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Praise for The Favourite


‘This is an incredible story crackling with royal passion, envy, ambition and betrayal, and Field’s account of the psychological power play between Queen Anne and her confidante is surely defi nitive. A tour de force’


Lucy Worsley, author of Jane Austen at Home: A Biography


‘Scholarly, highly articulate, and above all never dull’


John Adamson, Sunday Telegraph


‘Nowhere is the subtlety of Ophelia Field’s historical understanding more apparent than in her delicate reading of the relationship between Sarah and Anne. That it is Field’s fi rst book is something of a wonder . . . An outstandingly accomplished debut’


Guardian


‘She is a marvellous subject for a biography and Ophelia Field’s book, capacious and beautifully detailed, does her full justice. It is the fi rst work by a writer who is a master of her craft’


Independent




‘Other historians have skirted around the true nature of Sarah and Anne’s passionate friendship, with its lesbian overtones, but Ophelia Field tackles the subject courageously . . . During her long life Sarah managed to quarrel with almost everyone and took great care in editing her papers to ensure that posterity would know her side of the story, which is covered exhaustively by Field in this impressive debut’


The Times


‘Field draws effectively on Sarah’s letters and self-justifying memoirs to produce a remarkable portrait’


Sunday Times


‘Field has created an unforgettable picture of a remarkable fi gure . . . Instead of fi ctionalising her, Field shows how Sarah became a kind of fi ctional and artistic icon, a symbol of certain kinds of power that remained free of the checks and balances that the new settlement and constitution was bent on establishing. Even after 250 years, she fascinates like nobody else of her time’


Sunday Herald


‘A quite astonishing tale’


Mark Kishlansky, London Review of Books


‘Once you have started reading Ophelia Field’s splendid book, it is hard to put it down’


The Lady


‘Scholarly but never less than fascinating, Field’s debut truly brings to life the complex character of Sarah Churchill and the last of the Stuart courts’


Aberdeen Evening Express


‘In this impeccably researched biography, Field strips away the varnish of rumour and gossip to reveal an intelligent and kindhearted woman. She also paints a fascinating portrait of the turbulent politics of the late 17th and early 18th centuries’


Waterstones Books Quarterly




‘A masterly biography which brilliantly captures the power and passion of its subject. This is an exemplary study of an extraordinary woman’


Anne Somerset, author of Queen Anne: The Politics of Passion


‘A lively and provocative biography of a fascinating woman, which is crafted with style and vivacity. I am sure it will appeal to both scholars and the general reading public alike’


Alison Weir, author of The Six Wives of Henry VIII


‘Behind every great man, they say, is a strong woman. Sarah Duchess of Marlborough, the not always cosy confidante of Queen Anne, looms large over the 18th century, and Ophelia Field has done a remarkable – and surely defi nitive – job in bringing her story to life’


Hugo Vickers, author of Behind Closed Doors: The Tragic Untold Story of the Duchess of Windsor
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NOTE ON THE REVISED EDITION


My thanks for this revised edition must, above all, go to Simon Wright at Weidenfeld & Nicolson, who was alert to a resurgence of interest in Sarah Churchill and Queen Anne in recent years. Since 2002, their tumultuous relationship has featured in new books, exhibitions, plays and now a major Hollywood fi lm, all discussed in the fi nal chapter, ‘Afterlife’, which has been substantially expanded and updated.


Heightened twenty-fi rst-century attention to Sarah’s rise and fall as a royal favourite may be due to our increasing curiosity about the characters of powerful women and their exceptional predecessors, especially women like Sarah who tried to ‘have it all’, juggling private and public life. As a story of women jostling for power at the highest level, it is also being retold in the context of more prominent female leadership than ever before on the world stage, including the premiership of Theresa May (though this impression of global glass ceilings smashing has been halted by Hillary Clinton’s defeat in the United States presidential election of 2016, and in fact less than 10 per cent of elected world leaders are female).


The idea of a backstairs drama behind the offi cial history of Anne’s reign remains as titillating as it was to eighteenth-century readers, but is freshly attractive for an audience that likes its history in Downton Abbey form, where what might be considered a politically incorrect or cap-doffi ng fascination with the aristocracy can be legitimised by the ‘below stairs’ storyline (in this case, the triumph of the servant Abigail over her social superiors). Similarly, prurience about Anne’s private life and sexuality is of a piece with the widespread attitude to contemporary royalty today, as both the ultimate form of celebrity and a thoroughly demystifi ed institution, fair game for press intrusion.




The whole late Stuart period is undergoing a modest degree of rediscovery by both academia and the general public, who are no longer self-conscious about the over-glorifi cation of the Glorious Revolution by Victorian historians, and who perhaps recognise something of themselves in a pre-ideological period, where cynical realpolitik coexisted alongside larger, historically illusory and yet morally essential, ideas about defending what school children today are taught to call ‘British Values’.


My personal interest in Sarah’s story has also returned, fi fteen years after The Favourite’s fi rst appearance, as I have discovered the pain of some long-cherished friendships ending, and admired the incredibly sensitive dissection of female friendship in novels like Elena Ferrante’s. I have found, however, that I have wanted to alter very little in my original ‘read’ of the Anne/Sarah dynamic. Nor has it felt right to drastically alter the original structure of the book, though the decline of cradle-to-grave biography has been one of the signifi cant changes in the past decade. My revisions, rather, have focused on taking account of recent scholarship concerning Queen Anne’s life and reign, and giving a little more weight to certain aspects of the women’s lives, such as motherhood and poor health, that my thirty-year-old self underestimated. I must particularly thank Prof. James Winn and Anne Somerset for the depth of their respective research on a relatively neglected Queen.


Calculations of historical monetary equivalence have been updated throughout, as the ‘converters’ are now much more sophisticated than fi fteen years ago. In this edition, relative value in terms of income and wealth has been used, applying a ‘standard of living index’ based around the purchase of unchanged commodities; this has tended to double the modern fi gure in comparison to that previously given in the 2002 edition.


I wish to thank Harriet Moore and Lizzy Kremer at David Higham Associates for helping create favourable conditions for this book’s reappearance, and my old friend Kirsty, now Kirsty Crawford, for her advice and support. Some things never change.


Ophelia Field, 2018
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But what are these to great Atossa’s mind?


Scarce once herself, by turns all Womankind!


Who, with herself, or others, from her birth


Finds all her life one warfare upon earth:


Shines, in exposing Knaves, and painting Fools,


Yet is, whate’er she hates and ridicules.


No Thought advances, but her Eddy Brain


Whisks it about, and down it goes again.


Full sixty years the World has been her Trade,


The wisest Fool much Time has ever made.


From loveless youth to unrespected age,


No Passion gratify’d except her Rage.


So much the Fury still out-ran the Wit,


The Pleasure miss’d her, and the Scandal hit.


Who breaks with her, provokes Revenge from Hell,


But he’s a bolder man who dares be well.


Her ev’ry turn with Violence pursu’d,


No more a storm her Hate than Gratitude:


To that each Passion turns, or soon or late;


Love, if it makes her yield, must make her hate:


Superiors? death! And Equals? what a curse!


But an Inferior not dependent? worse.


Offend her, and she knows not to forgive;


Oblige her, and she’ll hate you while you live:


But die, and she’ll adore you – Then the Bust


And Temple rise – then fall again to dust.


Last night, her Lord was all that’s good and great;


A Knave this morning, and his Will a Cheat.


Strange! by the Means defeated of the Ends,


By Spirit robb’d of Pow’r, by Warmth of Friends,


By Wealth of Follow’rs! without one distress


Sick of herself thro’ very selfishness!


Atossa, curs’d with ev’ry granted pray’r,


Childless with all her Children, wants an Heir.


To Heirs unknown descends th’unguarded store


Or wanders, Heav’n-directed, to the Poor.


Alexander Pope, ‘Epistle to a Lady’











PROLOGUE


There is an apocryphal anecdote about Sarah, Duchess of Marlborough, and the poet Alexander Pope. Pope went to visit the old dowager one day, as he did throughout the 1730–40s, and read aloud to her the description of Atossa that appears on the preceding pages. He told her it was based on the Duchess of Buckingham, but Sarah ‘spoke of it afterwards and said she knew very well whom he meant’.1


What of herself might she have seen in Atossa? The internal conflict? Probably not. She got along with herself reasonably well. But throughout her life she had been caricatured as prone to rages, so she would have assumed that lines such as ‘No Passion gratify’d except her Rage’, ‘So much the Fury still out-ran the Wit’, or ‘By Spirit robb’d of Pow’r, by Warmth of Friends’ were arrows aimed at her.


Sarah had been the companion of Anne, as Princess and Queen, for twenty-seven years, and a powerful political force in Britain for ‘full sixty’. Her life had defined both the extent and limitations of a woman’s influence in public affairs during the late-seventeenth and early-eighteenth centuries. She chose to marry a man who, with her support on the home front, would change the course of European history through his military victories. She gave him seven children, of which four survived to adulthood, and dedicated much of her widowhood to celebrating the immensity of his achievement. As Anne’s favourite, she had played a small but vital part in the Glorious Revolution of 1688, been courted and spurned by politicians, suffered allegations of treason and public disgrace, and was twice exiled to the Continent.


She was made a celebrity and a scapegoat by journalists of the



first modern newspapers – to which she responded with more instinctive understanding of the press, and more courage, than most of her contemporaries. Opponents commonly portrayed her as her own worst enemy, as having caused her own and her husband’s fall from the pinnacle of their careers, and the collapse of the Whig government she championed, through her tactless handling of Queen Anne’s favour. ‘By the Means defeated of the Ends’ might therefore have seemed a fitting epitaph.


She did not have an ‘Eddy Brain’, any more than any woman was deemed intellectually inferior to a man, but her writing style, which Pope knew well, reads in places like a whirlpool. She was an indefatigable self-dramatist, casting herself, in her memoirs and unpublished writings, in a variety of heroic roles and prejudicing history for ever against those who opposed her. Her surviving letters appeal as much to posterity’s good opinion as to their beleaguered recipients. Her records of seemingly petty conflicts at Court are indicative of far greater forces competing for control of Britain during her lifetime.


Largely through her own efforts and investments, she became the richest woman in England and probably the western world, worth over £1 million – roughly equivalent to £82 million today. She oversaw the building of Blenheim Palace and Marlborough House, and became the sole owner of twenty-six other estates. She held a controlling interest in the national debt, and the fate of the Bank of England lay in her hands on more than one occasion.


But the most apposite lines in the Atossa passage may be those that refer to her being ‘whate’er she hates and ridicules’, for Sarah had a knack, particularly in her sexual slanders of those who succeeded her in the Queen’s affection, of implicating herself whenever she insulted others. As she was well aware, this was what gave her attacks their force.


Despite her lifelong Whiggery and Pope’s Tory Catholicism, Sarah and he became friends through their shared opposition to Prime Minister Robert Walpole. In 1739, when she was seventy-nine and he fifty-one, he wrote to Jonathan Swift that ‘[t]he Duchess of Marlborough makes great court to me, but I am too



old for her, mind and body’.2 At one level the poet was fond of her. He wrote jokingly to their mutual acquaintance the young Earl of Marchmont: ‘There are many hours I could be glad to talk to (or rather to hear) the Duchess of Marlborough . . . I could listen to her with the same veneration, and belief in all her doctrines, as the disciples of Socrates gave to the words of their master, or he himself to his Demon (for I think she too has a Devil, whom in civility we will call a Genius).’3 Sarah was not so flattering about him behind his hunch-back, allegedly writing that ‘Lord Fanny [the camp Lord Hervey] has my best wishes for the success of her attack on that crooked perverse little wretch at Twickenham.’4


The suggestion that Sarah cultivated Pope’s friendship only to prevent him writing satires against her and her dead husband is appealingly cynical, but cannot be proved. Lord Bolingbroke spread the story that she once bribed Pope with a thousand pounds not to publish the Atossa verses. In revenge for a literary theft he believed Pope to have committed, and perhaps remembering a time when he had been a prominent target of Sarah’s animosity, he related the story of the bribe in a footnote to the Atossa verses when he arranged for their posthumous publication under the title Verses Upon the late D[uche]ss of M[arlborough] (1746). This ensured that Atossa, whether or not based on Sarah, remained the prevailing image of her throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.


