childhood. But his failings were more than balanced by his boldness,
         the use he made of his experience of fighting in the field, his sound understanding of government and of the political system,
         his sense of dedication and duty to his country and his utter honesty, and – at the last – his absolute refusal to give in
         to Britain’s enemies. Unquestionably he made mistakes, some major ones, but so did every other commander throughout history.
         And in any case, the occasional error makes him more human, more engaging. When I have felt it necessary within the terms
         of this family history I have – with the benefit of hindsight that Churchill did not possess, of course – discussed such errors. But irrefutably, Churchill’s achievements far outweighed his failings; a recent BBC poll showed that the great mass
         of British people still regard him as ‘the greatest Briton’.
      

      
      One of the problems I experienced while writing this book was how to refer to Sir Winston. One clearly cannot refer to a baby
         or child as ‘Churchill’. However, at the point in the story where he became a man, and a fighting soldier, it seemed over-familiar
         to call him ‘Winston’ so I took my problem to his daughter Mary (Lady Soames) and asked her advice. She told me to use my
         biographer’s instinct and refer to him in whatever way felt comfortable. In the political arena, for example, ‘Churchill’
         was preferable. In a family setting, featuring Clementine or his children, ‘Winston’ was the obvious choice.
      

      
      Mary S. Lovell

      
      Brockenhurst, Hampshire

      
      June 2010
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      1

      
      1650–1750

	  ‘Thou art a rascal, John Churchill’

      
      
      The surname Churchill is an honoured one, legendary in our time, owing to the vision and achievements of one of history’s greatest
         men, who sprang from a ducal line and, though born without a title, was always conscious of his aristocratic heritage.
      

      
      The first Churchill to come to the notice of modern history was John Churchill, born in 1650 during the turbulent years of
         the Civil War. He was the elder son of Mr Winston Churchill of Ashe House* near Axminster in Devon,1 although this family of minor West Country gentry hailed originally from the village of Churchill in the neighbouring county
         of Somerset.† Royalist to the core, they were heavily penalised under Cromwell’s administration, but even before the Civil War they were
         never rich. By 1660, when the monarchy was restored, money was tight and there were twelve Churchill children to bring up.
         Matters improved marginally when Winston Churchill became Member of Parliament for Weymouth, in what is now known as the Cavalier
         Parliament, and was later given a minor government job in recognition of his loyalty. Even so, young John Churchill had to surrender his entitlement to the entailed family property, to allow his father to raise a mortgage on it.
      

      
      Approaching manhood, John always knew he would have to make his own fortune, and that his only assets towards achieving this
         goal were his brains and singular good looks. Tall, with an excellent physique, he had fair hair, blue eyes and classically
         handsome features. His enemies (of whom there would eventually be many) would say that he began the process of advancement
         on the coat-tails of his older sister Arabella, a beauty by the standards of the day. At the age of sixteen Arabella became
         a maid-of-honour to the Duchess of York, and subsequently mistress to her employer’s husband, James, Duke of York and heir
         to the throne, to whom Arabella bore a son.* It was said that her influence provided her brother John with his first position in the entourage of the Duke and, in 1667,
         a commission in the footguards.† The Duke’s friendly patronage would not have proved unhelpful, though there is some historical evidence that John’s father
         (who was knighted in 1664 to become Sir Winston Churchill) had written to an important friend at court to secure John’s first
         appointment as a page to the Duke; and it is equally possible that a few years later Sir Winston somehow raised the money
         to buy the lowly commission for his eldest son. What is certain, and somehow endearing at such a distance, is that John made
         his public debut by cuckolding his King.
      

      
      Twenty-nine-year-old Barbara Villiers, the voluptuous, tempestuous and sexually insatiable Lady Castlemaine, was still maîtresse en titre to King Charles II in 1670 when twenty-year-old John Churchill first appeared at court wearing his ensign’s uniform. By then
         he had spent a few years in service in the Mediterranean, probably at Tangiers, one of the many parcels of land that the Queen,
         Catherine of Braganza, had brought to her marriage.2 John Churchill and Barbara Villiers (who had been newly created Duchess of St Albans) were second cousins,‡ and before long the new Duchess and the handsome ensign were also lovers. One afternoon the King, having heard that he had acquired a youthful
         rival, decided to pay an unscheduled visit to his mistress, whose apartments on King Street faced Whitehall.
      

      
      There are two contemporary accounts of the event. In one, John escaped through a window and shinned down a drainpipe clutching
         his clothes, in full view of interested members of the court who were strolling below. In another version (favoured by the
         Marlborough family), on hearing his monarch approaching, John dived into a wardrobe, where he was discovered and sent packing.
         Both versions, however, agree that the following day when the two men met, Churchill bowed apologetically and the King is
         reputed to have quipped magnanimously, ‘Thou art a rascal, John Churchill, but I forgive thee for I know ’tis how you earn
         your daily bread.’
      

      
      The King did not quite forgive John Churchill: he banished his young rival from court, although the affair with Barbara lasted
         for some time afterwards. But it is an appealing image – young John making his entrance into history naked and in flight –
         and some elements of the story are probably factual. Within a short time the penniless young man mysteriously acquired the large
         sum of £5000.* Not being brought up to squander money he used this sensibly to purchase an annuity of £500, a sum that would be paid to him
         annually for the remainder of his life. Most people at court believed that this money was a douceur from the amorous Duchess,† and her last child, born in 1672 – at about the same time as John Churchill received his windfall – was generally accepted
         as Churchill’s daughter.3 Ever resourceful, after the safe delivery of the baby the Duchess sent a messenger to the King to tell him of the birth of
         yet another royal bastard. The King, not himself renowned for constancy, replied with characteristic nonchalance: ‘You may
         tell my lady that I know the child is not mine, yet I will acknowledge it for old times’ sake.’4 The little girl bore the name Barbara Fitzroy and was sent to board in a convent in France. As an adult she became a nun and was known as Sister Benedicta.5

      
      John subsequently served aboard HMS Prince, the Duke of York’s flagship, which lost a third of her company in the first naval battle of the Third Anglo-Dutch War at
         Solebay in June 1672. For this service John Churchill was promoted to captain in what we would now call the Marines. His next
         posting took him to Maastricht, where in hand-to-hand fighting he acquitted himself so bravely that on his return to London
         he was introduced to Charles II (who had, surely, not forgotten him?) by the Duke of Monmouth* as ‘the brave man who saved my life’. As a result, John was given command of an English battalion and posted to allied France
         to fight for King Louis XIV. With this responsibility came a French colonelcy, but the position was no sinecure, for in one
         battle, at Enzheim, Churchill lost half of his twenty-two officers. The English cavalry fared even worse; half of all their
         troops were killed or wounded. ‘No one in the world,’ the dispatch to London reported, ‘could possibly have done more than
         Colonel Churchill.’
      

      
      John was still only twenty-four when he returned in some triumph to the English court, and among his personal possessions
         were two packing cases full of silver taken in prizes. Probably the last thing on his mind was marriage – until he met sixteen-year-old
         Sarah Jennings. Sarah and her elder sister Frances were ladies-in-waiting to the Duchess of York, but unlike Arabella Churchill
         the Jennings sisters were virtuous girls and there was no pillow talk to aid their advancement. Sarah, tall, fair-complexioned,
         clear-eyed and with an abundance of red-gold hair, was also an attendant to the teenage Princess Anne, who was a stepdaughter of the Duchess of York.*

      
      John first noticed Sarah Jennings dancing a saraband at a ball, and at their subsequent meeting he found her so bright and intelligent,
         so vital, that he was instantly smitten – a state of being that would prevail until the day he died. But Sarah was not a good
         catch for a young man making his way in the world by any means he could find. She had no dowry, no splendid connections, and
         though striking she lacked the outstanding beauty of her elder sister. Furthermore, at the age of sixteen this unusually independent
         young woman was in no particular hurry to settle down. John was in a torment, sending her flurries of letters expressing his
         devotion to her:
      

      
      
         I beg you will let me see you … which I am sure you ought to do if you care for my love, since every time I see you I still
            find new charms in you … when I am not with you the only joy I have is hearing from you … give me leave to do what I cannot
            help, which is to adore you as long as I live … I take joy in nothing but yourself … I love you with all my heart and soul.6

      

      
      It was a stormy courtship, Sarah professing to doubt his protestations of love perhaps because initially John felt he could
         not afford a wife so early in his career. ‘If it were true you would find out some way to make yourself happy – it is in your
         power,’ Sarah retorted. ‘I find all you say is only to amuse me and make me think you have a passion for me. As for seeing
         you I am resolved I never will, in private.’7 When they quarrelled at an assembly ball he wrote telling her how, after she had pointedly walked away from him in full view
         of onlookers, ‘I stood near quarter of an hour, I believe, without knowing what to do.’ Instead of taking advantage of the
         sedan chair he had reserved, he had walked home in order to be able to stand under her window, ‘to see the light in your chamber,
         but I saw none’; and since then he had twice gone to Whitehall to see her attend the Duchess of York, though Sarah had ordered him
         not to.
      

      
      Believing that John could now make his choice from a number of heiresses and that when he married it should be for money,
         his parents were opposed to the relationship with Sarah and dangled other girls before him. He was not interested. Sarah teased
         him for eighteen months – then they were married, secretly and without fuss. At first the young couple were so short of money
         that they had to live with John’s parents, but Sarah never regretted the marriage, for theirs was that enviable partnership,
         a genuine love match, though Sarah’s fiery temperament ensured that their years together were never humdrum. John was a devoted
         husband and father, and the couple had seven children, five of whom survived infancy, but the major sorrow in their lives
         was the death of their only son at the age of seven. Their devotion to each other survived all problems, however, and, perhaps
         partly because of his frequent military absences, remained always passionate. Sarah on one occasion in middle age wrote to
         confide to a friend that on her husband’s return from an overseas campaign he had ‘pleasured’ her before removing his boots.
      

      
      When the Duke of York ascended the throne as King James II in 1685, he created John a baron – Baron Churchill of Sandridge
         – and sent him as Ambassador to the French court. It was probably at Versailles that John conceived a desire for a house as
         grand as that of Louis XIV. Despite his indebtedness to James II, Churchill could not accept the Roman Catholicism that James
         was attempting to impose on the kingdom, and he switched loyalties to support the invasion of the Protestant William of Orange.* Since Churchill took most of the army with him to participate in the ‘Glorious Revolution’, James (the last Stuart King)
         had little option but to flee the country. Parliament declared that he had abdicated by deserting his kingdom, and in 1689
         invited his son-in-law William of Orange, along with William’s wife the Princess Mary who was James’s elder daughter, to take
         the throne as joint monarchs. Queen Mary died a few years later, in December 1694, of smallpox, leaving William sole ruler of England, Scotland and Ireland.
      

      
      King William III created John the Earl of Marlborough, made him a Privy Councillor, and later appointed him Commander-in-Chief
         of the armies in Flanders. But the new King never entirely trusted Churchill, and this is not surprising, for it was soon
         discovered that John was still in secret communication with the exiled King James. Churchill was disgraced and stripped of
         his court offices, and was lucky not to have fared worse. For some years he was out of the public eye and during this time
         he served as Governor of the Hudson Bay Company, lending his name to the town of Churchill in Manitoba (which is still thriving).
      

      
      In 1701 the Spanish King died without an heir. Louis XIV of France immediately put forward his grandson, the Duke of Anjou,
         as Spanish successor and made it clear that France would go to war to advance this claim. A coalition of European states and
         governments, concerned about French plans to encompass Spain, backed a rival claimant, the Austrian Archduke Charles.
      

      
      Despite his misgivings about Churchill’s loyalty, before King William’s sudden and unexpected death (which occurred when his
         horse stumbled on a mole hill at Hampton Court),* the King had confided to his sister-in-law and heir to the throne, the Princess Anne, that there was only one man capable of
         stopping the French from taking over the whole of Europe, and that man was Marlborough. This advice was heeded, and when the
         War of Spanish Succession began Churchill was appointed to command the English and Dutch armies for an annual stipend of £10,000.
         He was a brilliant tactician, and in the first of ten successive campaigns he captured Kaiserworth and all the territory between
         the Rhine and Meuse Rivers. In recognition of this Queen Anne gratefully conferred a dukedom upon him and, as he was heading
         into his mid-fifties (then considered to be old), it seemed he had reached the summit of his career. Yet John Churchill’s finest hour still lay ahead of him, and though he was an avaricious man and an
         undoubted time-server, his record as a commander has never been equalled – not even by the great Wellington.
      

      
      Even without that direct commendation from the late King William, and had he not been the greatest military strategist in
         England, John Churchill – by then Duke of Marlborough –might well have been selected to lead the armies, for Queen Anne was
         completely in thrall to the dictatorial Duchess, Sarah Churchill. The two women had known each other since childhood, and
         Anne had always been fascinated by the older girl, who had advised her on how to act, how to dress and how to deal with court
         officials. By the time she ascended the throne, Queen Anne would never make a decision before consulting her best friend Sarah.
         There was only one way, besides conquest, that anyone could hope for social and financial advancement at court, and that was
         through royal patronage. The entire court schemed endlessly and shamelessly for positions, pensions, sinecures and titles,
         but no one rivalled Sarah in the art of machination and self-promotion.
      

      
      While they were still teenagers, Sarah had groomed Princess Anne to look to her for guidance in all things. And after Anne came
         to the throne Sarah collected a number of titles and honours for herself, to each of which was attached an annual stipend: Groom
         of the Stole, Mistress of the Robes, Keeper of the Privy Purse and Ranger of Windsor Park. More importantly, she was able
         to manipulate the Queen as she wished. It was Sarah, for example, who ensured that Churchill’s good friend Earl Godolphin
         was made First Minister, the equivalent of today’s Prime Minister. And it was rumoured that Sarah received a gift of £10,000
         from the Duke of Kent when he was appointed to the position of Lord Chamberlain in 1704, through her influence.
      

      
      So while her able husband led his armies and worked towards glory (he never lost a battle and he took every fortress he besieged),
         Sarah, from her start as a lowly handmaiden, had by her own efforts made herself a woman of immense power, able to influence
         state policy, and perhaps to change the course of history. To all intents and purposes, through Sarah, the Churchill ‘set’ ran the country for a while – one pamphleteer wrote that although Anne wore
         the crown, it was Sarah who reigned. It was said of her that ‘No woman not of royal rank has ever held before, or is likely
         to hold again, such a position as was hers during the critical years of the eighteenth century, when the map of Europe and
         the constitution of England were in the making.’8

      
      Churchill’s sensational victory at Blenheim in 1704, where his cavalry broke the French line on the left bank of the Danube
         and made Europe safe again from French ambitions (until the rise of Napoleon almost a century later), was a cause for massive
         nationwide celebration.* Sarah made the most of it. Churchill became a national hero and in his absence honours were showered upon him. He was made
         a Knight of the Garter, a Prince of the Holy Roman Empire and Master General of the Ordnance, and he received other sinecures
         as well as a lifetime grant of £5000 a year from the Civil List. But the biggest reward of all was the gift of the 2700-acre
         royal estate at Woodstock in Oxfordshire† which generated £6000 a year. Furthermore, the Queen asked Parliament, on behalf of a grateful nation, to grant funds to
         build ‘a castle’ for the Duke at Woodstock, to commemorate his glorious victory. Parliament voted the huge sum of £250,000.
      

