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​The Old Roman: James FitzJames, Duke of Berwick, and the Art of War in the Age of Louis XIV 

Born illegitimate in a French provincial town in 1670, James FitzJames spent his first eighteen years accumulating titles he would lose and learning loyalties he would be forced to redefine. He was the natural son of King James II of England, the nephew of the Duke of Marlborough, and the heir to a dynastic cause that was already beginning to sink. By the time the Glorious Revolution of 1688 destroyed his father's throne and his own English career in a single season, he had been formed by Jesuit schools, tested by the siege lines of Hungary, and left with nothing but his formation and his character.

What he made of that inheritance is one of the most remarkable stories the early modern military world produced. From the catastrophic Irish campaigns of 1689 to 1691 through the great defensive operations of the Nine Years' War, from the decisive triumph at Almanza in 1707 that permanently established the Bourbon dynasty in Spain to the systematic mastery of the Alpine frontier that contained Prince Eugene for three years without a major battle, James FitzJames built a career of the first order, as a Marshal of France, a Grandee of Spain, and the most complete embodiment available of the transition from personal dynastic loyalty to professional institutional service.

This is the life of a soldier who supported a sinking cause and made himself, in doing so, into one of the most significant military figures of his age.

Chapter 1: The Blood of Kings, the Bed of a Maid of Honour

There is a particular kind of history that announces itself in the most unpromising circumstances: not in the signing of treaties or the coronation of kings, but in a private apartment, in the small hours, in the collision of ambition and desire that courts have always generated and rarely acknowledged. The birth of James FitzJames on August 21, 1670, in the French provincial town of Moulins, was precisely this kind of event. He arrived illegitimate, unacknowledged in law, born outside England to a mother who held no title and a father who held a kingdom in expectation but not yet in fact. There was nothing in the formal record of that summer morning to suggest that the child would become a Marshal of France, a Grandee of Spain, the victor of one of the most decisive battles of his century, and the subject of the most celebrated philosophical tribute written to any soldier of the age of Louis XIV. History, when it is being made, rarely signals its intentions.

To understand the man, it is necessary first to understand the world that produced him: the England of the Restoration, the court of Charles II, and the particular dynasty of ambition and proximity that transformed a minor Dorset gentry family into one of the most consequential lineages in British and European history. That transformation began not with a general or a statesman but with a young woman of unremarkable origins who found herself, through the ordinary mechanics of court service, in daily attendance upon a royal duke whose appetites were as consistent as his judgement was erratic.

The England into which Arabella Churchill was born in 1648 was an England at war with itself. The Civil War between King Charles I and Parliament had reached its climax, and the world of Caroline court culture, the masques, the elaborate ceremonial, the intimate network of royal patronage that had sustained the English aristocracy since the Tudors, had been dismantled with almost vindictive thoroughness. When Charles I was executed in January 1649, the shock that ran through the monarchies of Europe was not merely diplomatic: it was existential. The idea that a king could be tried and beheaded by his own subjects, that sovereignty resided not in the person of the monarch but in some contested notion of popular or parliamentary right, was a philosophical earthquake whose aftershocks would be felt for generations. For those who had served the Stuart dynasty, the families whose fortunes, positions, and identities were bound up in the royal court, the Commonwealth and Protectorate years were years of displacement, impoverishment, and patient endurance.

Winston Churchill of Wootton Glanville in Dorset was one such figure: a Royalist officer who had fought for Charles I, had seen his modest estates sequestered by Parliament, and had survived the Interregnum years in reduced circumstances that combined genuine hardship with the dignified maintenance of Royalist social forms. He was not a significant man in the hierarchy of Stuart loyalty, there were grander families, more spectacular sufferers, more decorated veterans of the wars, but he was a committed one, and his commitment was of the kind that outlasted fashion. When Charles II was restored to the English throne in May 1660, the Churchill family was among the many who presented themselves at court with the expectation, entirely reasonable given the political logic of the moment, that loyal service to the old order would now be rewarded. Winston Churchill was made a baronet. His son John received a page's place at court. And his eldest daughter Arabella, then in her early teens and already noted for a striking, unconventional attractiveness, was placed among the maids of honour to Anne Hyde, Duchess of York, the wife of the King's brother and heir presumptive.

The position of maid of honour in a royal household was not merely a domestic appointment. It was a carefully calibrated social institution, at once a means of managing the ambitions of gentle families who needed royal favour and a mechanism for maintaining the elaborate human machinery of court life. Maids of honour served the principal lady of the household in capacities that ranged from the ceremonial to the intimately personal. They were present at the great formal occasions and in the private apartments. They accompanied their mistress in her coach and at her table. They were, by virtue of this proximity, embedded in the innermost social world of the royal family, close enough to the centre of power to be both useful and vulnerable.

Arabella Churchill arrived at court in the early 1660s as a young woman of good family but no fortune, possessed of a directness of manner that contemporaries noted with varying degrees of approval. She was not conventionally beautiful by the heavily stylised standards of the Restoration court, where the ideal of feminine attractiveness tended toward a plump, dark, languorous richness that Lely's portraits have preserved for posterity. Contemporary accounts describe her as angular, with a sharpness of feature that was striking without being conventionally handsome. It is said, and the story has the ring of those anecdotes that are too perfectly illustrative to be entirely reliable, that James, Duke of York, first noticed her during a riding accident, when a fall from her horse revealed a figure of unexpectedly classical proportion beneath the somewhat severe exterior. Whether or not the story is true in its particulars, what is beyond dispute is that James took notice, that the noticing became interest, and that the interest became a liaison of sustained duration.