However, the specific detail of the verses fits more exactly the life of the Duchess of Buckingham, with whom Pope had quarrelled in 1729. On the other hand, an earlier, quite different version, written before Pope made Sarah’s acquaintance, was nominally about someone else: Princesse Marie-Anne de la Tremoille (Princess Orsini) who rose to power in Spain at the same time as Sarah did in England through an intimate friendship with the young queen of Philip V and was then, like Sarah, dramatically dumped. This was Pope’s way of writing about Sarah, without libel, as a public figure. Pope also liked to joke that the militant Thalestris, who cut Belinda’s hair in The Rape of the Lock, was based on Sarah.




So this is one of the first things we know about Sarah: she can be read into places she does not belong, overlooked in other places where she should be seen, and accused of actions (such as bribery) that she probably never even considered.


In Pope’s Epistle to a Lady the antithesis of Atossa is Martha Blount. According to Pope, Martha was the epitome of female modesty and obedience, staying housebound in her ‘godly garret’ to ‘spill her solitary Tea’. To a greater or lesser extent, Sarah’s life has always been judged against this standard: a temperate, demure model of correct female behaviour, which involved staying away from worldly business. The thirty or so biographies of her life have been a little like the autobiography of John Dunton whose Life and Errors (1705) contains alternate chapters telling the events of his life, first as he had lived them, and then as he believed he should have lived them. Many biographers have passed judgement on Sarah based on an alternative personality they think she should have had. Even when her energy and vivacity have been admired, they have also been presented as her fatal flaws.


Sarah knew how hard it would be to get a good word out of posterity, especially as a woman. Among papers found after her death was a piece called ‘A Character of her Highness the Princess **** attempted by Richard Hollings MD’.5 The author claimed to have known the Princess of Wales ‘almost from the hour of her birth’ and so to be well qualified to assess her character. He complimented the Princess on the fact that ‘she seems to be the only person ignorant of that superiority [of birth]’, on not having an enemy in the world, and on showing only sincere smiles of happiness and tears of grief, never those caused by disappointed ambition. She apparently lived within her means, spent only what she needed and was ‘free from the ostentation of little or sordid minds’. She was congratulated on staying out of politics, on not being vain or frivolous, and on never having told a lie or even disguised a truth. Hollings added that ‘[h]er silence, considering her sex, is not the least admirable of her many qualifications . . .’


The joke was that this character portrait was of a newborn



baby girl, not yet christened. It underlines the foolishness of other eulogies on the infantile virtues of women in this period, and the general biographical folly of looking for a blameless life. Sarah wrote a scribbled memo on it: ‘This paper makes me laugh, for I think there is a good deal of humour in it, and two very exact characters.’6 By this she probably meant that the baby princess’s perfect character was an inverted satire about her enemy, Queen Caroline, wife of George II. But it is also, whether she knew it or not, a reflection on Sarah’s own character – a reversible catalogue of all the accusations made against her during her lifetime and repeated time and again by historians and biographers. On the one hand there is the innocent babe, on the other, the monstrous Atossa.
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Miss Jennings


Sarah Jennings (or Jenyns) was born on 5 June 1660, the week after Charles II returned from exile and was installed on the restored throne. Her mother was Mrs Frances Thornhurst Jennings, married to Mr Richard Jennings of Sandridge, near St Albans. They were minor gentry with property in Somerset, Kent and Hertfordshire. There were many men like Sarah’s father, who had been a supporter of John Pym, an architect of the revolt against Charles I, but then subsequently a member of the Convention Parliament that had recalled Charles II.1 Most of the gentry had greeted the monarchy back with relief and even jubilation, but also with a new sense that its authority was dependent upon their support. Some men, like Sarah’s father, expressed no clear enthusiasm.


Sarah recognised the snobbishness of genealogies and disapproved of them in biographies. In 1736 when she read Thomas Lediard’s biography of her husband, she noted: ‘This History takes a great deal of pains to make the Duke of Marlborough’s extraction very ancient. That may be true for aught I know; but it is no matter whether it be true or not in my opinion, for I value nobody for another’s merit.’2 This might have been a convenient view to take when her own extraction was not particularly grand, but Sarah never tried to disguise this. When asked, she said simply that her father’s family background ‘was reckoned a good one’.3


Nor need much be said about her early childhood. In this post-Freudian era we tend to think we cannot know someone properly unless we are aware of where he or she came from. In Sarah’s era, where character was considered a fixed thing carried around like



a suitcase, childhood was viewed as an irrelevant period before one did one’s packing. People kept little record of their own or others’ childhoods, and in the absence of facts, biographers used to invest their subjects with precocious qualities that foreshadowed their adult characters or actions. In the History of Prince Mirabel (1712), a fictionalised biography of Marlborough, he is shown reviving a schoolfriend struck by lightning as a precursor to his later military heroism. The biographer Frank Chancellor was doing the same thing in 1932 when he imagined Sarah to have been something of a ‘spitfire’4 as a child.


Sarah was the youngest of five children, with two brothers and two sisters. Her eldest sister, Barbara, died at twenty-seven, leaving a widower who would later pester Sarah for financial and political favours until, as she put it, he ‘turned her head’.5 Both brothers, John and Ralph, were also to die relatively young, leaving little on the historical record but property disputes with their mother. The other sister, Frances, lived to a ripe old age like Sarah, but made very different choices.


When Sarah was five, London was overwhelmed by the plague. Another child living in Cripplegate, Daniel Defoe, later wrote a vivid account of this catastrophe as though he had experienced it as an adult. Sarah was less exposed to the horrors – the recorded death toll in St Albans was only 121 – but her parents would have known many people who died in London, and she might have witnessed the crowds of displaced people living in ‘great extremities in the woods and fields’ of Hertfordshire.6 The following year, 1666, the Great Fire of London lit up the sky ‘like the top of a burning oven’.7 The conflagration was visible as far north as St Albans and the smoke cast a pall over the countryside for fifty miles.


If we look for major events that might have affected Sarah as a child, we must include the separation of her parents when she was eight. Divorce was rare, but private deeds of separation could be arranged and informal separations were not uncommon. In 1668 Sarah moved to London with her mother and sisters just as the city was being frenetically rebuilt. Why her parents



separated is unknown, but it probably had to do with her father’s financial problems and the fact that her mother had started legal proceedings against him to reclaim her dowry. By the time Sarah was born her father was insolvent, thanks to inherited debts and having to support his many younger siblings.8 So while Sarah did not grow up poor, she must have felt that the family was close to the edge, living always on the credit of an affluent appearance. Her financial prudence in adulthood has usually been traced to this early insecurity.


In late 1673, Sarah followed her sister Frances to Court and became one of four Maids of Honour to the Duchess of York, Maria Beatrice (Mary) of Modena, second wife of James, the King’s Catholic brother. Frances had served James’s first wife and the mother of Princesses Anne and Mary, Anne Hyde, whose rank as a mere commoner, daughter to a self-made lawyer, had caused scandal. Anne Hyde had died of breast cancer in March 1671, and Margaret Blagge described the event in her own notebook rather matter-of-factly: ‘None remembered her after one week, none sorry for her. She smelt extremely, was tossed and flung about, and everyone did what they could with that stately carcase.’9


The fifteen-year-old Mary of Modena was a Catholic, which alarmed an Anglican nation. She probably had little idea of the religious tensions and the unfaithful husband with whom she had climbed into bed. She did not get on well with her stepdaughters, who were her own age and had been raised, according to Charles II’s orders, as fervent Protestants by their mother.


Sarah was fortunate to find this job serving the new Duchess, though it paid little. Parents sometimes paid patrons to find such places for their daughters because of the contacts and opportunities for advancement they afforded, including a decent-sized dowry paid by the Crown. Royalists who sought compensation or gifts of gratitude from the restored King, which he could not afford to pay, received instead Court employment for their family. Sarah’s parents had been such petitioners.


When Sarah’s father had died in 1668, he had left Mrs



Jennings as a single mother with debts. Mrs Jennings moved with her daughters to St James’s Palace where her creditors could not come knocking. When Sarah’s brother John inherited much of the family property in 1674,10 their mother started a new series of legal proceedings to regain control of her share.


Though only sixteen, Sarah refused to go with her mother to St Albans when evicted from her apartment by Sir Alleyn Apsley. Indeed she seemed rather glad to see the back of her embarrassing parent. In a letter from Lady Chaworth to Lord Roos in November 1676 there is gossip about the fight between mother and daughter: ‘Sarah Jennings has got the better of her mother who is commanded to leave the Court and her daughter in it, notwithstanding the mother’s petition that she might have her girl with her, the girl saying she is a mad woman.’11 Sarah, as we shall see, was in the middle of courting John Churchill at this time and perhaps the argument with her mother had related to the chance of the relationship ending in marriage or, alternatively, an illegitimate pregnancy. If Mrs Jennings had talked publicly about the danger of the latter, Sarah would have been seriously embarrassed. She was probably referring to her mother when she wrote to her sister Frances in around 1675 that ‘[t]oday I will constrain myself as much as is possible but sometimes she would provoke a saint’.12


There is something mysterious about the figure of Mrs Jennings. She did not leave many historical traces, except as a disappointed, litigious woman in need of money. What remain are mainly fictional incarnations of her, which feature in the anti-Marlborough satires of the 1700s and mostly represent her as a witch or procuress. In March 1712, for example, a pamphlet called The Perquisite-Monger; or the Rise and Fall of Ingratitude depicted ‘Zaraida’ as ‘a Person of a mean Extraction, but who had by the Subtlety of her Mother, that was a noted humble Servant to the Pleasures of certain Great Men and her own Inclinations, so wormed herself into the Confidence of her Mistress as to be in the highest Esteem with her . . .’13


In another poem, which survives in manuscript and is undated



but likely to be from Mrs Jennings’ lifetime, she is referred to as King Charles’s ‘bawd’ when ‘whoring was no crime’.14 And in 1682, the year in which Sarah’s husband received his first title, the anonymous ‘Satire to Julian’15 mocked Sarah by a reference to her mother as an infamous whore-mistress. There may be a link between this slander and the letter Nell Gwynne wrote in 1684 from Windsor to one Mrs Frances Jennings living ‘over against the Tub Tavern in Jermyn Street’. In it, although Nell addresses the lady in question as ‘Madam’ and signs with respectful affection (‘I love you with all my heart & so goodbye’), she also gives orders for her correspondent to arrange for her shopping.16 They obviously had a close relationship, as if Mrs Jennings were both Nell’s servant and guardian. We cannot be sure that this is the same Mrs Jennings, but it would seem a great coincidence for two women of this name to have been linked to the Court at this time.


There is a portrait by Sir Godfrey Kneller, painted some time between 1685 and 1690, that is believed to be of Mrs Jennings. It is remarkable for showing an old woman with warts and all, contrary to conventions of the time by which respectable women were invariably painted as youthful.17 Either Kneller was influenced by Dutch realism, a turning point in English convention, or the sitter’s morals were dubious. It is hard to see why Mrs Jennings would have chosen to sit for such a portrait. Even today it is a slightly disturbing image: her face is dark and threatening under her widow’s hood.


Combined with the scraps of evidence that Sarah left behind – her perhaps flippant comment that her mother was mad, and her later letters, which imply that she was both annoyed and aggrieved by her mother’s behaviour – it is difficult not to feel that there was something behind the slanderous attention that Mrs Jennings received. This sense of no-smoke-without-fire, however, is also derived from Sarah’s own Atossa-image – the assumption that a woman like her must have had a mother of strong or unusual character.


*




On 16 February 1675, Shrove Tuesday, Sarah was on stage at the Great Hall of Whitehall Palace,18 performing in a masque called Calisto as the male figure of Mercury. The rest of the cast consisted of her young aristocratic friends. They were caught by, among others, the diarist John Evelyn at a moment when they were unaware of the extraordinary lives in store for each of them. The title role of Calisto (‘a chaste and favourite Nymph of Diana’) was played by Princess Mary, aged twelve, to whom the play was also dedicated. Thirteen years later she was on the throne of England. Her ten-year-old sister Anne, another future Queen, also played a nymphet. This ‘lymphatic, pasty-faced child-Princess’19 had not yet become, as Sarah would bluntly put it, ‘exceedingly gross and corpulent’20 and she was still two years away from the smallpox that would permanently disfigure her face, but the ‘perpetual squinting’,21 which caused a ‘sullen and constant frown’, was already in evidence.