      
      The Duke’s ideas for this building were always more grandiose than were his wife’s, especially when her power over the Queen
         began to wane. But Churchill – who spent all his summers campaigning in Europe – was happy to leave most things, including his advancement, to Sarah. For a while, she seems to have
         believed she was the Queen, and was witnessed not only correcting the Queen in public but shouting her down and dictating to her which jewels
         should be worn on state occasions. In time Sarah was supplanted by her young relative, Abigail Hill, whom Sarah had placed
         in a lowly position in the Queen’s household. Abigail knew how to comfort the Queen and to listen to her; where Sarah stormed
         and threw tantrums, Abigail soothed. To Sarah’s astonishment and impotent fury she saw her influence ebb away in favour of
         her inconspicuous relative. She was not so upset emotionally, for she had begun to find the dumpy Queen vapid, boring and
         lacking in taste, but the loss of her power base was a major shock to her.
      

      
      Much to everyone’s surprise – since it had been assumed that Sir Christopher Wren (whom Sarah chose to design their London
         home, Marlborough House, on the Mall) would oversee the prestigious project of what was then referred to as Blenheim Castle
         – the Duke chose the architect John Vanbrugh. Sarah always preferred Marlborough House, where her husband’s successes were
         celebrated in the marbled fabric of the house but where it was her own taste that prevailed – ‘my taste always having been
         to have things plain and clean from a piece of wainscot to a lady’s face,’ she wrote.9 The Duke dreamed of ‘an English Versailles’, not so much as a family home but as a national monument to the glory of the
         victory at Blenheim, and he had been deeply impressed by Castle Howard, designed by Vanbrugh. So, in 1705, it was Vanbrugh
         he chose to build his dream house.
      

      
      In fact the generous amount provided by Parliament proved inadequate for the grandiose building plans and the equally lavish
         interior. Sarah ‘managed’ the project herself, at constant loggerheads with Vanbrugh, so that everything took longer than
         necessary. When the money ran out, the fifteen hundred workmen went unpaid. Had it not been for Vanbrugh’s efforts to protect
         the building over the winter (he moved in and lived there), it would have inevitably fallen into ruin. Meanwhile, Sarah had
         quarrelled irrevocably with the Queen and was stripped of all her court offices. Given that Sarah was unable to watch over the Duke’s interests, his enemies at court had the best of it, and despite having led the British armies
         victoriously for a decade he was now accused of having prolonged the wars in Europe for his own interests. Realising that
         there was no longer a future for them under Queen Anne and a Parliament resolutely opposed to the Duke, the Marlboroughs decided
         to move to Europe, where they became close to the Electress of Hanover and her son George, who were next in line to the English
         throne after the childless Anne.* It was clearly a symbiotic relationship.
      

      
      When, on 1 August 1714, Queen Anne died, the Marlboroughs returned immediately to England as part of the retinue of King George
         I, and were cheered heartily by crowds who recalled the Duke’s great victories. The enemies of the Churchill were duly routed and everything
         went smoothly for the couple until, in the following year, their daughter Anne (her father’s favourite child) died at the age
         of thirty-two from smallpox, and within days the Duke suffered a major stroke. He had scarcely recovered when he suffered
         a second stroke, which robbed him of speech. During these years the great building site at Woodstock was slowly evolving into
         a palace, while Sarah fought daily battles with the designer, builders and craftsmen, shaving a penny off here and sixpence
         off there, a hundred guineas anywhere she could, while always demanding the highest quality and being slow to pay the bills.
      

      
      In the summer of 1719 the Marlboroughs finally moved into Blenheim, which had been furnished without regard to cost – the
         Duke, renowned for being parsimonious since he was a youth, never begrudged money spent on his pet project. Sarah hated the
         building, finding it unwieldy as a home: ‘That wild unmerciful house,’ she once wrote of it, ‘which not even a vast number
         of feather beds and quilts, all good and sweet feathers, even for the servants, could tame.’ She had penny-pinched, scolded
         and raged at everyone as she drove the project to completion. Her friend Alexander Pope, when he visited Blenheim, agreed
         with her assessment of it:
      

      
      
      
         The chimneys are so well designed

         They never smoke in any wind.

         This gallery’s contrived for walking,

         The windows to retire and talk in;

         The Council Chamber for debate,

         And all the rest are rooms of state.

		  

		 ‘Thanks, sir,’ cried I, ‘’Tis very fine,

         But where d’ye sleep, or where d’ye dine?

         I find by all you have been telling

         That ’tis a house, but not a dwelling.’

      

      
      So unpleasant and dictatorial had Sarah become by now that even her two surviving daughters refused to visit Blenheim while
         their mother was in residence. When informed that the Duke was dying in June 1722 and they had little choice if they wished
         to see their father alive, they called to see him. But they paid their mother ‘no more attention’, Sarah wrote, ‘than if I
         had been the nurse to snuff out the candles’. Incensed, she demanded that they leave, and they did so. The Duke died the following
         morning at dawn. Sarah said she knew the exact moment of his death, for she felt her soul ‘tearing’ from her body.
      

      
      John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough, was buried in Westminster Abbey at his wife’s expense, though she subsequently went carefully
         through the invoices, totalling £5000, and had the cost significantly reduced. Later, the Duke’s body would be moved to Blenheim
         to lie with Sarah’s; but meanwhile, given her personal fortune, she was regarded as a great catch and was courted by several
         dukes. To one, the Duke of Somerset, who had proposed marriage, Horace Walpole maliciously wrote that Sarah replied: ‘If I
         were young and handsome as I was, instead of old and faded as I am, and [if ] you could lay the empire of the world at my
         feet, you should [still] never share the heart and hand that once belonged to John, Duke of Marlborough.’ In fact her reply
         was far more diplomatic. Having thanked him for the great compliment, she advised: ‘I am resolved never to change my condition
         and … I would not marry the Emperor of the world though I were but thirty years old.’10

      
      By special royal assent, because there was no living son the title was, unusually, allowed to pass through the female line
         to John and Sarah’s eldest surviving daughter, forty-two-year-old Henrietta.* The new Duchess of Marlborough and her mother, now the Dowager Duchess, were estranged for many years, although Sarah was
         very upset when Henrietta predeceased her. In fact Sarah outlived all but one of her children, as well as a number of grandchildren
         including her favourite granddaughter, Lady Diana Spencer, for whom Sarah plotted a secret marriage to the Prince of Wales.† Henrietta’s son William, Marquess of Blandford, had died before his mother, which was, Sarah decided, no bad thing, for he
         was a spendthrift.
      

      
      The title then passed to Charles Spencer, the eldest son of Sarah’s second daughter Anne.‡ Thus in 1733, when Charles Spencer became the 3rd Duke, the family surname became Spencer and remained so until the 5th Duke
         added the name Churchill, and the family became the Spencer Churchills. Some years earlier on the death of his elder brother,
         Charles had succeeded to Althorp, the family seat of the Spencers in Northamptonshire, but when he became Duke of Marlborough,
         in fulfilment of a family pact he handed Althorp to his younger brother John. It is John who is the ancestor of the present
         Spencer family.
      

      
      Once Blenheim was finished (mostly from public money), Sarah carefully garnered her income and, like many self-made people,
         she hated the thought of her descendants squandering the fortune she and the Duke had made.§ Although she had spent lavishly on Blenheim to glorify her dead husband, she always made sure that she got twenty shillings’ value for every pound spent, whereas her grandsons were so profligate that they would pay a sedan
         chairman with a golden guinea (the fare was usually less than a shilling) and refused to take change because they were too
         grand to be seen handling silver coins. Sarah was worth considerably more than a million pounds (£120 million today) in
         her final years, which made her one of the richest women in the country, and unusually her money was within her own control.
         She spent much of her long old age writing innumerable revisions to her complicated will, and in the last year of her life alone
         she rewrote it twenty-five times. As a result she left enough to sustain her descendants through several generations. She
         died at the age of eighty-five, having been a widow for over two decades. Of her two spendthrift noble grandsons, John (‘Jack’)
         at Althorp and Charles at Blenheim, she preferred Jack. So it was to Jack Spencer that she left most of the family property
         and treasures that were within her own control (not entailed). Consequently, Althorp was always the more richly endowed of
         the two properties.
      

      
      Sarah’s death on 18 October 1744 at Marlborough House in London was recorded by her contemporary, the writer Tobias Smollett:
         ‘In October the old Duchess of Marlborough resigned her breath in the 85th year of her age, immensely rich and very little
         regretted either by her own family, or by the world in general.’
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      It was almost inevitable that any dynastic line stemming from two such powerful personalities as John and Sarah Churchill would carry a strain of strong individualism. And so it proved, down through more than two centuries in the Spencer Churchill family,
         while six generations successfully established themselves in Britain’s ruling elite. The marriages of all Churchill children,
         whether in the direct ducal line or not, were more often than not ‘arranged’ with the progeny of other leading aristocrats,
         for both dynastic and financial reasons.
      

      
      By the mid-nineteenth century this family was, without question, among the top five arbiters of national policy, law, fashion
         and society. But beneath the splendour of this success lay the fact that instead of following the prudent example of the first
         Duke and Duchess, most of those who succeeded to the dukedom were profligate.
      

      
      Henrietta, daughter of John and Sarah, was created Duchess of Marlborough on the death of her father, but died before her
         mother and had little time to make her mark. When Henrietta’s nephew Charles Spencer succeeded her as 3rd Duke, to his grandmother’s
         horror he had already managed to squander over half a million pounds in gambling and high living. He inherited from his father
         the Earl of Sunderland a wonderful collection of books, which by 1703 numbered twenty-four thousand volumes and was already described by some as the finest library in Europe.1 So the 3rd Duke’s contribution to posterity, and to Blenheim, was to create the Sunderland Library. He died, aged fifty-two,
         of dysentery while campaigning in Germany.
      

      
      His son George became the 4th Duke at the age of eighteen. When he married the daughter of the Duke of Bedford, the new Duchess
         – who had been raised at Woburn Abbey and so was undaunted by the size of Blenheim – was the first member of the family to
         see Blenheim as a potential family home. Not only did she furnish it, regardless of expense, with the finest Chippendale pieces,
         but the Duke commissioned Capability Brown to re-landscape the park, a project that took ten years and included the creation
         of the great lake which forms what the family still regard as ‘the finest view in Europe’. He also purchased the collection
         known as the Marlborough Gems, carved gemstones and other precious items, for the palace. By 1766 the Duke, who all his life
         had spent money without a thought for the morrow, was struggling to pay his bills. He was forced to reduce the household staff
         from eighty-seven to seventy-five, and to sell one of the grand Spencer houses, Langley Park. As he aged he became a recluse,
         and when he died in his sleep aged seventy-seven the estate passed to his eldest son, George.
      

      
      It is true that George Spencer Churchill, the 5th Duke, who adopted Spencer Churchill as the family name, inherited mainly
         debts when he succeeded in 1817; but he had been a wild and spoilt young man, a Regency buck who had borrowed money recklessly
         upon his expectations and lived a riotous life in London, estranged from his parents. Rather than retrenching when he inherited,
         he thought up the novel solution of spending his way out of his debt problems.
      

      
      In order to raise money for his favourite pastimes – which included enhancing the gardens and his beloved library – the 5th
         Duke began selling off family assets that were in fact entailed in perpetuity, and not his to sell. At one point this included
         the melting-down of valuable items of gold; the gold was then sold and the original objects replaced with cheap ormolu look-alikes
         in an attempt to fool the estate’s trustees. But the trustees were not fooled, and took the Duke to Chancery Court where they obtained an injunction to prevent him ‘selling, pawning or disposing’ of any
         further items. The Duchess moved out to a grace-and-favour apartment at Hampton Court, while the Duke holed up in a few rooms
         in a remote corner of the palace and lived off game and fish from the estate while drinking his way through the vast cellars.
         He then scandalised society by selling fishing and shooting rights at Blenheim ‘by the hour’ to anyone who could afford the
         fees. By the time he died in 1840, the 5th Duke was penniless. Bailiffs moved into Sarah’s wonderful state rooms and Blenheim
         survived him, but only just, in a desperate state of repair. Nine years later, when the Duke of Wellington visited Blenheim
         with his mistress Harriet Arbuthnot, she observed that the family had ‘sadly gone to decay and are but a disgrace to the illustrious
         name of Churchill … the present Duke is overloaded with debt’.2

      
      His eldest son, also named George, succeeded as the 6th Duke. He had not been a happy child and is chiefly remembered for
         having organised a pupil revolt at Eton and for marrying four times – if one includes a bogus marriage with a beautiful innocent
         teenager (an affair which reflected no honour on the family name). When he inherited a bankrupt Blenheim, the vast sum of
         £80,000 (£3.4 million today) was urgently needed for vital repairs, against an annual income of £10,000. His response was to
         raise mortgages, which – since the estate’s trustees had little option but to concede – he did by changing the conditions
         of the trust. Had the 6th Duke been a prudent man he might have changed the fortunes of the family, but he was yet another
         feckless individual who lived to enjoy himself, and while he made some improvements at Blenheim (such as under-floor heating
         in the freezing corridors) and carried out necessary repairs, they were all financed on borrowings that he could hardly service.
         One cannot help reflecting that the family motto, coined during the Civil War, ‘Faithful but Unfortunate’, was not entirely
         apposite, for clearly it was not bad luck but bad management that caused most of the ill-fortune.
      

      
      Present-day genealogists of the British peerage have speculated that dominant Spencer genes are responsible for many of the Churchill family’s misfortunes, since the Spencers were not only renowned for their brilliance and charisma, but also, as
         already noted, for their profligacy and their emotional problems.3 According to one eminent scholar, most of the Dukes of Marlborough from the 3rd Duke to the 8th Duke suffered from a reported
         ‘melancholia’, which we would today call ‘depression’.4 So it was fortunate for Blenheim that the son who succeeded to the title in 1857 did not share his father’s and grandfather’s
         thriftlessness. The 7th Duke of Marlborough, thirty-five-year-old John Winston Spencer Churchill, and his Duchess, the former
         Frances (‘Fanny’) Anne Emily Vane, third daughter of the Marquess of Londonderry, were well matched – a stolid, high-minded, dutiful
         and deeply religious couple who wholly espoused the worthy Victorian ideals demonstrated by Queen Victoria and Prince Albert.
         Under the 7th Duke’s hand, by his policy of spending only income, the estate’s fortunes began to revive.
      

