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CHAPTER ONE


The Vicar of Laracor







‘The person I mean is Dr. Swift, a dignified clergyman, but one who, by his own confession, has composed more libels than sermons. If it be true, what I have heard often affirmed by innocent people, “that too much wit is dangerous to salvation”, this unfortunate gentleman must certainly be damned to all eternity.’


—ALEXANDER POPE





AT THE AGE OF FORTY-ONE, in the year 1709, Jonathan Swift, Vicar of Laracor, sat for his portrait to Charles Jervas, a fellow-countryman from Ireland just starting to win fame in the great world of Queen Anne’s London. The artist was eight years younger than the clergyman; but few intruders at the sittings could have guessed that the name of one would be well-nigh forgotten while that of the other was destined for immortality. Jervas was the pupil of Sir Godfrey Kneller, and when his master died he succeeded him as the most fashionable portrait-painter of the age. Alexander Pope prophesied that the ladies he flattered so lavishly would retain their bloom on his canvas for a thousand years, and no inclination to dissent from the judgement was noticeable in Mr. Jervas. He had recently returned from Italy where he had dropped the hint that a new Titian had appeared on the European scene. In London duchesses eagerly dispatched their daughters to his studio; his gallantry was celebrated no less than his genius; and when he escaped for brief spells to his native land a queue of court beauties sighed for his return. It is safe to assume that he was not in the habit of wasting his talents on visiting country parsons from the outskirts of Dublin. Swift, then, was already a figure in London society. His conversational prowess was established in the coffee-houses; over a number of years he had ‘grown domestic’ with a few of the leading Whig Lords; William Congreve and Richard Steele were among his drinking companions and Joseph Addison he claimed as his ‘most intimate friend’; he was, moreover, the suspected author of a few political and religious pamphlets and one outstanding satire, The Tale of a Tub.


And yet it is not easy to measure Swift’s reputation among his contemporaries at the time when Jervas paid him the compliment of painting his portrait. Nothing except one forgotten poem and a painstaking edition of the works of Sir William Temple had been published under his own name. When his pamphlets had appeared the buzz of rumour occasionally included him among the possible authors; only in one or two cases did a rare burst of vanity or the hope of preferment persuade him to divulge the truth, and even then the revelation was made only with the utmost circumspection. Journalists in that age risked the pillory just as statesmen risked impeachment; their ears, if not their heads, were at stake. Swift had a special reason for disowning his chief claim to eminence. A few prominent persons, headed by one or two peers of the realm, were smarting under the savage or indecent assaults which his pen had unloosed upon them, which may have had a considerable circulation in manuscript, and which, if the anonymous assailant had been unmasked, might have been expiated only by a duel. As for The Tale of a Tub, many years after Swift’s death Dr. Johnson was still able to contest Swift’s authorship; in his lifetime some doubts remained among those with the most solid reasons for exposing ‘the impious buffoon’ responsible. True, Addison had acclaimed him the most agreeable of companions, the truest of friends and the greatest genius of the age. Swift had responded in the same ecstatic terms. But the exchange of compliments proves little. ‘The reciprocal civility of authors,’ said Dr. Johnson, ‘is the most risible scene in the whole farce of life’; so Addison’s flattery would be dismissed if posterity had to pass final judgement on the Swift of 1709. Addison probably knew Swift’s secrets as well as any man. He may have discerned before the rest how formidable this ‘mad parson’ really was. But to London society he appeared as a somewhat bizarre, if captivating, clergyman who dabbled in high politics and low lampoons, rubbed shoulders with the great, was occasionally to be seen at their dining-tables and who yet lived quietly in his own garret on an outlay of no more than £30 from one quarter day to another.


The truth is that Swift’s leading ambitions were not literary at all. He had schooled himself to be a poet and then almost abandoned the enterprise in despair. Thereafter his literary efforts were usually undertaken to serve a well-defined purpose in some controversy of the hour. A Bishopric, with all its attendant influence in world affairs, was his real aim, and the failure of his rich friends to bestow that reward hurt him much more than the violence of the critics who were too furiously assaulted to appreciate his prose. He wanted ‘a great title and fortune that I might be treated like a lord’; and yet after ten years’ pursuit of that dream in Dublin and London he was still no more than Vicar of Laracor. Certainly in the England of 1709 he had not achieved enduring fame and greatness; he was a minor star in that spacious firmament. ‘A nation of five and a half millions’, wrote G. M. Trevelyan, ‘that had Wren for its architect, Newton for its scientist, Locke for its philosopher, Bentley for its scholar, Pope for its satirst, Addison for its essayist, Bolingbroke for its orator, Swift for its pamphleteer and Marlborough to win its battles, had the recipe for genius’. Swift had not yet found his place in that gallery. In June 1709 he returned to Ireland where he feared he would be condemned to a life ‘wholly useless’. The ships that sailed from Holyhead to Dublin Bay were often in danger of being captured by French privateers. If Jonathan Swift had been taken as part of the loot, no great loss would have been felt in the establishment of Church and State on either side of the Irish Sea.


It is necessary to look at the records more closely to discover why when he made that journey the Vicar of Laracor, despite the mark he had made, still counted himself a failure.




* * *





The face that appears in Jervas’s portrait is worldly, self-confident, almost good-humoured, with a general air which may best be described as imperious. If Swift was the prince of misanthropes, as later generations were seemingly so eager to believe, if he had been soured and frustrated by his upbringing, no trace of that temper is evident here. Macaulay pictured the arrival on the political scene of a dark, fierce spirit, ‘the perjured lover, a heart burning with hatred against the whole human race, a mind richly stored with images from the dunghill and the lazar house.’ If such a monster ever lived, he was, according to Jervas’s testimony, brilliantly disguised. A high dome-like forehead, black bushy eyebrows; the eyes themselves piercing, well set apart and, in Pope’s phrase, ‘quite azure as the heavens’; the nose almost pointed; the lips, the nostrils and the chin all delicately, even tenderly, curved; the cheeks rosy and full; such is the head, held erect beneath a flowing white wig.


Pope pronounced it ‘very like’, but the compliment may have been designed to gratify both the artist and his subject. Others did not share the same fulsome opinion of Jervas’s ability. ‘You are a practical believer,’ said Dr. Arbuthnot to the painter when he had occasion to taunt him for his blasphemous Whig extremism; ‘you strictly observe the second commandment, for, in your pictures, you make not the likeness of anything in heaven above, or in earth below, or in the waters under the earth.’ However true the charge, Jervas certainly suffered from other failings; he was not for nothing the pupil of Sir Godfrey Kneller. Sir Godfrey bestowed a pink complexion, dimples and a double chin on almost all his heroes; probably Jervas was eager to prove that he could attain the same ideal. Yet, taking into account the likelihood that Jervas gave to Swift the same benefit of all the doubts which he accorded to the duchesses, it is impossible to dismiss this evidence that here was a man of commanding presence, a man of action and authority. No one surely could forget that face; all Mr. Jervas’s conventional tastes could not obscure the indelible sign of mastery. He might have been not a needy clergyman, recently cheated of a Deanery, but the Lord Chancellor of England, one capable of holding his own with the great landowner barons of the time who exercised the right to make and unmake Kings. In such a manner indeed did he rule his own little Irish empire across the sea.


Laracor itself was not much, more than a hamlet, one day’s journey out of Dublin. The church at the crossroads was a low slated building without any claims to architectural merit, the Vicar’s house a mere cottage surrounded by what Swift sometimes contemptuously dismissed as ‘half an acre of Irish bog’. When first appointed to the post in the winter of the year 1700 he was shocked at the spectacle of his dilapidated prize. He quickly went to work with his usual fastidious energy, repairing the church, planting cherry trees, apple trees and ranks of willows in double rows, strengthening the river bank to make easier his pastime of catching trout. He grew to love Laracor, despite the fact that it always symbolized for him his failure in the pursuit of Church preferment. After all, it gave him the independence which he treasured with the same miserly care he showed towards all worldly goods. Together with the neighbouring Vicarage of Rathbeggan and Rectory of Agher which made up his domain it brought him an income of between £200 and £300 a year. Forty pounds out of that total went to pay the salary of his curate; another £20 or £30 at least each year was disposed of in charity. Swift was prudent almost to the point of avarice and for him the £200 was enough; enough to enable him to make the journey to London every few years and conduct his political forays with the assurance of a free man.


How diligently he performed his role as Vicar has long been a matter of dispute. But, whatever the verdict, it is hard to believe that he got much satisfaction from ministering to his score of parishioners. He was a Protestant priest in a Catholic countryside; an alien in the land of his birth. Just after the battle of the Boyne in 1690, when Catholic armies were being driven into the sea, he had shaken the dirt of Ireland off his feet as he doubtless hoped for ever. Pride and disappointment had made him return ten years later, but it must often have driven him to fury to constrict his restless nature within the compass offered by his clerical duties; only after many years did he acquire a kinship with the poverty around him and assume the unexpected mantle of an Irish patriot. ‘I am this minute’, he wrote to one of his friends at a time when he seemed to be immovably stationed at Laracor, ‘very busy, being to preach today before an audience of at least fifteen people, most of them gentle and all of them simple. I can send you no news; only the employment of my parishioners may, for memory sake, be reduced under these heads: Mr. Percival is ditching; Mrs. Percival in her kitchen; Mr. Wesley switching; Mrs. Wesley stitching; Sir Arthur Langford riching, which is a new word for heaping up riches. I know no other rhyme but bitching and that I hope we are all past.’ This was the shepherd of Laracor’s report on his flock to the Reverend Dr. John Stearne, Dean of St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin. Incidentally, Sir Arthur Langford, head of one of the three wealthy families in the parish, was infected by Presbyterianism and the outbreak of the plague on his own doorstep caused Swift some distress. For the most part, however, he showed no dedicated concern for the immortal souls committed to his care.


Laracor had come to him in the first place as a poor, galling consolation. As a young man of thirty, he had aspired to a Royal Prebend at Canterbury or Westminster and, when that failed, to a Deanery in Ireland. He had settled his hopes on two peers of the realm, first the Earl of Romney and next the Earl of Berkeley. Both were guilty in his eyes of betraying his legitimate prospects and each today has the recompense of retaining a niche in literature as a first target of Swift’s invective. Lord Romney was described by Bishop Burnet as ‘of a sweet and caressing temper with no malice in his heart’, although admittedly ‘he did not follow business with a due application’. Swift’s business, it seems, he did not follow with any application at all. He was by common consent the handsomest man of his age and won a reputation over thirty years as ‘the terror of husbands’ and the most shameless of profligates. Swift called him ‘an old, vicious, illiterate rake, without any sense of truth or honour’. But that was the kindly, reminiscent reproof of later years. At the time the young disillusioned parson heaped upon ‘the universal lover’ a flow of coarse venom which still turns the stomach.


By comparison Lord Berkeley was gently treated. On his appointment as Lord Chief Justice of Ireland he took Swift with him to Dublin Castle as chaplain and secretary. Much to Swift’s annoyance another secretary was soon taken on in his place; much to his mortification a vacant Deanery went to someone else. His temper was not improved by his belief that the newly appointed Dean had given a bribe to the newly appointed secretary and that his own youth was held to be the fatal bar against him. Swift is said to have taken his leave of Lord Berkeley and of Berkeley’s new favourite with the words:’ God confound you both for a pair of scoundrels!’ A poem followed so decorous in its satire by Swift’s standards that it is clear the breach was not severe. Berkeley may have been ‘intolerably lazy and indolent and somewhat covetous’, but he was the father of Lady Betty Germaine whose vivacity and companionship Swift cherished all his life. Despite his relegation to Laracor, he was for ten years a frequent visitor to the Castle. There he dazzled the ladies with his charm, ingratiated himself with successive Lord Lieutenants and mimicked the part which he longed to play on the wider political stage in London.