James Stuart, Duke of York, was thirty years old when the Restoration returned him from a decade of continental exile to a position of extraordinary potential. As the King's only surviving legitimate brother, he stood second in the succession to a monarchy that Charles II, for all his considerable personal energy in other directions, seemed disinclined to make legitimate. The character of the man has been the subject of historical debate that has never entirely resolved itself, partly because James himself resists easy characterisation and partly because the catastrophic political consequences of his reign as James II have tended to pull his earlier career into their retrospective shadow. He was not unintelligent: his management of the Navy as Lord High Admiral was considered capable by serious contemporaries, and he possessed a genuine administrative conscientiousness that his brother signally lacked. He was personally brave, a quality demonstrated beyond question in naval battle. He was also rigid, humourless, and possessed of a quality that his admirers called principle and his enemies called obstinacy, which expressed itself in his personal life with exactly the same consistency as in his political one. He converted to Roman Catholicism in the late 1660s, a decision that would eventually destroy his dynasty, and he held to that conversion with the ferocious tenacity of a man who had thought his way to a position and could not be argued or frightened out of it. He was also, in the manner of the Stuarts generally and of Restoration courtly culture specifically, constitutionally incapable of fidelity to any woman he had formally undertaken to be faithful to.

His marriage to Anne Hyde was in itself a miniature scandal. Anne was the daughter of Edward Hyde, the Lord Chancellor and the most powerful minister of the Restoration government, and James had contracted a private marriage with her in 1660 before the Restoration, when such a match was possible for a prince in exile and impractical for a king's brother at home. The marriage was acknowledged, there was no realistic alternative, but it was not universally welcomed, and the atmosphere of the York household in the 1660s combined the formal requirements of dynastic respectability with the informal realities of a court culture in which fidelity was regarded as a personal preference rather than a social obligation. Anne Hyde was a woman of considerable intelligence and formidable personality, and she managed her husband's infidelities with a combination of dignity and private suffering that contemporary accounts occasionally permit us to glimpse. She died in 1671, before the consequences of James's liaison with Arabella Churchill had fully revealed themselves, and it is one of history's small mercies that she did not live to see what followed.

The liaison between James and Arabella lasted for most of the 1660s and produced four children who were formally acknowledged: Henrietta FitzJames, born in 1667; James FitzJames, born in 1670; Henry FitzJames, born in 1673; and Arabella FitzJames, born in 1674. The casual ease with which royal bastards were acknowledged and accommodated in the culture of the Restoration court reflected a set of social attitudes that were simultaneously cynical and pragmatic. Charles II himself acknowledged a dozen natural children and elevated the most politically useful of them, most notably James Scott, Duke of Monmouth, to positions of considerable consequence. Illegitimacy in the royal context was a disability without being a disqualification: it closed certain doors absolutely, most notably the door of legitimate succession, but left others open, and a royal bastard with royal favour behind him occupied a position of considerable social and material advantage compared to almost any other subject in the kingdom.

What made the Churchill connection something more than a routine episode in Stuart erotic history was not the liaison itself but its consequences for the Churchill family and, through the Churchill family, for the military and political history of the century that followed. John Churchill, Arabella's younger brother by three years, had received a page's place at court through the initial Royalist patronage networks of the Restoration, but his advancement accelerated markedly once his sister's relationship with the Duke of York became established. In 1667, at the age of seventeen, he was appointed as one of the Duke's pages, a position that placed him in daily personal service to the man who was simultaneously his sovereign lord and his sister's intimate. In 1672, he received his first military commission as an ensign in the Foot Guards, a commission that owed more to the favour of the Duke of York than to any established military record of his own. The following years would prove that the commission was well bestowed: Churchill was a natural soldier of the first order, possessed of exactly the combination of physical courage, tactical intelligence, and social adaptability that the military world of the late seventeenth century demanded. But the opportunity to demonstrate those qualities was itself a product of Arabella's position, and John Churchill was sufficiently clear-eyed about the world to understand that.

The Churchill family thus entered the innermost world of Stuart power through what might be called the servant's entrance: not through great inherited estates, not through ancient connection to the royal house, but through the specific, intimate, slightly ambiguous proximity that court service created between those who served and those who were served. This mode of entry was neither unusual nor dishonourable by the standards of the age, the entire court system operated on the premise that service created obligation, and that proximity to power was itself a form of power, but it created a family culture in which the maintenance and cultivation of royal favour was understood as the foundation on which everything else rested. John Churchill never forgot how his family had risen, and he never forgot how quickly families that depended on royal favour could fall when that favour was withdrawn.

The four children Arabella bore to James were settled in France, partly for the practical reason that the Duke of York's conversion to Catholicism made a Catholic upbringing for his acknowledged natural children politically awkward in England, and partly because France offered both the religious environment and the social infrastructure, the network of aristocratic Jacobite sympathisers, the French court's genuine tolerance for the complications of Stuart dynastic life, that could accommodate them with minimal friction. James FitzJames, the eldest son, was born at Moulins in the Bourbonnais, a provincial city of no particular political significance, presumably because Arabella had retired there during her pregnancy at sufficient distance from both the English court and the French one to avoid the more obvious complications of a royal confinement.

The physical description that later sources provide of the young James FitzJames combines the features of both his parental lines in ways that contemporaries found striking. He had, it was said, the melancholic, fine-boned quality of his paternal grandfather Charles I, that doomed Stuart beauty, equal parts refinement and fragility, that Van Dyck had preserved in his great portraits, combined with the sharper, more martial quality of his maternal uncle John Churchill, whose face in later portraits projects an almost aggressive competence, the features arranged around the eyes in a way that suggests a man perpetually calculating odds. It is a face that belongs to both the condemned and the conqueror, and there is something in that genetic paradox that prefigures the central tension of the life that was to follow.

On August 21, 1670, that life began. Its circumstances were inauspicious in the conventional sense: provincial, unofficial, legally complex, dynastically ambiguous. The child had a royal father who could not legitimise him, a mother who held no social position that would survive the ending of her liaison, and a name that was itself a kind of declaration, FitzJames, son of James, the standard form by which royal bastards in the English and Norman tradition were distinguished from the legitimate line while being formally associated with it. He was, as one contemporary later observed, born into a condition that was neither one thing nor the other: royal enough to be dangerous, illegitimate enough to be expendable.