      
      Duke John worried a good deal about ‘the Catholic threat’ (he had been educated by an anti-Catholic clergyman) and the lack
         of morals of the working classes, and entertained a constant fear that the masses might enjoy themselves inappropriately on
         the Sabbath. He was educated at Eton and graduated from Oriel College, Oxford, sat as MP for Woodstock – still a tied borough
         in those days – and worked hard during a rather unremarkable political career to strengthen the power of the established Church.
         His appointments were due to his inherited position rather than his ability, but he was a dutiful and hard worker; he became
         Lord Steward of Her Majesty’s Household and Lord President of the Privy Council, and has been described by one historian as
         ‘a complete full-blown Victorian Prig’.5 Some of his letters to his children are a lesson in pomposity, although to be fair to him, he was remembered by his grandchildren
         as a kindly man.
      

      
      His wife Duchess Fanny produced eleven children, eight of whom survived infancy, but the size of her brood did not trouble her
         unduly since they were raised and cared for by servants, and she rarely saw them except in Blenheim’s chapel each morning
         when almost every inhabitant – family, friends and servants alike – compulsorily attended a nine o’clock service. Duchess Fanny was slightly deaf, and perhaps as a consequence she was also shy
         in company. She made little attempt to conduct introductions at her dinners, and conversation with her was something of a purgatory
         for her dinner partners.
      

      
      The mid-nineteenth century, when the 7th Duke presided over Blenheim, was a period of extraordinary prosperity in English
         history for the well connected. Prince Albert’s sudden death in December 1861 at the early age of forty-two may have left his
         widow in permanent mourning and condemned her to years of seclusion, but the country was the axis of a vast Empire upon which
         the sun still blazed, and it was managed for the absent Queen by statesmen of vision. Agricultural income was at its zenith,
         and although income tax was just a few pence in the pound the rich bristled about this abomination until in 1874 Gladstone
         proposed its abolition. There was an explosion of technical achievement such as the country-wide railroad system,* and at sea sail gave way to steam. All this wealth and power was mainly vested in the great landowners, who lived in vast
         and stately country homes and enjoyed opulent town houses in London.
      

      
      It was a way of life designed by, and for, the rich and titled; a world in which the working classes and the poor were set
         as far apart from the aristocracy as if they had been a different species. Just a few members of the successful meritocracy
         – brilliant writers, engineers, orators, architects, musicians, artists and so on – managed to scale the greasy pole that
         divided the classes, for the family histories and antecedents of the privileged were well chronicled, and without suitable
         provenance, acceptance into the upper ranks was rare. In the countryside and in the burgeoning cities, the huge mass of the
         working population described by contemporary writers such as Charles Dickens worked a ten-hour day, six and a half days a
         week (once a month they had a whole day off), in return for what was barely a living wage. There was no concept of leisure
         time for this class; Sundays were spent church-going and praying, there were no annual holidays other than Christmas Day, and no pensions.
         Those in service with the great families often fared slightly better. The assistance of scores of willing servants was essential
         to run the great houses, gardens and stables smoothly, and to provide the lavish entertainments which were a necessary part
         of that society. Then, too, these country houses were not used continuously and were often empty for months, so work was lighter
         at those times. Meanwhile, those employed there were comparatively well housed and fed.
      

      
      It was into the very top of this world of rank and privilege that the children of the 7th Duke were born – the sons, George
         in 1844 and Randolph in 1849, and the daughters: Cornelia in 1847, Rosamund in 1851, Fanny in 1853, Anne in 1854, Georgina in
         1860 and Sarah in 1865.
      

      
      The Duke and Duchess entertained regularly but within their income, and some of their entertainments showed financial prudence
         taken to what sounds like an extraordinary degree. Among the comments of visitors in the guest book was one from a Lord Chief
         Justice, who said that he was happy to share almost everything in life, even his wife, but felt that being served half a snipe for dinner was a step too far. The menu for a dinner and dance thrown for the Prince
         of Wales indicates that offerings were not always shaved quite so thinly, for there was lobster soufflé and stuffed quails
         and truffles in champagne, but the chronicler on this occasion also mentioned that at a dinner given that November the guests
         needed ‘furs and hot water bottles’ in order to eat in comfort in the chilly palace.6

      
      The 7th Duke’s heir, George, who was always known as Blandford* to his intimates, even after he succeeded to the title, was a disappointment to his parents. He was a rebellious, unhappy
         boy, and whatever maternal love Duchess Fanny could bring herself to demonstrate was all directed at her favourite child, the
         second son, Lord Randolph. Both boys were educated at Eton, where Latin and Greek as well as maths and science were crammed into unwilling heads. Though children from comfortable and happy homes might
         well regard a boarding school in Victorian England as a form of imprisonment, the two Spencer Churchill boys found instead
         a freedom they had not realised existed.
      

      
      Their rank and titles made it almost inevitable that they could get away with much: they ran wild, and recruited multiple
         ‘fags’ from among younger fellow pupils whom they treated as servants.* Eventually Blandford went too far and was expelled. Randolph, rebellious of rules and arrogant to the point of imperiousness,7 could, however, exert extraordinary charm when he wished, and it was this, plus frenzied intervention by the Duke, that saved
         him from the same fate. He went on to Merton College, Oxford, where he continued his career of rule-breaking: windows were
         meant to be broken, sobriety was a joke, and he was fined for such misdemeanours. Nevertheless, the university exerted some
         good influence on Randolph and his tutor stated that he was ‘much impressed with his … ability and mental alertness’. He read
         for honours in jurisprudence and modern history, which led to a deep lifelong interest in British history; and he cannot have
         been entirely feckless, for in the Michaelmas Term of 1870 he obtained a good degree, only narrowly missing out on a First.
         He also developed a love of the historian Edward Gibbon, and memorised long passages of text from The Decline and Fall which he could recite at will.
      

      
      In 1869 at the age of twenty-five, Blandford – under pressure to marry suitably and produce an heir – dutifully allowed himself
         to believe that he had fallen in love with Albertha (‘Berthe’), a daughter of the Duke of Abercorn.† Although their subsequent marriage, happily accepted by all the parents, quickly produced an heir, Charles Richard (universally
         known as ‘Sunny’ because of his title Earl of Sunderland), the mild affection – for that is more descriptive of Blandford’s feelings for Berthe – was short-lived and the relationship became not merely loveless but one of intense irritation
         on the part of the young husband. Poor Berthe, who did not know how to cope with Blandford’s animosity, bumbled unhappily
         about, playing endless childish and tiresome practical jokes on visitors which took the form of cutting pieces of soap into
         lifelike wedges and introducing them on to the cheeseboard at dinner parties, balancing pots of ink on the tops of guest-room
         doors, as well as making apple-pie beds, to name but a few. She is said to have been beautiful as a young woman, perhaps to
         explain Blandford’s initial attraction to her, but photographs show this to be exaggeration, and ‘handsome’ is probably the
         most generous description for her. She was kind-hearted but had received almost no education, and her nickname ‘Goosie’ probably
         says it all. In any case Blandford very soon tired of her and began seeking his sexual comforts elsewhere, to the shock and
         dismay of his parents.
      

      
      By the time Randolph reached twenty-four years old, though not under the same pressures as Blandford, he was nevertheless
         expected to find a suitable wife from within the peerage. Because of his rank he could expect to marry someone with sufficient
         money to keep them both in the manner in which, as the son of a duke, he had been raised, and not to be a financial burden on
         his father. He had devoted his life so far to the pleasures of hunting his own pack of harriers, reading ‘omnivorously’ (his
         son would later write), and the delights of society and London’s all-male clubland. He was welcome in most company for his
         intelligent conversation, and he moved easily within the exclusive Prince of Wales circle known as ‘the Marlborough House
         set’. It was in this context that in 1873 Randolph joined the annual pilgrimage of English ‘society’ to Cowes.
      

      
      For fifty weeks each year the small town of Cowes on the Isle of Wight is a sleepy backwater on the shore of the stretch of
         water called the Solent, which separates the island from the south coast of England. The Solent has four tides a day with
         highly complex tidal patterns, huge sandbanks which dry out sufficiently to allow the odd short cricket match to be played
         on them, and channels deep enough to accommodate the world’s largest liners making for the port of Southampton. These tidal anomalies provide some
         of the best yacht racing in the world, and for a brief period, in early August each year, the famous Cowes Regatta propels
         the town and its harbour into international importance. The event is almost two hundred years old in its present form, and
         was already well entrenched by the middle of the nineteenth century when Albert, Prince of Wales, a keen yachtsman, became
         a regular visitor and competitor.
      

      
      It was then that the lavish balls, parties and concerts, still held today during the Regatta, became an intrinsic element
         of the English social Season,* attracting yachtsmen, the cream of society and the socially ambitious. Yacht clubs burgeoned, but only one really counted:
         membership of the Royal Yacht Squadron, housed in an ancient fort built by Henry VIII at the mouth of the River Medina as
         part of the Solent defence system, alone conveyed the social cachet that is beyond purchase. With typical Victorian confidence,
         numerous large hotels as well as villas and boarding houses sprang up to accommodate the Cowes Week visitors; then as now,
         these commanded almost enough income during the Regatta to cover their running costs for the entire year.
      

      
      In 1873, an American family called Jerome rented Villa Rosetta for the hot summer months. They had stayed there in the previous
         two years and enjoyed its location on the seafront, a pleasant half-mile walk from the town. There was no esplanade then and
         the lawns of Villa Rosetta ran down to the footpath skirting the beach, where the occupants could sit and watch the yachts
         racing. Mr Leonard Jerome, whose Huguenot ancestors had taken shelter on the Isle of Wight before emigrating to America in
         1710, was a clever entrepreneur. Brought up on a family farm in Syracuse, Upper New York State, Leonard had attended Princeton before going into law. He was twenty-seven when he bought the local newspaper, the
         Daily American, with one of his brothers. In 1849 he married Clarissa Hall, an orphaned heiress whose elder sister was already married to
         Leonard’s brother Lawrence.* Clarissa – always called Clara – was darkly good-looking, and the couple moved to New York where their first child, Clarita,
         was born. Here Jerome rapidly made and lost the first of two fortunes on the stock exchange where he was known by journalists
         as ‘the King of Wall Street’.
      

      
      In New York, fashionable society was run by ‘the Patriarchs’, the old Knickerbocker† families who occupied the most fashionable areas of Manhattan. They were headed by a formidable grande dame, Mrs William
         Backhouse Astor (known as the Mrs Astor). So proud was Mrs Astor of her ancestry that she made it her life’s work to ensure that no ‘outsiders’ were admitted
         to the select circles of the old families. Fabulously rich (she had been fortunate – or designing – enough to marry a hugely
         successful man who indulged her whims), she was the undoubted queen bee of Society. Her ballroom held four hundred people
         – all those who ‘mattered’, in fact. If you were not listed among these four hundred you were ‘new money’, an arriviste. Any Patriarch hostess, sympathising with someone newly arrived in New York, no matter how cultured or rich, was castigated
         if she dared to invite a man or woman outside the four hundred to a function. Naturally, every woman wanted to be on Mrs Astor’s
         list, including Clara Jerome, who unfortunately was not considered acceptable. Imagine if this clique, to whom Clara so badly
         wished to belong, had discovered she had Native American blood.‡ This was a sufficiently good reason for Clara to keep her antecedents secret, only confiding the information to her daughters when they were adults.*

      
      Leonard Jerome was not daunted by Mrs Astor’s snubs, though he was undoubtedly annoyed when it caused his Clara such distress.
         Supremely confident and energetic, he was happy to lead his own set, and if necessary to outdo the Knickerbockers. He built
         great new houses at the most prestigious addresses, the latest being in ultra-smart Madison Square on the corner of 26th Street,
         cheek by jowl with the Knickerbocker houses. A few doors away he built a six-hundred-seat theatre for private operatic productions,
         and his three-storeyed marble-faced stables, erected even before the house was completed and said to be the finest in the
         world, were stocked with the best bloodstock and the latest design in carriages. When he entertained, newspaper reports revealed
         that huge indoor fountains cascaded with champagne or eau-de-cologne amidst banks of scented hothouse flowers, and every woman
         guest found a gold bracelet with a jewelled pendant concealed in her napkin. He was a founder of the American Jockey Club,
         built Jerome Park – one of the most important racecourses in the United States, near what is now the Bronx – and owned Kentucky,
         arguably the greatest racehorse of his day. An expert horseman, Jerome rode mettlesome horses with ease and drove a four-in-hand,
         always with his trademark nosegay of flowers in his lapel or attached to the handle of his whip.
      

      
      Apart from horses Leonard Jerome loved the opera, and, at a more personal level, opera divas, for he was an inveterate womaniser.
         Among the many ladies to be seen on his arm were the singers Jenny Lind (called ‘the Swedish Nightingale’, and an international
         sensation), Adelina Patti, who was only seventeen when she met Jerome, and Fanny Ronalds (a long-term mistress),† all of whom gave solo performances to invited audiences in Jerome’s private theatre, as did Minnie Hauk (born soon after Jenny Lind’s visit to New York, which may or may not be significant), who was probably
         Jerome’s illegitimate child. Clara, who loved Minnie and helped to educate her, described her as ‘so like Jenny, but less good-looking’.
         Jerome’s other serious passion was sailing, and he owned a succession of fast racing yachts which he had built to his own
         extravagant designs, rivalling even William Astor’s vessels.
      

      
      In 1851 Jerome was appointed American Consul at Trieste, then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and it was while her husband
         occupied this post, from April 1852 until November 1853, that Clara developed an infatuation with court life and the glamour
         of European royalty and aristocracy. Here she was accepted as an equal in the very top levels of society, even by royalty.
         A change of government in the United States meant that Jerome was recalled along with all political appointees, and the family
         returned to the USA, travelling via Paris. Clara, who was seven months into a pregnancy, wanted to stay there and even make
         her home in Europe, but Jerome insisted they return to New York where his financial affairs – which had been in the care of
         a brother – were in a poor way. He promised, however, to bring his wife back to Paris. The couple’s second daughter, Jennie
         (named after Jenny Lind), was born on 9 January 1854 in New York.* By 1858 Jerome had fully restored his fortunes and bought a substantial shareholding (25 per cent) in the New York Times.
      

      
      In 1860 during the visit of the nineteen-year-old Prince of Wales, the Jeromes – one of the few New York families with a ballroom
         large enough to accommodate three hundred people – hosted a ball in his honour. Even Mrs Astor could not circumvent this,
         and Clara had no difficulty in getting Knickerbocker matrons to accept her invitations. It was a triumph for her. Jennie was
         six at the time, and not allowed to meet the man who would become one of her greatest friends in later life.
      