But neither Dublin nor Laracor could hold him for long. Almost every hint of a change in the London climate of opinion beckoned him back, and if he retained his anchorage in Ireland at all the credit was due, not to the convivial nature of the Lords and Bishops who were sent to rule Ireland, but to ‘the truest, most virtuous and valuable friend that I, or perhaps any other person ever was blessed with’; in other words, to Esther Johnson, to Stella. He first met her as a child of eight in the household of Sir William Temple; he was then in his early twenties. Thereafter he moulded her whole life to suit his whim and temper. When he found himself settled at Laracor, Stella ‘was looked upon as one of the most beautiful, graceful and agreeable young women in London’. Yet a word from her guide and philosopher was sufficient to entice her to Ireland along with her ‘dear friend and companion’, Rebecca Dingley. While he was at Laracor the two ladies lodged at the neighbouring village of Trim; when he departed for London they moved into the Vicarage. Esther Johnson had judgement, wit, kindness, understanding; she had (as Swift claimed) ‘gracefulness, somewhat more than human, in every motion, word and action. Never was so happy a conjunction of civility, freedom, easiness and sincerity’. Rebecca Dingley was a mere shadow; her biography almost begins and ends with the record that she loved animals, wore spectacles, chewed large quantities of tobacco, and tripped over her petticoats when she walked. Yet somehow these three became bound together in the strangest intimacy in English literature. The proud, ambitious Swift prattled to his ‘two monkies’, his ‘naughty rogues’, in baby-talk; they repaid him with a lifetime of devotion. Stella was ‘among all persons on earth’ the one Swift would have chosen as his wife ‘if my fortunes and humour served me to think of that state’; yet they were never known to be present alone in the same room together. No one has ever unravelled the mystery of their relationship. Probably Virginia Woolf has come nearest to explaining Stella’s secret understanding of the man she loved. ‘None knew better than she that Swift loved power and the company of men; that though he had moods of tenderness and his fierce spasms of disgust at society, still for the most part he infinitely preferred the dust and bustle of London to all the trout streams and cherry trees in the world. Above all, he hated interference. If anyone laid a finger upon his liberty or hinted the least threat to his independence, were they men or women, queens or kitchen maids, he turned upon them with a ferocity which made a savage of him on the spot.’


Yes, Swift loved power, and the key to power in the world he had learned to know rested in the Cockpit in Whitehall, the seat of authority of the English aristocracy. If a man could lay his hand on the levers there, all else—wealth, preferments, influence and more power—would be added to him. Yet how could this poor Irish Vicar dream these dreams of a Caesar? He had one chief weapon in his armoury, but so far his writings had made more enemies than friends. For, if Swift loved power, he also hated lies and shams and every form of pomposity and imposture. He unsheathed his pen to rescue a friend, to savage an opponent, to serve an immediate cause. But soon the temptation to belabour every sign of pretension in sight became well-nigh irresistible. On some occasions, before the deadly instrument was back in its scabbard, enemy and friend had been smitten to the ground. Such a man equipped with such a weapon would have needed to walk delicately in any age. In the reign of Queen Anne unprecedented opportunities opened to those who were masters of die printed word, but the peril to a man’s liberty was hardly less great. So, despite the urge to deal with the fools and knaves around him in the grand manner they deserved, despite a few soaring flights into the mood of irony which suited him best, Swift had so far been wary in his political dealings, showing the same cautious precision he applied to his personal affairs. He made excuses to himself, cursing the eternal screechings of Whig and Tory cats on the rooftops, disavowing the call of partisanship, mocking the whole tribe of scribblers and critics who let loose such a deluge of news-sheets, saving his finest wrath for the vulgar tradesmen of Grub Street. Swift in 1709 had not yet turned his hand to the same craft; at least, he had not done so with any settled design and allegiance. He was an unemployed condottiere, a trained soldier without a flag to follow.




* * *





Charles Jervas has left us with one portrait of him at that date. But his political ambitions and frustrations can be defined only by a brief review of the writings which had brought him to the fringe of great affairs. The apprenticeship he had served lasted twenty years. Ten of those twenty years (from 1689 to 1699), with a few short intervals, were spent at Moor Park in the household of the retired Whig statesman, Sir William Temple. Sir William disliked the rough hazards of politics; he preferred a life of graciousness and moderation. For a while he succeeded in instilling at least a pretension to the same tastes into his secretary. Swift adopted the temperate Whig opinions of his master. He feasted for hours in Sir William’s library. But his education was much more than formal. At Moor Park he made his acquaintance with statecraft and statesmen, including King William himself, and acquired some understanding of the men who ruled the state. On one occasion he was sent to Kensington Palace as an emissary to urge Temple’s views on the King and his chief adviser, the Earl of Portland. The mission was a failure. This was the first time he had ‘any converse with courts’ and he later told his friends ‘it was the first incident that helped to cure him of vanity’. Thereafter for the rest of his life the spectacle of high politics and the labyrinthine means employed by politicians kept him both fascinated and repelled. He longed to play a part on that stage himself; yet he perfectly understood the aphorism of a famous statesman of the time that ‘a man who would rise at court must start by crawling on all fours’. There at Moor Park, too, he made his first painful essays into authorship and saw his first poem printed in a paper called the Athenian Mercury. It was a lumbering Pindaric ode and is said to have provoked Dryden’s sharp verdict: ‘Cousin Swift, you will never be a poet.’ Cousin Swift half took the hint, but rarely missed an opportunity of revenge on his great critic. He turned to write the prose which was to make him famous, but for several years still none of his writings saw the light of day.


Sir William died in 1699. Swift crossed to Ireland and established his base at Laracor. Then, at the turn of the century, he paid a visit to London and made his timorous entry into the active world of politics. The Tories had just increased their strength in the House of Commons, and their success prompted them to demand the impeachment of four of the leading Whig lords. The Whig majority in the House of Lords came to their defence. Swift wrote his first pamphlet in the same interest, ‘sent it very privately to the Press, with the strictest injunctions to conceal the author; and returned immediately to my residence in Ireland.’ It was a plea for temperance in politics, an exposure of the rancour which can lead to arbitrary government, a lofty discourse in which the arraigned Whig peers—Somers, Halifax, Orford and Portland—were compared with the heroic statesmen of Greece and Rome. Its most distinctive note was a denunciation of the embryonic party system. ‘Man is so apt to imitate, so much of a sheep that whoever is so bold to give the first great leap over the heads of those about him (though he be the worst of the flock) shall quickly be followed by the rest, Besides, when parties are once formed, the struggles look so ridiculous and become so insignificant, that they have no other way but to run into the herd, which at least will hide and protect them; and where to be much considered requires only to be very violent.’ Not for the first or the last time in British history the scorn of party politics was asserted by a man who was serving a party interest.


The pamphlet was ‘greedily bought and read’. Among the suspected authors of it were counted the great Whig leader, Lord Somers, and the great Whig Bishop, Gilbert Burnet. Its fame spread to Dublin where Swift was rebuked as ‘a very positive young man’ for daring to doubt Burnet’s authorship. When he returned to London vanity persuaded him to reveal the truth, at least to some of those with a special interest in knowing it. Swift had started his literary career as a favourite of the Whigs. Lord Somers, Lord Halifax, and Lord Sunderland, an acquaintance of Moor Park days, eagerly embraced the young publicist who so shrewdly assessed their own Greek and Roman virtues, promising him early preferment once they were restored to power in the state. Lord Halifax, in particular, a patron of literature, became his personal friend. Bishop Burnet told Swift (or so Swift claimed) that he had been forced to disown the authorship ‘in a very public manner, for fear of an impeachment with which he was threatened’. Swift had tempered the force of his indictment, believing that to go further was ‘perhaps not altogether safe’. But he had made his impact. So early a success must have persuaded him that advancement for himself was certain once the swing of the pendulum placed these proud Whig leaders in the position of dominance which they so readily believed was theirs by right. Were they not, at least in their own eyes, the architects of the Glorious Revolution which had given King William his English throne and which had ensured the succession of Queen Anne? And were they not the chief advocates of the war against King Louis XIV and the Jacobite Pretender on which the Queen had embarked? They were in their own estimation the indispensable bulwarks of English greatness and when they bestowed their favour the chosen underlings might be expected to display a suitable awe.


A few years later—in May 1704—one among their number was granted his meed of flattery. The Tale of a Tub was published and the dedication was made to the Right Honourable John Lord Somers as ‘a wise piece of presumption’ by the anonymous author. Nothing was lacking in the tribute; it was done with a superb raillery which heightened the effect. But the pages that followed  must surely have made the most haughty of the Whig grandees less appreciative of the compliment. When sometime later it was suggested that Lord Somers might be the real author of the work he had a better right still to feel the joke had gone too far. For The Tale of a Tub was a stupendous satire on almost every established institution and custom of the age. The papists on the one hand and the dissenters on the other were the two principal victims, but almost everyone else fell beneath the lash. ‘Satire is a sort of glass’, said the writer, ‘wherein beholders do generally discover everybody’s face but their own’. Not many beholders could fail to discover their own features in this glass, and if the Whigs as such were granted immunity, lawyers and bishops, courtiers and statesmen, philosophers and kings were mocked with the same coarse exuberance lavished on hack writers and political toadies in every shape and posture. Even the English Church, the pallid hero of the piece, did not escape, and, even in the year of Blenheim, the love of military glory was included among the proofs of madness with which all mankind was possessed. ‘Is any student tearing his straw in piece-meal, swearing and blaspheming, biting his grate, foaming at the mouth and emptying his piss-pot in the spectators’ faces? Let the right worshipful the commissioners of inspection give him a regiment of dragoons, and send him into Flanders among the rest’. Nothing was sacred. The whole was a tour-deforce in which the author upheld the ideals of political moderation with ribald extravagance and launched his crusade for the one true Church of Christ in the language of blasphemy.


It is not surprising that the author of this treatise ‘written for the Universal Improvement of Mankind’ left the country within a few days of publication. Swift went to Ireland and stayed there for a full three and a half years. Laracor had its compensations; in Dublin he was beginning to make a name as a man of influence in the Church; and in London his Whig friends, being still out of office, were unable to fulfil their promise of preferment. It is possible also that to be branded openly as the author of The Tale of a Tub would damn him incurably with too many who wielded power in Church and State. Swift was content to watch from afar the commotion created by the monster-child to which he had given birth. A few weeks after publication two young wits from Oxford were talked of as the guilty authors and the rumour was that their disavowal had been incriminatingly vague. William King, a high Church writer, was also suspected; he felt it necessary to write a pamphlet repudiating the charge in which he asserted that the book had ‘a Tincture of such Filthiness’ as made it ‘unfit for the worst of Uses’. William Wotton, one of the scholars attacked in the Tale, agreed with him. He called it ‘one of the Prophanest Banters upon the Religion of Jesus Christ as such, that ever yet appeared’. A rising Tory writer, Dr. Charles Davenant, was impressed. He told his son that the book ‘has made as much noise and is as full of wit, as any book perhaps that has come out these last hundred years’. He also wrote to the Duke of Marlborough’s secretary requesting a chaplaincy for Swift’s cousin, Thomas Swift, and claiming that Thomas was the real author of the masterpiece. More significant for Swift’s future, however, was the effect on leading churchmen. They had some reason for concern, apart from the possible effect on the nation’s morals; for one of the targets in the book was that ‘apt conjunction of lawn and black satin we entitle a Bishop’. True, Dr. Francis Atterbury, the Queen’s chaplain and one of her chief advisers on eclesiastical affairs, parried the blow lightly. He thought the book very well-written and ‘would do good service’. Doubtless it was agreeable to see dissenters so mercilessly castigated even if the Bishops too must feel a flick of the whip. Yet even his urbanity was disturbed by ‘the profane-strokes’. He feared they would do the author’s ‘reputation and interest in the world more harm than the wit can do him good’. George Smal-bridge, another divine rising rapidly in the Church hierarchy, had a good excuse for expressing himself more forcibly, for he, along with Lord Somers and Lord Shrewsbury, was accused of perpetrating the crime. He quickly made it clear that not all the temptations which Satan had offered Jesus could have hired him to commit such a sin.