The Chief of the Dancers was the young Duke of Monmouth, the illegitimate Protestant son of Charles II, whose uncle, James II, would execute him for treason after Sarah’s future husband had helped put down his rebellion in 1685. Beside Monmouth, playing Jove, was Lady Henrietta Wentworth, who would become his mistress and die shortly after his execution.22 The goddess Juno was played by the Countess of Sussex, Charles II’s daughter by his mistress Barbara Castlemaine. She had recently been ordered home to England and married off after escaping from a convent in France and starting an affair in Paris with the English ambassador, her mother’s other lover, Ralph Montagu. Another nymph, Psecas, was played by Lady Mary Mordaunt, later Duchess of Norfolk: she was fated to become a byword for scandal when her equally faithless husband divorced her by Act of Parliament in 1700 for adultery with a Dutch gambler.


The chaste goddess Diana was played by Margaret Blagge. Disliking the flirtatiousness of the rehearsals, according to Evelyn, she preferred to sit backstage in ‘the Tiring-room’ and read a devotional book. She was the only leading cast member apart from Sarah who was not a ‘lady’, and in May of that same year she



secretly married a page to the King, who later became First Lord of the Treasury and Sarah’s lifelong friend, Sidney Godolphin.


He was a short Cornishman with, according to Matthew Prior and several portraits, a long horse-like face. Sadly, Margaret died young, of an infection caught during the birth of her first child and was not helped by being treated with ‘the pigeons’ (live birds tied to her feet, believed to reduce fever).


Watching the performance of the masque, at the front of a huge audience on two tiers, were the King, with spaniels on his knee, his brother and their wives, all snacking on wine and fresh olives. Red, white and blue curtains draped the stage dangerously lit by wax and torch staves, oil lamps and candles. The curtains drew back and a musical prologue opened with the characters of Peace and Plenty attending the River Thames, a part sung, to the Queen’s embarrassment, by Moll Davis, a mistress the King kept in a house in Suffolk Street. The set was a wood-and-silk replica of Somerset House with a Temple of Fame perched on top, amid painted clouds. Personifications of Europe, Africa and America joined the Thames, turning to the King and Queen in the audience and throwing tributes at their feet. Then the play proper began, set in Arcadia and ‘the Duration of it, An Artificial Day’. The ladies in the cast were supposed to be playing scantily clad classical characters but were loaded down in costumes of gold and silver brocade, coloured feathers and real jewels worth hundreds of pounds.


Sarah’s character, Mercury, is the confidant of Jove (Lady Wentworth). Mercury is in love with the nymph played by Princess Anne. The plot centres, however, around Calisto (Princess Mary) who is the royal favourite of the goddess Diana (Margaret Blagge). Both were witty reverse castings of mistresses and their serving ladies. Jove decides to transform himself into the shape of Diana to trick and rape Calisto. Taking advantage of the chastity assumed to exist in same-sex relationships, Jove declares:




‘A sure and pleasant Ambush I will lay;


I’ll in Diana’s shape the Nymph betray:




My wanton Kisses then she’ll ne’er suspect . . .


Disguis’d like her, I’ll Kiss, Embrace, be free.’





In Act II he puts this plot into action and, disguised as Diana, declares to the other woman that ‘your merits breed/ In my last Heart, a strange uncommon flame:/ A kindness I both fear and blush to name’. Calisto is disturbed by the sudden eroticism of her mistress and asks, ‘What kindness can I show? What can I do?/ Stand off, or I shall be infected too.’


Having escaped this trap, Calisto is almost displaced by Psecas spreading sexual slander against her. Thwarted, Psecas denies that she aims to be a royal favourite and makes a declaration of independence which is both condemned and applauded: ‘I’ll hunt alone, and in myself delight,/ And be my own most dear-lov’d Favourite.’


A musical scene, involving women blacked-up to be African, symbols of imperial wealth, closed the masque.


In this lavish performance, which Sarah rehearsed and performed over several weeks, many themes of her life were prefigured – favouritism and jealousy, public disgrace and slander, opposition to a monarch and attempts at self-justification, sexual ambiguity and role reversal, ingratitude and pride.


Maids of Honour were not servants in the sense that they performed manual chores. Rather, they were paid companions for Court ladies and ‘public-relations girls’ for the Court itself. Later, when Sarah herself was in charge of selecting the Queen’s Maids of Honour, she wrote that the main qualifications for the post were beauty and a good education, meaning polite manners.23 They were also intended as a steady supply of virgins for male courtiers. Pepys wrote that the ‘Duchess’s maids of honour and a hundred others bestow their favours to the right and to the left and not the least notice taken of their conduct’.24 It is certainly true that James, both as Duke of York and later as King, took a number of them as mistresses. He liked the clever, witty ones, not caring if they were ugly.




It is easy to be carried away by descriptions of moral laxity set amid idyllic surroundings, with the young ladies enjoying picnics in the park of ‘Tarts, Neats-tongues, Salacious Meats and bad Rhenish’,25 water parties on the Thames, and staying out till after midnight. Mrs A. T. Thomson, Sarah’s Victorian biographer, remarks that ‘[t]he female sex, in all ages responsible for the tone given to morals and manners, were in a state of general depravity during the whole period of Lady Churchill’s youth’.26 This ‘general depravity’ in the late seventeenth-century Court, where female heterosexual virtue was both mocked as an ideal and, at the same time, easily lost at great personal cost to reputation, provides an explanation for the intense same-sex bonds that developed among the rather hunted young women there. It explains those bonds both in terms of remarkable permissiveness about gender-bending and in terms of an escape from rapacious older men.


Sarah later approved a ghost-writer’s account of her life, which said: ‘I came extreme young into Court & had the luck to be liked by many in it.’27 There is independent verification of her popularity and also of her beauty: one friend, Mary Fortrey, imagined her as a kind of proto-media celebrity, radiant and unattainable. In a letter from Paris addressed to ‘Miss Jennings, Maid of Honour’, she wrote a flatteringly detailed fantasy about having met an old man on a terrace who was looking through a telescope bequeathed to him by an enchantress, which let him see all around the world. At Miss Fortrey’s request he turned it to England and ‘hit about St James’ park’ where he saw hundreds of beautiful girls milling about in the early evening. ‘I see, said he, a young beauty coming down the great walk which has rays about her head like a sun, but tis impossible for me to distinguish at this distance whether tis the lustre of her complexion or of her eyes that produces them. She is in a crowd that follows her wherever she goes, but there is a people that never quits her one minute.’ Miss Fortrey grabbed the telescope from the old man’s hands and ‘Like a thing transported, I shouted and hollowed after you. I called you by your name a hundred times as loud as I could hollow: “Miss Jennings, Miss Jennings!!!”’28




Despite her popularity with both sexes, Sarah later wrote that ‘at fourteen I wished myself out of Court’. Though such worldly disdain was widely affected, her claim to early disillusionment sounds credible: of Court frivolities she said, ‘for my own part I never was young enough to like any thing of that sort’.29 Perhaps she had grown up too quickly.


Sarah’s sister Frances, some eleven or thirteen years older, was described as one of the great English beauties. Evelyn called her ‘a Spriteful young Lady’30 and Philibert Comte de Grammont compared her appearance to Aurora, a nice compliment if he had not added that ‘there was something lacking in her hands and arms’ and that ‘her nose was not the most elegant and her eyes left something to be desired’.31 A portrait shows her as having had curly blonde hair, styled to stick out at the sides like giant earmuffs.


The most famous story about Frances is of her dressing up as a poor orange-seller outside a playhouse to taste life among the common people. The costumed girls were propositioned like prostitutes by two gentlemen they knew until they were recognised by another gentleman because of their expensive shoes.32 Samuel Pepys was amused at the girls’ becoming indignant when treated as exactly what they pretended to be. In fact, there was a popular fad for dressing-down under Charles II, whose wife Katherine once dressed herself and her ladies as peasants and went to a country fair where they were easily discovered ‘by their gibberish’.33 This fad was less dangerous than the pose of false humility in which Queen Anne was later to indulge, only to be cast off indignantly when her subject, Sarah, like the unwitting young gentlemen with the orange-girls, crossed the line.


Frances married Sir George Hamilton and, by 1676, was already left widowed and in debt. In March 1677 she returned to the English Court with her three children, begging for a pension and desperately in need of her younger sister’s assistance.34


Sarah’s future husband, John Churchill, came from a background not unlike her own. If anything, it was rather more modest. Like



Sarah, he had followed his elder sister into a place at Court, where at sixteen he became a page to the Duke of York. Sarah described him as ‘handsome as an angel though ever so carelessly dressed’,35 and even at fifty-six he was described by one of his male contemporaries as having ‘a clear red and white complexion which could put the fair sex to shame’.36 If Camille Paglia is right to define charisma as ‘the radiance produced by the interaction of male and female elements in a gifted personality’,37 then Sarah and John both had it.


Arabella Churchill, John’s sister, became James II’s lover and had four children by him, including James FitzJames, later Duke of Berwick. The Comte de Grammont told of Arabella falling from her horse while hunting, and winning the love of the King by accidentally revealing her thighs: ‘She was so stunned that her thoughts were far from occupied with questions of decency, and those who first crowded around her found her in rather a negligent posture.’38 However, military historians and biographers of Marlborough, out of respect for his later career, find it offensive that Arabella should be credited with obtaining her brother’s first army post through her liaison with the King. John’s strenuous early soldiering makes it seem unfair to account for his promotion solely in this way, but it may well have been that he took his first step up the ladder thanks to his sister.


After Marlborough’s death, Sarah instructed his biographers to begin in 1688, when his career was already under way. She told one prospective biographer that she wanted no mention of his sister. In 1736, she commented on Thomas Lediard’s unauthorised biography:




I want to say something more . . . to show how extremely mistaken Mr Lediard was in naming the Duke of Marlborough’s sister and her train of bastards. Because they had titles he seems to think that was an honour to the Duke of Marlborough. I think it quite the contrary. For it seems to insinuate that his first introduction was from an infamous relation, when the whole truth of that matter was as follows: His sister . . . had



at least two or three Bastards by the Duke of York or others . . . Now I would fain have any reasonable body tell me what the Duke of Marlborough could do when a boy at school to prevent the infamy of his sister, or why Mr Lediard could have any judgement in mentioning King James’ favourite.





Sarah does not deny the link between Arabella’s ‘infamy’ and John’s later appointment, only that he was too young to have encouraged his sister’s liaison to serve his own interest.


Why should it matter so much to Sarah? In part, because Arabella remained an irritant even in old age. After James II discarded her she had married Charles Godfrey, Clerk Comptroller of the Board of Green Cloth, and became the ‘Aunt Godfrey’ whom Sarah’s rebellious daughter Henrietta would befriend to annoy her mother. Arabella’s son, Berwick, also symbolised everything against which Sarah and John later fought. After accompanying his father James II into exile, he became a commander in the French army and at only nineteen commanded James’s forces in Ireland against his uncle who was fighting for King William. Yet John Churchill often negotiated with the French and the exiled Jacobites (adherents of James or his son after the Revolution of 1688) through Berwick. To Sarah, Arabella and Berwick were reminders of her pre-Revolutionary life – and of just how closely related the Marlboroughs were to the Jacobites she would ultimately demonise. More importantly, Sarah hated the suggestion that John became Duke of Marlborough through the influence of women. Not only Arabella’s affair with James was at stake, but also, by analogy, the suggestion that the Marlboroughs’ meteoric success after 1702 was dishonourably dependent upon Sarah’s relationship with Anne.


She had another reason, too, for wanting to suppress the details of her husband’s life before 1688: his pre-marital affairs. The best known was with his second cousin once removed, Barbara, Countess of Castlemaine and later Duchess of Cleveland. She is often referred to as the ‘superannuated’ mistress of King Charles II, but she was just over thirty when she met John. She



was famous for her promiscuity, which the King tolerated, and for her generosity to her lovers – grants from the Post Office and Customs – in an otherwise impecunious Court.


The main source of the story that she had an affair with the younger John Churchill before he married Sarah was Mrs Delariviere Manley (1663–1724), a Jacobite who wrote so-called ‘scandal histories’, although John’s father also referred to it in letters, bemoaning his son’s folly. Mrs Manley had been the confidante of Barbara, who thought that she brought her luck at the gaming table and sheltered her after she was deserted by her first husband. Mrs Manley wanted a post as a Maid of Honour, but her hopes were thwarted by the 1688 Revolution. She wrote about Barbara from the perspective of the bad fairy not invited to the party, and was understandably jealous of those, like Sarah, who profited from the Whig party’s ascendancy after 1688. She did not write her tales of Court scandal from any moral high ground or out of a prurient sense of disgust; she herself had an unconventional life. First she was the lover of a lawyer named John Tilly, and then of a publisher, John Barber: he, Mrs Manley and their lovechild lived together openly at his printing house on Lambeth Hill.