      
      Although her social life improved in New York, Clara had never forgotten her dream of returning to Paris to live. She visited
         it for a large part of each year and her third daughter Leonie was born there,* but it was 1867 before Clara decided that although she loved her husband, she could handle his serial love affairs with more
         dignity if she lived permanently in Europe. Announcing that she needed to consult French doctors, she and her daughters moved
         to Paris. She took an apartment at 71 Boulevard Malesherbes in the exclusive eighth arrondissement, within easy walking distance
         of the Champs-Élysées, the Jardin des Tuileries, the shops in Boulevard Haussmann and the foremost museums and art galleries.
         Jerome visited them almost at once, and would continue to do so several times a year.
      

      
      The Paris of the 1860s was the city of the Impressionists; the only traffic in its wide, tree-lined boulevards was horse-drawn,
         so there was no noise or petrol fumes to detract from the lovely parks and architecture. Each spring when the warm sunshine
         turned the chestnut-flower buds into candles, visitors flocked to the city to walk beneath the scented blossom in the Champs-Élysées
         and the Bois de Boulogne. At night the two-mile-long Rue de Rivoli leading to the Place de la Concorde was illuminated by
         lamps hanging in every arch of the famous arcades, creating a ‘river of light’ known as le cordon de lumière, giving the impression that the city never slept. For Clara one of the greatest pleasures was shopping in the Rue de la Paix,
         where the leading fashion houses, the great names such as Worth and Doucet, had their shops, hidden behind modest exteriors.
         ‘Inside,’ one visitor wrote, ‘the array of lovely dresses, expensive furs and diaphanous lingerie fairly took one’s breath
         away.’8

      
      Clara was not the only socially aspiring American matron in Paris. There were two other American women in precisely the same
         predicament. Rich and equally snubbed by New York society, Ellen Yznaga and, later, Marietta Stevens had moved to Paris for similar reasons. Each had beautiful daughters who were educated
         to a high level; each was ambitious for her daughters’ prospects, and each had a score to settle with Mrs Astor. All would
         succeed spectacularly.*

      
      Clara’s girls adored Paris and all three spoke faultless French and fluent German. Clara held a successful salon, and as an
         ultra-rich American she and her girls were absorbed without difficulty into the life of the court of the Emperor Napoleon
         III and Empress Eugénie, experiencing little social snobbery. Clara began to write her surname ‘Jérôme’, Clarita made her
         debut into adult society at a glittering ball at the Tuileries before the Emperor and Empress, and Jennie became ‘Mademoiselle
         Jeannette’.
      

      
      The major Wall Street crash of Black Friday 1868 forced Jerome to return hastily to New York, where he sold the Madison Square
         house and retreated from other investments. This crash hardly affected Clara and her daughters because before she left for
         Paris Jerome had made her a substantial financial settlement, giving her independence from his investments; the women probably
         did not even know there was any difficulty, for they lived as they had always lived – as though money did not exist. Nor had
         Jerome discouraged them: he was a man who lived life to the full, and when he had money he spent it just as fast as any Spencer
         Churchill heir would have done. He expected his wife and daughters to dress in gowns from the top Paris couturiers.
      

      
      The girls had been educated in the same manner as the daughters of Clara’s aristocratic friends. They had private tutors who
         specialised in languages and music; they rode in the Bois, learned to dance and ice-skate with precision, to play the piano
         under the tutorship of a master pianist (Stephen Heller, a friend of Chopin),† and regularly attended matinées at the opera. In 1871, during the Franco-Prussian War, when Paris was besieged by Prussian troops, Clara and her girls fled to England. Jerome met them and
         set them up in London’s Brown’s Hotel for the winter, but for the summer months he rented the seaside house Villa Rosetta
         in Cowes. Here, Jerome could race aboard a friend’s yacht, the Dauntless, which had crossed the Atlantic. Soon after Jerome departed for New York* aboard the Dauntless it was deemed safe for Clara and the girls to return to Paris. But the great city had not recovered from the uprising and
         everything was changed for the worse: the Emperor had been deposed, there was no court, and life seemed very dull. The following
         year Clara and the girls again travelled to the Isle of Wight for the summer, where the delights of Cowes Week with its racing
         and the cream of English society offered them a full social life. Furthermore, Clara’s friend the former Empress Eugénie was
         also spending the summer there. So, it seemed quite natural that the family would return to Villa Rosetta for the third year
         in a row.
      

      
      It was an unusually brilliant Cowes Week in 1873. Apart from the Prince and Princess of Wales, who never missed Cowes because
         the Prince was an avid yachtsman, Queen Victoria’s second son Alfred, Duke of Edinburgh, and his new bride the Grand Duchess
         Marie, daughter of the Tsar of Russia, also attended. The bride’s brother, the Tsarevich (later the ill-fated Tsar Alexander
         III), who had visited England for the wedding, was invited to stay with the Queen for several weeks at Osborne House in East
         Cowes with his wife Maria Feodorovna. And as Grand Duchess Marie was the sister of Alexandra, the Princess of Wales (later
         Queen Alexandra), it was very much a family gathering.
      

      
      By Jerome family standards Villa Rosetta was tiny. After their mansion in New York and a palatial apartment in Paris, the
         hall and stairs of the villa were almost impossibly narrow to accommodate the crinoline dresses required for formal occasions
         in the early 1870s. But the reception rooms were of a reasonable size, and the women were prepared to play at living in a sweet little seaside cottage. For large parties Mrs Jerome cleverly added a marquee
         to the side of the house to extend its floor space, accessed through the french doors of the dining room.
      

      
      That year, 1873, was also a special one for the Jeromes’ second daughter Jennie (now known as Jeannette), because it was her first
         year ‘out’ in Society. Of course, she had not been able to experience the joys of a Paris season at the imperial court, as
         Clarita had done a few years earlier, but it was still exciting. The two girls were formally presented to the Prince and Princess
         of Wales at a ball at the Royal Yacht Squadron, after which Jennie was officially regarded as an adult and allowed to attend,
         in the company of Clarita, all the entertainments that Cowes Week had to offer; but both girls were always under the careful
         chaperonage of their mother. Jennie was raven-haired and dark-eyed, while Clarita – who favoured her father – was fair with
         blue eyes. The two exceptionally beautiful young women offered a remarkable contrast in colouring, and, as a consequence of
         their mother’s strict insistence that they practise the piano daily, they played duets to concert-hall standard. Not for them
         the glazed expressions of fellow guests when a young lady, asked if she would like to play something, would inevitably reply
         coyly: ‘Well, I do happen to have brought my music with me.’ When the Jerome sisters sat down to play the other guests tended to sit up and listen,
         and even demand an encore.
      

      
      The girls were so busy enjoying themselves that they forgot to write to their father, who unbeknown to them, though not ruined,
         was daily battling against financial troubles in New York while still regularly sending cheques to Clara. On 7 August he wrote
         a plaintive note to remind them that two weeks had elapsed since he had had a letter from them:
      

      
      
         I have no doubt that you will see many nice people and will have Cowes all to yourselves as far as Americans are concerned
            … Do you make it lively and have you secured the Villa Rosetta for another year? etc. I rather like the idea of Cowes next
            summer and a yacht. Don’t forget, while sitting under your own vine and eating up your own fig tree, that I am awfully disappointed if I don’t get my weekly letters.9

      

      
      The ball that everyone wanted to attend at Cowes that year was held on Tuesday 12 August. Usually the Cowes Week balls were,
         and still are, organised by and at the various yacht clubs. But this ball, held in honour of the Tsarevich and his wife, took
         place on board the naval vessel HMS Ariadne at the personal request of the Prince and Princess of Wales. The Ariadne was acting as guard ship to the Regatta and to the royal yacht Victoria and Albert. Guests were ferried out to the ship from the Royal Squadron jetty in fleets of launches, and around the Ariadne’s deck the national flags of England and Russia were draped. Unusually, it was a late-afternoon function,* from 3.30 to 7.30 p.m., but it was warm and dry – outdoor balls were always a worry for organisers – so the canvas canopy
         was not required.
      

      
      That Clara had made a sufficient impression on Society for her daughters to be invited was, in itself, something of a coup,
         for invitations to royal occasions were limited, and even very rich Americans were regarded with a certain amount of suspicion
         – after all, what was known about them? Of course, there had been the ball for the young Prince at the Jeromes’ home in Madison
         Square in 1860, and Clara assumed the manner of an exiled French aristocrat who had every right to be included in the most refined
         society. Perhaps the former Empress Eugénie had introduced her? The coveted gilt-edged invitation read: ‘To meet Their Royal
         Highnesses the Prince and Princess of Wales and Their Imperial Highnesses the Grand Duke Cesarevitch and the Grand Duchess
         Cesarevitch’ (later Tsar Alexander III and the Empress Maria Feodorovna).† No one knew it, but the scene was set for a momentous meeting.
      

      
      Dressed in a cloud of white tulle adorned with fresh flowers, Jennie was determined to dance every dance. According to her, she was dancing a quadrille – a ‘set’ dance – when she caught
         the eye of Lord Randolph Spencer Churchill. As he watched her dancing, Randolph evidently experienced a coup de foudre not unlike that experienced by his illustrious ancestor two hundred years earlier, when John Churchill had spotted Sarah
         dancing a saraband at court, and he acted with similar alacrity. No doors were closed to the son of a duke; Randolph immediately
         engineered an introduction to the delectable American debutante. He secured the next dance too, but – because he was a poor
         dancer (the spins of the Viennese waltz apparently gave him vertigo) – after an initial circuit of the deck the couple ‘sat
         out’ and chatted, though always in full view of the chaperones, while the famous Royal Marines Band provided the background
         music. The instant attraction was mutual.
      

      
      Jennie was nineteen – older than many English debutantes experiencing their first Season – and her looks were unusual. Her face
         was framed by her dark, almost black hair and she had black arched brows over large, lambent brown eyes; her full red lips
         required no colouring and her high cheekbones made her instantly appear more exotic than the fair complexion and blue eyes
         of many English girls. Clara was secretly proud of her Native American inheritance from which Jennie’s looks derived, but knew
         that it would not go down well in either American or British society. When she told her daughters of their heritage because
         ‘it might help you to understand yourselves’, she also cautioned them never to speak of it to others, as it was ‘not chic’.*10

      
      Both Clarita and Jennie were always beautifully dressed, usually in creations by Monsieur Worth, Clara’s favourite fashion house
         in Paris; and Jennie was slender, with the much admired hourglass figure and ‘wasp’ waist that could usually be obtained only
         by strict lacing. In Jennie’s case, though, not much lacing was required. On her small capable hands with their long fingers
         she wore the de rigueur tight white kid gloves that had to be eased on like a second skin, stretching each finger of the gloves in succession,
         until when in place they fitted so perfectly that the outline of the fingernails was evident. Once worn and stretched these
         costly and exquisite items were ruthlessly discarded, as they never looked so good on any subsequent wearing.* Jennie habitually used a French parfum and always moved in an aura of mild fragrance. But looks and dress aside, what chiefly made her stand out was her vivacity.
         She had an energy that gave her an unusual radiance, a characteristic that she possessed until her death and which was much
         commented upon. Furthermore, she was not only naturally intelligent but had received a wider education than that afforded
         to the average upper-class English girl.
      

      
      Randolph was five years older than Jennie; tall, boyishly slim and slightly pop-eyed (although this feature was not so pronounced
         then as it would later become), he wore the drooping moustache which was the fashion of the day (later he would wear it waxed
         and twirled) and he dressed beautifully. His manner was casually confident – that of an aristocrat at home among his own kind,
         but quietly reserved with those outside this tight milieu. He was clearly mesmerised by the vibrant and beautiful American
         girl, but what immediately attracted Jennie to him was his conversation. She was spellbound as soon as he began to speak, and
         just as quickly he realised that Jennie was not just a fashion-plate but was well educated, intelligent and not afraid to voice
         a well considered opinion. Randolph, regarded as one of the most eligible bachelors of the day, was never short of dance partners,
         but there is no evidence to suggest that before meeting Jennie he had ever been seriously involved with any woman. Enough was
         said within minutes of their first meeting to intrigue each of them, and at some point, to judge from later correspondence,
         they must have discussed Randolph’s hopes for his future, to which Jennie had responded with enthusiasm.
      

      
      The couple would not have been allowed to spend the entire ball together. Nor would they have expected to do so. After the time taken for a set of country dances, and perhaps a discreet
         waltz – half an hour at most – Mrs Jerome would have politely broken up the tête-a-tête and whisked Jennie away to dance or
         talk with someone else. To be the object of too marked an interest by an unattached gentleman was considered unbecoming to
         a girl; it compromised her and marked her as ‘fast’. The couple would have been able to manage another short chat later, over
         an ice, perhaps, or a glass of champagne, but otherwise they would have had to be content with looking out for each other
         on the crowded deck.
      

      
      Before the ball ended, at Jennie’s strong urging, Clara was persuaded to invite Randolph and his companion Colonel Edgecombe* to join them after the ball for a late dinner at Villa Rosetta.† Small the seaside villa may have been, but Mrs Jerome kept house in style, and she had brought over her own chef from Paris
         so that her dinner parties were not only smart but exceptionally well catered. Jennie recalled how that evening she and Clarita
         played duets for their guests and how they had all ‘chatted merrily’. We know that Randolph was already badly smitten, for
         during dinner, only a few hours after he first clapped eyes on her and while watching the sisters play a duet, he told Colonel
         Edgecombe of his intention to make ‘the dark one’ his wife. And Jennie evidently knew very well what was happening, for when
         she was undressing that night she confided in her sister that she thought Randolph would propose to her. Clarita hooted derisorily:
         Jennie had never yet shown any particular interest in a man, Clarita did not consider Randolph ‘dashing’ enough, and they had
         only just met.
      

      
      The next day (a Wednesday) the pair contrived to meet while Jennie was taking her morning walk with her sister and Randolph
         exercised his little pug dog, ‘Puggles’, which had travelled with him to Cowes. Reporting this supposedly accidental meeting,
         Jennie prevailed upon her mother to invite her new friend to dinner again the following evening, and, because of the long English summer evenings when it is daylight until 10 p.m., they were later
         allowed to walk together in the garden. It was only their third meeting, and the first time they were alone together without
         a chaperone. Randolph took full advantage of this unexpected bonus and proposed to Jennie, whom he was still addressing as ‘Miss
         Jeannette’. It was a whirlwind that had each of them in thrall and she accepted him without a moment’s hesitation.
      

      
      Randolph was due to leave on the following day (Friday), but he deliberately missed the ferry so that he was effectively marooned
         on the island and had no alternative but to stay over until Monday morning. This enabled him to see Jennie and her family in
         church on Sunday morning. Again he was invited to dine at Villa Rosetta, although Clara told her daughter somewhat grimly:
         ‘That young man has been here rather a lot.’ When he finally sailed from the island aboard the 7 a.m. ferry on Monday morning,
         Randolph spent the entire eighty-minute voyage writing to ‘Dearest Jeannette’ and promising to break their news to his parents.
         Jennie, meanwhile, told her mother and wrote to her father. Perhaps the dewy-eyed couple anticipated no obstacles, but they
         soon realised what they were up against when they encountered strong opposition from both sets of parents.
      