At some point in the years that followed Swift was unmasked at least before a few. It is hard to fix the date. A year after publication when the book was running into its fourth edition Thomas Hearne, a scholar at Oxford, noted the name of Swift as the author in his diary, and Daniel Defoe, at roughly the same time, marked ‘the strange stench’ which the book left behind and which enabled many to ‘smell the author’ who had departed for Dublin. And yet for some years the controversy about the authorship of the famous satire continued. Swift himself was torn between irritation that others, particularly his cousin Thomas, should claim the credit, and fear that Dr. Atterbury’s prophecy should prove all too true; a crown of thorns was not his idea of the proper Christian reward. Some years after the book first appeared he wrote an apology as a preface for a new edition—the most grudging ever penned and the sole essay in that style ever extorted from him in his whole long career of libel and vendetta. Needless to say that apology was not directed to the ‘great majority among men of taste’ who had fully appreciated the delicacy of the work. It was designed to appease those among the clergy who ‘are not always very nice in distinguishing between their enemies and their friends’. The book, he claimed, was written to celebrate the perfection of the Church of England. He was ready to admit it included ‘several youthful sallies, which from the grave and the wise, may deserve a rebuke’, but he would ‘forfeit his life’ if there were any opinions in it’ contrary to Religion and Morality’. Lest this offer might prove too tempting, the apology ended with a further effort at mystification. ‘The world, with all its wise conjectures’, claimed the author—with how much truth we cannot tell—‘is yet very much in the dark; which circumstance is no disagreeable amusement either to the public or himself’.


One passage in the book throws a gleam of light both on the methods he had so far employed and the conditions under which journalists and pamphleteers were then working. The Tale of a Tub, for all its extravagance and all the enmity it aroused, was not shaped to produce a direct political result. It was savage and joyous in its general invective; it was not aimed at any particular victim. It was not down to earth; rather, along with some sections of Gulliver’s Travels, it was the nearest Swift ever got to a flight into the philosophic stratosphere. Yet Swift knew better probably than any writer before or since that policies are made by men and that specific political effects could be achieved only if the men (and women) responsible were assailed in a manner making it impossible for them to dodge the line of fire. He must have marked with envy mixed with the disdain the multitude of scribblers who were practising the new political journalism more boldly than himself. Many pages of The Tale were devoted to the derision of Grub Street and yet suddenly a classical defence of their craft blazed forth.


‘In the Attic Commonwealth,’ he wrote, ‘it was the privilege and birthright of every citizen and poet to rail aloud, and in public, or to expose upon the stage, by name, any person they pleased, though of the greatest figure, whether a Creon, an Hyperbolus, an Alcibiades, or a Demosthenes; but, on the other side, the least reflecting word let fall against the people in general, was immediately caught up, and revenged upon the authors, however considerable for their quality or merits. Whereas in England it is just the reverse of all this. Here, you may securely display your utmost rhetoric against mankind, in the face of the world … And when you have done, the whole audience, far from being offended, shall return you thanks, as a deliverer of precious and useful truths. Nay, farther: it is but to venture your lungs, and you may preach in Covent Garden against foppery and fornication, and something else: against pride, and dissimulation, and bribery, at Whitehall: you may expose rapine and injustice in the Inns of Court Chapel: and in a city pulpit, be as fierce as you please against avarice, hypocrisy, and extortion. ’Tis but a ball bandied to and fro, and every man carries a racket about him, to strike it from himself, among the rest of the company. But, on the other side, whoever should mistake the nature of things so far, as to drop but a single hint in public, how such a one starved half the fleet, and half poisoned the rest: how such a one, from a true principle of love and honour, pays no debt but for wenches and play: how such a one has got a clap, and runs out of his estate: how Paris, bribed by Juno and Venus, loth to defend either party, slept out the whole cause on the bench: or, how such an author makes long speeches in the senate, with much thought, little sense, and to no purpose; whoever, I say, should venture to be this particular, must expect to be imprisoned for scandalum magnatum; to have challenges sent him; to be sued for defamation; and to be brought before the bar of the house.’


That surely was the herald of a new Swift, one who would make statesmen and even Bishops regret that he did not confine himself to harmless explorations into the lower regions of profanity. But that hour had not yet come.


When Swift returned to London in the winter of 1707 he had various reasons for believing that a new and more hopeful chapter in his life was about to open. In The Tale of a Tub he had proved to himself and a select few that he possessed literary genius. He was entrusted with a special mission from the Irish Church which gave him a fresh status and importance. Political changes in London could hardly fail to prove advantageous; at last power was slipping into the hands of his Whig patrons. Altogether, he felt a sense of liberation, and possessed a new air of authority. He was in high good humour with himself and the world; only rarely did he show a flash of cold steel. During the next year and a half poems and pamphlets poured from his pen. All of them were published anonymously, after the fashion of the day; but few were of such a character that the secret of the authorship needed to be rigorously preserved. Moreover, the coteries in which he moved were impressed by the trenchancy and originality of his talk and demeanour. He soon gained a rich company of admirers among statesmen, men of letters and beautiful women. One of these last was Mrs. Finch who under the more impressive title of Ardeliah was lauded for her prowess in outwitting Apollo.






The Nymph who oft had read in Books,


    Of that Bright God whom Bards invoke,


Soon knew Apollo by his looks,


    And Guest his Business ere he Spoke.







He in the old Celestial Cant,


    Confest his Flame, and swore by Styx,


What e’re she would desire, to Grant,


    But Wise Ardeliah knew his Tricks.







Ovid had warn’d her to beware,


    Of Stroling Gods, whose usual Trade is,


Under pretence of Taking Air,


    To pick up Sublunary Ladies.








Apollo might be resistible, but not this irreverent Vicar in such a mood.


In the same spirit he applied his mind to woo others less susceptible than his array of lovely ladies. For better or worse he was wedded to the Church of England. She offered a cause which he was prepared to fight for without quarter or qualms against all comers, although often the weapons he employed did not commend themselves to other members of his calling. In his Argument Against Abolishing Christianity he delivered his counter-attack in such a rumbustious fashion that those he defended quivered beneath the assault hardly less than his victims. Of course he admitted at the outset to the candid reader that ‘my discourse is intended only in defence of nominal Christianity; the other having been for some time wholly laid aside by general consent, as utterly inconsistent with our present schemes of wealth and power’. But for nominal religion surely a most persuasive case could be made. ‘Great wits love to be free with the highest objects; and if they cannot be allowed a God to revile and renounce, they will speak evil of dignities, abuse the government, and reflect upon the ministry.’ Then he turned gravely to deal with more serious objections. ‘Another advantage proposed by the abolishing of Christianity, is the clear gain of one day in seven, which is now entirely lost, and consequently the Kingdom one seventh less considerable in trade, business and pleasure; besides the loss to the public of so many stately structures now in the hands of the Clergy, which might be converted into playhouses, exchanges, market-houses, common dormitories, and other public edifices. I hope I shall be forgiven a hard word, if I call this a perfect cavil. I readily own there has been an old custom time out of mind, for people to assemble in the churches every Sunday, and that shops are still frequently shut, in order as it is conceived, to preserve the memory of that ancient practice, but how this can prove a hindrance to business or pleasure, is hard to imagine. What if the men of pleasure are forced one day in the week, to game at home instead of at the chocolate-houses? Are not the taverns and coffeehouses open? Can there be a more convenient season for taking a dose of physic? Are fewer claps got upon Sundays than other days? Is not that the chief day for traders to sum up the accounts of the week and for lawyers to prepare their briefs? But I would fain know that it can be pretended that the churches are misapplied. Where are more appointments and rendez vouzes of gallantry? Where more care to appear in the foremost box with greater advantage of dress? Where more meetings for business? Where more bargains driven of all sorts? And where so many conveniences or enticements to sleep?’ So the weighty argument was piled higher and higher. Was it not clear that ‘the abolishment of the Christian religion will be the readiest course we can take to introduce popery’? That fear should be conclusive and yet in the last resort there were further arguments even more telling. ‘Upon the whole, if it shall be thought for the benefit of Church and State, that Christianity be abolished; I conceive, however, it may be more convenient to defer the execution to a time of peace, and not venture in this conjuncture to disoblige our allies, who, as it falls out, are all Christians, and many of them, by the prejudice of their education, so bigoted, as to place a sort of pride in the appellation’. This should settle the matter; if not, there was one final word. ‘To conclude: whatever some may think of the great advantages to trade by this favourite scheme, I do very much apprehend, that in six months time after the act is passed for the extirpation of the Gospel, the Bank, and East-India Stock, may fall at least one per cent. And since that is fifty times more than ever the wisdom of our age thought fit to venture for the preservation of Christianity, there is no reason we should be at so great a loss, merely for the sake of destroying it.’


Thus Swift asserted the cause to which he had pledged his allegiance. His fellow clergymen might wonder how profound was his piety when he chose such methods to vindicate their simple faith. Swift himself may have had the same doubts, for he soon took steps in another pamphlet to put the case more straightforwardly. A Project for the Advancement of Religion and the Reformation of Manners appeared in the same year (1707). It was signed by ‘a Person of Quality’ and the proceeds were intended for the benefit of the poor. Lord Berkeley entreated Swift to ensure that a copy might be presented by the Archbishop of York to the Queen, and Richard Steele agreed that the author ‘writes much like a gentleman and goes to Heaven with a very good mien’. The pamphlet outlined a comprehensive series of restrictions and censorships which would undoubtedly have commended themselves to Queen Anne. She might not have been equally pleased with his strictures on the low breed of men who, in the author’s reckoning, were customarily appointed to positions of trust in the Church and in politics. Would it not be a great reform for the court to make genuine faith a reason for advancement? So Swift argued with as much reverence for royalty as he could muster, and against the objection ‘that making religion a necessary step to interest and favour might increase hypocrisy among us’ he produced an argument worthy of The Tale of a Tub. ‘If one in twenty should be brought over to true piety by this, or the like methods, and the other nineteen be only hypocrites, the advantage would still be great. Besides, hypocrisy is much more eligible than open infidelity and vice; it wears the livery of religion; it acknowledges her authority, and is cautious of giving scandal. Nay, a long continued disguise is too great a constraint upon human nature, especially an English disposition; men would leave off their vices out of mere weariness, rather than undergo the toil and hazard, and perhaps expense, of practising them perpetually in private. And I believe it is often with religion, as it is with love; which, by much dissembling, at last grows real.’ This was as near as Swift ever came to a eulogy of Queen Anne’s bench of Bishops, and the Archbishop of York cannot be blamed if he failed to share Lord Berkeley’s enthusiasm for the piece.


Was the Vicar of Laracor a convinced Christian and a sound Churchman? A whole library has been produced to answer the question but that mystery, like the enigma of his relations with Stella, remains unsolved. Certainly he never wavered in fighting for the Church’s temporal interests; never did he disavow the most rigid and formal of her tenets. He served her in any quarrel with an unfailing pugnacity. But, despite all claims that devotion to the Church was the one consistent strand running through his life, it is hard to believe that this was truly his ruling passion. Not for her was he able to exert his powers to the limit. When he wrote about the Church either his boisterous humour or his contempt for Bishops or his hatred of humbug or his zest for politics struggled to break through. In The Tale of a Tub he excoriated the enemies of the English Church with a zeal he never brought to her defence. He doubtless tried hard against his own nature to make himself the kind of man the Queen and the Archbishops would delight to honour. He longed for the Bishopric which, as he had so unwisely hinted, hypocrisy had secured for others. The flesh was willing, but the spirit was weak. Often he claimed that, although hating mankind in general, he loved Tom, Dick and Harry. A strange corollary was also true. He loved the Church and Christianity with a watery affection; he needed to see the face and handiwork of particular enemies if his full genius was to be unleashed in hatred or in laughter.