And yet the circumstances, properly read, were not inauspicious at all. He had a father who, whatever his other failings, took his responsibilities toward his natural children seriously and would within fifteen years be in a position to honour those responsibilities with the full resources of the English Crown. He had a mother's family that was already, through John Churchill's accelerating military career, establishing itself as a force of the first importance in English public life. He had been born into a world, the trans-national, bilingual, Catholic-Protestant hybrid world of the later Stuart court, that was precisely the world in which the skills he would develop, the allegiances he would form, and the military career he would eventually pursue would find their fullest expression.

The century that followed his birth would be one of the most violent, consequential, and transformative in European history. It would see the last great struggle of French hegemony against the rising coalition of Protestant maritime powers, the establishment of the Spanish Bourbon dynasty, the permanent settlement of the British Protestant succession, and the beginning of the Enlightenment's great reordering of political thought. James FitzJames would stand at the intersection of all of these transformations, shaped by each of them, participating in several, and finally embodying, in Montesquieu's celebrated phrase, the virtues of an older and sterner world in the midst of a newer and more sceptical one. But on that August morning in Moulins, all of that lay entirely in the future. For now there was only a child, a name, and the world that had made both possible.
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​Chapter 2: A Prince Without a Kingdom, Childhood in Exile and Education in France
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There is a particular kind of formation that only exile produces. The child who grows up at a distance from everything that should by rights be his, his country, his inheritance, his legal identity, learns either to collapse inward under the weight of absence or to construct from the materials available to him a self so disciplined, so deliberately architectured, that it requires no external confirmation to stand upright. James FitzJames was not yet ten years old when the outlines of his situation became legible to him, and what he made of that situation over the following decade tells us more about the man he became than any battlefield commission or diplomatic triumph. Character is formed in the years before history notices a person, in the classrooms and chapels and dormitories where the habits of mind that will govern a lifetime are laid down with a permanence that later experience can modify but rarely erase. To understand the Marshal of France, the victor of Almanza, the man whom Montesquieu would one day call an old Roman, it is necessary to understand first the schoolboy in the Loire Valley, construing Cicero by candlelight and learning, from men who had made it their life's work to produce a certain kind of human being, what it meant to owe a duty that transcended personal feeling.

The world into which James FitzJames was born in 1670 was one that had been shaped, at its deepest level, by a century of religious war. The Reformation had cracked the unity of Latin Christendom in ways that no subsequent diplomatic settlement could entirely repair, and the fracture lines ran not merely between nations or dynasties but through families, courts, and individual consciences. In England, the question of religion had become synonymous with the question of political legitimacy: who ruled, who was loyal, who could be trusted with arms or office or the custody of children was inseparable, in the minds of all parties, from the question of which version of Christianity a man professed. The Stuarts had navigated this landscape with varying degrees of skill and catastrophic occasional failure, and by the time James FitzJames was old enough to begin forming memories, the question of religion had become the question on which his own family's entire future turned.

His father James, Duke of York, had converted to Roman Catholicism by 1669, the year before James FitzJames's birth, though the conversion was not publicly acknowledged until 1672 and was not formally confirmed until 1676. The conversion was the most consequential personal decision in the entire history of the Stuart dynasty, and its consequences radiated outward through every dimension of the family's life. For the Duke of York's acknowledged natural children, the FitzJames children settling into their French childhood at their father's quiet arrangement, it meant that they would be raised Catholic, educated in France, and formed in a religious and intellectual tradition that was simultaneously the dominant culture of the continental aristocracy and a permanent political liability in the country of their birth. It was not, from the perspective of a royal duke with continental connections and a French-speaking court to call upon, an obviously bad arrangement. But it was an arrangement that placed these children, from the beginning, on the wrong side of the line that English political life was in the process of drawing.

The decision to educate the young James FitzJames in France rather than England was therefore not a whim or an accident of logistics. It was a considered response to a political reality: a Catholic education in England was legally constrained, socially stigmatising, and practically dangerous in ways that the same education in France was not. France under Louis XIV was the greatest power in Europe, its court the most sophisticated and imitated in the western world, its educational institutions, and in particular the network of Jesuit colleges that stretched across the country, among the most intellectually formidable on the continent. To send a royal bastard to France for his education was to invest in him a set of capacities, linguistic, intellectual, social, military, that would equip him for a career in the only world in which, realistically, his father's patronage could function.

The Society of Jesus, founded by Ignatius of Loyola in 1540 and established in France almost immediately thereafter, had by the late seventeenth century created an educational system of remarkable coherence and remarkable ambition. The Jesuit ratio studiorum, the plan of studies formally codified in 1599, was the most comprehensive curriculum in the European world, combining rigorous classical training in Latin and Greek with philosophy, rhetoric, theology, and the mathematical sciences in a sequence designed to produce not merely learned men but formed ones: men whose intellectual habits, moral reflexes, and social capacities had been shaped by a sustained, deliberate, and deeply thought-out pedagogical programme. The Jesuits were not interested in producing scholars in the narrow sense. They were interested in producing men of action who thought clearly, spoke eloquently, reasoned systematically, and operated in the world with the confidence that comes from having been taught not merely what to think but how to think. Their colleges served the sons of the European Catholic aristocracy with the full weight of that ambition behind every lesson.

James FitzJames entered this world, in all probability, in the mid-1670s, passing in sequence through the Collège de Juilly and the Collège du Plessis before arriving, in what appears to have been the mid-1680s, at the Collège Royal Henri-Le-Grand at La Flèche in the Sarthe, the most prestigious of the French Jesuit institutions, the school that had educated Descartes in the first decade of the century and that maintained, through the reputation of its alumni and the quality of its teaching, a position of special distinction within the Society's educational network.