      
      Mrs Jerome, first to hear the news, told her daughter briskly that their betrothal was all nonsense, over-hasty and not properly
         thought out. Without doubt, marriage to the son of a duke conferred social cachet, but he was only a younger son, after all:
         the heir had a healthy son; and Mrs Jerome valued her lovely and talented daughters highly. She immediately wrote to her husband
         asking him to return to England by the next available ship. Probably by the same mail, Mr Jerome received a letter from Jennie
         explaining that she had become engaged, but omitting the name of her fiancé. He replied at once, saying that he hoped that
         it would work out for her:
      

      
      
         I always thought that if you ever did fall in love it would be a very dangerous affair. You were never born to love lightly.
            It must be way down or nothing … Not so Clara [Clarita]; happily not so. Such natures [as yours] if they happen to secure the right one are very happy but if disappointed they suffer untold misery. You
            give no idea of who it is … Do you apprehend any serious opposition from me supposing it comes to that? Hardly. Yet you know
            my views. I have great confidence in you and still greater in your mother and anyone you would accept and your mother approves
            I could not object to. Provided always he is not a Frenchman or any of those continental cusses.11

      

      
      After days of begging her mother to be allowed to correspond with Randolph, Jennie was given permission to write to him just
         once. She wrote lovingly, saying that she had told her mother and, even though she liked him a great deal, she did not agree
         to the engagement, but Jennie was sure they would win her over in the end.
      

      
      Randolph found his happy news was not well received at Blenheim, either. His mother Frances, Duchess of Marlborough, the proud
         and virtuous daughter of the Marquess of Londonderry, could not conceive of anything so low as her son marrying an American,
         a foreigner whose antecedents were unknown to English society. Apart from Blandford, whose marriage was now something of a
         farce, Randolph was her only surviving son,* and not only was he her favourite child but she wanted him to marry well, by which she meant to an English heiress from within
         the ranks of the peerage. The Duke had gone away for a few days, so Randolph wrote him an extremely long letter, hoping to
         elicit a more favourable reception from his father. He enclosed a photograph of Jennie and stressed that he loved her ‘better
         than life itself’.12 He apologised for not telling his father in advance, but explained that the night before he left Cowes, his feeling of sadness
         at their parting was more than he could bear, and he had confessed his love for her and proposed marriage. He had not spoken
         to Jennie’s mother, he wrote, but Jennie had done so, and she had since written him a note to say that her mother would not hear
         of the engagement, which he found difficult to understand.
      

      
      
      The Duke could not understand it, either – after all, he must have reasoned, what mother would not look kindly on an offer
         of marriage from the son of a duke? But that did not mean he approved of the match himself. Far from it.* He made a few inquiries in London from which he learned that Leonard Jerome was considered something of a financial buccaneer
         in New York, and that he had recently lost almost everything in a stock market venture, only managing to hold on to some properties
         by heavily mortgaging them. The Duke immediately wired Washington, requesting a full report on Jerome from the British Ambassador
         there, and wrote to Randolph telling his son that he was acting without wisdom, that his judgement was completely paralysed
         by his emotions, and his feelings uncontrolled – ‘Never was there such an illustration of the adage “love is blind”, for you
         seem blind to all consequences in order that you may pursue your passion.’13 As for Leonard Jerome, the Duke wrote, ‘[he] seems to be a sporting, and I should think vulgar kind of man … I hear he drives
         about 6 and 8 horses [sic] in N.Y. (one may take this as an indication of what the man is) … it is evident he is of the class of speculators.’14 In the circumstances the Duke was, understandably, not inclined to give his blessing.
      

      
      Leonard Jerome had by this time received a long letter from Jennie, explaining her engagement and revealing the identity of
         her fiancé, and he responded to his wife by cable that he was delighted with the proposed match and would arrange to endow
         Jennie with £2000 a year. He then replied to his daughter: ‘Best of all you think, and I believe, he loves you. He must. You
         are no heiress and it must have taken heaps of love to overcome an Englishman’s prejudice … I like it in every way.’15 But when Randolph wrote telling Jennie of his father’s pejorative comments about Jerome, Jennie was deeply offended and soon
         afterwards Leonard Jerome, too, withdrew his consent.
      

      
      
      Even Randolph’s siblings were against the match. The sisters – ranging in age from twenty-six-year-old Cornelia, who was married
         with a child, to the youngest girls Georgina aged thirteen and Sarah aged eight, who were both still in the schoolroom – not
         unnaturally followed their mother’s line. Blandford wrote at great length deploring his brother’s news: ‘With a rashness that
         even I was never capable of, you run tête basse [head first] into the wildest superlative of conceivable folly … you really only want to marry because you are in love with
         an idea … You are mad, simply mad.’16 It was a pure fantasy, Blandford went on, all based ‘on a six-day seaside holiday romance’. He also enclosed some bad poetry
         that he had written about it, which warned Randolph of perambulators, baby food and a whining wife, all the ills that he forecast
         would inevitably follow the proposed marriage. His ode ended with the words:
      

      
      
         So go you forth on your appointed way

         And treat my poor advice with slight.

         Still will I for a golden future pray,

         ‘May I be wrong’ and ‘You be right!’17

      

      
      With everyone ranged against them, and even Jennie now reconsidering her feelings in the light of the criticism of her beloved
         father, Randolph’s response was to return to Cowes for two days. Here, thanks to Mrs Jerome relaxing her disapproval, the
         couple were able to meet briefly on both days, during which they renewed their vows of love. The Prince of Wales was still
         in town, staying with his mother at Osborne,* and Randolph presented Jennie to the Prince as the woman he hoped to marry. The Prince liked Jennie from the start and counselled
         Randolph to stand firm in the face of parental opposition.
      

      
      Soon, more detailed information about Leonard Jerome’s fortunes came to light. It was reported that he had indeed suffered
         reverses, but these had been no fault of his own, and before his financial problems arose he had already ring-fenced money for his
         wife and daughters.
      

      
      Randolph also had an ace to lay down in the negotiations. With high rank but without money, there were few career opportunities
         open to him. He could waste his life in Society as his elder brother was doing (to the disapproval of their parents), he could
         go into the Church or the Army, become a master of hounds, or he could enter politics. He had already more or less accepted
         that he would follow his father into politics, a solution much desired by the Duke, who had arranged for his son to stand
         as candidate for Woodstock in the forthcoming general election.
      

      
      The result of this election was almost a foregone conclusion. Any member of the Duke’s family who stood as candidate at Woodstock
         was bound to be elected, but the proprieties must be observed. Randolph must at least appear to fight the borough, in other
         words meet the electors and give a speech. Knowing how much his father wanted him to go into politics, Randolph now used this
         as a lever to change the Duke’s mind about Jennie. No engagement – no electioneering. He wrote to his father that he could not
         do as his parents wished without help. On the other hand, he continued, if he had a wife such as Jennie, who would be sure to
         take an interest in his career, and who would encourage him to pursue his ambitions and assist him, he might achieve far more
         than his parents had ever envisaged for him.18 This worked: the Duke gave his reluctant consent but insisted that Randolph must get his career under way first – and they
         must wait a year before marrying.
      

      
      Leonard Jerome was now brought round too, and pronounced himself ‘delighted … more than I can tell. It is magnificent.’ However,
         it remained a difficult time for the lovers – Jennie was allowed by her mother to write only infrequently (‘she does nothing
         but sermonise me on the subject,’ Jennie complained), though she was permitted to receive letters from Randolph and he wrote
         faithfully to her almost daily. At last, six weeks to the day after their meeting aboard the Ariadne – by this time Mrs Jerome and her daughters had returned to Paris* – Randolph was able to write to Jennie that their problems were over. And although he seemed to have lived six years since
         they met, rather than six weeks, despite all the worries and bother that had occurred since – he still blessed the day of
         their meeting. He regretted that their plan to marry in December was not now possible but he was confident that it would not
         be very long before they were able to.’19 To his future mother-in-law Randolph wrote that he had been anxiously awaiting a reaction from Mr Jerome to their engagement
         and was relieved and delighted to hear that Jennie’s father had given his consent to the marriage. He ended by writing that
         he was well aware of the great treasure that was being consigned into his care.20

      
      All he had to do now was get himself elected which, with the help of some experienced supporters, he proceeded to do. There
         was no sign at the public meeting that the nervous and stammering young man, who could not even remember all of his speech,
         was to become one of Parliament’s greatest ever exponents. In his speech he opposed any reduction in naval and military establishments:
         ‘An economical policy might, however, be consistently pursued,’ he said, ‘and the efficiency of our forces by land and sea
         completely secured without the enormous charges now laid upon the country.’21

      
      He was elected with a majority of 165 votes over his opponent, and cabled Jennie: ‘I have won a great victory.’ He set out for
         Paris at once to see her, but as he reached Dover he was recalled because one of his aunts, Lady Portarlington, was dying
         in Ireland and his presence was needed there with his family. He was made to kick his heels in Ireland for three long weeks,
         but as soon as his aunt was buried he rushed off to Paris for a few days – all the time he could spare because he had to be
         back in London to take his oath in the House and his seat as a supporter of Disraeli’s new administration.
      

      
      That visit was frustrating. The couple were never allowed to be alone together; at every meeting Mrs Jerome sat at her desk
         in the same room, pretending to deal with her correspondence. When they went for a walk they were trailed by a chaperone. For a
         while the parents were at odds over the marriage settlement – Leonard Jerome having very strong feelings that the man in the
         family should be the provider, and the Duke believing that if his son was marrying a so-called heiress the least to be expected
         was that she bring with her a sufficient sum to enable the couple to live in an appropriate style. The fact that he had allowed
         Randolph to marry Jennie was surely enough? Even after he and the Duchess had travelled to Paris and met Mrs Jerome and her
         daughters, had been ‘charmed’ by Jennie and pronounced themselves satisfied, the Duke had to be more or less forced by Leonard
         Jerome into settling an annual allowance on Randolph. To be fair, the Duke had many other obligations – not only the crippling
         upkeep of Blenheim but the need to provide decent dowries for his flock of daughters. What he, and none of the other protagonists,
         realised at that time was that Jerome was not in any position to finance what they thought he could manage easily.
      

      
      It was all very sticky for a while, and Randolph wrote to the Duke that he and Jennie’s parents were now barely on speaking
         terms. He could not see how it would all work out but he thought their behaviour ‘perfectly disgraceful’ and Jennie was in entire
         agreement with him.
      

      
      In the end Jerome settled a capital sum of £50,000 on the couple, invested to produce £2000 a year, but he stipulated that
         £1000 of this amount must be Jennie’s personal allowance, under her own control. His insistence on this clause outraged the
         Duke and the Marlborough lawyers, but eventually the Duke agreed to pay off Randolph’s debts (£2000), increased the annual allowance
         he made his son to £1100 and accepted Mr Jerome’s wishes. The impression is left of the Duke and Duchess having been driven
         into giving their approval, and this is almost certainly the reason why they did not attend the marriage ceremony in Paris
         – held on the Duchess’s birthday. Six days before the wedding Leonard Jerome wrote to the Duke: ‘I am very sorry you will
         not be able to come over to the wedding … Under the circumstances, however, we must of course excuse you.’22 (Unfortunately, the page of the letter containing the explanation of ‘the circumstances’ cannot be found.) On the eve of the
         wedding the Duke wrote to Randolph to wish him well. ‘Your wife … is one whom you have chosen with less than usual deliberation
         but you adhered to your love with unwavering constancy and I cannot doubt the truth and force of your affection … I am very
         glad that harmony has been restored and that no cloud obscures the day of sunshine but what has happened will show that the
         sweetest path is not without its thorns and I must say ought not to be without its lesson to you.’23

      
      The absence of the ducal couple notwithstanding, the wedding of Randolph and Jennie on 15 April was the event of the 1874 Season.
         Huge weddings had not yet become fashionable, but an announcement in The Times ensured that magnificent presents began to arrive from everyone from the Prince and Princess of Wales down. The Marlboroughs
         were represented by Blandford, three of Randolph’s sisters* and an aunt, while Francis Knollys, Private Secretary to the Prince of Wales, was Randolph’s ‘supporter’ (best man). Mrs
         Jerome had not stinted: apart from the white satin and Alençon lace wedding dress, Jennie’s trousseau included twenty-five gowns,
         mainly from Maison Worth.
      

      
      Jennie’s younger sister Leonie described the day in a letter to a schoolfriend:

      
      
         We had to get up very early having to be at the British Embassy at 11.15. Jennie was dressed in white satin, a plain long train
            behind and a great many lace flounces in front. She wore a long tulle veil which covered her entirely. Clara [Clarita was
            now called Clara in the family] and myself were bridesmaids and were dressed in blue silk with white embroidery. We received
            charming bridesmaid’s lockets – a crystal heart with pearls and diamonds around it. We drove to the English Embassy, Papa
            and Jennie in one carriage, and Mama, Clara and myself in another. [She describes the short service by the Revd Forbes] … Then,
            not being quite married, [Jennie] took Papa’s arm and went with him to the American Legation. The service was performed again, and then Randolph and Jennie drove off together
            to the house where our friends came to attend the wedding breakfast. The drawing rooms were full of pretty white flowers.
            Randolph and Jennie had their breakfast upstairs – in the little drawing room by themselves – a European custom. When everyone
            was present they came down but not for long as Jennie had to change into a very pretty blue and white striped dress for travelling
            and a white hat with a white feather. At 2 she bid us goodbye. A beautiful carriage with four grey horses and 2 postilions
            … waited to carry them off to a chateau called Le Petit Val. Before 4 we were alone.24

      

      
      Château Petit Val was just an hour’s drive from Paris, and had been built for the Marquis de Marigny, the brother of Madame
         de Pompadour. An avenue of tall poplar trees still stood between the old chateau and Madame de Pompadour’s home, Choisy-le-Roi.
         Petit Val was renowned for its gardens, designed by the same architect who laid out the park of the Petit Trianon, and it
         contained an arboretum, grottoes, waterfalls and fountains, winding paths, pavilions, aviaries and terraces but also a wall
         about twenty feet high which made residents feel very private. It was a perfect location for a honeymoon.
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      Three weeks later, in early May, the newly-wed couple arrived by train at Woodstock. Waiting for them was a horse and carriage
         to take them the short distance to Blenheim Palace. Jennie was not prepared for the old tradition whereby the horses were taken
         out of their harnesses, the men of Woodstock replacing them in the traces to drag the coach through the arch and along the
         drive. She wrote in her memoirs that it was a shock to her – evidently, she would never fully understand that this was done
         not from some sense of feudal obligation but as a freely offered compliment and a sign of approval by the local people who
         could not afford wedding gifts. As the carriage rolled towards the palace, Randolph waved an arm towards the lake and declared
         confidently to her: ‘This is the finest view in England.’ The Duke and Duchess and their daughters were waiting for them on
         the steps.
      