John Churchill’s sexual history first appeared, disguised as fiction, in Mrs Manley’s Secret History of Queen Zarah and the Zarazians: Being a Looking-glass for S[arah] Ch[urchi]ll in the Kingdom of Albigion (1705); the French translation included the subtitle La Duchesse de Marlborough démasquée. In Queen Zarah Barbara Castlemaine, renamed Clelia, becomes bored with Charles II and takes the John Churchill character as a lover, who then betrays her with Zara.


The book tells us a great deal about political propaganda during Queen Anne’s reign, and the insult to John was less the account of his sexual peccadilloes than of his ambition for advancement, and the deceit and disloyalty into which this led him. The message is that he was politically unfaithful. Like all who served James II and deserted him to join William III in the Revolution, John swapped one king, one master, for another. In 1688



he rode out of London at the head of one army but returned with another. Mrs Manley’s book records him swapping Barbara Castlemaine for Sarah Jennings, a subtle reference to this more important betrayal.39


The historian Bishop Burnet relates the story of King Charles catching Barbara in bed with a courtier who had to jump out of a window, Don Juan style, to escape.40 Barbara gave the courtier £5,000 as a reward, which was a sixth of her annual income in the 1670s and the equivalent of around £730,000 today. Burnet probably allowed the ‘party concerned’ to remain anonymous because of his and his wife’s friendship with the Marlboroughs. A variation on the story, where John is discovered hiding in Barbara’s cupboard and the King says to him ‘I forgive you, for you do it for your bread’, was related in the report of the French ambassador Barillon. Both versions have the familiar quality of stage farce and echoes of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife. The insinuation is that John was a Joseph: a soldier of favour rather than one who had raised himself by his own endeavours. Again, the mysterious source of the Marlboroughs’ immense fortune, and how much it depended on Sarah’s helping hand, was the subtext of these slanders, reflecting general anxieties in an age where the nouveaux riches and newly designated peers were gaining power and influence.


By 1676 the affair between Barbara and John was over, and in March of that year, Barbara’s departure from Britain was marked by the publication of a ‘Lampoon’:41




Churchill’s delicate shape


Her dazzling eyes had struck


But her wider cunt did gape


For a more substantial fuck . . .


. . . now she must travel abroad


And be forced to frig with the nuns


For giving our sovereign lord


So many good buttered buns.







One of her ‘buttered buns’ was a daughter christened Barbara after her mother. Charles II accepted her as his and she took the surname Fitzroy, but she was also rumoured to be John Churchill’s. Today John’s paternity is often cited in indexes, picture catalogues and dictionaries of biography. She followed her mother’s career path in becoming mistress to the Earl of Arran, later the Duke of Hamilton, by whom she had a son. She then went to a convent in France under the name of Sister Bernadette, and eventually became the head of a priory in Pontoise, Normandy.


In a variant of the story of John’s affair with Barbara, contained in Manley’s Secret Memoirs and Manners of Several persons of Quality of Both Sexes. From the New Atalantis . . . (1709) he was criticised for failing to lend money to Barbara after she fell on hard times – supposed proof of his stinginess. Perhaps, in his failure to own his illegitimate daughter, if indeed she was his, John Churchill did behave dishonourably, at least according to today’s standards. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, however, illegitimacy was casually accepted among the aristocracy; if anything, it was the status symbol of a rich man, proof that he had money to spare for mistresses and their offspring. But Sarah and John, who prided themselves on having made a love-match, would have taken a more bourgeois view of his early sex life. Certainly the existence of Barbara Fitzroy and the rumours surrounding her paternity, though never mentioned by Sarah, throw light on Sarah’s rant against her sister-in-law Arabella’s bastards and her warnings to her own children about extra-marital affairs.


Barbara Castlemaine was not Sarah’s only romantic rival. Another, easier to perceive historically because less distorted by contemporary slanders and fictions, was Catherine Sedley, a fellow Maid of Honour and an heiress picked as a match for John by his parents. Her story shows that while Sarah was an unusual character for her period, she was not uniquely so. Indeed, although Sarah called Catherine ‘a shocking creature’, John



seems to have chosen between two similarly strong women. A contemporary poet depicted her cruelly as swaggering ‘like a batter’d bully/ To try the tempers of men’s hearts’.42 And Catherine, too, had a mother who was considered out of control (had delusions, in fact, that she was the Queen and was locked away in a Benedictine nunnery in Ghent). It is as if the previous generation of women were condemned for personalities that their daughters only just managed to carry off.


John was enthralled by Sarah but came close to marrying Catherine. As their letters show, Sarah did not care for his plan to have one girl as a wife and another as a mistress. A French ambassador’s letter reported that on 27 November 1676 Sarah had been seen crying at a ball because of John Churchill’s possible engagement to Catherine. Then it was thought he might run away from both girls and join Barbara Castlemaine in France. However, in 1677, Sarah and her sister inherited the family property in Hertfordshire when their brother Ralph died,43 and John Churchill’s decision became easier: he chose Sarah.


Catherine had an illegitimate daughter by the Duke of York some time before March 1679. This child was named Catherine Darnley, and was to grow up to look creepily like the twin of her half-sister, Queen Anne.


The early love letters of John and Sarah are, respectively, mouthfuls of syrup and salt. If John’s to her are read in conjunction with the adoring letters she received from Princess Anne in the 1680s, three conclusions are inescapable: Sarah must have been an extraordinarily alluring personality; she seldom indulged in the romantic posturing of those who fell in love with her; and she was not put in the easiest of positions by either of her admirers.


John’s billets doux44 are written in strong black ink, with no second thoughts or crossings-out. They appear to have been dashed off in the heat of the moment, yet are monotonously repetitious, with catchphrases (‘you who is much dearer than all the world’/ ‘sure never any body loved to that height I do you’/ ‘when will you bless me with your light?’) and complaints that



Sarah never wrote to him or allowed him to see her. In an early letter he wrote, ‘for my soul there is no pain so great to me as that when I fear you do not love me’ and that ‘I will, by all that is good, love you as long as I live.’ He said that ‘every time I see you I find new charms in you’ and, significantly in light of all the rumours surrounding his sexual liaisons, begged her not to be ‘so ill-natured as to believe any lies that may be told you of me’.


Though the letters are undated, the courtship was under way by 1676 when the French ambassador, who hosted various entertainments that summer, reported that John had refused a post in the French (at that time allied) army because he was too lovesick: ‘Mr Churchill prefers to serve the very pretty sister of Lady Hamilton [Frances] than to be Lt Colonel of Monmouth’s Regiment.’ A week later he said that Sarah had asked John to marry her but his parents had refused their consent.45


John’s declarations were often courtly, even to the point of submission: ‘I am resolved to take nothing ill but to be your slave as long as I live’, or that Sarah had ‘made for sure a conquest of me, that had I the will I have not the power ever to break my chains’. In one letter (to which his wax seal, bright green silk and grains of sand to dry the ink still cling), he wrote to say that he was hoping to see her in the drawing room of the Duke and Duchess of York. In the next he told of how she left the room as soon as he entered, showing ‘as much contempt as is possible’. He continued: ‘I can’t imagine what you meant by your saying I laughed at you at the Duke’s side for I was so far from that, that had it not been for shame I could have cried. And for being in haste to go to the park, after you went I stood near a quarter of an hour, I believe, without knowing what I did . . .’ and finally, ‘If I may have the happiness of seeing you tonight pray let me know and believe that I am never truly pleased but when I am with you.’


Sarah’s note back to him, one of the few to have survived, contained a clear message: ‘[Y]ou would find out some way to make yourself happy; it is in your power.’ It is a covert refusal to have sex with him until or unless he married her. Years later, Mrs



Manley insinuated in Queen Zarah that Sarah’s mother tried to push her daughter into bed with him so that she could catch them in a compromising situation and force him to marry Sarah, and the slander had an element of truth: Sarah had to twist John’s arm to make him propose – but to do this, she held on to her chastity.


John, however, pretended that he did not know why she was refusing to see him and covered his evasion with more romantic declarations: ‘give me leave to do what I can not help, which is to adore you as long as I live’/ ‘from henceforward I will approach and think of you with the same devotion as to my god’. Sarah saw through all this. Her position was like that of the historian today trying to decipher what is real feeling amid all the conventional romantic language. You try, she told John, to ‘make me think you have a passion for me when in reality there is no such thing’, and she refused to go on seeing him ‘if it be only to repeat these things which you said so often’. While his contemporaries described John Churchill as the epitome of charm,46 Sarah found his intentions slippery. His first lover, Barbara, was just moving her household to Paris. He might well have been looking at Sarah more as a replacement mistress than fiancée.


At the same time, Sarah herself was being disingenuous by not recognising the financial burdens which, until 1677, prevented John from choosing her over Catherine Sedley. He had a responsibility to his parents, who needed money. When he repeated his plea to meet Sarah without an offer of marriage, Sarah became cold. She told him that he might see her only so that ‘I may be freed from the trouble of ever hearing from you more.’ This letter is recopied in Sarah’s elderly handwriting. It is interesting that she undertook this act of preservation on a letter that shows her pushing him into marriage so unromantically. She did not hide this side of her personality, probably because she was not ashamed of having saved her reputation by tough negotiation. John replied: ‘My soul: I go with the heaviest heart that ever man did . . . If you are unkind, I love so well that I can not live, for you are my life, my soul, my all that I hold dear in this world . . .’




Finally, in a letter that probably dates from 1677, when Sarah had come into her inheritance, John told her that he had made an appointment with the Duchess of York to ask for Sarah’s hand in marriage. It is interesting that Mary of Modena, rather than Sarah’s mother, was approached for consent. Perhaps John thought she would provide a larger than usual dowry to help clear the debts on Sarah’s inheritance. And far from entrapping John into marrying Sarah, it seems likely that Mrs Jennings at first tried to drag Sarah away from Court to prevent her seduction by him. The wedding has sometimes been described as ‘secret’, but it was not an elopement: it was only unofficially announced so that Sarah could keep her place as a virginal Maid of Honour. However, neither Sarah nor any other witness has left a description of it.


Sarah filed John’s early letters in a bundle labelled ‘Copies of letters to Mr Churchill before I married’ to which she attached a note, testifying that she had tried to destroy them several times, but could not bring herself to do it. Instead she left instructions with a maid for them to be destroyed after her death, which – luckily – were disobeyed. Perhaps she reasoned that Sarah would not have left a memo to a future archivist about her struggle to preserve her privacy unless some part of her wanted the letters to survive.


On 5 April 1678, almost as soon as they were married, John had to go to Brussels. In parallel to being a successful soldier, appointed a colonel in February, he had impressed the Duke of York with his diplomatic tact during the previous three years. Along with Sidney Godolphin and Prince William of Orange, he was entrusted with negotiating a new alliance between England and France. Sarah remained at Court and continued to use her maiden name. Later she moved into the house of her parents-inlaw in Minterne, Dorset, which cannot have been an easy start for the young bride, given their previous opposition to the match.


John was considered almost sinfully uxorious throughout his life, and his earliest letters to his new wife continue to sound like those of a suitor.47 In July he wrote begging her not to doubt his



love and sending her a ring as a memento. He hoped for peace so that he could return to her, but was still not back by September. He reiterated his devotion to her, ‘but I find you are not of the same mind, for when you write you are afraid to tell me that you love me’. In another letter he remonstrated that even though he had such a ‘great cold’ he could hardly see the paper, Sarah had not written to him for three weeks.
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‘Flames of Extravagant Passion’


In August 1679, Sarah and John went to Brussels to join their employers, the Duke and Duchess of York, who had been exiled there since March. They travelled via The Hague, described by Pepys as ‘full of English’. For the past two years Princess Mary had been living there with her husband, William of Orange, receiving diplomats and other noble travellers at the start of their European tours. She took her cousin the Duke of Monmouth ice-skating on the canals, her petticoats tucked up to her knees, and the previous autumn had received her stepmother, Mary of Modena, and her sister Anne, then aged thirteen, for a three-week visit.