The Collège de Juilly, the first of these institutions in Berwick's educational trajectory, occupied a particular position in the geography of Jacobite exile. Situated in the Île-de-France region northeast of Paris, it had been founded in 1638 by the Oratorians and had by the 1670s developed strong connections to the community of English and Irish Catholic exiles that Louis XIV's court sustained and sheltered. It was, in the most literal sense, a school that understood exile: many of its pupils were the sons of dispossessed Irish and English Catholic families, children who spoke English at home and French in the classroom, who carried a double identity as naturally as they carried their books. For the young FitzJames, arriving in this environment as the acknowledged natural son of the Duke of York, the social world of Juilly would have been both familiar and instructive. He was not an anomaly here. He was one of a type, and the type was defined by exactly his combination of qualities: well-born, politically displaced, Catholic, and equipped with a family claim on loyalty that needed to be cultivated with the same care as any other inherited estate.

The curriculum at Juilly, as at all Jesuit institutions, began with Latin. This was not Latin in the diluted, instrumental sense that the word sometimes suggests to modern ears, a language to be read in translation, a code to be broken with the help of a glossary. It was Latin as a living intellectual medium, the language in which serious thought was conducted and serious argument advanced, the vehicle through which the accumulated learning of classical antiquity and the Catholic intellectual tradition were transmitted and engaged. Boys at Jesuit colleges wrote in Latin, debated in Latin, performed dramatic pieces in Latin, composed verse in Latin, and were expected by the age of twelve or thirteen to be able to sustain an argument in the language with the fluency of educated native speakers. The purpose of this linguistic formation was not merely academic. It was the production of a mental discipline, a capacity for precision, for logical structure, for the subordination of feeling to argument, that the Jesuits regarded as the foundation of every other intellectual and moral virtue.

Alongside Latin sat rhetoric, and alongside rhetoric sat philosophy in the Thomistic tradition: the great synthesis of Aristotelian logic and Catholic theology that Thomas Aquinas had constructed in the thirteenth century and that the Jesuits had adopted as the intellectual framework within which all subsequent inquiry was to be conducted. Thomism offered the young FitzJames, as it offered all students formed in this tradition, a particular kind of conceptual equipment: a belief in the capacity of human reason to reach reliable conclusions about the natural and moral world, a conviction that the universe was ordered and intelligible, and a habit of distinguishing carefully between what could be known with certainty, what could be known with probability, and what remained genuinely uncertain. These distinctions, absorbed in the schoolroom, would reappear in the most unexpected contexts in Berwick's later career: in his refusal to engage in battle when the probabilities did not justify the risk, in his careful legal reasoning about the competing claims of dynastic loyalty and civic obligation, in the quality that Montesquieu would eventually identify as his most Roman characteristic, a preference for the demonstrably correct course of action over the emotionally satisfying one.

The move to La Flèche, which appears to have occurred sometime in the early 1680s, represented an elevation both intellectually and socially. The Collège Henri-Le-Grand was, by the 1680s, the institution that the French Catholic aristocracy regarded as the proper finishing ground for their sons: a place where the philosophical and rhetorical formation of the earlier years was consolidated and extended, where the curriculum turned increasingly toward natural philosophy, mathematics, and the disciplines that touched on the real administration of a complex world. La Flèche had educated Descartes between 1607 and 1615, and while the school's intellectual character had evolved in the decades since, the rigour and ambition of its pedagogical approach had not diminished. The Jesuits who taught there were among the most capable men in the Society's French province, and the boys who studied alongside FitzJames were in many cases the future military officers, administrators, and courtiers of Louis XIV's France.

It was at La Flèche, in all probability, that the most important dimensions of Berwick's intellectual formation were completed. The school's emphasis on what the Jesuits called prudentia, a word that is inadequately translated as prudence but that encompasses the full Aristotelian concept of practical wisdom, the capacity to identify the right course of action in complex and ambiguous situations through the exercise of trained judgement rather than mere calculation, was precisely the quality that distinguished Berwick's mature military and political career from those of his contemporaries. Prudentia was not caution in the pejorative sense, not timidity dressed in philosophical language. It was the systematic application of a trained mind to a specific problem, with all the patience and intellectual honesty that the application required. The Jesuit version of this virtue had a particular flavour: it was active rather than passive, concerned with action in the world rather than withdrawal from it, and it was always understood in relation to a framework of duties and obligations that extended beyond the individual.

Those duties and obligations were the second great product of the Jesuit formation. The ratio studiorum was not merely an intellectual programme. It was a moral one, designed to produce men who understood themselves as owing specific duties to specific authorities, to God, to the Church, to their sovereign, to their family, and to the social order that sustained them all, and who had been trained to navigate the conflicts between these duties with clarity and resolution. The Jesuits were not moralists in the soft sense: they did not simply tell boys to be good. They taught a sophisticated, often technically demanding moral theology that required the student to reason carefully about competing obligations, to identify the hierarchy of duties, and to act with conviction on the basis of that reasoning. This training would echo through every major decision of Berwick's subsequent career, from his refusal to acknowledge William III at Landen to his refusal to join the Jacobite rising of 1715, and it explains why he was capable of making decisions that caused him genuine personal suffering, that damaged his relationships, diminished his reputation among those he cared about, and required him to act against what many of his contemporaries regarded as the most obvious claims of blood and loyalty, without apparent psychological collapse.

The social world of La Flèche was also, in ways that are easy to underestimate, an essential part of the formation. The Jesuit colleges were not merely places of learning. They were institutions that replicated in miniature the social world of the Catholic aristocracy, its hierarchies, its competitions, its codes of honour and obligation, and prepared their pupils to operate in that world with the confidence of men who had been practising its protocols since childhood. Theatrical performance was central to Jesuit pedagogy: the annual dramatic productions at colleges like La Flèche served simultaneously as rhetorical exercises, social occasions, and training grounds for the kind of public self-presentation that a man of the FitzJames's position would be required to perform throughout his life. The boy who learned to stand before an audience and speak with precision and authority in the school's annual declamations was the same man who would stand before a battle-line and issue orders with a composure that his own soldiers described as unnatural.