      
      Years later Jennie would freely admit that she was ‘awed’ by Blenheim,1 but at the time she was determined not to be patronised by the women there, particularly her sisters-in-law. She had a superior
         education and musical ability on her side; moreover, she had been further into the wider world than the Blenheim ladies. She
         was a more accomplished pianist, dressed more elegantly, spoke more languages, was as well read and articulate; and she rode
         at least as well, if not better, than they did. The Duchess appeared almost a leftover from a bygone age, with her large aquiline
         nose and prominent eyes (which she passed on to her sons), and her firm conviction that there was no greater calling in life for a non-royal woman than
         to be an English duchess. She may have been shy in company, but at the rustle of the Duchess’s silken skirts, Jennie wrote,
         ‘the entire household trembled’.
      

      
      With everyone except the Duchess, Jennie adopted a feigned arrogance as a cover for her true feelings. When the glories of Blenheim
         were pointed out to her, she would compare them with the Château de Compiègne (which she had visited once). She did not actually
         criticise the entertainments laid on at Blenheim, but she could not help telling stories of the wonderful balls and parties
         she had been to in Paris. She found the afternoons spent sitting over needlework with the Duchess and her daughters a bore,
         and complained frequently about them in letters to her mother and sisters.
      

      
      Her attitude gained her no friends among the Spencer Churchill daughters, but probably no demeanour that Jennie could have presented
         would have done so. She was resented by the unmarried sisters-in-law because she had enjoyed an independence they did not,
         and never would; and then there were those twenty-five new Parisian gowns in which she paraded – perhaps not as extravagant
         as it sounds, since ladies were required to change their dresses at least three times a day. Jennie in turn deprecated the frumpy,
         locally made country clothes and sensible shoes of her sisters-in-law* and the informal domestic arrangements at Blenheim, such as the plain glass tumblers used as water glasses when dining en famille: ‘the kind we use in bedrooms,’ she told her mother. But in her memoirs, written years later, she had the grace to admit
         that her high heels, sweeping skirts and plumed hats had been out of place in the country and probably constituted a hazard,
         and that shorter skirts and thick-soled shoes offered more advantages in such circumstances.
      

      
      In her memoir, Jennie described a typical day:

      
      
      
         When the family were alone at Blenheim everything went on with the regularity of clockwork. So assiduously did I practise
            my piano, read or paint, that I began to imagine myself back in the schoolroom. In the morning an hour or more was devoted
            to the reading of newspapers, which was a necessity if one wanted to show an intelligent interest in the questions of the
            day, for at dinner conversation invariably turned on politics. In the afternoon a drive to pay a visit to some neighbour or
            a walk in the gardens would help to while away some part of the day. After dinner, which was a rather solemn full-dress affair,
            we all repaired to … the Vandyke room. There one might read one’s book or play for love, a mild game of whist … No one dared
            suggest bed until the sacred hour of eleven had struck. Then we would all troop out into a small anteroom, and lighting our
            candles, each in turn would kiss the Duke and Duchess and depart to our own rooms.2

      

      
      This routine lasted only a fortnight, but the lively Jennie found it stultifying. In the third week of May the newly-weds moved
         to a rented house in Curzon Street in Mayfair, while waiting for their own house at 48 Charles Street, Westminster, so that
         Randolph could make his maiden speech and to enable Jennie to be presented at court. When Randolph got to his feet in the House
         on 22 May, his speech was impromptu, and it answered rather than supported a member of his own party, which caused some offence.
         Even Disraeli, who had known Randolph since he was a small boy and actively backed him, in a note to the Queen described it
         as ‘imprudent’. However, reflecting that a great deal of licence is given to a maiden speech, Disraeli continued: ‘The House
         was surprised, and then captivated, by his energy, and his natural flow, and his impressive manners … it was a speech of great
         promise.’3 From this minor success Randolph recognised at once how intoxicating it would be to really rouse the Commons – which assembly,
         wrote his contemporary Anthony Trollope, ‘by the consent of all men is the greatest in the world’.4

      
      The London Season had begun. In Jennie’s own words, ‘it was looked upon as a very serious matter which no self-respecting persons who considered themselves “in society” would forgo, nor of which a votary of fashion would willingly miss a week
         or a day’.5 From early May, each evening, the great mansions of Belgravia and the embassies opened their doors for a series of flower-bedecked
         balls, dinners and parties organised by hostesses who vied with each other in elegant excess. During the day the fashionable
         flocked to Hurlingham,* to Wimbledon, to flower shows, to garden parties with brass bands playing or to the races – many of these are still features
         of the Season today. It was important to be seen at Rotten Row† in Hyde Park. To parade each day in ‘the Row’ at the fashionable hours between noon and 2 p.m., on foot, in a carriage or
         – best of all – on a well-groomed showy hack, was an essential element of the diary. Here friends and acquaintances could
         meet informally; clandestine lovers could exchange notes or longing glances. Horsewomen like Jennie, dressed in severely cut
         riding habits that perfectly fitted the upper body but hid the hips and legs under sweeping skirts, showed themselves on mettlesome
         thorough-breds to advantage, envy and admiration. Only on Sundays did the constant round of pleasure cease, for the Lord’s
         Day was kept with strict observance – or so, at least, it must appear; all entertaining then was done in private.
      

      
      In June Jennie made her curtsey to the Queen, as all young married women in her position must do. Also present in that drawing
         room were the Prince and Princess of Wales, to whom Jennie had already been formally introduced at Cowes the previous August.
         The Prince was always kind to Jennie, and bearing in mind his reputation as a serial womaniser there is at least a suspicion
         that, even then, he may already have had an ulterior motive. Every day throughout June and July there was at least one daytime
         event as well as one grand function to attend at night, and Jennie rose to every occasion with zest – always beautifully dressed,
         always with a fund of witty, intelligent remarks. She was already demonstrating that she was the perfect wife for an ambitious new politician,
         even though as an American in English society she was a rara avis and was watched carefully for gaffes. Then there were the races – Ascot, the Derby and Goodwood. For her first visit to the
         Royal Enclosure at Ascot Jennie wore (as was traditional) her wedding gown, altered for the occasion and trimmed with pink roses
         to match her bonnet, and carried an exquisite lace parasol which her father had given her as a wedding gift. The Prince of Wales
         offered her his arm in the Royal Enclosure, sealing her success. Later she would recall how they used to drive down to Ascot
         in summer frocks and feathered hats, ‘and stay to dinner, driving back by moonlight’.
      

      
      Her entry into Society, successful as it was, was necessarily brief. Already Jennie and Randolph knew that they were to become
         parents; they announced that the child was due in mid-January – exactly nine months from the date of their wedding. Mrs Jerome
         visited from Paris, bringing a layette of baby clothes, and during her frequent visits to Blenheim Jennie was now forced to
         take things easy and go for sedate rides in a carriage with the Duchess instead of joining Randolph riding in the park. She
         found this routine stultifying, but it was not improved even when they had guests. On one occasion, returning from a drive,
         she found the drawing room full of visitors having tea. Jennie escaped as soon as she could, making the excuse that she had
         to write to her mother. The first hour, when no one knew each other, was always stiff and uncomfortable, with long silences.
         But she knew from experience that the house guests would soon make themselves at home, and – she wrote to her mother – they
         would shortly be exchanging slanderous gossip. Everyone in society and politics was pulled to pieces, and it was not only
         the women who were guilty of this, Jennie wrote, the men were equally to blame.6

      
      In late November, when Jennie was seven and a half months pregnant, the couple visited Blenheim for a shooting party. Jennie enjoyed
         these parties, with their friendly outdoor picnics and enlivening conversation. Most of the women guests walked out to join
         the men for lunch, but Jennie used a pony trap. On Friday 27 November she decided to walk with the other ladies, but during luncheon she felt very tired so she elected to use the trap to return to the house. During the bumpy drive she began experiencing
         labour pains, and because the baby was supposedly not due for a further six weeks the local GP, Dr Frederick Taylor, attempted
         to stop the pains by ordering complete bed rest. The pains continued spasmodically throughout the Saturday night and all day
         Sunday, by which time Jennie had risen and joined the family. On Sunday evening at 6 p.m., however, it became obvious that she
         was in full labour and the birth was imminent. The London obstetrician who had been booked for Jennie’s confinement could not
         get down to Oxford in time as there were no trains on Sunday evenings, and an Oxford specialist was busy elsewhere, so Dr
         Taylor was called in from nearby Woodstock to deliver the child. When the worst pains started Jennie had been hurried into a
         small, bleak bedroom along a passage leading from the Great Hall to the Long Library. It had formerly been allocated to the
         Duke’s chaplain, Dean Jones, and latterly to an organist who had come to play the organ in the library. It was (and is) chiefly
         notable for lacking any pretensions to ducal grandeur.
      

      
      Attended by the Duchess, Randolph’s aunt Lady Clementine Camden* and Berthe, Lady Blandford, at 1.30 a.m. on 30 November Jennie had a son, to whom they gave an old family name, Winston.
      

      
      In view of the date of the birth, six weeks earlier than anticipated, the question has inevitably been asked – was Jennie pregnant
         before they married? Did Randolph use this fact to force the hand of the Duke into agreeing to their marriage? It might explain
         his sudden capitulation, and also perhaps why he and the Duchess did not attend the wedding of their favourite son. Mrs Jerome’s
         recorded care of the reputations of her three daughters makes it difficult to surmise how and when the couple might have consummated
         their love, but it is possible that, given their engagement and with wedding plans well advanced, Randolph and Jennie might
         have stolen a short time together alone. We know from their letters how much in love they were, and being thwarted almost
         always stimulates passion.
      

      
      
      Before their marriage on 15 April, Jennie and Randolph had last met on 3 March, when he left Paris after a short visit. Winston
         was born 272 days later. Given that gestation is approximately 266 days, had they consummated their relationship on 2 March
         this would mean that Jennie was actually a week past full term when Winston was born. But had she indeed been at full term,
         would it not have been apparent to her doctor? And would she have really gone out for a long walk, then travelled over rough
         ground in a pony trap when she would have been hoping to hang on to her baby as long as possible to avoid inevitable gossip?
         If she was close to full term it was brave of her to have gone to Blenheim for a shooting party, away from London doctors
         and knowing that there were no preparations for the baby’s arrival; yet she could hardly have made the necessary arrangements
         without advertising the fact that she expected the birth imminently.
      

      
      We shall never know the answer. When Winston was asked about his birth he responded with typical humour: ‘Although present
         on the occasion I have no recollection of the events leading up to it.’
      

      
      Whether premature or not, the fact of his birth occurring at Blenheim was always something of which Jennie’s first child was
         immensely proud, and he joked as an adult that he had deliberately timed it to ensure he was born there. Randolph wrote immediately
         to Mrs Jerome of the surprise element of the confinement, hastening to assure her that ‘everything went well’ and Jennie was
         fine. The Duchess also wrote to her about more practical considerations. No baby clothes or cradle had been available.* The beautiful Parisian layette presented by Mrs Jerome was waiting in the nursery of Randolph and Jennie’s home in London (even
         had she anticipated going into labour on that visit to Blenheim, carrying a baby’s layette around with her would have aroused
         suspicions). Fortunately, the necessary items could be borrowed from the wife of a Woodstock solicitor, Mr Thomas Brown, who had prepared in advance for her own forthcoming confinement in January. Meanwhile, baby Winston’s
         own things were sent for from 48 Charles Street. Mrs Jerome professed to be shocked when a horse-racing friend wrote about
         the new baby that he had ‘interesting breeding, stamina goes through the dam, and pace through the sire’.7

      
      The main thing was that the little boy was fine and described as ‘healthy’ (a word not normally applied to a very premature
         baby in that era), as was his mother. He was baptised in the Blenheim chapel with the names Winston Leonard Spencer Churchill,
         and both families rejoiced.
      

      
      In those days few upper-class women nursed their own children, and a nurse and wet-nurse were found within hours of Winston’s
         birth. Most doctors would have been able to recommend a respectable local woman who had recently given birth and had milk
         to spare, or perhaps (since infant mortality was so high) someone who had lost her own baby. Jennie was soon on her feet again
         and on returning to London a nanny was recruited. Miss Elizabeth Everest,* always called ‘Mrs Everest’ by courtesy, was to be fully responsible for all aspects of the nursery. Jennie had done her duty,
         so to speak, and after the months of enforced rest during her pregnancy she could now enjoy herself again. And Jennie, twenty
         years old, with all her remarkable energy threw herself into the whirl of gaiety that beckoned. ‘Many were the delightful
         balls I went to,’ she wrote in her memoirs, ‘which … invariably lasted until five o’clock in the morning. Masked balls were
         much the vogue. Holland House [a Jacobean mansion in Holland Park, destroyed by bombs in 1940] with its wonderful historical
         associations and beautiful gardens was a fitting frame for such entertainments, and I remember enjoying myself immensely at
         one given there. Disguised in a painted mask and a yellow wig, I mystified everyone.’8

      
      
      At dinner parties she was often, as a lady of high status, seated next to Disraeli, who had a soft spot for Randolph, or even
         beside the Prince of Wales who would tease her that she was seeking some preferment for Randolph when she monopolised the
         Prime Minister. Indeed, promoting Randolph now became Jennie’s chief aim; her own dinner parties were well patronised and she
         was soon regarded as a successful hostess. Lord Blandford’s well bred wife Berthe did not shine socially and the couple were
         never seen together in London. Despite his early opposition to his brother’s engagement, after he met her Blandford conceived
         a great fondness and respect for Jennie, for she possessed every characteristic that he most admired in a woman. He saw his
         younger brother happy in his marriage, the proud father of a healthy son, and apparently not only succeeding in a career in
         politics but also basking in parental affection.
      

      
      Most of this Blandford put down to Jennie’s influence, and one day he presented her with a ring as a token of his affection
         and regard. In November 1875, a year after Winston’s birth, when Jennie was visiting Blenheim, probably to illustrate the fact
         that she had made friends with Blandford she innocently showed off this ring to her mother-in-law and sister-in-law Rosamund,
         only to be faced by appalled accusatory stares from both women. The ring was part of the entailed family jewel collection,
         and should never have been given to anyone except the wife of the Duke or the wife of the heir. Technically, the ring belonged
         to Goosie during her lifetime, and it was not Blandford’s to give away. Jennie immediately made Randolph write to Blandford
         explaining what had happened and asking him to take the ring back as their friendship needed no demonstration. Suddenly Jennie
         was treated to a spectacular family row.
      

      
      Randolph and Blandford were quite happy to quarrel vehemently with their parents, and the Duke and Duchess seemed equally
         happy to fling bitter accusations of treachery and lying at their sons. But Jennie was at the centre of it all – and, not brought
         up to family enmity, she was made deeply unhappy.
      