Pregnant with her first child, Sarah travelled several days in advance of Princess Anne with whom she was to spend much time in the coming months. In Brussels, the royal household occupied the Hôtel des Hornes, or the Haureanum – today the Collège Jan Berchmans – on the rue des Ursulines. Behind the Haureanum was a large garden into which turreted conservatories protruded, and around which the ladies could stroll; etiquette dictated that if Sarah was walking with Anne she could not stop to admire a flower or pick a piece of fruit without the Princess doing so first. Other ladies in attendance included Lady Peterborough, Groom of the Stole, and Lady Belasyse, the third wife of a distinguished royalist general who had just been impeached. Anne’s beloved younger sister, Isabella, was also there. With the young Anne, Sarah was dependent on these women for company while John was sent on various diplomatic missions to Paris and back to London.


On the opposite side of the street they could see the Sainte



Chapelle Catholic Church, which remains standing today. While she was in the Spanish Netherlands (modern Belgium and Luxembourg), Sarah formed strong opinions about Catholicism. She later wrote: ‘I had seen so much of the cheats & nonsense of that religion abroad that it gave me a greater prejudice to it than is possible for anybody to have that has never been in a Catholic country’.1 Her friend, Margaret Godolphin, by contrast, admired the meditative seclusion of the nunneries when she toured France.


The royal household’s exile was a direct result of the ‘Popish Plot’ crisis of the previous year. In 1678, in the middle of a scorching summer, London had been thrown into turmoil over the allegations of a disaffected Anabaptist preacher, Titus Oates, that he had uncovered an international plot to assassinate King Charles and place his Catholic brother James on the throne. The story played on national paranoia about Jesuit conspiracies, and gained credibility after the brutal murder of one of the investigating judges and the coincidental discovery that the Duke of York’s secretary had been in correspondence with Louis XIV’s Jesuit confessor. Roadblocks were set up, travellers were interrogated at ferry ports, and ‘all people were furnishing themselves with arms’.2 Practising Catholics were prosecuted and Parliament passed a Test Act, which forced all public-office holders to renounce the doctrine of transubstantiation as a test of their Anglican faith. It was ironic that Charles, in whose defence the whole hysterical investigation had been mounted, was himself making secret deals with Catholic France.


As the Duke of York’s Catholicism became apparent, a strong faction insistent upon his exclusion from the throne developed under the first Earl of Shaftesbury’s leadership and defined a constitutionally radical ‘Whig’ agenda. Charles II was forced to send his brother into exile at the insistence of Parliament, upon which he was dependent for funds. Sarah later claimed that she was a staunch Whig supporter from the outset, yet she was personally and financially tied into the centre of the Duke of York’s household. She emphasised the precocity of her Whiggism and thereby



her lifelong consistency of principle. One version of her memoirs starts with the ringing claim:




I was born with an imbued love of my country. I hated tyranny by nature, before I could tell why & long before I had read a line upon the subject: I thought mankind was born free, & if Princes were ordained to make their subjects happy; so I had always in me an invincible aversion to slavery, & to flattery. I also hated popery before I had ever looked into a book of divinity . . .3





Words such as ‘tyranny’ and ‘slavery’ were vague enough to be used by those at either end of the political and religious spectra, but to Sarah the equation of popery with these evils was self-evident. In her vehement anti-Catholic stance, she was more in tune with the majority of the English people than with the ambivalent aristocratic circles in which she moved.


Whether we view Catholicism and Jacobitism as merely late-seventeenth-century bogeys or accept Sarah’s fears of repressive occupation as realistic determines how she appears to us. If Sarah was an anti-Catholic bigot, then so were many of the greatest minds of the century. Isaac Newton, for example, thought of nuns as whores for monks’ use, and approved of the Vandals having tortured them ‘with heated plates of iron applied to several parts of their bodies’.4 To her credit, Sarah was always against such rabid religious persecution; she was anti-Catholic precisely because she believed Catholicism was persecutory. Like Andrew Marvell in his Account of the Growth of Popery and Arbitrary Government (1677), she equated Catholicism and French rule with political oppression, infringement of public liberties, idolatry, economic exploitation and indolence.


She came from a London that was rapidly expanding in size, wealth and confidence, and probably saw more evidence of destitution in continental Europe than at home. Yet popery and slavery were considered separate threats: the Danish move towards absolutist monarchy in 1660, for example, was unrelated



to religion. Sarah saw in the Duke of York an heir to the throne who was doubly dangerous: as both born-again Catholic and, she believed, as a harbourer of absolutist ambitions. As the daughter and the wife of Members of Parliament (John held a seat for a short time in 1678), Sarah feared that James would abolish Parliament and replace it with an unelected chamber, as in France. Above all, she disliked him for his hypocrisy, which she was in a privileged position to witness at first hand: she wrote that he ‘sent a man to prison for saying that he was a Roman Catholic’ yet she watched James himself ‘go twice a day to mass’.5


Soon enough, on 9 October 1679, the Duke’s entourage, including Sarah and John, was rushing back from Brussels to England. News had reached them that the King was ill, and it was therefore urgent that they contest the Whig Exclusion Bill, which would have barred James from the throne on the grounds of Catholicism. Between 1679 and 1681, a series of Exclusion Bills were advanced by Lord Shaftesbury’s faction at each new session of Parliament, and defeated with difficulty by Charles II while his brother was in exile. Finally, in March 1681, Charles would dissolve the Oxford Parliament and force Shaftesbury into exile to bring the matter to a close, at least for the duration of his lifetime.


Charles’s mortal illness was a false alarm, and the Duke returned to exile at the end of October, this time in Scotland. The party stayed in houses vacated by their noble owners who wished tacitly to express their sympathies with the Whigs. John accompanied them, but Sarah stayed behind in London to have her first baby.


She was unconventional in her habits during pregnancy, listening to her own body rather than the prescriptions of doctors or society. Years later, while advising her granddaughter, she recollected that ‘When I was within three months of my reckoning I could never endure to wear any bodice at all, but wore a warm waistcoat wrapped about me like a man’s.’6 On 8 November 1679 John was still ten days away from Edinburgh when he wrote to advise her on who might be godfather. Six days later he



wrote again, worried that she was in labour while he had had no word. By 3 January 1680, a day after he had hoped to be home, a girl, named Harriot, had arrived. He wrote with great fondness: ‘Pray let Harriot know by some very intelligible sign that I am very well pleased with her hair and that I long to see her, hoping that since she has her mother’s coloured hair that she may be also like her.’7 (Sarah’s hair was strawberry blonde, washed every day in honey-water to maintain its glow.)


Sarah’s letters to John during these separations have not survived, but on 13 January 1680, John’s letter to her shows that she suspected him of having affairs in Scotland that had kept him away during the birth.8 He protested: ‘I have not a greater pleasure in the world than in doing what I think would be acceptable to you, for on my faith you are dearer to me than all the rest of the world together’, and ‘you are both unjust and unkind in having a suspicion of me’. Later, he reassured her again: ‘I swear to you the first night in which I was blessed in having you in my arms was not more earnestly wished for by me than now I do to be again with you.’ (It was such declarations that gained him the reputation for once having come home from war and immediately ‘pleasured’ his wife ‘in his top-boots’.9)


Sarah was blessed with a strong constitution, a characteristic that her first baby did not inherit. By the time John arrived at Jermyn Street in March, accompanying his returning master James, Harriot had died.


There is no record of how Sarah was affected by the death of her first child. The modern assumption that because infant mortality was common in those days mothers bore such losses stoically is belied by poetry written in the latter half of Sarah’s lifetime. In ‘To an Infant Expiring the Second Day of its Birth’ (1733) Mehetabel Wright begged to die with her baby, and certainly Sarah would not bear the later deaths of her children with anything approaching stoicism.


When the Duke of York was exiled for a second time to Scotland in October 1680, John again went with him and spent the next year commuting between Edinburgh and Sarah in London.



She was living at their lodgings in Jermyn Street, five doors down from St James’s Street. This western area of town, recently built by Henry Jermyn, Earl of St Albans, was advertised as convenient for all the best London coffee-houses and as having the use of Thames water before the rest of the population had polluted it. It was separated by countryside from the suburb of St Giles to the east, and from workshops and shanty towns to the north. Just to the south of Jermyn Street, St James’s Palace overlooked long walks of elms and limes, where the wealthy local residents promenaded on most days of the week but which was taken over by the London populace for recreation on Sundays.10


John was at home to witness the christening of his second daughter, Henrietta, in July 1681, at which Sarah’s sister and her mother stood as godparents. Two months later, Sarah had to leave her baby ‘in the country’, with servants, friends and relatives such as Edward Griffith to check on her,11 in order to attend the Duchess of York and Princess Anne in Scotland. Anne needed Sarah’s company after the tragic death of her sister Isabella in March. It was customary for ladies to pass on their babies to wet-nurses; nevertheless she must have been conscious of the tension between her roles as courtier and mother when she left Henrietta behind.


On 6 September 1681, John wrote to Sarah while impatiently awaiting her arrival by sea, reminding her to bring supplies of coffee and wax lights.12 Living standards in Edinburgh were primitive in comparison to those in London, although the exiled Duke of York undertook public building projects to modernise the city. He was titled Commissioner of the Estates, but ruled the region from Holyrood Palace as a de facto king, and ‘vast numbers of nobility and gentry . . . flocked around the Duke and filled the town with gaiety and splendour’.13 Holyrood was where the twenty-one-year-old Sarah and the sixteen-year-old Princess Anne were to spend the next eight months together. John reported that a running race at the Scottish Court was won by a man who carried another on piggy-back; the Duke of York spent time playing an early form of golf or going hunting; and Sarah and Anne attended various theatrical entertainments. However,



behind the festive scenes, the Duke’s programme for Scotland was far from enlightened.


James was determined to eradicate Presbyterianism, and during his years in Scotland he orchestrated several phases of persecution. Bishop Burnet, the Scottish historian who had acquired religious tolerance while living in Amsterdam, recorded stories of people having their hands cut off, or being tortured with ‘the boot’ and thumb-screws.14 To these, the Whig historian Macaulay added the apocryphal detail that James himself watched the tortures with relish. Sarah witnessed some executions of Scottish dissenters, whose martyrdom made a deep impression on her: ‘I have cried at some of these trials, to see the cruelty that was done to these men only for their choosing to die rather than tell a lie.’15 In her 1715 memoir, written in the third person, she applauded her pity for the victims as ‘an aversion to all such arbitrary proceedings very uncommon in so young a courtier’, and contrasted it with Princess Anne’s alleged indifference to the same scenes.16


In her published memoirs, Sarah explained that her husband, Princess Anne and Lord Godolphin were all ‘educated’ to be Tories, while her natural instincts, she claimed, had turned her against those politicians who expressed a ‘persecuting zeal’ and therefore towards the more religiously tolerant Whigs. She confessed:




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 this 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 would not admit that PERSECUTION was agreeable to its doctrines.17





Throughout her life, Sarah’s tolerance of dissenters was attacked as quasi-atheism. She did not see it that way, and prided herself instead on a stringent rationalist scepticism, like that of the



Marquess of Halifax who said he could not ‘digest iron as an ostrich [n]or take into his belief things that would burst him’.18 Sarah believed religion was a matter of conscience and told one friend that ‘I would always rather do my devotions where I could meet no one of my acquaintance.’19


Her repulsion at the methods of repression used in Scotland might be admirable to us, but she expressed her opinions only from the safety of hindsight. As the persecution went on around her, she kept her head down, and in the winter of 1682, John was created Lord Churchill of Aymouth, in recognition of his loyal service to the Duke of York.


Meanwhile Sarah’s relationship with her mother, who was now living in St Albans, continued to be marked by friction. Only one letter from Sarah to her mother survives from this period. It is, characteristically, more of a post-quarrel vindication than an apology:




[I]f I thought I had done anything that you had reason to take ill I should be very angry with myself, but I am sure I did not intend anything but to pay you the duty I ought, & if against my will and knowledge I have committed any fault I hope you will forgive it . . . I will ever be your most Dutiful Daughter, whatever you are to me – Churchill





Shortly after a failed attempt to engage Princess Anne to Georg Ludwig of Hanover, a less suitable suitor sparked a minor scandal. John Sheffield, Earl of Mulgrave, was an exact contemporary of the poet Rochester, with a similarly debauched reputation. He had served, like John Churchill, as a soldier in the French army under Marshal Turenne and, also like Churchill, had been posted to Tangiers to defend the English garrison against the Moors. He is described as arrogant, sour and of a dark brown complexion. An official note from November 1682 states: ‘Lord Mulgrave, for writing to Lady Anne, is discharged from Court.’ Mulgrave claimed he had been ‘only ogling’20 but the public thought he had gone ‘so far as to spoil her for marrying to anybody else, and



therefore the town has given him the nickname of King John’.21


Sarah did not mention the flirtation between her mistress and Mulgrave in her memoirs, and it does not surface in the surviving letters between them, the earliest of which date from the following year. But Edward Gregg, Anne’s biographer, writing in the 1980s, believed that the episode ‘marked the flowering of the friendship between Lady Anne and Sarah Jennings’22 because it gave them something to gossip about. He assumes that the girls needed this impetus, rather than crediting Sarah with her own attractions.