There is a further dimension to this education that deserves attention, though it is the one most resistant to documentary verification: what it meant, emotionally and psychologically, for the young James FitzJames to grow up in this environment. He was the acknowledged natural son of a royal duke, educated at the expense and through the patronage of a father he can have seen only rarely during these years, formed in a country that was not his birthright in a faith that made him politically impossible in the country whose throne his father would one day occupy. The Jesuit formation gave him, among other things, a framework for understanding this situation that neither romanticised it nor permitted it to become a source of paralysing resentment. The Stoic elements of the ratio studiorum, the emphasis on virtue as its own reward, on the independence of the well-formed character from external circumstance, offered a young man in exactly Berwick's position a set of philosophical resources for converting disadvantage into discipline.

Whether he experienced the loneliness and displacement of his childhood as keenly as a differently formed person might have done is impossible to say with certainty. What is certain is that he emerged from those years without the characteristic emotional signatures of the man formed by exile in the wrong way: the paranoid grievance, the performative self-pity, the compulsive nostalgia for a home he had never actually inhabited. These were common enough features of the Jacobite exile culture that surrounded him throughout his life, and their absence from his character was noticed and commented upon by contemporaries who knew that world well. Montesquieu, who knew Berwick in the final decades of his life and who had occasion to observe him in contexts that invited exactly this kind of sentimental indulgence, remarked on his complete freedom from the nostalgic posturing that disfigured so many members of his class and generation. This freedom was not natural temperament alone. It was the product of a formation designed, among other things, to produce exactly this.

By the mid-1680s, James FitzJames had completed his formal Jesuit education and stood on the threshold of the adult world for which it had prepared him. He was fluent in Latin and French, competent in the major intellectual disciplines of the age, formed in a moral philosophy that provided both a framework of duties and the tools to reason about conflicts between them, and comfortable in the social world of the Catholic Franco-Irish aristocracy in a way that would serve him throughout a career conducted primarily in that world. He was also, by this point, the acknowledged natural son of a king: his father had ascended to the English throne in February 1685, and with that accession came the possibility of the honours and appointments that could transform a well-educated royal bastard into a significant figure in the politics and military life of his age. The schoolboy's life was over. What came next would test everything the schoolroom had taught him, and, in the end, confirm that it had taught him well.

The Jesuit formation was not the whole of Berwick's subsequent character, and it would be a reductive error to explain everything that followed as mere institutional product. Human beings are not simply the outputs of their education, and the experiences of the years after La Flèche, in Hungary, in Ireland, in Flanders, in Spain, added dimensions to his character that no classroom could have supplied. But the foundation was Jesuit, and foundations, once laid, determine the structure of everything built upon them. The gravity that contemporaries universally noted, the legalism that looked to some observers like coldness and to others like integrity, the capacity to reason under pressure to a conclusion and then act on that conclusion without second-guessing: these were the man the Jesuits had made, and the man the Jesuits had made was a remarkably effective instrument for the world into which he was about to be thrust.

In 1686, at the age of fifteen, James FitzJames left the world of the classroom for the world of the siege trench. He was going to Hungary, to learn war at the most serious school then available, under the command of one of the finest generals in the Holy Roman Empire. He took with him, packed as securely as any physical equipment, the habits of mind that would govern every campaign of his subsequent career: the preference for system over impulse, the respect for law and hierarchy, the conviction that the right course of action was discoverable through reason and that, once discovered, it demanded execution with unflinching resolution. He had been educated for exactly this, and the education was about to be tested in fire.
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​Chapter 3: The Apprentice of War, Hungary and the Great Turkish War, 1686
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In the late summer of 1686, a fifteen-year-old boy stood on the slopes below the fortress city of Buda and watched an army prepare to storm one of the most heavily defended positions in central Europe. What he saw, the parallel siege trenches cut into the hillside like wounds, the artillery batteries roaring at intervals measured by their crews with the precision of craftsmen, the infantry crouching in the forward approaches waiting for the order that would send them up the glacis into the fire of the defenders, was not, in the conventional sense, a spectacle. It was a lesson. The boy watching it had been sent here specifically to learn, dispatched by his father at the age that the military culture of the late seventeenth century considered entirely appropriate for the beginning of a serious officer's education, and he absorbed what he saw with an attentiveness that the Jesuit schoolrooms of France had spent a decade cultivating. James FitzJames could not have known, on that August morning, that the habits of observation he was forming would one day make him one of the most celebrated commanders in Europe. But the education of a great general, like all genuine education, does not announce its significance at the moment of its occurrence. It announces itself later, in the quality of the decisions that flow from it.

The world that sent a royal duke's natural son to the siege lines of Hungary in 1686 was operating according to a set of assumptions about military education that were both venerable and, in their own terms, entirely rational. The late seventeenth century had not yet developed the formal staff college, the systematic military academy, or the codified officer training programme that the armies of the following century would begin to construct. Military knowledge was transmitted primarily through experience, through the mentorship of senior commanders, and through the practical observation of operations conducted at the highest available level of professional sophistication. The apprenticeship model was not a primitive substitute for formal training: it was, given the nature of the knowledge involved, the only model that actually worked. Strategy, tactics, logistics, the management of men and materiel under conditions of extreme stress, these were things that could be partially described in books, and a considerable literature of military theory existed by the 1680s to provide a framework for reflection, but they could only be genuinely learned in the field, under fire, in the presence of commanders who knew what they were doing.