      
      It was three months before the row blew over, and meanwhile she and Randolph had been unable to spend Christmas at Blenheim as planned. Randolph fell ill over the New Year and could not accompany
         Jennie and baby Winston on a hastily arranged trip to Paris to visit Mrs Jerome, so he went instead to stay with one of his
         married sisters, Frances (‘Fanny’).* Within days he wrote to say Fanny had thrown him out because he had insisted that he was in the right in the family quarrel,
         and he had gone to stay in a hotel.
      

      
      Jennie stayed on in Paris, ice-skating and enjoying herself, well away from Churchill family feuds. The Duchess would always
         blame Jennie for alienating the affections of her favourite son, and her antagonism towards her daughter-in-law, although never
         overt, was to become a lifelong dislike.
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      ‘As every skoolboy knows’, after being widowed in December 1861 the forty-two-year-old Queen Victoria retreated into a life
         of seclusion primarily at Osborne House on the Isle of Wight, with occasional visits to Windsor and Balmoral. So when, two
         years after Prince Albert’s death, Edward, Prince of Wales, married the elegant and beautiful Danish princess Alexandra (who
         had been preselected by the late Prince Albert), the newly-weds immediately became the leaders of Society and fashion. The
         public adored them and thronged the streets, cheering loudly, whenever they made an appearance. The image of Prince Edward
         as a stout old roué is so fixed in our collective minds that it is difficult to think of him as he was then, at twenty-two,
         slender, handsome and full of energy. His Princess was just eighteen, and these young royals were not predisposed to follow
         the example set by his staid middle-aged parents. A constant whirl of balls, parties and other festivities thrown in honour
         of the couple made the 1864 Season a particularly glamorous one, and set the standard for future Seasons.
      

      
      Edward and Alexandra moved into Marlborough House on The Mall, which would be their home for another forty years and would
         subsequently pass to other members of the royal family. It had been built in red brick with stone quoining by Duchess Sarah
         as a sort of mini-Blenheim, but the building had long since been lost to the Churchill family.* The Marlborough House set, friends of either the Prince or the Princess of Wales but only rarely of both, surrounded the
         royal couple. Blandford and Randolph Churchill were part of this coterie, without ever being among the Prince’s confidants.
         However, following their marriage, Randolph and Jennie became for a while part of the inner circle.
      

      
      Blandford was an erratic personality: he was a clever scientist but he suffered from the Churchill arrogance without the Churchill
         charm, was ham-fisted in relationships and always prone to ungovernable flashes of temper and impulse, and he possessed no
         financial sense whatsoever. The six-year union between him and Goosie had been a disaster almost from the outset, and although
         they had four children between 1870 and 1875 he had come to despise her simplicity and infantile humour. Soon after the birth
         of his fourth child, at about the time of the family dispute about the ring, he began a passionate love affair with Edith
         Lady Aylesford whose lively husband Lord Aylesford, popularly known as ‘Sporting Joe’, was a close friend of the Prince.† Blandford and Edith were gossiped about, of course. Who was sleeping with whom – discreetly – was an essential, even an enjoyable,
         part of their world. And had Blandford been content to live within the rules set by Society, all would have been well with
         the arrangement, despite the strong disapproval of his parents. The problem arose when the Prince made an official visit to
         India and, against the Queen’s counselling, included Lord Aylesford as a member of his entourage.
      

      
      
      Aylesford’s months of absence left the field clear for Blandford, who moved into a hotel near to the Aylesfords’ country house
         at Packington near Coventry. Ostensibly, he was there for a season’s foxhunting, but Edith gave him a key to a side door of
         the house so that he could come and go at night without having to be admitted by servants. This did not fool anyone, especially
         after footprints in the snow provided clear evidence of his nocturnal visits. The affair flamed into passion, and within a
         short time the pair decided they could no longer live apart. They proposed to run away and live together, each asking for
         a divorce.
      

      
      It is impossible today to convey the shock that was felt by the respective families of the lovers at this news. The Prince’s
         party was in Nepal when Aylesford received Edith’s letter – the first time he had heard from his wife in five weeks – advising
         of her intention to elope with Blandford. Aylesford acted swiftly, cabling* his mother with instructions to collect his children at once and keep them secure until his return. He then told the Prince
         and asked for permission to return home immediately. The Prince, furious because his hunting party was being prematurely broken
         up (he had been loaned a thousand elephants for his trip), roundly castigated Blandford as a ‘rabble’ and a ‘blackguard’ before
         Aylesford, seated on the back of an elephant, left the royal camp to make the six-week journey home.
      

      
      Randolph and Jennie were stunned too, though to Randolph’s credit – despite the opprobrium that would cling to him because of
         it – he both wanted to help his brother and also try to prevent him doing anything that would cause permanent damage to the
         family name. Not knowing that Aylesford had already left India, Randolph cabled the Prince of Wales, requesting that he persuade
         Aylesford not to agree to a divorce. The Prince’s response was to wire Lord Hardwicke, who held the title Master of the Queen’s
         Buckhounds, instructing him to call on Randolph and directly convey his profound indignation at Blandford’s conduct.
      

      
      When Randolph subsequently visited his brother he faced the full blast of Blandford’s passion for Edith. He vowed he would ‘never give her up’ whatever happened and that he intended
         to marry her. Randolph pointed out that the Prince was utterly opposed to the union, and that every member of both families
         faced social ruin if this course of action was pursued; he suggested that the lovers simply remain in their marriages and
         continue their affair discreetly, which was what the Duke and Duchess counselled. Blandford railed against the hypocrisy of
         this suggestion, and in support of his indignation he produced a bundle of letters which he handed to Randolph. Apparently,
         some years earlier Edith Aylesford had enjoyed a relationship with the Prince of Wales, during which the Prince had written
         these letters to her, and some of them, apparently,* were indiscreet enough to be embarrassing.
      

      
      When Aylesford was within days of reaching London, bent on thrashing Blandford and divorcing Edith, Blandford – probably bowing
         to family pressure to put some distance between himself and Edith, at least temporarily – left for the Low Countries. Perhaps
         he was fleeing from his wife, as much as anything. Goosie’s sad attempt to bring some humour into the situation had been to
         place a small pink celluloid doll on Blandford’s toast at breakfast. Anticipating his usual poached egg, when he lifted the
         domed cover what he saw there proved the last straw – he walked out of the house and would not return for many years.
      

      
      Randolph’s interview with Lord Hardwicke revealed that the Prince was in favour of Aylesford’s plan to divorce Edith, and
         this prompted Randolph to make one of the gravest mistakes of his life. In an attempt to persuade the Prince not to goad Aylesford
         into divorce, Randolph impulsively took the Prince’s love letters to his wife, Princess Alexandra, telling her that if there
         was a divorce case the letters would be produced in evidence, to prove that Aylesford had condoned his wife’s former relationship
         with the Prince. If this happened, he said, the Prince would never be allowed to sit on the throne. It was a suicidal move. Surely only someone with Randolph’s arrogance would have attempted to blackmail the heir
         to the throne.
      

      
      The Princess, by now no stranger to her husband’s supposedly discreet extramarital affairs, wisely called in Prime Minister
         Disraeli, who in turn informed the Queen. Victoria had accepted long ago that her thirty-five-year-old son fell far short
         of her late husband’s standards. She was chiefly concerned that the throne be protected. Having been told that the letters
         were ‘innocent’ but contained ‘chaff that could be misinterpreted’,1 the Queen wrote to the Prince: ‘What a dreadful disgraceful business about Lady Aylesford and Lord Blandford! And how unpardonable
         … to draw dear Alix [Alexandra] into it! Her dear name should never have been mixed up with such people. Poor Lord Aylesford
         shd not have left her [to go to India]. I knew last summer that this [affair] was going on.’2 What had begun as an amorous fling was now a full-blown state crisis.
      

      
      Neither of the Churchill brothers came out of it well – Blandford was now an acknowledged adulterer who appeared to be skulking
         in Holland to avoid facing the irate husband, and Randolph was attempting to blackmail the Prince through his wholly innocent
         wife. Blandford refused to accept any blame; he wrote to Randolph that as soon as the Prince turned up he intended to come
         back and tackle him. ‘I shall lick HRH within an inch of his life for his conduct generally,’ he wrote, ‘and we will have
         the whole thing up in the Police Court!’3 Despite a heavy cold Randolph travelled over to The Hague to discuss the matter with Blandford, but he found his brother’s
         harangues ‘wearying’. He wrote to Jennie that he would be glad to get back home to her and that she and the baby were always
         in his thoughts.4

      
      Jennie, meanwhile, was trying hard to cool the situation in London, fully aware that unless she was successful the social life
         that she adored was as good as dead. She dined with Randolph’s sister Fanny but found no support there; ‘Fanny is the most “bottled
         up” creature I have ever met,’5 she wrote to Randolph, also warning him that Blandford had raved at his parents who were now staying in Paris for the time
         being, to avoid any confrontations. ‘You have displayed to me an untold cruelty of intention,’ Blandford wrote to them in an angry fifteen-page letter. ‘What can it affect
         you who I marry and who my children may be? In what manner do they come into the circle of your life? … For what considerations
         of a worldly character have you thought fit to step in to sacrifice my whole life?’6

      
      Randolph, meanwhile, had been writing furious letters to Lord Hardwicke, and in one of Jennie’s letters to Randolph she warned
         against doing so, telling him that she knew Hardwicke would ‘abuse us’.7 She knew and disliked Lord Hardwicke, who had apparently once attempted to force his attentions on her during her first Season
         in London, before she met Randolph. Now, as Jennie forecast, Hardwicke mischievously worked against them at court.
      

      
      When the latest situation was relayed to the Prince he was so annoyed at Randolph’s behaviour, and particularly because he had
         involved the Princess, that he ordered his friend Lord Charles Beresford to travel home ahead of him, at speed, and challenge
         Randolph to a duel on his behalf. In fact it was Lord Knollys, who had been Randolph’s best man two years earlier, who delivered
         the challenge. Randolph accepted, but after naming his second (Lord Falmouth) he wrote an arrogant and insulting private letter
         to the Prince, suggesting that the challenge had been made in the full knowledge that a duel could never take place. Not only
         had duelling been made illegal by the Prince’s late father, but they both knew that no British subject could take up arms
         against the heir to the throne.
      

      
      By now, having acted very foolishly, Randolph was beginning to tire of the matter and wrote to Jennie that he would be pleased
         to return home because he loved her and hated it when they were parted, but also because his brother had become ‘a horrid
         bore’. Blandford had raged at him because Lady Aylesford had been advised by her lawyers that she should try to reconcile
         with her husband. Randolph had been very short and the brothers had quarrelled violently. He signed off lovingly, asking her
         to kiss the baby for him.8

      
      By the time the Prince returned from India, the Aylesford matter had leaked into Society and gossip was rife. It was essential
         that it be dealt with urgently. The Princess met her husband’s ship at Portsmouth and at his express instruction she went on board
         ‘first and alone’ before he made any public appearance. The royal couple were then alone together for some time while, presumably, he told
         her about his old affair with Lady Aylesford. They were then closeted with Lord Hardwicke, who advised what steps must be
         taken to limit the damage, since gossip was by now widespread. Only then could the Prince’s siblings go aboard the ship and
         begin the formal welcome. There was a triumphal procession through London as the couple returned to Marlborough House, and
         within an hour they left again for a gala performance at Covent Garden Opera. It was a brave test of the Prince’s popularity,
         but as they entered the royal box (late) the couple were cheered to the rafters – and between every act there was renewed
         cheering.9 So the matter was handled with the smoothness of today’s spin doctors.
      

      
      Aylesford made the decision not to divorce Edith, the royal letters disappeared – presumably into the fire or into the deepest
         recesses of the royal archives – and the Prince declared that henceforth he and the Princess would boycott any function to
         which were invited. This proved very inconvenient for Cornelia, the eldest Churchill daughter, who was married to Sir Ivor
         Guest, since her long-planned ball in honour of the Prince and Princess was imminent. She was very severe with Jennie about it,
         and Jennie was made to realise that she and Randolph were not even to think of attending. But the whole of Society closed ranks, and despite a worried Sir Ivor being dispatched to speak to the Prince’s
         secretary after Cornelia’s invitation was declined, her ball had to go ahead without the royal couple.
      

      
      Edith had now joined Blandford on the Continent and the couple began a series of travels about Europe that would last for
         some years. Lord Aylesford found himself punished as thoroughly as were the guilty parties; he subsequently travelled to America
         where he bought some land and settled. He died a few years later of drink-related problems at the age of thirty-six.
      

      
      Quickly realising how impossible it was to remain in London where they were nothing less than pariahs, Randolph and Jennie decided that they should also absent themselves for a while, and they too travelled to America. Jennie’s father still lived
         there and she had not been ‘home’ since she was a child. It was no great punishment for her.
      

      
      In the autumn of 1876 the Duke of Marlborough was summoned by the Queen, who was anxious to help her old friend. Disraeli
         had suggested a solution. After insisting that Randolph must make a formal apology for his attempt to involve the Princess,* the Duke was offered the post of Lord Lieutenant of Ireland. Goosie’s father, the Duke of Abercorn, was the retiring incumbent
         and it was a viceregal post; but the Duke could not regard the office as an honour, having already refused it a few years
         earlier on the grounds that he could not afford it. This time Marlborough felt obliged to accept. It meant selling off a number
         of works of art to fund the necessary expenditure, but at least the family could remove themselves with some vestige of dignity
         from an insupportable situation. In Ireland they would be not merely acceptable in Society, but the formal representatives
         of the Queen.
      

      
      Appalled and hardly able to believe the mess in which his sons had landed the family, the Duke insisted (again at Disraeli’s
         urging) that when Randolph and Jennie returned from America they and little Winston must join himself and the Duchess, their
         three unmarried daughters and Goosie and her children in Dublin. There, Randolph was to work as his father’s unpaid private
         secretary. It was essential, they felt, to present a united family front.
      

      
      On the night before they left England in January 1877 for what would prove a costly three-year exile in Ireland, the Duke
         and Duchess stayed at Windsor with the Queen, who noted in her diary that the poor Duchess (the same one who made servants
         tremble when they heard the rustle of her skirts) had been so distressed and wretched that she could scarcely control her
         tears.10

      
      As an adult, Winston Churchill’s first memories would be of the years his family lived in Ireland when he and his parents occupied a lodge in Phoenix Park, Dublin. Mostly these memories
         were of playing with his cousin Sunny, son and heir of his Uncle Blandford, and of his mother dressed for hunting in her severely
         cut riding habit, often mud-spattered as she blew into the nursery exhilarated after a day spent following the hounds. For
         anyone who enjoyed foxhunting, Ireland was the place to be. It was not a wholly elite activity even then, and though one
         was likely to meet a good sprinkling of the aristocracy in the field, anyone of any class who had a horse capable of galloping
         and jumping could be a foxhunter. A bold-riding farmer was as respected as any other member of the field.
      