Certainly his energies were not exhausted by the urge to defend his Church. He turned aside to engage in a quite different form of controversy, one which was nothing more than a tremendous joke. By 1709 Isaac Bickerstaff was a name much better known than that of Jonathan Swift. Swift borrowed it from some locksmith’s shop-sign in Long Acre and used it as the pseudonym under which he attacked John Partridge, a cobbler turned almanac-maker who had won European fame by combining astrological forecasts with advertisements of quack remedies for venereal disease. The double fraud attracted Swift’s powers of ridicule. He produced his own predictions for the year 1708. They started with the prophecy that Partridge would ‘infallibly die upon the 29th March next about eleven at night, of a raging fever’. Then it was foretold that death would come to the Cardinal of Noailles, Archbishop of Paris, and a whole series of other eminent persons including King Louis XIV and His Holiness the Pope. A strong hint was given that the magic powers of forecast could easily be applied nearer home; ‘but those in power have wisely discouraged men from meddling in public concerns and I was resolved by no means to give the least offence.’ Making full allowance for this reticence Bickerstaff’s forecasts far outbid in precision and sensation anything which John Partridge had ever attempted.


Promptly on March 30th an Elegy was sold on the streets of London announcing that the prophecy was fulfilled.






Well, ’tis as Bickerstaff has guest


Tho’ we all took it for a Jest.


Patrige is dead, nay more, he dy’d


E’re he could prove the good Squire ly’d.


Strange, an Astrologer should Die,


Without one Wonder in the Sky;


Not one of all his Crony Stars,


To pay their Duty at his Hearse!


No Meteor, no Eclipse appear’d!


No Comet with a Flaming Beard!


The Sun has rose, and gone to Bed,


Just as if Patrige were not Dead:








A few days later a pamphlet appeared explaining with circumstantial detail the last scenes at the death-bed, coupled with an apology that Bickerstaff had miscalculated the moment of Partridge’s decease by some four hours. The world at large was invited to await the fulfilment of his next prediction about the Cardinal de Noailles, and a host of others joined in the fun. In Portugal the Inquisition ordered that Bickerstaff’s predictions should be burnt, and from Paris came a solemn assault on their validity. Someone, probably Bickerstaff himself, rushed to the rescue of poor Partridge in a pamphlet called Squire Bickerstaff Detected. It explained how Partridge had been dunned for his own funeral expenses, and the deception was so skilful that Partridge reprinted the protest himself. Then the poor victim went further. In his almanac for the following year he had the temerity to claim that he was still alive. Swift’s reply was devastating. He proved conclusively that Partridge must be dead. As for the Frenchman ‘who was pleased to publish to the worlds “that the Cardinal de Noailles was still alive, notwithstanding the pretended prophecy of Monsieur Biquerstaffe”’: he took leave to ask ‘how far a Frenchman, a Papist, and an enemy, is to be believed in his own case, against an English Protestant, who is true to the government’. Partridge was finished, and there was more than bombast in Bickerstaff’s claim that ‘in this dispute, I am sensible the eyes, not only of England, but of all Europe, will be upon us’. The brilliant hoax had made a reputation which neither Whigs nor Tories need watch with a censorious eye, and when in the spring of 1709 Richard Steele founded The Tatler he was glad to borrow the name of Bickerstaff for his own use to ensure his magazine’s success and to give generous thanks to the man who had created it.


Steele’s choice of the name Swift had made famous is one sign of the friendship he had established among men who had so far won a more certain place in the literary world than himself. Steele had written successful plays and was the chief editor of the government Gazette. Joseph Addison had gained fame and advancement ever since he had written a poem to celebrate the victory of Blenheim. He was a Member of Parliament and an Under-Secretary of State with a sufficient fortune to be able to lend £1000 to the spendthrift Steele. Jonathan Swift liked to picture himself as the third of this triumvirate. He could not match the worldly success of the others, but he had acquired some of the same tastes. ‘Wine is the liquor of the Gods and ale of the Goths’, he wrote to another friend, and the discriminating palate, surely, had been gained in the company of Steele and Addison. ‘Excellent companions for an evening,’ it was said, ‘the one at the beginning, the other towards the close, for by the time that Steele had drunk himself down, Addison had drunk himself up.’ Swift treasured the intimacy, particularly with Addison. Yet it would be no more than natural if the affection was tinged with jealousy. Almost all Swift’s literary friends at the time—William Congreve, then at the peak of his reputation, was another—were Whigs. An Irish Protestant was inevitably a Whig in his sympathies. Swift had lived all his adult life in Whig circles and his earliest political pamphlets were written in their interest. With Addison he became a frequent visitor at the houses of the great Whig patrons, headed by Lord Halifax. He had every right to expect his earthly reward. Had he not been promised as much by Lord Somers some seven years before? Yet, while Addison moved from his Haymarket garret to more elegant quarters and had a coach and four to sustain his new status in society, Swift for some reason was kept waiting.


One cause of the hesitancy shown by the authorities may have been the invidious name he had acquired by his suspected authorship of The Tale of a Tub. His aggressive championship of Church interests also prevented him from establishing complete harmony with the Whigs. His personal friends were Whigs; but they, for political reasons, looked askance at his Anglican hatred of dissenters. This divergence in outlook was for long submerged, but it appeared more sharply when, on his visit to London in 1707 and 1708, he started to discharge the special duty entrusted to him by the Archbishop of Dublin. A few years earlier Queen Anne had assisted the English clergy by remitting a tax paid by them known as the First Fruits. Swift’s task was to use his influence with the Whig statesmen to win from the Queen the same remission for the Irish clergy. Doubtless he also welcomed the opportunity to further more directly his personal ambitions. When the Bishopric of Waterford became vacant he felt his chances were excellent. Lord Somers and Lord Sunderland were enlisted to press his claims. But somehow, if it was ever made, the application for the Bishopric failed and Swift confessed himself ‘stomach-sick’ with disappointment.


Then in June 1708 he had an interview with Lord Godolphin, the most powerful of all the Queen’s Ministers. Godolphin made an offer. The First Fruits would be remitted on condition ‘due acknowledgments’ were given in return by the Irish clergy. Swift understood exactly what those acknowledgements must be. Godolphin wanted the acquiescence of the Irish clergy in the removal of the Test Act. Under that Act all except Anglican communicants were excluded from public offices and this was a bitter source of grievance among the dissenters in Ireland whom Godolphin and his colleagues wished to recruit as their political allies. So Swift was confronted with a dilemma. To gain one advantage for his Church and the credit for achieving it he must sacrifice her interests in another direction and in a manner which both he and his Archbishop had vowed to oppose. And even more irritating was the proof that his talents were not so well appreciated in high circles as they ought to be. The gross, calculating attitude of Lord Godolphin left its scar on Swift.


But what could he do? In that October of 1708 the Whigs took another step towards complete mastery of the Queen’s Ministry. Lord Somers became President of the Council; Lord Wharton, another of the Whig leaders, was appointed Lord Lieutenant of Ireland; Joseph Addison was to go with him as Irish Secretary, a post worth at least £2,000 a year. It was, said Swift, ‘a new world’, a world in which the power of the Whigs seemed more securely established than at any time since the Revolution. He wrote hopefully to Archbishop King in Dublin: ‘although I care not to mingle public affairs with the interest of so private a person as myself, yet, upon such a revolution, not knowing how far my friends may endeavour to engage me in the service of the new government, I would beg your grace to have favourable thoughts of me on such an occasion’. If a Bishopric was not available, he had a promise of being appointed Queen’s secretary to accompany the Earl of Berkeley to Vienna. But nothing happened. Characteristically, Swift turned to take revenge for his maltreatment with his pen.


In December 1708 appeared his Letter Concerning the Sacramental Test. The author pretended to write from Dublin, taking the disguise of an Irish Member of Parliament. A new note was struck in the Swiftian repertoire. This was no satire on human folly, playful or gruesome; this was Swift for the first time crossing swords with the Grub Street politicians. At first he almost apologized for deigning to quote ‘those infamous weekly papers that infest your coffee-houses’. But had they not become powers in the land? Were they not the mouthpieces of men of wealth and influence, even of Ministers of the Queen? ‘How insipid so-ever those papers are, they seem to be levelled to the understandings of a great number; they are grown a necessary part in coffeehouse furniture’. Swift went into action against ‘that paltry rascal’, John Tutchin, and Daniel Defoe, ‘the fellow that was pilloried I have forgot his name’. But behind them he saw more serious opponents—the proud Godolphin himself, who had spurned the entreaties of a poor Irish parson, and the whole phalanx of English Whiggery, which was so perfectly content to make his Church turn somersaults to suit their party interest. The whole pamphlet was a defence of the well-nigh indefensible Test Act, and, of course, the men who were most likely to be angered by so skilful an incitement of Church prejudice were the very Whig Ministers whom Swift was meeting on friendly terms every week. Knowing how dangerous was the game he played, he made special efforts to keep his secret. Archbishop King had an inkling of the truth. Swift did his best to put him off the scent and perhaps at the same time to deceive the government agents whom he suspected of opening his letters to Dublin. ‘I am used’, he said, ‘like a sober man with a drunken face, have the scandal of the vice without the satisfaction’. But all these precautions were not able to kill the suspicions of one man with whom Swift’s fortunes now became inextricably linked. Thomas, Earl of Wharton, the great party manager of the Whigs, was not likely to look kindly on the antics of an interfering parson; much too often, in his judgement, the whining prayers of the Anglican clergy were indistinguishable from the last gasp of the Tories. It was natural that he and Swift should meet. He was the associate of Somers and Halifax and Sunderland, whom Swift already knew well. Since his appointment as Viceroy of Ireland it had even been suggested that Swift might go to Dublin as his chaplain, just as Addison was to go as Secretary. The meeting with Wharton took place just before the Earl departed for Ireland. No preferment for Swift was forthcoming, nor did Wharton show the faintest concern for the tribulations of the Irish Church.




* * *





So, for all his triumphs among his literary friends. Swift prepared, in the spring of 1709, to return to Laracor as Poor and powerless as he had left. He described his disillusion to Charles Forde, one of his closest associates in Ireland: ‘I believe by this time you are satisfied that I am not grown great, nor like to do so very soon: for I am thought to want the Art of being thoruow paced in my Party, as all discreet Persons ought to be, and sometime this Summer you may not improbably see me alighting at your House in my way to Residence.’ Ireland offered him no consolation. ‘I must learn to make my Court to that Country and People better than I have done,’ he said, adding: ‘if you find I pass for a morose Man, find some Excuse or other to vindicate me’. That was a curious lament from the Isaac Bickerstaff who only a few months before had captivated the whole town with his humour. He left London in June before Charles Jervas had had time to finish his portrait, taking with him a book he had been given by Lord Halifax—‘the only favour I ever received from him or his party’. By the time he reached Leicester, where he visited his mother, his spirits and—more strangely—his dignity were gone. He wrote to Lord Halifax begging ‘some share in your Lordship’s memory’, urging that he would ‘sometimes put Lord Somers in mind of me’, protesting his hatred of ‘the place where I am banished’ and pleading that ‘I might live to be some way useful and entertaining, if I were permitted to live in town, or, which is the highest punishment of Papists, anywhere within ten miles around it’. The letter ended with a plea that Lord Halifax should join him in prayer for the early death of a Dr. South, Prebend of Westminster, coupled with an earnest declaration of his own fitness for the post. No one could say that the author of The Tale of a Tub had not recovered his faith in heavenly intervention. On June 30th, 1709, he sailed into Dublin bay and went straight to Laracor without seeing anybody.


From afar his friends tried to make amends. ‘I am quite ashamed for myself’, wrote Lord Halifax in October, ‘to see you left in a place so incapable of tasting you.’ He and Mr. Addison had determined to seek a remedy, but then came the blow: ‘Dr. South holds out still but he cannot be immortal!’ Richard Steele added his word of encouragement.’ No opportunity is omitted among powerful men, to upbraid them for your stay in Ireland.’ But Swift was not easily appeased. ‘When you write any more poetry,’ he said to Ambrose Phillips, ‘do me honour: mention me in it. It is the common request of Tully and Pliny to the great authors of their age; and I will continue it so that Prince Posterity shall know I was favoured by the men of wit in my time.’ Jonathan Swift was to be remembered through the centuries as a character in a poem by Ambrose Phillips! And then he added, still more pathetically: ‘I reckon no man is thoroughly miserable unless he be condemned to live in Ireland’. As the months passed the note of pleading became ever more urgent, even if the humour could never be finally exorcised. ‘If you think this gentle winter will not carry off Dr. South’, he once more entreated Lord Halifax, could he not be considered for Cork, ‘if the incumbent dies of the spotted fever he is now under?’ But no satisfactory answer came. Lord Wharton and Secretary Addison were now established at Dublin Castle; they offered the only substitute for London available. Swift had to content himself with the pleasure of Addison’s company and the humiliation of making his peace with the Erastian Earl.