The Hungarian theatre of war in 1686 was, by any measure, the best available classroom in Europe. The Great Turkish War, the conflict that historians also call the War of the Holy League, the great Habsburg-Ottoman struggle that had begun with the Ottoman siege of Vienna in 1683, was the largest sustained military operation in central European history since the Thirty Years War, and it had attracted to its service a remarkable concentration of military talent from across the Catholic world. Pope Innocent XI, whose diplomatic and financial energy had been central to the formation of the Holy League that prosecuted the war, had made the struggle against the Ottoman advance a matter of Christian solidarity that transcended the ordinary fracture lines of European dynastic politics. The coalition assembled under the League's banner included the Holy Roman Empire, Venice, Poland under Jan Sobieski, who had led the famous relief of Vienna three years earlier, and a remarkably diverse contingent of volunteers from across Catholic Europe: German princes, Italian condottieri, French officers temporarily released from service with Louis XIV, Spanish veterans, Irish exiles. The army besieging Buda in 1686 was a genuinely pan-European force, and the military culture it embodied was correspondingly cosmopolitan in its range of experience and technique.

At its head, in operational command of the Imperial forces, stood Charles V, Duke of Lorraine, a commander whose reputation in 1686 was at its zenith and whose qualities as both a general and a leader of men made him, in the estimation of his contemporaries, one of the two or three most accomplished soldiers in Europe. Charles was fifty years old in 1686, a man of long military experience acquired across three decades of almost continuous service in the wars of his era. He had fought the Turks before, had served with distinction in the defence of Vienna in 1683, and had spent the two years since that victory methodically prosecuting the advance into Hungary that the relief of the imperial capital had made possible. He was a commander of the systematic, scientific school: a man who believed in thorough preparation, careful logistical planning, the exploitation of positional advantage, and the avoidance of unnecessary risk. His approach to war was the diametric opposite of the swashbuckling, glory-hunting style that dazzled courts and ruined armies, and it was precisely this quality, the willingness to subordinate the personal desire for dramatic action to the rational requirements of the campaign, that made him the ideal mentor for a young officer of FitzJames's particular temperament and formation.

Whether Charles took a specific personal interest in the education of the English royal bastard who arrived in his camp in the summer of 1686 is not documented with precision. What is clear is that FitzJames's presence in the Hungarian campaign was arranged at the highest level, his father had now been King of England for a year, and a royal duke's son dispatched to serve under the Empire's leading general was a figure who would not be left to absorb lessons by accident. The culture of the late seventeenth-century military camp assigned to senior commanders a specific responsibility for the formation of the young officers in their train, a responsibility that was understood as simultaneously military, social, and moral: the great commander was expected to model, through his own conduct and his management of those around him, the qualities that the military life at its best was supposed to produce. Charles of Lorraine, by all contemporary accounts, took this responsibility seriously, and the specific qualities that FitzJames would demonstrate throughout his own career, the systematic approach to siege operations, the patient management of logistics, the refusal to commit forces to engagements whose outcome could not be controlled, bear the marks of his example.

The siege of Buda in 1686 was not, strictly speaking, the beginning of the Hungarian campaign. The Imperial forces had been pressing eastward since the relief of Vienna, and Buda, the ancient Hungarian capital, fortified on its hill above the Danube, occupied by the Ottomans since 1541, had been besieged once before, in 1684, without success. The failure of that earlier attempt was a lesson in itself: the city's natural and artificial defences made it one of the strongest positions in central Europe, and the Ottoman garrison under the Pasha Abdi was experienced, well-supplied, and commanded with professional competence. Taking Buda required not merely numerical superiority but technical sophistication of a high order, and the Imperial engineering corps that opened the siege trenches in June 1686 represented the most advanced siege technology that the European military tradition had yet produced.

The system of siege warfare that FitzJames observed at Buda in the summer of 1686 was the product of a century of intense intellectual and practical development, and understanding it requires some familiarity with both its technical principles and its intellectual pedigree. The dominant figure in the science of European siege warfare by the 1680s was Sébastien Le Prestre de Vauban, the French military engineer whose systematic approach to both the construction of fortifications and the conduct of sieges against them had effectively redefined what was possible in positional warfare. Vauban's approach, codified in a series of treatises and demonstrated in dozens of sieges conducted in the service of Louis XIV, was founded on the principle that a properly conducted siege was not a contest of courage but a problem of applied mathematics: given sufficient artillery, sufficient ammunition, sufficient infantry, and sufficient engineering skill, any fortification could be reduced in a calculable time by the application of the correct method. The method involved the progressive construction of parallel trenches, lines of approach dug parallel to the fortress walls and connected by zigzag saps that allowed troops and equipment to advance under cover, combined with artillery batteries positioned to breach the walls systematically rather than simply batter them indiscriminately.

The Imperial engineering corps at Buda was working in the same tradition, and the siege that FitzJames observed unfolding around him over the summer of 1686 was a masterclass in the application of these principles against a defender who understood them equally well. Abdi Pasha's garrison made skilled use of sorties, sudden offensive forays from the fortress designed to disrupt the parallel trenches and silence the batteries, and the fighting in the approaches was often close, violent, and costly. It was in exactly this kind of fighting that a young officer attached to the besieging force could acquire the specific knowledge that no amount of book-learning could supply: the sound and shock of artillery fire at close range, the behaviour of men under sustained stress, the way that tactical situations could deteriorate with terrifying speed from manageable to catastrophic and how the presence of a cool-headed senior officer could reverse that deterioration. FitzJames was not merely watching a siege. He was learning, at first hand and at genuine personal risk, what war actually felt like from the inside.

The final assault on Buda came in late July and early August 1686, after weeks of bombardment had opened breaches in the southern walls sufficient to permit a direct infantry assault. The storming of a breach was the most brutal single action in the repertoire of seventeenth-century warfare: the attacking infantry had to advance up a slope of broken masonry under direct fire from defenders positioned above and on either side, with no cover and no possibility of withdrawal once the advance had begun. The casualties in such operations were invariably severe, and the fighting at Buda on the day of the final assault was, by all contemporary accounts, exceptionally ferocious. The garrison resisted with the desperation of men who knew that a city taken by storm was, by the laws of war as then understood, liable to sacking: the laws of sieges specified that if a garrison refused to surrender after a practicable breach had been opened, the rules protecting non-combatants and prisoners from violence were suspended. Abdi Pasha and his garrison fought accordingly, and the Imperial troops fought back with corresponding intensity.