The story that it was Sarah who revealed a secret correspondence between Anne and Mulgrave, thereby causing his banishment from Court, can be traced again to the fiction of Mrs Delariviere Manley. In The New Atalantis, Sarah’s character intercepts letters from ‘Count Lofty’ to the ‘Princess of Inverness’ to keep the Princess’s affections to herself. Again, the resonance of this story is political: Sarah is shown as a scheming monopoliser of affection, and, by association, her Whig friends are labelled monopolisers of the government and of the nation’s wealth.


Later Mulgrave returned to England and a successful political career. When Anne became Queen he was made Lord Privy Seal, though Anne wrote to Sarah in June 1703 that ‘nobody can have a worse opinion of him than I have’23 and he was dismissed in March 1705. By this time he was styled Duke of Buckingham, and had built his grand home on the site of today’s Buckingham Palace. He married three times, and when he died in 1721, he left money to an impressive collection of illegitimate children. His third wife was Catherine Darnley, the illegitimate daughter of Catherine Sedley and half-sister of Princess Anne. By this marriage Catherine Darnley became the Duchess of Buckingham – the other model for Pope’s character of Atossa. Sarah’s character was therefore to be conflated for ever in the public imagination with the daughter of her old romantic rival.


In 1683, Sarah became Princess Anne’s Lady of the Bedchamber, and stepped into a role already defined by the former post-holder. Sarah described Mrs Mary Cornwallis as Anne’s ‘first favourite’.24



After three or four years of service, she was dismissed in October 1682. Sarah recorded that Anne’s letters to Mrs Cornwallis were censured by Anne’s father and stepmother for being too passionate.25 She wrote suggestively in one version of her memoirs: ‘K[ing] Charles used to say, “No man ever loved his Mistress as his niece Anne did Mrs Cornwallis.”’26 She commented sardonically, too, on how little time it took Anne to recover from the loss of her beloved servant: ‘What became of her afterwards I could never learn . . . Thus ended a great friendship of three or four years’ standing in which time Lady Anne had written, it was believed, above a thousand letters full of the most violent professions of everlasting kindness.’27 The overly close nature of the relationship seems a far more likely explanation for her dismissal than the one often cited, that Mrs Cornwallis was a Roman Catholic. Perhaps Charles II wanted his niece’s companions to be Protestant, but there is no evidence that he ordered Mrs Cornwallis to leave, and Sarah says that her Catholicism was only ‘the popular reason given out’.28 It was rumoured elsewhere that Mrs Cornwallis had been dismissed for acting as go-between in the affair with Mulgrave. George Legge, 1st Baron Dartmouth, a cousin whom John had supplanted in the Duke of York’s favour and who therefore held a grudge against the Churchills, accused Sarah of ruthlessly displacing her predecessor by revealing this to Anne’s parents.29 Sarah claimed, on the contrary, that it was she who, out of pity, found a job for Mrs Cornwallis as ‘keeper of a madwoman, as she requested’,30 and letters survive from a Mrs Cornwallis to Sarah petitioning for charity after 1703 and referring to Sarah’s former kindness to her.31 This would seem, however, to contradict Sarah’s statement that she could never find out what happened to the woman. Sarah’s version of events should be viewed with the suspicion that when she was writing her memoirs she had reasons for portraying Anne as inherently prone to love affairs with female favourites to whom she was heartlessly unfaithful. On the other hand, we have no cause to doubt Sarah’s claim that a romantic correspondence between Mrs Cornwallis and the Princess existed.




Another young woman who had just left Princess Anne’s service, at least temporarily, was Frances Apsley, daughter of the Duke of York’s Treasurer. Frances, nicknamed ‘the Nag’s Head’ by Sarah and Anne, wrote and received amazing letters from both of the Duke of York’s daughters. Mary called Frances her ‘husband’, leading generations of historians to mistake them for love letters addressed to William of Orange. A drawing tutor, a dwarf named Mr Gipson, carried the letters between the pair.32 Mary wrote to Frances that:




I have sat up this night . . . to tell my dear dear dear dearest dear husband . . . that I am more and more in love with you every time I see you, and love you so well that I cannot express it no way but by saying I am your louse in bosom and would be very glad to be always so near you.33





Or again, where it is worth preserving the original spelling and absence of punctuation to convey the letter’s strangeness:




What can I say more to perswade you that I love you with more zeal then any lover can I love you with a love that ner was known by man I have for you excese of friendship more of love then any woman can for woman & more love then ever the constanest lover had for his mistress . . . to kis the ground when once you go to be your dog in a string your fish in a net your bird in a cage your humbel trout . . .34





These letters were exchanged by young women, not children. Though they started their correspondence in childhood, Mary was eighteen, an adult by the standards of her times, when she wrote: ‘In all your letters you complain of me as if I were a cruel mistress instead of a kind wife as I look upon myself to be . . .’35 and, three years after her marriage to William, she was urging Frances jealously to ‘take heed . . . for tis dangerous to vex a lover and a woman’. Anne also wrote love letters to Frances, but she took on the male role. They used the nicknames ‘Semandra’



(Frances) and ‘Ziphares’ (Anne) – the lovers in Nat Lee’s version of Mithridates (1678) in which the sixteen-year-old Anne had acted while staying in Edinburgh in November 1681.36 In 1683 Anne wrote to Frances: ‘Do not have so ill opinions of your Ziphares for, though he changes his condition, yet nothing shall ever alter him from being the same to his dear Semandra that he ever was . . .’37 In the play, Ziphares is a prince committed to an arranged marriage but in love with Semandra, the daughter of one of his father’s advisers. Frances was the daughter of James’s adviser, and by the early 1680s Anne had begun to view her father as a religious tyrant; the two girls dramatised themselves, according to the plot, as star-crossed lovers, separated by their parents’ politics and their disparate ranks.


Further evidence of love affairs among the Maids of Honour and their mistresses at Whitehall does not mean that this was commonplace and therefore insignificant. Comte de Grammont,38 whose unreliable memoirs were written by his brother-in-law Anthony Hamilton, mentions a certain Miss Hobart, the eldest of the Duchess of York’s Maids of Honour, who was ridiculed in ballads for loving women and being a hermaphrodite, and ‘upon the faith of these songs her companions began to fear her’. She is described as having been ‘susceptible only to the charms of her own sex’ and, sure as stereotypes are stereotypes, as having ‘a sharp tongue, a bold air and an abrasive temperament’. Apparently public mockery did not deter her from posing as a rival to a male suitor, Lord Rochester, for the affections of another Maid of Honour, Miss Stuart (or Stewart). Miss Hobart was said to have persuaded the innocent Miss Stuart to take a bath with her, having tempted her with confectionery and liquor, then trying to persuade her to renounce men.39


Anne’s early relationship with Sarah has often been dismissed as a schoolgirl crush. David Green, for example, wrote in 1967 that their relationship was only evidence of a ‘manless world’ and of ‘interminable evenings when all the girls could think of was to play at mothers and fathers or husbands and wives and to write more or less imbecile letters to their friends’.40 In fact, Sarah and



Anne continued to write to each other in the same terms long after they were married. In 1692, when Sarah had been married for about fourteen years, she still received letters from Frances Apsley that were only slightly less romantic than those Frances had sent to the Princess. With hindsight, Sarah dismissed Frances’s romantic professions, but she never doubted the sincerity of Anne’s.


One of Sarah’s biographers, Louis Kronenberger, writing in the late 1950s, relegated the whole issue to a footnote, describing the tone of such letters as ‘no more than adolescent transferences coupled with period romanticism’. Yet he admitted that even ‘[a] llowing for the current tendency to ferret out and stress sexual abnormality, one still has a sense of something in Anne’s emotions that suggests the abnormal’.41


Normal or abnormal, Anne’s relationship with Sarah took place in the midst of many other intense, semi-erotic female friendships, but that did not make their relationship necessarily immature, imbecilic or artificial. It can never be certain what unlabelled feelings – which Sarah would manipulate skilfully in later life – existed between the two. For now, it is enough to emphasise that Sarah and Anne were not entirely innocent of what their words might mean if history happened to eavesdrop.


Only one side of the early correspondence between Sarah and Anne now survives in the Blenheim Papers.42 Anne destroyed almost all of Sarah’s letters, as instructed, but Sarah preserved many of Anne’s. They are mostly short notes on cream paper, tightly folded for delivery within London or the south-east of England. The ink is now pale brown and sometimes blotched. There are so many letters that it is hard to believe they date from only 1683, ten years after the pair had first met, and that a large number were lost during the 1688 Revolution. In the bitterness of old age, Sarah called them ‘very indifferent, both in sense & spelling, unless that they were generally enlivened with a few passionate expressions, sometimes pretty enough but repeated over & over again without the mixture of anything either of diversion or instruction’.43 She summed up these early years of



serving the Princess in equally scathing terms: ‘Though it was extremely tedious to be so much where there could be no manner of conversation, I knew she loved me, & suffered by fearing I did wrong when I was not with her; for which reason I have gone a thousand times to her, when I had rather have been in a dungeon.’44


As Anne was uneasy in social gatherings, they probably spent most of their time together in her chamber, with embroidery or fringe work, or with Anne playing her five-stringed, lute-like Italian guitar. Religious instruction had formed the bulk of Anne’s education, while Sarah claimed to have ‘never read or done anything but play at cards in my life’.45


Even when they were grown women, Sarah remarked, in a note on her correspondence: ‘I do solemnly protest that if it were in my power I would not be a favourite, which few will believe . . . I fancy anybody that had been shut up so many tedious hours as I had been with a person that had no conversation & yet must be treated with respect, would feel something of what I did . . .’46 It is as if Anne were Sarah’s equivalent of a repressive husband to whom she had been matched by thoughtless parents. Certainly their friendship was skewed because the one who wanted to emulate the other was also the one who had all the advantages of birth.


Anne’s first surviving letter from 1683 concerns Sarah becoming a Lady of the Bedchamber, responsible for assisting her at mealtimes and when dressing, for introducing guests then standing beside the Princess in their presence. The letter shows the first reversal of the mistress/servant roles, which Anne continued for the next twenty-five years: ‘[Y]ou see that tis no trouble to me to obey your commands.’ In a later letter Anne must have been upset by a disagreement with Sarah, perhaps concerning a delay or difficulty in arranging the promotion: ‘[L]et me beg you once more not to believe that I am in fault, though I must confess you may have some reason to believe it’ and ‘My eyes are full. I cannot say a word more but I hope you will come to me at six o’clock.’ In other letters Anne issued commands disguised as requests. In



one, she begged Sarah not to go from Whitehall to Windsor until Sunday, ‘in mere pity and compassion to poor me (who you say you love) you should not go yet, for this cruel disappointment is too much to be borne’. She mentioned some ‘unkind thought’ that Sarah had had of her and signed off with a fairly explicit exclamation: ‘Oh come to me tomorrow as soon as you can that I may cleave myself to you.’ The word ‘cleave’ is heavily scratched out then rewritten. (It has sometimes been transcribed as ‘clear’, but this seems incorrect from the manuscript.)


In 1683, John was sent to Denmark to escort Anne’s fiancé, George, to England. Prince George was described by John Evelyn as having ‘the Danish countenance, blond; a young gentleman of few words’,47 and that is about as three-dimensional as his character has ever become. There has always been a slightly comic aspect to the marriage of George and Anne, with his wheezing asthma and her dropsy, his thick accent and her sentimentality. The image of the couple propagated by Sarah is of Anne sitting on her couch, fondling her lapdogs, while George ‘used to employ himself agreeably all day either in standing upon a stair-head or in looking out of a window to make malicious remarks upon people that passed by’.48 In June and July of 1683, Sarah acted as chaperone during their short courtship and attended her mistress’s wedding. In February she had given birth to her second daughter, Anne, named after the Princess, who stood as her godmother.