The news from England added to the gloom. Swift had good reason for moderating his love of the Whigs, but they were the only friends he had. When his correspondents in London told how the tide had turned once more and was flowing in favour of the Tories, how Lord Sunderland had been dismissed by the Queen, how other dismissals were expected, Swift was not comforted. ‘I believe you had the displeasure of much ill news almost as soon as you landed’, he wrote on August 10th, 1710, to Addison, who had just returned to England. ‘Even the moderate Tories here are in pain at these revolutions, being what will certainly affect the Duke of Marlborough and consequently, the success of the war.’ Swift shared their anxiety, though he had never shown much interest either in the war or the Duke of Marlborough. He knew his strength and longed to employ it in political combat. But he could see little prospect in returning to a London where all his old associates would soon be out of office and where, despite all the Vicar of Laracor’s prayers, Dr. Robert South at the age of seventy-five was making such a splendid recovery that he was destined to survive another seven winters.



















CHAPTER TWO


The Captain-General







‘Over the confederacy, he (the Duke of Marlborough) a new, a private man acquired by merit and by management a more deciding influence than high birth, confirmed authority and even the Crown of Great Britain had given to King William…. I take with pleasure this opportunity of doing justice to a great man whose faults I knew, whose virtues I admired; and whose memory as the greatest General and the greatest Minister that our country or perhaps any other has produced I honour.’—VISCOUNT BOLINGBROKE





SOME TIME IN THE MONTH OF OCTOBER, 1709, John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough and Captain-General of the Queen’s forces in Flanders, wrote to Queen Anne requesting her to appoint him Captain-General for life. Ever since May of that year he had been inquiring about precedents. An emissary was sent to London to make a search in the Privy Seal offices. When the answer came that a ‘commision during life is a new instance and liable to malicious construction’, he applied to the Lord Chancellor. Obedient and secret investigations brought the same verdict; in the days of Henry VIII the post of ‘Constable’ had been known but Lord Cowper quickly concluded he could not consider ‘that obsolete office to be any guide in the present question.’ Thereupon the Duke wrote direct to the Queen. Perhaps she had been forewarned; for the rumour ran that Marlborough had wished the House of Commons to take the initiative in making the appointment and that the scheme was divulged to the Queen by another of her Ministers, Lord Somers, ‘who had no mind to be his grace’s subject’. When the Queen sent a refusal, Marlborough did not let the matter rest. In another letter he expostulated against all the hardships of which he felt himself the victim. He complained of Anne’s treatment of his wife, Sarah; strongly hinted that the bedchamber woman, Abigail Masham, after intrigues with the ex-Minister, Robert Harley, had given the advice which led to the refusal; and declared his resolve to retire from the Queen’s service at the end of the war. The Queen was unmoved. She would not hear a word against Abigail. All she wanted was that Sarah should ‘leave off teasing and tormenting me, and behave herself with the decency she ought both to her friend and Queen, and this I hope you will make her do’. Very soon the news of this interchange between the most successful of soldiers and the Queen he had served so long became known in the court and the coffee-houses. Some mocked; others were genuinely alarmed. Where would his vaulting ambition lead him next? Was it really his aim to become another Cromwell or, at least, a General Monk? Or could he be safely and scornfully dismissed as ‘King John II’?


No one knows for certain to this day the motives which made him do it. The two letters he wrote to the Queen are lost and their terms can be assumed only from the Queen’s reply. Even if they were discovered it is improbable that any new revelation would be forthcoming. The innermost thoughts of the Duke of Marlborough are mostly concealed from posterity just as they were masked by perfect calculation and manners from his contemporaries. But it is possible to guess.


Marlborough no doubt believed he had earned the right to make almost any demand of Queen Anne. Before she ever ascended the throne, he and Sarah had been her most intimate friends, sharing the indignities which King William had inflicted upon her. From the moment he was placed in command of her armies he had brought nothing but victory. When he took the field in 1702 the military forces of France outnumbered those of all the nations ranged against her by more than 30,000 trained soldiers. At their head stood the famous French Generals—Tallard, Villars and Vendôme; names worth whole regiments on any battlefield. Yet Marlborough defeated them all. Blenheim, Ramillies, Oudenarde and Malplaquet! No commander in British history before or since can show such a sequence of triumphs. It was truly said that he ‘never sat before a town which he did not take nor ever fought a battle which he did not win’, and it was hardly less true that his diplomacy matched his military skill. He was for long the cement of the Grand Alliance which King Louis’ ambition and King William’s tenacity had assembled together; without his alternate tact and boldness, without his constant journeyings between campaigns to Vienna, to Berlin, to The Hague, and back to London to avert a political crisis, the whole structure would have fallen to pieces.


Despite all the tough decisions which a Commander-in-Chief is bound to enforce on confederate powers, despite all the devious manœuvres he thought it necessary to execute, despite occasional acts of downright duplicity towards his chief allies, the day came when Marlborough’s standing with his Queen and her Ministers became the foremost topic of interest in all the allied capitals as it was assuredly at the Court of Versailles. The Dutch, for all their early suspicions, came to regard him as a saviour; the Austrian Emperor made him a Prince and had offered him the Governorship of the Netherlands with a salary of £60,000 a year. When these were the prospects dangled before him by other governments, had he not the right to require special favours from his own Queen? And in the autumn of 1709 there were other and more urgent excuses for his presumption no less convincing to the Captain-General.


Despite eight successful campaigns, or perhaps rather because such endless fighting had not brought final victory, the strains upon the alliance were growing severe. He had just fought the battle of Malplaquet, and when the guns had barely ceased firing he wrote to Sarah: ‘God Almighty be praised, it is now in our power to have what peace we please, and I may be pretty well-assured of never being in another battle.’ No one realized better than he how the hour of peacemaking may be the most deadly for an alliance. With the passing of the years he had grown more temporizing, less confident in his judgement and action. As Captain-General for life he would hold the power of an almost independent potentate, able to reassert his will and impose it, if need be, on friend and foe alike. A year before, peace had been within the grasp of the allies; King Louis was on his knees pleading for it. But the chance had been wantonly cast away. Now the French were displaying new vigour; if their recovery continued, the lordship over them secured by the eight campaigns could easily be forfeited. As Captain-General for life he could hold the balance between ultimatum and retreat, and make a good peace for Europe and himself. He was fifty-nine years old and he longed for rest. Often he felt sick and weary. He hated the sight of blood, and more of it had flowed at Malplaquet than at Blenheim, Ramillies and Oudenarde put together. It was in fact the most murderous battle of the century. Perhaps he believed that by a last supreme exertion he could establish the cause for which he had fought, and retire with his glory and his riches to the palace of Blenheim in Woodstock Park which Queen Anne and the nation were preparing for him.


Both before and after he made his vain request to the Queen these were some of the desires he expressed to his friends. But others were bound to see in the proposal more sinister aims. Why should a man possessing such immense powers already wish to be Captain-General for life—especially if the blessing of peace was soon to descend on war-weary Europe? A year earlier Marlborough like many others had believed that peace was almost certain; he had himself been busy preparing the homeward transport of the English troops. He had not insisted that more lenient terms should be offered to King Louis, and when the French King rejected the ultimatum he expressed his amazement. True, he made some last-minute efforts to prevent the renewal of the war, but he never sought to exercise his authority decisively. In any case, all his pleas for moderation were made in secret; only Sarah knew how earnestly he prayed for peace in his heart; only his soldiers could testify how tenderly he cared for the wounded, how genuine was the anguish provoked by the spectacle of butchery on his normally impassive countenance. To many far away from the battlefield and at home in England he appeared as the symbol of the war which dragged on from year to year. They heard of the acclaim paid to him in Parliament as the war hero, of the new armies being recruited, of the rewards showered upon him, of the monument to his glory which Sir John Vanbrugh was constructing. Small wonder that some assailed him as the advocate of war without end.


Marlborough writhed with anger as these reports from London reached him in his camp. But he could hardly complain too vociferously. Open diplomacy would not have suited the Duke. The first tentative step towards peace negotiations had been taken by himself in a surreptitious approach to his nephew, the Duke of Berwick, who was enlisted in the armies of King Louis. The move had been made before one word of consultation had been exchanged with the Ministers in the Government he was serving or with any of his allies, with the Queen or even with Sarah. Possibly the reason for his reticence was that he took the opportunity in this first approach to remind the Duke of Berwick of the douceur of two million livres (about £300,000) which he had previously been offered by the French King if ever he found it possible to smooth the way for a convenient settlement. No evidence exists that Marlborough was deflected from his duty by these temptations. But the mystery of his character which inspired him to play so many roles at the same time was bound to fascinate his own generation as it has so many since.


The truth about the tortuous contradictions in his career was, of course, not then known. But it was known that he had risen to favour while his sister was mistress of King James II, that he had ridden out of London at the head of King James’s troops and returned the same week at the head of King William’s, that King William in turn had come to distrust his brilliant supporter and had sent him to the Tower to learn a lesson in loyalty. The suspicion was that he had retained some connexions with the Jacobite court across the Channel; the fact was that, even while he acted as the arch-champion of the Grand Alliance, he cultivated these connexions, as a policy of reinsurance, over a quarter of a century. Marlborough never ceased to curse the ingratitude of the English, ‘the villainous people’ who failed to appreciate with sufficient unanimity the service he had performed for the nation. In his secret correspondence, although never in his outward demeanour, he revealed his fury at the lies they told about him. What would have been his defence if they had discovered the truth! Most of the charges, notably those in a book called The New Atalantis by a certain Mrs. Manley, published early in 1709, were too extreme to be credible. But it was natural enough that so ambivalent a Colossus should arouse envy, suspicion and ceaseless curiosity.


Since the beginning of the reign he had been called ‘the Grand Vizier’, and the term, it seems, was used respectfully and not only as a nickname by his enemies. After he had been appointed Prince of Mindelheim by the Austrian Emperor he assumed (according to Lord Dartmouth, one of his detractors) ‘the title of highness abroad which was given him by all the officers in the army; and he affected eating alone, which the Duke of Montagu (who had married one of his daughters) was to countenance by standing at his meals. Nobody in England would allow of such distinctions; but everybody thought his aim was to bring us by degrees to something much higher’. No doubt this report was highly coloured. But the Churchill family, their relations, their friends and their sycophants appeared to surround the Queen, to command automatic majorities in Parliament, to direct the armies and, for makeweight, to dominate the City of London. The caricature bore enough resemblance to the real features of society in 1709 to make the attacks upon him plausible. And this was the moment chosen to demand the Generalcy for life!


After Malplaquet Marlborough received the thanks of Parliament for his services in language more glowing than had ever been used before. The Ministers in office were more unanimously dedicated to the cause of crushing the power of France than at any time since 1702, when Queen Anne had first declared the paramount aim of her policy. The great Whig Lords, backed by the bankers, were the most steadfast supporters of the war, and a year earlier they had swept back to power at the elections on a burst of national patriotism. For the first time since the Revolution of 1688 they had secured a settled majority in the Commons. Indeed it was a rare event for the two Houses to find themselves so readily at one; during most of the reign they had been at each other’s throats, fighting a desperate battle for party supremacy. In the Lords the great Whig statesmen who had led the Revolution had retained their control and had often resorted to the device of appealing to the public over the heads of the Commons by publishing reports of their proceedings. In the Commons the Tories for the most part had commanded a majority; they were the ‘Church of England party’ and in the tiny electorates of those times exercised a special influence through the activity of the Tory squires and the lower ranks of the clergy. Through most of the period when Marlborough was winning battles in the company of Dutch Calvinists, German Lutherans and a Catholic Emperor, the English Parliament, on the initiative of the Tories in the Commons, was engaged in a ferocious struggle to discover the proper means of destroying the twin monsters of popery and dissent.