What FitzJames did during this assault, in what specific capacity he participated, and what precisely he witnessed in the immediate aftermath are not recorded in the granular detail that later episodes of his career attracted. What is recorded is that he served with sufficient distinction to attract favourable notice, and that his conduct during the campaign provided the basis for the extraordinary honours that his father would shower upon him when he returned to England. The nature of those honours, a dukedom, a string of major military and civil appointments, command of one of the most prestigious cavalry regiments in the army, makes clear that James II regarded his son's performance in Hungary not as a mere formality but as genuine evidence of capacity. Royal patronage in this period was not entirely blind to merit, particularly in the military sphere, and a father who was himself a veteran of naval action was not likely to advance a son who had embarrassed himself in the field.

The sacking of Buda that followed its capture on September 2, 1686, was an episode whose moral complexity a young officer formed in the Jesuit tradition would have found troubling in ways that his companions might not. The laws of war that permitted the sacking of a city taken by storm were not, in the late seventeenth century, regarded as a licence for unlimited atrocity, there were still understood limits on what was permissible, but what actually happened in the streets of Buda in the days following the assault went considerably beyond those limits in several respects. The Jewish community of Buda, which had lived under relatively tolerant Ottoman administration for a century and a half, suffered particularly severe violence at the hands of troops who did not distinguish between the Ottoman garrison they had defeated and the civilian population it had governed. The plunder was systematic and total. The city that emerged from the siege was a ruin of its former self, its population reduced, its wealth dispersed, its ancient buildings damaged or destroyed.

There is no direct evidence of FitzJames's personal response to what he witnessed in the aftermath of Buda, but the episode is significant for what it suggests about the moral education that the Hungarian campaign provided alongside the military one. The later Berwick, the commander who would, at the siege of Barcelona in 1714, defy his sovereign's explicit desire for retribution in order to protect the civilian population of a captured city, was clearly a man who had formed views about the legitimate limits of military violence and who was willing to act on those views in the face of considerable political pressure. Those views did not emerge from nowhere. They were formed, in part, by experiences like Buda: by the sight of what unconstrained military violence actually produced, and by the gap between the theoretical framework of the laws of war and the human reality of their violation.

The campaign of 1687, to which FitzJames returned after a brief visit to England, extended and deepened the education that Buda had begun. The engagement at Mohács in August 1687, fought on the same plain where the Ottoman victory of 1526 had established Turkish dominance over Hungary, was a pitched battle rather than a siege, and offered a complementary set of lessons. The Imperial army under Charles of Lorraine defeated a large Ottoman force under Suleiman Pasha in an engagement characterised by coordinated use of all arms: infantry, cavalry, and artillery working in combination in a way that the military theory of the age identified as the ideal but that actual battlefield conditions made consistently difficult to achieve. The scale of the Ottoman defeat, thousands killed, the remainder driven from the field in rout, and its strategic consequences, which effectively ended Ottoman control of the greater part of Hungary, made it one of the most significant engagements of the late seventeenth century, and FitzJames's presence on that field added a dimension to his military formation that no siege, however technically accomplished, could have supplied.

What, in sum, did Hungary make of him? It gave him, in the first place, the specific technical knowledge that would define his approach to the central military problem of his era: the reduction of fortified positions. The science of siege warfare was not intuitive. It required familiarity with engineering principles, with the mathematics of artillery trajectories, with the psychology of garrison troops under sustained pressure, with the logistical demands of maintaining an army in the field for the weeks or months that a major siege required. FitzJames absorbed all of this from the best available practitioners, under conditions that tested the absorption with immediate practical consequences.

It gave him, in the second place, the experiential baseline against which all subsequent military experience would be measured. There is a quality in the judgement of commanders who have seen major operations from the ground up, as junior participants, that distinguishes them from those who have arrived at high command without this foundation. They know, in a way that cannot be faked, what things actually cost: what it costs in men to take a breach, what it costs in time and material to open a parallel, what it costs in morale to sustain an army through the grinding tedium of a siege that stretches from weeks into months. Berwick's later reputation for realism, his refusal to engage in operations that could not be justified by a sober calculation of means and ends, his resistance to the pressures of courts and courtiers who understood warfare as a matter of honour and display rather than of applied science, was grounded in exactly this kind of knowledge.

And it gave him, finally, something that is harder to quantify but no less important: the experience of operating effectively in a multilingual, multinational military environment under the sustained pressure of actual campaigning. The Imperial army at Buda was not a homogeneous force. It was a coalition of men from a dozen different national and linguistic backgrounds, operating under a command structure that required constant translation, of language, of military culture, of tactical doctrine, and that placed a premium on the ability to function as a coherent unit despite these differences. FitzJames was, by virtue of his education and his birth, precisely the kind of man who could navigate such an environment with ease: his French was native, his Latin was the universal language of educated Europeans, his social formation had been specifically designed for the trans-national Catholic aristocratic world of which this army was an expression. He was at home here in a way that he had never quite been in England, would never quite be in Ireland, and would find again, most completely and most consequentially, in the French army of Louis XIV.

He returned from Hungary in 1687 carrying with him the invisible luggage of formative experience: the specific knowledge, the emotional baseline, the professional network, and the conceptual framework that would make him, in time, one of the most effective military commanders of his age. He was fifteen when he arrived. He was sixteen when the siege ended. He had seen more, and absorbed more, than most men twice his age. The apprenticeship was not over, it would continue in Ireland, in Flanders, in Spain, but its foundational work was done. The schoolroom had made a certain kind of man. Hungary had begun to make a soldier.
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​Chapter 4: Titles and Shadows, England, 1686–1688
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Power, when it is held by a man who does not fully understand its conditions, has a way of accelerating toward its own destruction. The England to which James FitzJames returned from Hungary in the autumn of 1686 was a kingdom in the early stages of exactly this kind of acceleration: a country governed by a monarch of genuine ability and absolute inflexibility, pursuing a set of policies that were coherent in their internal logic and catastrophically miscalibrated in their relationship to the political world they were meant to transform. James II had been king for less than two years when his son rode back from the siege lines of Buda to receive his honours, and the regime was already generating the anxieties, the resistances, and the silent defections that would, within two years, produce the most consequential political revolution in English history. The titles that James showered on his returning son were real enough, a dukedom, a governorship, a coveted cavalry command, but they were titles granted in a kingdom whose political foundations were quietly liquefying beneath the feet of the men who held them, and the story of Berwick's English years is inseparable from the story of that dissolution.