English politics continued to simmer with conspiracies. The Rye House Plot, to murder Charles II and the Duke of York, was detected in June 1683 and led to the execution of the first Whig martyrs, and to Monmouth fleeing for his life to Holland. This episode, as a kind of retaliation for the anti-Catholicism that had followed the Popish Plot, boosted James’s popularity and temporarily discredited the Whigs by making them appear regicidal extremists.


Bishop Burnet recorded the Whig Lord Russell’s trial and execution at Holborn for his alleged part in the Rye House Plot when Prince George arrived in England, and honoured Russell’s willingness to die for his belief that Popery was an ‘idolatrous



and bloody religion’.49 In Sarah’s memoirs co-written by Burnet, she noted: ‘I remember nothing that happened in K[ing] Charles’ time worth mentioning, only the many executions upon that which was called Ld Russels plot . . .’ She described her ‘horror’ at this persecution, but confessed that she herself was not yet brave enough to speak up for the Whig cause under such dangerous circumstances: ‘[A]ll I could prevail on myself to do was to say nothing . . .’50


As a woman, it was not for Sarah to express political opinions but to serve the Princess and her husband, each of whom demanded her full attention and craved her company. Despite her recent marriage, Anne continued to address Sarah as a dejected lover: ‘I have been in expectation of you a long time but can stay no longer without desiring to know what you intend to do with me, for it is most certain I can’t go to bed without seeing you. If you knew in what a condition you have made me I am sure you would pity . . .’51


In the summer of 1684, Sarah had to attend Anne in Tunbridge,52 leaving her husband to look after the two children. ‘Having nobody but their maid,’ he wrote, ‘they are so fond of me that [when] I am at home they will be always with me, a-kissing and hugging me . . .’ Henrietta was pulling on his arm as he wrote the letter, asking him to send her love ‘to her dear mama’. The surprising modernity of this joint parenting does not mean that the Churchills’ early marriage was unconventional. John believed that he alone was the head of his family, and Sarah agreed. Circumstances merely dictated that they shared domestic responsibilities while they built the family’s fortunes in a divided Court. It took both of them to bridge the gulf between the Catholic Duke and his Protestant daughters, so insuring their family against every political eventuality. John was astute in encouraging his wife’s friendship with Anne, even if it meant that the time she could spend with him as a wife and mother was limited. In 1683, he had prompted her gently: ‘Lady Anne asks for you very often so that I think you would do well if you would write to thank her for her kindnesses in enquiring after your health.’53




The image of John with the children climbing all over him ‘a-kissing and hugging’, however, is notable in an age where most young children of noble families bowed or curtsied to their parents when entering or leaving rooms. As a General he would later gain a reputation as a softie (Lord Ailesbury said that ‘[h]e could not chide a servant . . . and in command he could not give a harsh word, no not to the meanest Sergeant, Corporal or Soldier’54 and Defoe described him as ‘courteous, mild, affable, humble’55), so it is a fair guess that at home Sarah was the family disciplinarian. There are a few sad little letters to her from her infant children, begging her not to be so angry with them. Young children who are frightened or awed by their parents are usually reliable character witnesses, and this is some of the surest evidence that Sarah indeed had a fiery temper.


She also had to take the lead in the family’s financial management. In one version of her memoirs she explained why she was unable to wait more frequently on Anne:




Soon after my Marriage, when our affairs were so narrow that a good degree of frugality was necessary, Ld Marlborough, though his inclination lay enough that way, yet by reason of indulgent gentleness that is natural to him, he could not manage matters so as was convenient for our circumstances. This obliged me to enter into this management of my family.56





Her underlining shows her trying to counter the common slur against her husband that he was avaricious. Elsewhere she explained that her management of the household accounts was preceded also by her own financial independence: ‘Till he made me an executor, I never had anything to do with his fortune, nor he with mine . . . [T]his is a very uncommon thing to give to a wife, but he had experience enough of me to know that I would make no ill use of the power.’57 Yet it is misleading for Sarah to imply that she had sole management of the household accounts: many exist in her husband’s handwriting, and later letters from



the war front told her there was no need to rush to send him the household accounts for inspection.58


In the early 1680s, a letter from a female friend testified to Sarah’s marital bliss, which none of her female relationships could equal.59 The friend complained that it was useless to write because if Sarah received a letter from anyone but John when she was expecting one, she lacked the patience to read it, and if it arrived alongside one from her husband she was too ‘transported’ to pay attention. Many years later, when Sarah observed to her granddaughter that ‘nothing is more terrible than to be married where either sense or virtue is wanting’,60 it was understood that she was not speaking from personal experience. In a letter from the early days of their marriage, John wrote that he not only loved but esteemed Sarah.61 The marriage contained many of the qualities of a friendship, while Sarah’s relationship with Anne was developing those of a fraught romance.


In old age, Sarah warned her granddaughter against whipping the horses of her chaise while pregnant. She had once done this herself and, she believed, miscarried her first son as a result.62 1683–4 has been suggested as the most probable period for Sarah to have had this miscarriage, in between her other, virtually annual pregnancies. It is from this date that Anne regularly urged her to take care when travelling in unsprung coaches: ‘[Y]ou should take more care of yourself than you do till you are quick, for you go up & down as much as you were not with child.’63


Without Sarah beside her when she moved with the seasonal migrations of the Court, Anne complained of loneliness and boredom: ‘I must tell you I am not as you left me . . . I long to be with you again and tis impossible for you ever to believe how much I love you except you saw my heart.’ Seeing into another’s heart is a recurring theme in Anne’s letters. In one note, possibly from 12 September 1684, after they had arranged a secret rendezvous during the night in Salisbury, Anne vowed: ‘Whatever my letters are, my heart shall be still the same.’ A few days later Anne wrote from a royal yacht, anxious to catch the post while she was in



port. She apologised for speaking some ‘nonsense’ when they last parted and hoped Sarah would forgive her for it. She insisted that Sarah should not call her ‘Your Highness’ and should speak and write to her with complete freedom.


Most commentators have suggested that the hyperbole in Anne’s letters to her friend was merely stylistic. In fact, the overwhelming impression is not of overstatement but that Anne was repressing what she really wanted to say. Her dramatisation of herself as a submissive courtly lover was certainly a pose, but this does not mean that her underlying feeling was less than real. In the first year of her marriage, she wrote to Sarah: ‘I am sure you cannot write to one that is more sincerely yours than I am and I hope that next to Ld Churchill I may claim the first place in your heart. I know I have a great many rivals . . .’ On the back she scribbled, ‘Pray let nobody see this.’ In another she reassured Sarah that she did not regard John as a rival: ‘I hope you don’t think me so unreasonable as to take anything ill that you do when on your Lord’s account.’


The winter of 1684 was the coldest in living memory. The sea froze for two miles from the English coast and a Frost Fair was held on the Thames with booths of amusements, including a press where people could have their own names printed. Hackney coaches plied their trade up and down the river, and huge bonfires failed to melt the ice on which they stood.64 During this winter, Sarah and her family moved into new lodgings at the Cockpit. This was a section of old Whitehall Palace, a Tudor building that stretched from Westminster Bridge to St James’s Park. It had been the home of George Villiers, the favourite of James I, so it was a nice coincidence that after Charles II gave it to Princess Anne as a wedding present, she chose to house Sarah there. The Churchills were to be the last private residents before it became the Treasury and later the offices of the Privy Council.


In the same year, thanks to Sarah’s frugal management, the Churchills bought Sarah’s sister’s share in the St Albans house where Sarah had been born.65 Holywell nestled in a picturesque setting at the bottom of a hill near the Abbey, with a summer



parlour on the lower ground floor that opened on to the gardens.


In early 1685, the Princess was still asking Sarah in her letters why she did not come to her more often: Sarah’s absence ‘be it never so short, it will appear a great while to me’. She repeated that other female friends, ‘though maybe they can express themselves better’, were not so sincere in their love for Sarah. Later the same day, in another letter, Anne wrote: ‘Just as I had writ thus far I received your dear kind letter which I have kissed a hundred times’ and ‘I would say more, but if I writ whole volumes I could never express how well I love you nor how much I long to see you.’


Among those in the early 1680s whom Anne might have perceived as rivals for Sarah’s friendship was Lady Sunderland. This was Anne Digby, wife of Robert Spencer, 2nd Earl of Sunderland. She wrote often to Sarah from Althorp, avowing that ‘I covet very few things more than to have you kind to me, which I shall endeavour to deserve by all the ways within my poor power and persuade you by all the actions of my life that you have none in the world more faithfully and sincerely yours . . .’66 Sometimes when Sarah was away attending on Anne, Lady Sunderland would care for Henrietta, her goddaughter, and report that the three-year-old ‘has cut three great teeth since you went’, or that she is ‘so kind to me that she left her dinner to sit in my lap today’. After such domestic cheer, she would end: ‘I long to embrace you . . . I love you beyond expression . . .’


Unfortunately such professions of love did not appeal to Sarah. She was annoyed that Lady Sunderland’s daughter, whom Sarah had placed in the Princess’s household to ease her own burden of attendance, had been off sick, so that Sarah was still working like ‘a slave’. Lady Sunderland stated that ‘I am sure my daughter and I shall fall out irreconcilably if she is not as much at your service as mine’ and, in 1686, begged that this matter should not spoil their friendship.67


The survival of only one half of the correspondence exaggerates the tone of unrequited love in both Princess Anne’s and Lady Sunderland’s letters. It is as if they are shouting into a void. Yet



whenever Anne refers to points from Sarah’s letters, they seem to concern practicalities that Sarah wanted Anne to sort out for her: arrangements for lodgings or excuses for not visiting. Anne begged her constantly to come to visit, and wondered whether the absence of more letters from Sarah was due to some offence she might have committed or just the unreliable postal system. Sometimes the pleas were mixed with requests to Sarah as her dresser: an order, for example, on 3 August 1685 for some thick-soled shoes so that she could take muddy walks in Windsor, or others to buy her gowns with extra petticoats, a velvet scarf or patches for her face. In another from Windsor she told Sarah: ‘If the whole castle was mine I would not dispose of any of it till I knew what you had most mind to.’


In one letter Anne ordered a pair of coloured gloves. In the next she complained that they had been delivered by messenger rather than by Sarah. In the same letter she explained that she could not write for long because of her ‘waters’: lowering her head apparently made her face overheat. As if this had given Sarah an idea, Anne was soon enquiring whether Sarah’s own headache, which prevented her writing more often, was any better. For her own part, she claimed to be too carried away to stop, despite the obvious absence of reciprocation: ‘If I could tell how to hinder myself from writing to you every day I would.’


One of Sarah’s achievements was to determine history’s view of Queen Anne. Modern efforts to rescue Anne’s reputation have recognised many admirable qualities, but still admit she could be a bore, as Sarah implied throughout her memoirs and in other unpublished writings after the friendship ended. Anne herself admitted to Sarah, in a letter from 1691, that ‘for my humour, I know I am morose & grave’,68 and many other contemporary writers agreed that Anne was socially gauche. But it was Sarah after the relationship had soured who turned Anne into the caricature of ‘insipid heaviness’ that makes her appear a minor figure beside, say, Elizabeth I or Queen Victoria. To illustrate Anne’s stubborn irrationality, she told an anecdote about Anne and her sister Mary when children:






[W]alking in the park together, a dispute was started between them, whether something they saw at a great distance were a man or a tree . . . When they came so near that their eye-sight could convince them it was a man, the Lady Mary said, ‘Now sister, are you satisfied that it is a man?’ But Lady Anne, after she saw what it was, turned away, & persisting still in her own side of the question, cried out, ‘No, sister, it is a tree!’69





In the 1711 version of her memoirs, Sarah wrote:




I confess it was not so very agreeable to my temper, that was always cheerful, to be so much with her as she desired me to be. Her conversation was not so entertaining . . . [but] she loved me to a passion and often said it was a constant joy to her to see me & as constant an uneasiness to let me go from her. We were for many hours shut up together daily & when I made my escapes & was with other company she said she envied them & desired to possess me wholly . . .