Marlborough might be excused for thinking that he had a big enough task in fighting the war. How comparatively simple to guide English, Scots, Irish, Danes, Prussians, Hanoverians, Hessians, Saxons, Palatines and Dutch in the same harness towards the battlefields! But he was always embroiled in domestic controversies, until he came to speak of Whig and Tory with more venom than he ever directed against the obstinate Dutch or the Austrian Emperor in his most capricious moments. Only at last in the elections of 1708, following an attempt by the Pretender to invade Scotland, was a Whig majority with a single-minded devotion to the war secured in the Commons, and by that time the possibility of peace presented the real challenge to English statesmanship. Any commander in the field with a comprehensive view of the world struggle would naturally be outraged by such perversity.


Despite all the favourable signs, therefore, Marlborough was discontented. He saw himself sinking in the bog of English party warfare. Probably that was the clue to his mysterious blunder in approaching the Queen. A Captain-General for life would no longer be answerable to Parliament. Whig and Tory could knife one another in a contemptible contest while he was left free to conduct successful war or make a reasonable peace. Perhaps that was too much to hope for. But often, like so many others, he had toyed with a variation on the same theme. Let the hot men on both sides abandon their futile aspirations and make way for a national administration whose policy he himself might shape. Since the very idea of parties in the state was novel and utterly disruptive of the prerogatives which not only Anne but every King and Queen before her had claimed, he had sounder grounds for this conceit than the many opponents of the party system who have shared it since those times.


In short, Marlborough had excellent reasons for seeking an exceptional authority above the party battle. And both parties in the state, with their memories of Stuart or Cromwellian despotism to guide them, had no less excellent reasons for denying it. No doubt the sharp rebuff from the Queen added to his misgivings. Instead of appreciating the unexampled position which was already his without the new appointment, he gave the impression in his private correspondence that he felt the ground trembling beneath his feet. To understand his presentiments it is necessary to explore the maze of English politics.




* * *





SARAH


The politician in London who stood closest to the Duke in everything but precise party affiliation was his wife, the Duchess. Sarah at the age of forty-nine was a source of boundless vitality and intrigue, insatiable in influence and ambition, masterful, outspoken, restless, an aggressive Whig, and, with it all, a wonder of loveliness. Often she plagued Marlborough with pettifogging complaints or even challenged his constancy to her. But all her actions, however infuriating, were prompted by her abundant love towards him. One of the lampooners compared Marlborough to the Roman hero, Belisarius, and the mystified Sarah asked her friend Bishop Burnet to explain the comparison. The Bishop, who gloried in his readiness to speak the truth without flattery, gave the bravest retort of his life. ‘Belisarius’, he said, ‘had a brimstone of a wife.’


The records of Sarah the Termagant have been carefully preserved, thanks to the memories of the multitude who felt the cut of her tongue. In December, 1708, one anonymous pamphleteer gave his impressions of the Duchess he saw as a vision in a dream. ‘On the Right-Hand an oldish Woman, of a fair countenance, in youthful Dress; her Chin and Nose turning up, her Eyes glowing like Lightning; blasted all she had power over with strange Diseases. Out of her Nostrils came a Sulphurous Smoak, and out of her Mouth Flames of Fire. Her hair was grizled and adorn’d with Spoils of ruin’d People. Her Neck bare, with Chains about it of Dice, mixed with Pieces of Gold, which rattling, made a horrid noise; for her Motions were all fierce and violent. Her garment was all stained with Tears and Blood. There hung about her several Pieces of Parchment, with Bits of Wax at the end, with Figures engraved on them. She cast her Eyes often with Rage and Fury on that bright Appearance I have described (the Queen); over whom, having no force, she tossed her Head with disdain, and glared about on her Votaries, till we saw several possessed with her.’


But there is another side of the story which enabled Henry Fielding to compose his portrait of ‘the Glorious Duchess’. By any test she was a tremendous figure, able to argue and conspire with the foremost statesmen of the time and exerting her influence far and wide throughout political society. At every vantage-point on the arena her daughters and dependants, her friends and admirers, were stationed like sentinels to watch the Marlborough interest. One daughter was married to the eldest son of Lord Godolphin, the chief Minister in the Government; the second to the Earl of Sunderland, another member of the Ministry whose devotion to the Whig cause was rigid enough to satisfy even Sarah’s standards; the third to the Earl of Bridgwater and the fourth to the son of the Duke of Montagu. In time she quarrelled with them all, daughters, sons-in-law, grandsons and granddaughters. But one cause at least of her fury was the perspicacity with which she viewed the political scene. Hating both by temperament and for sound reasons of expediency every form of shilly-shallying, she made her choice. She had no patience with those, her husband included, who hankered always for some uneasy accommodation above party. The facts could not be altered; the beginning of wisdom was to face them. From her earliest days of active politics she imbibed Whig principles, a hatred of ‘the gibberish’ of the Tories ‘about non-resistance and passive obedience and hereditary right’, a splendid contempt for ‘the High Church nonsense of promoting religion by persecution’.


King William heaped hardship on the Marlborough family, but that could not drive Sarah into the opposite camp. ‘As I was perfectly convinced that a Roman Catholic is not to be trusted with the liberties of England, I never once repined at the change of government, no, not in all the time of that long persecution I went through.’ When William sent Marlborough to the Tower, she still did not waver. To a friend who offered bail she replied that ‘one of his best friends was a paper that lay upon the table, which I had often kissed, the Act of Habeas Corpus’. Those surely were the words of one who recognized the bulwarks of the new freedom which some Englishmen were beginning to enjoy in a style still denied to the subjects of Continental monarchies. So too, when the struggle was transferred to the larger stage of European war, Sarah adhered to a simple proposition. If English and European liberties depended on victory, Marlborough would need to make terms with the men who truly believed in them, the party which had burnt its boats and staked its future on the Protestant succession. This was the gospel which she preached in season and out of season, to the Queen, to the Duke and to the whole of her entourage. And who can say that she was wrong? Terribly late and by force majeure Marlborough was brought to the same conclusion. By 1709 he too had realized his fate was interlocked with that of the great Whig Lords. But how much safer his base at home might have been if he had appreciated the fact earlier and pursued the aim of an alliance with the Whigs from the beginning of the reign with something of Sarah’s rock-like determination. How often as she watched his infirmity of purpose in handling men whom she regarded as his mortal enemies must she have wished to remonstrate: ‘Give me the daggers!’


The case for the Duchess and the political course she prescribed has been submerged beneath the records of the most famous court intrigue in English history. Was it not her primary duty to mollify Queen Anne, to keep her firmly devoted to Marlborough’s aims, to ensure, whatever happened in Parliament and elsewhere, that the Marlborough interest remained undisputed at the court? Did she not instead dissipate her position of supremacy over Anne, provoke the Queen beyond endurance and surrender her power into the hands of her rival, Mrs. Masham? How could it happen that the radiant Sarah was outwitted by the menial, red-nosed Abigail? Certainly in 1709 a major cause of Marlborough’s anxiety was the screeching feud which had grown between his wife and the Queen. The Captain-General understood courts better than Parliaments; he understood Parliaments better than the fever of controversy, pulpit oratory and pamphleteering outside. He was the arch-manipulator. Everything could be managed. No situation was too delicate not to be retrievable by a recipe of courtesy, suppleness and the proper dose of deceit. He wished his wife would employ the same arts, but she was a woman whose pride it was to speak the rudest truth in the face of her dearest friends. And yet it is doubtful whether Sarah’s disposition was the only cause of the estrangement with the Queen.


For years before she ascended the throne Anne delighted in Sarah’s dominance. No words could properly express how abject was her love of ‘dear Mrs. Freeman’. But at that time they had shared a common hatred against King William and no political conflict arose to mar the purity of Anne’s adoration. Under Sarah’s tutelage Anne’s rival court was manœuvred brilliantly; they waited for ‘the sunshine day’ when Anne would be Queen and Sarah the most powerful woman English politics had known since Queen Elizabeth. But when the day dawned, already a cloud appeared. Anne loved her Church, which doubtless offered a balm more soothing than Sarah’s ministrations. She favoured the Tories whom she regarded as the only true protectors of the Church. Indeed the Tories ‘she usually called by the agreeable name of the Church Party’. Her uncle was the Earl of Rochester, a leader of the high-flyers, the high churchmen for whom Toryism was more a religion than a party creed. Every claim of family piety, every twinge of conscience left by the memory of the way she had deserted her father, King James II, must have driven Anne in the same direction. For what cause but that of the Church had she been justified in preferring the odious King William to the pull of her own blood? And if ever she was tempted to believe that others besides her faithful Tories would truly uphold the cause of the Church, Sarah’s deafening logic was there to convince her. ‘For my part,’ wrote the Duchess, ‘I had not the same prepossessions. The word Church had never any charm for me, in the mouths of those who made the most noise with it; for I could not perceive that they gave any other distinguishing proof of their regard for the thing, than a frequent use of the word, like a spell to enchant weak minds; and a persecuting zeal against dissenters, and against those real friends of the Church who could not admit that persecution was agreeable to its doctrine.’ For Sarah, the Whig cause was England’s cause and Marlborough’s cause. That much in politics was clear as the noonday. The interest of the Church was, in comparison, at best the merest trifle, at worst an excuse for intolerance towards whose who were most forthright in their support of the Protestant war. It is hard to believe that the clash with the Queen would not have come on grounds of principle, even if Sarah had had the patience and humility of a saint.


As the years passed, the familiarity between the two jarred at every encounter until it changed to loathing. Each was driven to desperation by the mere mention of the other’s name. Poor Sarah! What was she to do? When Marlborough heard of the importunate letters and interviews complaining of misusage and demanding proper respect for his services which Sarah was pressing on the Queen, he shuddered at his wife’s incapacity to understand elementary psychology, advised her to stay away from the court and leave time to heal the wound which her nursing would only enflame. Meanwhile, Lord Godolphin and several others were complaining that her absence left the Queen free to accept all the advice which Mrs. Masham whispered into her ear.


Abigail Masham had been introduced to the Queen’s household several years before by Sarah herself. She was a distant relative and owed everything to Sarah’s patronage. Gradually she established  an independent position with the Queen and helped to fill the void which the withdrawal of Sarah’s affection had left. She was also the cousin of Robert Harley, the most skilful of the moderate Tories and for a period the most prominent among the Queen’s Ministers after Marlborough and Godolphin. Abigail never achieved the ascendancy over the Queen which had once been Sarah’s, but in office or out of office Harley supplied the political acumen which Abigail lacked. Thanks to the Abigail-Harley intrigue, the Queen, sometimes exaggeratedly described as ‘the stupidest woman in Europe’, was gaining the security she craved, a new master if not a new mistress. Sarah stumbled on the truth suddenly. Abigail had married without letting her patron know, and Sarah’s attempt to upbraid both the Queen and the new favourite for the deception only confirmed her fear.


Within a few weeks Marlborough understood that his position at home had been weakened at the one place where he might have expected it to be strongest. He could not court the Queen and win battles at the same time. Month by month the tension grew between the two women. Marlborough could see no way of repairing the damage. ‘I would go upon all-four to make it easy between you,’ he wrote a week or two before the battle of Malplaquet, ‘but for credit, I am satisfied that I have none; so that I would willingly not expose myself, but meddle as little as possible.’ A month later he did expose himself with his request to become General for life. It was a rough remedy for so delicate a disease. He had learnt by then that the Queen’s anger was such that she even failed to congratulate the Duchess on the victory at Malplaquet. That was one good reason why he sensed danger for the future. All the plaudits of the faithful Lords and Commons could not remove from his mind the suspicion that some conspiracy was afoot and that the Queen herself might be a party to it. But was there really so much cause for alarm? If the Queen could not tolerate the Duchess, she still behaved with perfect correctness towards the Duke and gave plentiful indication that she recognized how indispensable he really was. In that same October of 1709 when Marlborough had made his request to the Queen, Anne wrote to Sarah: ‘It is impossible for you to recover my former kindness, but I shall know how to behave myself to you as the Duke of Marlborough’s wife, and as my Groom of the Stole.’