      
      It was just as well that Jennie enjoyed hunting, for there was little else to occupy her time. As representatives of the sovereign
         the Marlboroughs were virtual rulers of Ireland and obliged to entertain despite the constant drain on the Duke’s purse. But
         Jennie found these balls and drawing rooms parochial. She later wrote that she found the women, in their ‘home-made clothes’,
         boring. However, there is perhaps another clue to her character in that she also wrote that in the three years she lived in
         Ireland she could not recall meeting one dull man. She had her own court of admirers when out hunting, which included Colonel
         Forster, who was Master of Horse to the Duke, and Viscount Falmouth, who was the Duke’s military adviser, as well as Lord
         d’Abernon.
      

      
      When Randolph was not working as his father’s secretary he was paying one of his increasingly regular visits to London where,
         during the next few years, he would find his feet in politics. Amazingly, considering his first stumbling speech to the House,
         he would emerge as one of the greatest political orators of his day and perhaps of any era in English history, excelled only
         by his son.
      

      
      With hindsight Jennie realised that his post as his father’s secretary played a large part in creating this new Randolph, for
         his isolation diverted his mind ‘from the frivolous society to which he had till then been rather addicted, and which now
         had ceased to smile upon him’.11 It also brought home to him the appalling lot of the Irish peasantry. The country was still feeling the effects of the potato
         famine, during which a million people died and another million emigrated. Now, nearly twenty years on, there was a smouldering resentment that the country was still governed by mainly absentee English
         landlords. There were two words on everyone’s lips: ‘Home Rule’.
      

      
      Having this opportunity to study the Irish problems at first hand, Randolph found himself in great sympathy with those affected,
         and though opposed to Home Rule he favoured a form of local self-government that would mitigate the damage caused by short-sighted
         British politicians and officials. He soon became known in Parliament for his views on the subject and for his confidence
         in his political opinions. On 7 March 1878 he made some enemies when he launched a furious attack on some of the respectable
         but perhaps not very able ministers in Disraeli’s government, to whom he referred as ‘the old gang’, who were, he said, characterised
         by having a double-barrelled name, almost always ‘a badge of intellectual mediocrity’. Clearly, he did not feel this extended
         to the name Spencer Churchill; nor did he include Disraeli in his onslaught, for he admired his leader; but the speech nailed
         Randolph as a Young Turk.
      

      
      For Jennie, the only alternative to hunting lay in assisting her mother-in-law with a fund aimed at alleviating the dreadful
         hardships of the poor. Called the Irish Relief Fund, it was a huge success and raised £135,000 (£6.5 million today), and the
         Duchess was decorated by the Queen not only for her fund-raising but for the commonsense manner in which she distributed the
         money.* But Jennie preferred hunting, often riding to hounds four or five days a week. Later she would claim that during this period
         she had hunted with every pack in Ireland. She was a brave rider and did not mind falls, which won her more admirers. Once,
         when she fell and was knocked unconscious, she woke to find that Randolph had believed her dead. In his relief at seeing her
         move he grabbed the flask of a friend ‘and emptied it’. It became a family joke that Jennie had the bad fall and Randolph had
         the whisky. It was while out hunting that Jennie met the beautiful Empress Elizabeth of Austria, generally accepted as the best woman rider in Europe. With her
         famous ‘pilot’ (and, some say, lover), the dashing, hard-riding Bay Middleton, the Empress hunted six days a week during her
         visit to Ireland and caused deep offence by not making time to visit the Marlboroughs at the viceregal court in Dublin.
      

      
      In 1879 Jennie was pregnant again, and on 4 February 1880 she gave birth to another seven-months child whom they named John
         Strange Churchill. Eyebrows have been raised about this child: Jennie was said by a number of biographers to have enjoyed a
         friendship with John Strange Jocelyn, 5th Earl of Roden, in the year before the baby’s birth. Although it is not impossible
         that she was unfaithful to her husband, the content and loving tone of their correspondence at this point in their marriage
         make it extremely unlikely. Also, Lord Roden was godfather to this baby who bore his Christian names, and surely if Jennie had
         had anything to hide she would not have advertised the possibility quite so blatantly? And would Colonel Roden – a Crimean
         War veteran more than thirty years older than her and sometime confidant of the Queen – have been so cool about participating
         in the baptism had the child been his? Again, it is very unlikely – especially as the gentleman was also a very close friend
         of the Duke and Duchess of Marlborough. In fact, the 5th Earl was not even in Ireland at the time Jack was conceived.12 He had inherited the title only a month earlier from his sickly thirty-three-year-old nephew – a friend and supporter of
         Randolph in Parliament, who had died childless – and it was this much younger deceased Lord Roden (the 4th Earl), a leading
         light in the Conservative Party despite his frailty, with whom Jennie had been friendly before the Randolph Churchills left
         for Ireland.
      

      
      The baby, always known as ‘Jack’,* was heartily welcomed by five-year-old Winston into the small almost separate household of the children and the nursery staff. He would always recall the moment when his father came into the nursery to tell him that
         he had a baby brother, and throughout Jack’s life Winston loved him dearly and was never slow to tell people this.*13 Winston saw almost nothing of the grown-ups beyond the daily formal visit to see his parents in the time after tea and before
         they dressed for dinner. His mother was remote to him: ‘My mother always seemed … a fairy-princess: a radiant being possessed
         of limitless riches and power … she shone for me like the Evening Star. I loved her dearly – but at a distance.’14 Children of their class were not cuddled by their mothers; such a thing would have been regarded as certain to spoil. Jennie
         was always prepared to rebel over something she did not like or really want, but she was clearly happy to adopt this nursery
         regimen and so the conclusion must be that it did not especially bother her. Despite her happy personality and ability to
         charm the opposite sex it is difficult for a modern-day researcher to regard her as other than an extremely self-centred young
         woman at this time.
      

      
      There is a good eyewitness description of Jennie during her time in Ireland. She was, recalled her admirer Lord d’Abernon,

      
      
         a dark, lithe figure, standing somewhat apart and appearing to be of another texture to those around her, radiant, translucent,
            intense. A diamond star in her hair, her favourite ornament – its lustre dimmed by the flashing glory of her eyes. More of
            the panther than of the woman in her looks, but with a cultivated intelligence unknown to the jungle. With all these attributes
            of brilliancy [she possessed] such kindliness and high spirits that she was universally popular. Her desire to please, her
            delight in life, and the genuine wish that all should share her joyous faith in it, made her the centre of a devoted circle.15

      

      
      Other male admirers noted this pantherine quality in Jennie, and she never lost it.

      
      
      When the Conservatives were routed by the Liberals under Gladstone in the general election of April 1880, the Duke and Duchess
         were recalled from Ireland. No one in the Churchill family was sorry that the viceregency had ended, and against the national
         trend Randolph was returned as MP albeit with a small majority of sixty votes. As his son wrote many years later, ‘his hour
         had come’. The Conservatives were in disarray after a long period in office and Disraeli (now Lord Beaconsfield), already
         ill with the condition that would soon kill him, had practically retired. The Tory backbenchers were discouraged and the former
         ministers, ‘the old gang’ as Randolph had labelled them, were rudderless. Randolph seized the day, boldly advocating a new,
         more aggressive and resolute type of Toryism. He attacked and harried not only the new Liberal government but also, frequently,
         his own party, ably backed by a trio of supporters whose actions were so concerted and focused in the first session of the
         House after the election that the foursome began calling themselves ‘the Fourth Party’. It is clear that Randolph had correctly
         gauged the feelings of this parliament because some of his suggestions were even backed by the Liberals. And Disraeli, always
         a supporter of Randolph, wrote: ‘I am glad he is to speak about Ireland. He will speak on such a subject not only with ability
         but with authority.’16 Gladstone, however, held quite another view: ‘There never was a Churchill from John of Marlborough down, that had either
         morals or principles.’
      

      
      Jennie was delighted to return to London, where Randolph rented a house at 29 St James’s Place in Mayfair, and although they
         were still not accepted in court circles she joined wholeheartedly in the excitement of her husband’s burgeoning career. Politics
         energised her. They lived next door to the house belonging to Sir Stafford Northcote (later the Earl of Iddesleigh), who was
         then leader of the Conservative Party. He would have been horrified to know what went on in the neighbouring house, where
         Randolph and his political cabal were plotting to upstage the despised ‘old gang’ of which Northcote was chief protagonist.
      

      
      For little Winston it was a bad time. At the age of seven, on a dark winter day, he was uprooted from his comfortable nursery routine, his beloved Nanny Everest, his baby brother and his growing collection of lead soldiers – which occupied him for hours
         every day – and packed off to a boarding school, St George’s Preparatory School at Ascot. There he would endure several years
         of a personal hell during which, in the short periods he spent at home each year, everyone except Nanny Everest was far too
         busy to notice the misery of a small boy.
      

      
      It is well known that for Winston, Nanny Everest was the centre of his world, his sole confidante. He never forgot her, and
         years later wrote: ‘Mrs Everest it was who looked after me and tended to all my wants. It was to her I poured out my many
         troubles.’ When he was in his seventies he would tell his nephew Johnny: ‘Children very often like their nurses better than
         their parents. My own nurse, Mrs Everest, was my closest and dearest friend.’17 During Winston’s and Jack’s entire childhoods Jennie was merely a beautiful fleeting luminary, paying flying visits to the
         nursery dressed to go riding or hunting or in her evening clothes, scented, sparkling with diamonds – untouchable. Small wonder
         she appeared to her sons as a goddess-like creature to be adored rather than loved. Winston accepted this as normal, and never
         resented her emotional neglect. And it is important to recognise that this behaviour of Jennie’s was entirely normal for her
         time and her class. It was also entirely normal to send a seven-year-old boy away to boarding school.
      

      
      Undoubtedly, Randolph and Jennie had done some research and believed they had chosen a good school for Winston. All the masters
         there were highly qualified, it was bright and modern, had electric light (still considered a wonder and installed in very
         few homes, let alone in schools), a swimming pool and good sports grounds, and the boys were taken on regular outings. What
         they could not have known was that the respectably married headmaster, the Revd H.W. Sneyd-Kynnersley, was a sadist. According
         to the witness statement of a fellow pupil18 (forced by the demands of self-protection to assist the headmaster in these sessions by holding down the terrified victims),
         Kynnersley took positive pleasure in flogging small boys until they bled, or even excreted through fear and pain. This punishment
         was administered for the slightest indiscretion – for being late, or performing badly in an exam. Winston was renowned for unpunctuality and regularly had the
         lowest marks in his class throughout his school career.* He was also, even at this early age, bombastic, self-opinionated and possessed of his fair share of pugnacious Churchill
         arrogance, which would have marked him out to his ghastly headmaster.
      

      
      The following is one of the milder extracts from a fellow pupil’s description of those years at St George’s: ‘The swishing
         was given with the master’s full strength and it took only two or three strokes for blood to form everywhere and it continued
         for 15 or 20 strokes when the boy’s bottom was a mass of blood.’19 Winston never complained to his parents – indeed, his letters home (which would have been scanned by masters for spelling,
         composition and presentation) invariably included a sentence such as ‘I am very happy at school’; but in fact he was one of
         those regularly singled out for corporal punishments.†

      
      Not surprisingly, Winston’s work suffered, despite the optimism in his letters in which he wrote about how well he thought
         he was doing. His poor reports show that he was regarded by his teachers as lazy, arrogant, wilful, naughty and unpunctual,
         with comments under the heading ‘Headmaster’s Remarks’ such as ‘Very bad – is a constant trouble to everybody and is always
         in some scrape or other. He cannot be trusted to behave himself anywhere’; and, remarkably in view of his subsequent career,
         ‘He has no ambition.’20 He had a few friends but he was not generally popular. Can his parents never have wondered why this exceptionally bright
         child was such a duffer at school? Their only reaction was to reprimand and criticise him by letter throughout his school
         career. His letters to them were a constantly recurring theme (apart from regular requests for more pocket money), begging
         them, especially his mother, to visit him. Jennie very occasionally made a visit – perhaps once a year – and her replies to Winston were full of excuses such as ‘I can’t
         come down on Wednesday, darling – I am far too busy.’ Randolph visited his son no more than three times during his years at
         school.* All this small boy had to look forward to between the ages of seven and nine was the school holidays and half-term breaks,
         and he counted the days until the end of each term – ‘30 days more and the Holidays will be here’21 – while daydreaming of the sanctuary of his nursery and the loving care of Nanny Everest, of his brother Jack and his collection
         of toy soldiers on the rug in front of the fire.
      

      
      Even during school holidays he saw little of his parents. It was not unusual for Randolph and Jennie to spend most of the holidays
         visiting friends in their great country houses, or on trips abroad. In the summer the two small boys were often left at Blenheim
         with Mrs Everest, it being thought better for them to breathe fresh country air than stay in London; they would also often
         spend two weeks at the seaside with her. Sometimes neither Randolph nor Jennie was even home for Christmas. When Mrs Everest
         wrote to Winston at school, two or three times a week, she addressed him as ‘My Precious boy’ and ‘My own darling boy’. In
         her less frequent letters Jennie wrote ‘Dearest Winston’. In June 1884, nine-year-old Winston wrote forthrightly to his mother,
         ‘It is very unkind of you not to write to me before this. I have had only one letter from you this term.’22

      
      Following the return to London of the Duke and Duchess, the Duke had resumed his seat in the Lords. He had soon realised that
         he faced a horrendous financial position. It should be explained that the Marlboroughs had never owned extensive income-producing
         lands as did those much older aristocratic families who had amassed great swathes of land and properties in the fifteenth
         and sixteenth centuries, especially during the Dissolution. In the mid-nineteenth century, for example, the Earl of Derby
         had an annual income of £150,000; the Duke of Northumberland, £160,000; and the Duke of Norfolk netted £231,000 a year.23 By contrast, the Marlboroughs’ income was only £40,000 a year, and out of this the 7th Duke had to maintain a palace covering
         seven acres and requiring a huge staff, provide significant dowries for six daughters, and periodically bail out his two spendthrift
         sons.24 The Irish viceregency had been a financial disaster, and he was now forced to adopt a desperate measure. He contacted a friend,
         Earl Cairns, who was Lord Chancellor, and with his assistance an Act was put through Parliament called ‘The Blenheim Settled
         Estates Act’. Effectively, this Act dismantled the ‘entail’ created by John Churchill’s will in 1722, which had protected
         the most valuable contents of Blenheim since the death of the great Duke. Immediately, the 7th Duke began to sell off some
         of the books in the Sunderland Library and the Marlborough Gems,* as well as a collection of pictures and Limoges enamels.
      

      
      Blandford, waiting in the wings for the time when he would become the 8th Duke, was especially interested in the spectacle
         of his parsimonious father selling off heirlooms to raise money. He filed the information away for future use.
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