To understand what James II was attempting, and why it failed with the completeness that it did, it is necessary to grasp something of the particular terror that the word Catholic had acquired in the political imagination of seventeenth-century England. The Reformation had not merely changed the religious confession of the English state. It had reorganised the entire framework of English political identity around a set of oppositions, Protestant against Catholic, liberty against tyranny, the English nation against foreign power, that had been hardened by a century of conflict, martyrdom, and collective memory into something close to instinct. The fires of Smithfield, the Armada, the Gunpowder Plot, the Irish rebellion of 1641, the real and imagined massacres that punctuated the century of confessional war: these were not merely historical events in the minds of the English political nation of 1685. They were constitutive experiences, the episodes through which English Protestant identity had defined itself in opposition to what it most feared. When James II ascended the throne as an openly professed Roman Catholic, he was not simply asking his subjects to accept a king of a different religious persuasion. He was asking them to suppress an association between Catholicism and existential danger that had been forming in the national consciousness for a hundred and fifty years.

James was not unaware of this. He was, in his fashion, a realist about politics, and he understood that his religion constituted a political problem of considerable magnitude. His solution, however, was not to navigate the problem with the caution it demanded but to attempt to overcome it by the systematic use of royal prerogative power, the legal and constitutional authority of the Crown, exercised directly and with increasing aggression, to remove the disabilities that English law placed on Catholic subjects and to install Catholics in positions of military and civil authority that would give the faith a structural presence in English public life that mere toleration could never provide. The policy was called, in its contemporary formulation, the policy of Catholicisation, and it operated on the assumption that if the right people were placed in the right positions and the legal framework was altered to remove the formal barriers to Catholic participation in English governance, the broader cultural resistance to Catholicism would gradually dissolve.

This assumption was not absurd on its face. It had a certain administrative logic, and it reflected James's genuine conviction, sincere, deeply held, and entirely wrong, that English Protestant hostility to Catholicism was a product of legal discrimination and political manipulation rather than of deep cultural formation. What it failed to account for was the extent to which the English political nation, the landowners, lawyers, merchants, clergy, and military officers whose collective participation in governance gave the system its functional legitimacy, had come to regard the Protestant constitution not as an arrangement of convenience but as the guarantor of their property, their liberty, and their national identity. The Catholicisation policy did not reassure these men. It confirmed their deepest fears. And it did so with a consistency and a speed that left the moderate Protestant supporters of the monarchy with diminishing room to maintain their loyalty while retaining their principles.

It was into this charged environment that James FitzJames arrived from Hungary in the autumn of 1686, and the honours that greeted him were at once a genuine expression of paternal pride and a symptom of the policy that was already fracturing the regime. On March 19, 1687, he was created Duke of Berwick, Earl of Teignmouth, and Baron Bosworth in the Peerage of England, a peerage of the highest dignity, conferring on the sixteen-year-old a formal status in the English aristocracy second only to the royal family itself. The dukedom was accompanied by a cascade of military and civil appointments: Governor of Portsmouth, one of the most strategically sensitive commands in the kingdom; Lord-Lieutenant of Hampshire; Colonel of the 8th Regiment of Foot. In early 1688, James II added the command of the Royal Horse Guards, the Blues, one of the most prestigious cavalry regiments in the English army.

Each of these appointments deserves individual consideration, because each was not merely an honour conferred on a favoured son but a political act with specific consequences in the world of English military and court politics. The Governorship of Portsmouth was a command of genuine strategic importance: Portsmouth was England's primary naval base and one of its most significant fortified positions, and its governor in any crisis would exercise real authority over a real asset. The appointment of a sixteen-year-old Catholic duke, however genuine his Hungarian experience, to this command was not a decision that the Protestant military establishment could receive with equanimity. It was, in the logic of the Catholicisation policy, exactly the kind of appointment that James II was systematically making across the military hierarchy: the replacement of Protestant office-holders with men whose Catholic faith gave the Crown a reason to trust their personal loyalty over and above their professional competence.

The command of the Royal Horse Guards was of a different character but comparable political sensitivity. The Blues were one of the household cavalry regiments, among the most socially prestigious commands in the English army, coveted not merely for the honour they conferred but for the proximity to the centre of power that the command of a household unit implied. The officer who commanded the Blues was, in a meaningful sense, the officer the king trusted most immediately with his physical security. When James II removed Aubrey de Vere, the twentieth Earl of Oxford, a Protestant peer of ancient lineage who had commanded the regiment for decades, and replaced him with his own illegitimate son, he was making a statement about where he located the reliable centre of his military support that could not be misread.

It could not be misread, in particular, by John Churchill. The relationship between Berwick and his maternal uncle is one of the most psychologically and politically complex elements of this entire period, and it requires careful examination if the full dimensions of the English years are to be understood. Churchill was, by 1687, one of the most consequential figures in the English military establishment: a man of proven battlefield ability, demonstrated in the French wars of the 1670s and in the suppression of the Monmouth Rebellion in 1685, and of formidable social and political intelligence. He had risen, as noted above, through the specific mechanism of royal patronage that his sister's relationship with James had initiated, and he remained, throughout the early years of James II's reign, a loyal servant of the Crown. His loyalty, however, was Protestant loyalty: the loyalty of a man who served his king within the framework of a religious and constitutional order that he regarded as non-negotiable.
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