* * *








GODOLPHIN


Alongside Sarah, at Marlborough’s right hand, stood Sidney, Lord Godolphin, Lord Treasurer in the Queen’s Council and already described on a few rare occasions as the Prime Minister. The friendship between the three was extremely close; it gave the excuse to the Tory pamphleteer, Mrs. Manley—as if she ever needed one!—for her libel that Sarah was Godolphin’s mistress with Marlborough’s complaisance. Certainly in political matters the two men looked on the world with the same eyes. Like Marlborough, Godolphin had served the Stuarts and then swum with the stream when King William landed at Torbay. Like Marlborough, he had had doubts about the permanency of the Revolution and had taken the same secret precautions to assure the Jacobite court that his loyalty could be relied upon in the event of a second Restorations. Few bonds are so strong as a common treachery and as the years passed they soon found worthier reasons for the consolidation of their partnership. At every twist in the intricate political game necessary to sustain their authority they kept in step.


At the beginning of the reign they were both regarded as Tories or, at least, as friends to the Tory interest. The Queen lost no time in informing her Lord Treasurer that she was determined to govern without respect to party, choosing the men who would serve her most faithfully and abjure the rage of faction—a theme she repeated tirelessly month after month and one which was heartily acceptable to Godolphin and Marlborough, since the Queen’s ideal of government exactly conformed with their own—as long as they were both among the chosen. The Queen at once showed her curious idea of a contempt for party by appointing an administration in which all but a few, and those the most amenable, of the Whig Lords were excluded, while immense power was accorded to several of the most rigid of the high-flying Tories—her uncle, the Earl of Rochester, the Earl of Nottingham, Lord Jersey, Lord Normanby and a number of their dependants, men who believed that the great problem of the age was less the defeat of King Louis on the battlefields than the full establishment of the power of the Church against the dissenters, the free-thinkers and the republicans who took cover and perpetually plotted beneath the emblems of the Whigs. If independence of party meant a coalition Ministry in which even the mildest of the Whigs might find favour and dispense patronage, these men had other ideas.1 They had their own theory, too, about the war; they advocated a maritime strategy designed to keep the country’s commitments strictly limited. Now that William was gone, why should English blood and English land taxes be spent so profusely to capture fortresses for the Dutch?


The clash between Marlborough and Godolphin and men dedicated to these doctrines was bound to be sharp, and it came quickly. When Marlborough had finished his first campaign, the Tory leaders in the House of Commons effectively detracted from the thanks of Parliament by coupling his name with that of their own naval hero, Sir George Rooke, who had just returned from an unsuccessful expedition to Cadiz. The Queen, angered by their ingratitude, made Marlborough a Duke with a pension of £5,000 a year. The pension proposal would have to pass the Commons where the Tories threatened to fight it. Thus before he had won any of his great victories Marlborough and Godolphin were given a plain indication of how fierce was the opposition to the war in Flanders from a considerable section of the nation they sought to mobilize for the struggle. Soon the Queen was persuaded to shed the most inflexible of her Tory advisers. But never could the Captain-General and the Lord Treasurer remove finally from their reckoning the possibility that the Tories might regain control over the Queen and the Ministry and shatter the European alliance they were painfully constructing. At the very moment when Marlborough was leading his armies across Europe to the Danube on his most audacious enterprise, two of the ousted Tory leaders, Rochester and Seymour, were threatening to attempt his impeachment. They vowed they would run him down when he came back as a pack of hounds do a hare. When the news of victory reached London they could not share the general rejoicing, a thought which still gave comfort to the old Duchess in her eighties when she completed her memoirs. ‘It happened”, she wrote, ‘that my Lord Marlborough in the summer before the Parliament met, gained the Battle of Blenheim. This was an unfortunate accident; and by the visible dissatisfaction of some people on the news of it, one would have imagined that instead of beating the French he had beat the Church.’ Two years later, after Ramillies, while the rest of London was saluting the victor with rounds of cannon-fire and a cavalcade to the Guildhall, the Tories contrived a debate complaining about a supplementary estimate. After Oudenarde, the rumble of discontent grew louder. After Malplaquet, they were in full cry against ‘the butcher’s bill’. Party views on most topics could easily be changed for purposes of expediency and to assist the major aim of gaining office, but neither Godolphin nor Marlborough could doubt that hatred of the war among some of the Tories was hardly less deep-rooted than their love of the Church. Other combinations must be fostered and accepted.




* * *





THE JUNTO


At first the Queen’s ideal of an administration at the mercy of no faction was secured by an alliance with Robert Harley, the Tory moderate, and his brilliant aide, Henry St. John. But Harley’s intrigue with Mrs. Masham and the Queen and the growing determination of the Whigs to exact a political reward for the sustenance they had given to the Marlborough-Godolphin foreign policies forced another shift in party alignment. Reluctantly, Marlborough and Godolphin turned to make new allies, to accept the Whigs as their political base, to bring into the Cabinet Council as their companions and perhaps their masters the little group of Whig leaders known as the Lords of the Junto.


The manœuvre was painful for both Godolphin and Marlborough. At every step forward toward the goal they had to meet the complaints of the Queen. At every half-step back the Whigs suspected them of double-dealing and heightened their terms. No doubt the frayed tempers of the two men were not improved by their awareness that the political destination they now realized to be desirable was the same which Sarah had marked out for them with such blazing clarity years before. At each stage when a new member of the Whig clique had to be forced on the Queen the deed could only be done by a near-ultimatum. Godolphin had to enlist the pressure of Marlborough and, on some occasions, threaten that a refusal by the Queen to approve the appointment of some new candidate from the detested Whig hierarchy might involve the resignation of the indispensable General who commanded her armies or the indispensable Lord Treasurer who filled her coffers. These hectoring tactics in turn infuriated the Queen and gave colour to the charge, sedulously spread in the country, that the rights of the monarch were being invaded by a family cabal. If it was to come to this, might it not have been wiser to exert the power of ultimatum while the trophies of Blenheim and Ramillies were untarnished by the heavier bloodshed of Oudenarde and Malplaquet and before the Queen had gained Harley as her backstairs adviser? That had been Sarah’s prescription for success. She was in the thick of the correspondence which passed between Marlborough in Flanders and Godolphin at home. Perhaps unfortunately for her political reputation her letters have been destroyed, and Marlborough’s biographers, notably Sir Winston Churchill, invite us to accept at every move the superior wisdom of the Duke as he edged so cautiously towards the final compact with the Whigs. As it happened, the agreement was made so grudgingly that the Whigs themselves, for all their dependence on Marlborough’s generalship, never learnt to trust without reserve the two men who had preferred their lofty pre-eminence above the strife of factions.2


At last, however, a Whig Ministry was effectively thrust on the Queen. Whatever might have been the prospects if Sarah’s bold advice had been accepted, Marlborough in 1709 had good reason for wondering what scars had been left by the harsh treatment of Anne. Not only was his wife quarrelling with the Queen; his faithful Godolphin by whose hand so many of the objectionable decrees had been delivered had lost credit with her too. Only a few months before the Queen had cried out to the Duke in her distress: ‘For God’s sake save me from the five lords of the Junto! For God’s sake, do but make it your own case, and consider then what you would do, and why a handful of men must awe their fellow-subjects. There is nobody more desirous than I to encourage those Whig friends that behave themselves well; but I do not care to have anything to do with those that have shown themselves to be of so tyrannising a temper; and not to run on farther on those subjects, to be short, I think things are come to, whether I shall submit to the five Tyrannising Lords, or they to me.’ Marlborough had answered that appeal with a deed. On one side stood the Queen, Harley, Mrs. Masham, and not so far behind them the outraged Tories, bent on revenge and ready if they could to seek an end of the war. On the other side were ranged the heads of all the allied states who regarded him as their pillar of hope, the Whig Lords dedicated to the cause of total victory and commanding large majorities in both Houses of Parliament, the City men who provided so much of the sinews for the fight—and Sarah. At last he made his choice. Sarah had reached her hour of triumph and the Whigs had reason to toast her as the greatest of them all.


In that autumn of 1709 three out of five of the ‘tyrannising Whig Lords’—Lord Somers, Lord Sunderland and Lord Wharton—were Ministers of the Queen; a fourth, Lord Halifax, held a position of immense authority; and in November a place was found for Lord Orford, who with the others made up the famous Junto. Most official positions of influence in the state were now assembled in the hands of persons whose policies were guided by these five. How close was the compact between them, how true the accusation of ‘a Ministry within a Ministry’, it is difficult to estimate; but if the fear and envy of their opponents can be taken as one accurate measure the new phenomenon was menacing in the extreme. These were the usurpers of her rights whom the Queen regarded as ‘the merciless men’. Lord Godolphin, even when at last he sought political alliance with them, never ceased to rail against their ‘inveteracy’. Marlborough shared the belief that their aim was a monopoly of power. All of them, with the exception of Lord Orford, were politicians of outstanding capacity. They were not cowed by Marlborough’s European reputation despite their desire to make good use of it to suit their own purposes. They had faith in their own competence to govern. The strongest strain of arrogance ran through them all. It formed a link more impressive even than their party association and in one sense makes their partnership over a number of years the more remarkable; for each was a man capable of carving his own fortune and qualified to assume the highest office.


Apart from individual gifts, they certainly had good grounds for their self-assurance. After Malplaquet a mood of war-weariness had settled on the nation, but why should they be alarmed by these sudden gusts of opinion? Looking back over the previous quarter of a century, had they not the right to believe that the future was theirs, that they could ordain the general political climate? Were they not shaping English society and indeed the map of Europe to their own pattern? True, they had suffered set-backs. After King James was removed from the throne, King William ungratefully refused to accept their bidding and become ‘King of the Whigs’. After the first impulse of the Revolution had waned, Tory and Church of England sentiment showed its resilience. At most of the elections since 1689 the Tory voting power when combined with the influence of the monarch had been sufficient to gain substantial majorities in the Commons. Queen Anne had been possessed from the start by (what Sarah called) ‘her most real and invariable passion for that phantom which she called the Church; that darling phantom which the Tories were for ever presenting to her imagination, and employing as a will-o’-the-wisp’. Together these influences had often been able to confound the high expectations for their party which the Revolution had aroused among the Whigs. And yet the manner in which the Whig leaders had surmounted these obstacles was the clearest proof of how potent their doctrine was. It was no trifling coincidence that Isaac Newton and John Locke could Be counted among their colleagues. The spirit of the age was in league with them. By the middle of the reign it appeared that this spirit was being translated into practical political advantage. Through their superior wisdom the Junto had gained victory after victory over both the Queen and most other of their opponents, until in 1708 and 1709 the men she had been willing to condemn to the political wilderness only six or seven years before were now commanding exclusive power in the land.


One example of their mastery was the defeat they inflicted at the very point where the Tories counted themselves most impregnable. ‘The Church in danger’ was always the most profitable Tory cry. No sooner was Anne on the throne and the Tories in office than the leaders of the Church Party resolved to seize their opportunity. They took steps to destroy the device whereby the growing body of dissenters sought escape from the rigour of the Test and Corporation Acts. These Acts, faithfully applied, would have excluded multitudes in the rising middle class from all branches of government by compelling them to take the Church sacrament. Many took the sacrament once in order to qualify formally, but for the rest of the year continued to attend their own chapels, a practice condemned by Daniel Defoe ‘as a kind of playing Bo-peep with God Almighty’. Time and again with the Queen’s eager approval an Occasional Conformity Bill was introduced by the Tories in the House of Commons to close this loophole in the law for ‘tender consciences’. On one occasion the Queen’s own husband, Prince George of Denmark, was sent to the House of Lords to vote for the Bill. Unwilling to offend the Queen, Marlborough and Godolphin voted for it too. But time and again the Whig Lords whipped up their strength to quash the proposal. The parliamentary manœuvres were conducted so adroitly that the Queen herself became angered by the too insistent charge from the Tories that under her beneficent reign the Church was still in danger. In the end Lord Wharton, the least pious of the impious Whig Lords, was able to parry a fresh demand from the Archbishops for a special guarantee for the Church. ‘The Church is secure without it,’ he said, ‘since the scripture has declared that the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.’ The brazen sneer could not have provoked more anger among Churchmen had it been spoken by Beelzebub himself.


Hardly less spectacular was the audacity with which the Whig statesmen drove through the Act of Union with Scotland, even before they had acquired full control of the Queen’s Council. England, but not Scotland, was at war with France, and when Anne died no security was provided for the Protestant succession in Scotland. The Act of Union was necessary to complete the revolutionary settlement, but so fierce was the opposition among wide sections of Scottish opinion that only a bold threat devised by the Whig leaders made possible the final achievement. If the Scots did not submit, Scotsmen would be treated as aliens in England and their trade across the border consequently brought to a standstill. The Aliens Act, introduced by Lord Somers, clinched the issue. Once more the Tories were exposed as the champions of a lost cause and the Whigs meantime were assured of a considerable addition to their voting strength in the new British Parliament. A few days after the process of ratification was completed Lord Wharton who had played a chief part in the consummation had an Earldom conferred upon him. It was the custom then for draftsmen to produce elaborate citations extolling in detail the virtues of the newly-chosen. Lord Wharton instead craved simplicity. ‘By the Queen’s will and pleasure’ were the only words he wanted. He had spent a lifetime mocking the cause which was dearest to the Queen’s heart. Nothing for him could equal the relish of seeing her make obeisance before the rising star of the Whigs.


Effectively too and with seeming success the Whigs had enforced their will in the conduct of the war and foreign policy. They could rejoice without qualification over Marlborough’s victories and were able to turn to their own benefit the sour attempts of the Tories to diminish the towering stature of the Captain-General. The war was being fought to secure three aims: to prevent a Jacobite restoration in England; to protect the Dutch from being placed at the mercy of the French in the Netherlands; and, finally, to ensure that King Louis’ grandson, Philip of Anjou, was not established on the throne of Spain. In allegiance to their idea of a naval strategy, the Tories stressed the importance of the conquest of Spain as against the war in Flanders. They found in Lord Peterborough, who had fought two campaigns there before his dismissal by the Whigs, a flamboyant war hero to share some of Marlborough’s laurels. On every major count the preference for Spain had little to commend it. Philip of Anjou was popular in the country and the attempt of the Grand Alliance to install in his place the Hapsburg claimant, the Archduke Charles, roused widespread opposition from Spaniards. The idea of an easy conquest in Spain was always a will-o’-the-wisp. Nevertheless, for a while, the Tories no less than the Whigs were committed to the formula of ‘No peace without Spain’; in other words, no peace until Philip of Anjou had been finally expelled from Spanish territory. This Tory insistence on the supremacy of the Spanish theatre of war blunted their other claim to be the real champions of a reasonable peace. The more far-seeing among them, notably Henry St. John, recognized the peril. By the end of 1708, he understood that a coherent Tory campaign for peace must entail a readiness to cut losses in Spain. But it was not easy to persuade his factious companions.


Meantime, the Whigs suffered no such embarrassment from divided counsels. They were still hot for the war, so hot that in the spring of 1709 they wrecked the prospects of peace which their allies, the Dutch, were sorely tempted to seize. King Louis was pleading for an armistice on almost any terms. Famine had come to put the coping-stone on Marlborough’s victories. France was ready to surrender the whole Spanish Empire, including Spain itself, Naples, Sicily, and Milan, as well as Strasbourg and Alsace. Thus the Hapsburg Emperor would be appeased, and to the Dutch France would yield an extensive group of fortresses. As for Philip of Anjou, if he refused to abandon his throne and evacuate all his forces from Spanish territory within two months, the allies, keeping all their gains, would be entitled to renew the war. But one clause in the proposed treaty King Louis would not swallow. If Philip, now in control of nine-tenths of Spain, would not obey the dictate of the peacemakers, the French King was required to join with his victorious enemies to remove his own grandson from Spanish soil. It was this final, fantastic demand which disrupted the negotiations, and the Whigs were in no mood to remove the obstacle. Either they suspected some new trick on the part of the French King whom they regarded as a monster of perfidy, or their appetites were whetted for fresh military victories. Whatever the excuse for their overbearing diplomacy, it is evident that they were not much alarmed by the Tory bid to step forward as the peace party.


In October of 1709 the Whigs made another move to strengthen, as they thought, the weak links in the alliance and ensure that the war was fought to the bitter end. The Dutch wanted to stop the fighting hardly less than King Louis. They had suffered casualties on an enormous scale. Their trade was sorely hit. They were more concerned about the war on their own door-step than about Spain. Might they not be tempted to sign a separate peace? The charge of treachery could not be too forcibly pressed against them, for two years earlier England had signed a secret treaty with the Austrian Emperor assigning to the English monopoly trading rights with the Spanish Empire at the expense of the Dutch. To guard against this threat to the alliance, real or imaginary, the Whig leaders once more acted boldly, if unwisely. They sent their own agent, Lord Townshend, to negotiate at The Hague. Brushing aside objections from Marlborough, they instructed Townshend to sign the Dutch Barrier Treaty. According to this treaty, the Dutch, when victory was won, would be entitled to garrison an extensive list of fortresses in the Spanish Netherlands and along the French border, while England sacrificed the trading advantages she had secured in the secret agreement with the Austrians. In return, the Dutch pledged armed support for the Hanoverian succession in England, a cause they would surely have been compelled to uphold in their own interest without any bond. The unwritten commitment was that they, too, should accept the war aim: ‘No peace without Spain.’ By this time Marlborough himself had become dubious about the proposition. He could ‘see no good end to the taking of measures for the forcing of them out of Spain’. But at this stage in the diplomatic negotiations he occupied a status subordinate to the men whom he had unwillingly joined to rescue his strategy from Tory sabotage.


Thus it appeared that the authority of the Whigs was pre-eminent in every field at home and abroad. They were dizzy with success. In that year of 1709, too, ‘an Act was passed that was much desired, and had been often attempted, but had been laid aside in so many former parliaments that there was scarce any hopes left to encourage a new attempt; it was for naturalizing all foreign Protestants upon their taking the oaths to the Government and their receiving the sacrament in any Protestant church’. In these words the Whig Bishop, Burnet, applauded another luminous vindication of the principles of toleration, another stroke against Catholic tyranny. Wage-earners might complain about the threat to their jobs; the clergy looked askance at these additions to dissenting congregations; but the Whigs could rejoice with Roundhead fervour that the great Protestant cause was marching on.


In one sense, then, the men who now guided the nation’s destiny could be pictured like their forbears with a Bible in one hand (and a sword in the other. They sustained the war in the name of the Protestant faith. But in truth they bore little resemblance to the soldiers who had swept across the field of Naseby. They fought with new weapons in a new kind of struggle. Seventy years later Edmund Burke saw them as ‘the wise men’ who ‘were not afraid that they should be called an ambitious Junto; or that their resolution to stand or fall together should, by placemen, be interpreted into a scuffle for places’. In his eyes they were the originators of the party system without which parliamentary government could not survive.


No doubt the portrait he painted is absurdly romantic. The men he portrayed as the immaculate upholders of constitutional government bribed the electors, seized pensions and places for themselves and their friends, pursued family vendettas with a Corsican ferocity, and often betrayed their high liberal principles to grasp a new addition of power. But they kept their central aim steadily before them. They wanted to guard the achievements of their Revolution and assure the Protestant succession. Today the challenge to those achievements which the Junto had to meet may not look very real, and the self-seeking of each member of it which mingled with their public aims may help to sustain the charge of hypocrisy. But the Whig leaders of Queen Anne’s reign had an excuse for their fears when, as they knew, such men as Marlborough and Godolphin had intrigued with the Jacobite Pretender and when one of their own number, Lord Orford, was guilty of the same offence. Had it not been for the novel means whereby they scuffled for places in concert none of their victories might have come within reach. It is churlish not to admire the daring with which they exploited the potentialities of the developing constitutional system. One by one they forced their way into the Queen’s councils in a manner which had never been attempted before. They did not shrink from browbeating her to secure their ends. Both Marlborough and Godolphin sympathized with ‘the poor Queen’, but both were compelled to exert their own authority to help make the threats effective. In the last resort—so it was said—Godolphin was forced to yield through Lord Wharton’s lucky discovery of the manuscript of one of Godolphin’s treacherous letters to the Jacobite court. A man like Wharton who boasted’ I own driving out King James and I would do it again’ was not likely to stop short at blackmail for the exalted purpose of bringing another Stuart monarch to heel. Nor did he and his friends have qualms in delivering an open attack on the Queen’s husband. Prince George of Denmark, for his conduct of the Admiralty.


No wonder the Junto Lords gained a reputation for ruthlessness. But they had other attributes besides. Lord Somers, Lord Halifax and Lord Sunderland were men of culture; they amassed great libraries and were the patrons of literature. Somers, ‘the head and oracle’ of his party, was the first lawyer of the age and gained a name for spotless integrity both among his own contemporaries (only Sarah had doubts!) and for nearly two hundred years later until the archives were opened. Halifax had founded the Bank of England and reformed the currency; he laid the basis for the Whig alliance with the City. Sunderland at the age of thirty-five was not overawed by his older companions who had been serving previous monarchs in high office when he had hardly left school; he often seemed to provide the driving force for new political conquests and did not hesitate to pick a quarrel with Marlborough, his father-in-law, or—more greatly daring—with Sarah herself. As for Lord Wharton, he symbolized the attractive Whig compromise between Roundhead principles and Cavalier tastes. At the time of the Revolution he had not confined his activities strictly to politics. He wrote the famous song ‘Lillibullero’ which, according to his own boast, sang a king out of his kingdom. Ever afterwards Wharton conducted his political affairs with a lilting abandon. He drank hard, blasphemed, fought duels, fornicated on a notorious scale, combined his political intrigues with an endless round of race meetings, and still earned the name of ‘Honest Tom’ among the devout dissenters whom he shepherded towards the polling booths. He was the great electioneer and organizer, performing both his duties and his pleasures with the same boisterous efficiency. None of the others showed quite the same open contempt for the flimsy conventions of the time, but all were suspected of devising their own moral codes and atheistic philosophies as cheerfully as they had dethroned their King. The manner in which they flaunted their mistresses was just another sign that they cared neither for God nor man nor monarch. If pride was the deadly sin, none could doubt their guilt. They were rebels against the forms of authority which prevailed over most of Europe, and those who trembled to see the old landmarks and institutions of English society at their mercy could be pardoned for fearing how far the convulsion was likely to go.


Sarah expressed a part of their creed with characteristic scorn: ‘As princes’, she said, ‘are not the best judges of right and wrong, from the flattery they are used to, not to say worse of them, I think the best thing for them and the whole nation is not to let them have power to hurt themselves or anyone else … This makes me think of the old Castile oath: “We that are as good as yourself and more powerful choose you to be our King upon such conditions”.’ When language which would have raised a cheer from Cromwell’s Ironsides came from the lips of a Duchess with the ambition of a Lady Macbeth burning in her bosom it is not surprising that the men she selected as her political confederates were regarded with suspicion by a Queen whose father had lost his throne and whose grandfather had lost his head. Sunderland was said to preach his republicanism openly, to swear among his friends that the only name he wanted was Charles Spencer, and that he hoped to see the day when there should not be a peer left in England. Queen Anne protested that he ‘always treated her with great rudeness and neglect, and chose to reflect in a very injurious manner upon all previous Princes as a proper entertainment for her’. Such outbursts, along with Sarah’s Castilian oaths, might be dismissed as bombast. But the Queen knew well enough that the threats of the Junto were not to be taken lightly. As she looked around her Council table in the autumn of 1709 she might be excused if her distaste changed to terror and if she murmured to herself as she vainly pleaded to the Duke: ‘For God’s sake deliver me from the five tyrannising Lords!’
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