Her Court was so oddly composed that it was no extraordinary thing for me to be before them all in her favour & confidence. This grew upon me to as high a degree as was possible and to all that was passionately fond & tender . . .70





Rewriting four years later, she gave even more explicit emphasis to the depth of Anne’s feeling for her. To create a certain distance from these insinuations, they are narrated in the third person by her co-author, Bishop Hoadly:




This favour quickly became a passion; and a passion which possessed the heart of the Princess too much to be hid. They were shut up together for many hours daily. Every moment of absence was counted a sort of tedious, lifeless state. To see the Duchess was a constant joy; and to part with her for ever so short a time, a constant uneasiness, as the Princess’s own frequent expressions were. This worked even to the jealousy of a lover. She used to say she desired to possess her wholly:



and could hardly bear that she should ever escape from this confinement into other company.71





While this version admitted that Sarah took some pains ‘to fix that favour’ of Anne – meaning that she made conscious efforts to cultivate royal favour that would benefit herself and her family – it also argued that Sarah had not pursued the ‘extraordinary & almost unparalleled friendship’ in a cynically manipulative way. The memoirs explain clearly to us that Sarah did feel a fondness for Anne, maybe even a protective pity, but could not help it if the love was one-sided. She did not reject Anne’s love outright because it would have been unkind to do so, and difficult to tell a princess and employer to leave her alone.


This version of her memoirs also made clear that love and friendship were not synonymous:




But though there was this passionate love on the one side, &, as I verily believe, the sincerest friendship on the other, yet their tempers were not more different than their principles and notions . . .





Hoadly tried to prove that it was Anne who loved spontaneously ‘to excess’ by inserting in the memoirs long quotations from her private letters to Sarah, followed by the comment that ‘there were some full of much higher expressions which ought not to be omitted; & which yet I hardly care to repeat’ because they give one ‘a sort of horror’ about Anne’s later inconstancy. The manuscript is so scarred by crossing-out at this point that perhaps he also felt another sort of ‘horror’. It is the kind of scoring-out that is not just editorially indicative but obliterates the words underneath. The Bishop wrote that ‘[t]hese few transcripts are sufficient to show the sentiments which the Queen, at her time, either had or pretended to have about the Duchess’. Sarah’s pen has crossed out the underlined words, which shows that she acknowledged Anne’s feelings were genuine, at least at this stage of the relationship. However, she did not remove the narrator’s



wider conclusion that Anne’s close friendships with women when ‘compared together’ show ‘that she still kept her heart untouched and unpossessed by any one but herself [Anne]’.


By the time Sarah’s memoirs appeared, the perfervid element in the depiction of Anne’s love for her during the 1670s and 1680s had been toned down because it no longer served any political purpose. Gradually Sarah’s sense of personal injustice had healed, so the terms ‘love’ and ‘friendship’ had become innocently synonymous. Sarah merely referred to Anne’s ‘inclination for me’72 and their ‘unreserved intimacy of friendship’,73 adding that ‘[h]er friendships were flames of extravagant passion, ending in indifference or aversion’.74 Then, sarcastically, she suggested that even this idea might offend her most royalist readers: ‘Friendship is an offensive word; it imports a kind of equality between the parties.’


Charles II died in February 1685. Sarah was among those who believed that he had been poisoned by conspiring Jesuits – or, at least, she was among those who enjoyed spreading this kind of anti-Catholic rumour.75 To celebrate the new reign of James II, it was advertised that on 24 April the Thames would turn into a river of fire. Sarah would have been among the crowds of spectators who watched lurid, German-designed fireworks swimming in the water and giant straw manikins burning on the banks.


Only two months later James faced the insurrection of his Protestant nephew, the Duke of Monmouth, backed by Lord Shaftesbury. While, as a Whig, Sarah might have wished to see the misjudged attempt of Monmouth and his seven thousand ramshackle peasants succeed, this was overridden by her husband’s having been sent to command the King’s defence force. At the Battle of Sedgemoor in July, John Churchill sent the rebels running for the woods and ditches, and witnessed the capture of Monmouth and his grovelling before the King as he begged for his life.


Lady Sunderland was the first to tell Sarah that Monmouth had been routed.76 She gushed about ‘how glad, how wondrous glad, am I to have this good news to send my dearest . . . I wish



the man had wings to fly to you . . .’ Shortly afterwards, Sarah could feel proud that John hurried home from the battle and did not stay for the reprisals, known as the ‘Bloody Assizes’, in which 233 men were hanged, drawn and quartered in Somerset, and over 800 condemned to transportation to the West Indies. John wrote asking her to meet him in London ‘for I shall be at no ease till I am in your arms’.77 Their time together was brief, but he was made Baron Churchill of Sandridge in recognition of his loyal service.


After the Monmouth rebellion, James II increased the size of his army to dissuade Londoners from any future attempt at insurrection. He had invited Catholic Irish troops to take on this task, which provoked huge resentment, and rumours were widespread that the soldiers bullied and robbed innocent locals. However, he felt confident enough now to commence his programme of relieving English Catholics from the social and legal discrimination they suffered. This meant promoting those considered socially marginal throughout the country, and gradually the tensions that would culminate in the Glorious Revolution of 1688 began to mount.


In September 1685, Sarah and Anne’s letters are those of two happy, gossipy wives, comparing notes on their husbands’ health and exchanging scandal, yet in Anne’s the old strain of unrequited love is still discernible. While Sarah seemed increasingly interested in other company, such as that of Lady Sunderland or Barbara Berkeley (Lady Fitzharding), Anne was exclusively interested in Sarah and forced to spend time with courtiers she disliked, in particular the Countess of Clarendon, her Groom of the Stole, ‘who grows more and more nauseous every day’. Bishop Burnet’s version of Sarah’s life emphasised that Anne’s repulsion was primarily physical: Lady Clarendon ‘had an awkward stiffness and greatly disgusted the Princess’.


Anne’s refrain was always that Sarah must keep writing to her, even if the letters were short. She asked Sarah to write ‘with less ceremony’ and complimented her superior style: ‘You are pleased to have a very humble opinion of yourself about writing in which



I cannot agree.’ When she did not hear from Sarah for two days in a row, she concluded something was terribly the matter or that ‘I am quite forgot’. She guessed it was because Sarah’s husband was at home: ‘I hope the little corner of your heart that my Ld Churchill has left empty is mine.’


Anxieties about pregnancy, childbirth and menstruation (referred to as the comings and goings of ‘Lady Charlotte’78) are another leitmotif throughout Anne’s letters. She would endure twelve miscarriages, one stillbirth and have five children who died in childhood, the eldest surviving one reaching eleven. It has been argued79 that some of her pregnancies might have been phantom, a theory supported by Sarah’s reference in her memoirs to Anne ‘thinking herself with child’. The pressure on Anne to produce a healthy Protestant heir was enormous, and the contrast between her obstetric problems and the robust good health of Sarah and her children put an unspoken strain on their friendship. Sarah later observed matter-of-factly that Anne should never have expected another child after ‘she had had before seventeen dead ones’.80


Anne’s ailing infants were often left in Sarah’s care, and although Anne worried about them (Should one be weaned? Is another peevish? Should her daughter join her in the fresh country air?), she was frustrated by Sarah’s reticence about herself. Anne seemed more worried by Sarah’s own ill-health during 1686, and feared for her friend’s soul if she did not go more often to church: ‘[F]or indeed I think you do not go to that place as often as you should do.’81 After a lecture to Sarah on the faithfulness of true friendship, Anne reproached her for having made the ‘great journey to Althorp’ to visit Lady Sunderland, even though Sarah was pregnant and had been using this as an excuse not to visit Anne. Sarah promised to visit her shortly afterwards.


In May 1686, Sarah became godmother to Anne’s baby Anne Sophia and her salary was doubled to £400. Sarah in turn gave birth to her son Jack in January 1687, just a month before Anne Sophia died suddenly of smallpox, followed closely by Anne’s other daughter, Mary. The pressure on Anne to produce a



Protestant heir, before her hated stepmother Mary Beatrice produced a Catholic one, became intense. The backdrop was James II’s dissolution of Parliament when it challenged him over his promotion of Catholicism. In June 1686 his divine right to dispense with the law was confirmed in the case of Godden v. Hales. James brought four Catholics into the Privy Council and pushed for Catholic appointments in the magistracy, the county militia, the treasury and the universities.82 Bishop Compton of London, a militant Protestant who had been Princess Anne’s childhood tutor and was a friend of Sarah, was suspended in September. This was the first major attack on the Anglican Church.


In 1679 Sarah’s widowed sister Frances had remarried a man nicknamed ‘Lying [or Mad] Dick’ Talbot. He was Lieutenant-Colonel and Groom of the Bedchamber to James II, had been imprisoned as a result of Titus Oates’s allegations, and exiled to France during the crisis over the Duke of York’s exclusion from the Throne. Now, under James, Talbot became Deputy Lord Lieutenant of Ireland. Talbot drove forward a harsh pro-Catholic programme motivated by bitterness over his brother’s death in an Irish Protestant prison. His actions in Ireland – purging the Irish army of non-Catholics and the confiscation of Protestant lands – belied the King’s oft-repeated claim that he wanted only to emancipate English Catholics, not to undermine Protestantism. The 1641–2 massacre of Protestants in Antrim and Derry had not been forgotten, and refugees voiced fears that Catholics would reclaim their lands. As Sarah watched them arrive, or as she put it ‘when the design of Popery was bare-faced’, her brother-in-law Talbot ‘took pains on me, but without any effect, to persuade me to bring over the Princess [Anne] to their [Catholic] purpose’.83


Following the revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685, which had guaranteed freedom of conscience to French Protestants, thousands of French Huguenot refugees also arrived in England. To Sarah’s mind, they were living evidence of papist barbarism and their plight confirmed her every prejudice. The Huguenot silk manufacturers settled in Spitalfields, and French became the commonest language on the streets of Soho.84 Sarah’s friend



Bishop Burnet would later record that in France the Protestant women ‘were carried into nunneries where they were starved, whipped, and barbarously used’85 and Sarah no doubt saw various tracts describing the persecution in wildly embellished terms. Evidence that James II had grave doubts about both the wisdom and Christianity of Louis XIV’s policy of persecution has now come into the historical light, but this was not what the French ambassador reported and Sarah was not alone in believing the King to approve of the revocation.


In early 1687, while Jack was just a newborn, Sarah had attended on Anne in Richmond, where she retired to grieve for her dead daughters and to avoid association with her father’s unpopular policies. They then stayed at Windsor over the summer, while London was focused on the trial of seven bishops who had refused to read out King James’s Declaration of Indulgence in their pulpits. Bishop Burnet’s History of His Own Time, which sought to portray the Glorious Revolution as the result of a popular uprising rather than a coup d’état, described the ‘fermentation’ in the city as these seven bishop-martyrs were taken by barge to the Tower. Despite a jury stacked against them at the trial, their barrister, the brilliant Whig Lord Somers, managed to have them acquitted. On the same day, seven lords, both Whig and Tory, sent an invitation to William of Orange to land with Dutch troops.


Sarah and John signalled their own awareness of the shifting political wind by choosing Lady Lumley, a known supporter of William of Orange, as godmother for their third baby daughter Elizabeth, born in March 1688.87


Indicating James II’s weakened position after this public-relations disaster, and the correspondingly increased importance of his two Protestant daughters, we find in this same month the first mention of Anne’s relationship with Sarah in an official diplomatic report. Louis XIV’s special envoy, Bonrepaux, wrote to Seignelay on 4 June that Anne had ‘a passion without measure’ for her friend Sarah Churchill.88


*




Among Sarah’s papers at the time of her death was this quotation, copied from Francis Bacon: ‘It was prettily devised of Aesop the fly sat upon the axletree of the chariot wheel and said what a dust do I raise.’89 As Sarah’s memoirs move into the period of her public influence, it is difficult to assess how important she was to the course of events. The part she played in the Glorious Revolution is symptomatic of this problem: she is at once proud of her involvement in these seismic events, yet well aware that a woman would be most admired by contemporary readers if she denied responsibility for initiating political action or manipulating the decisions of those considered above her in both gender and rank.


John Churchill was part of an army grouping which supported William’s intervention, and he therefore sent a separate pledge of allegiance in August 1688, rather than signing that of the large landowners and Bishop Compton in June. This shows that the Churchills had decided to desert James II at least three months in advance. In her memoirs Sarah tried to deny this premeditation: she claimed that her decision to side with the revolutionaries was ‘a thing sudden and unconcerted’.90 In fact, while he was in London over the summer, Churchill took various precautions. Sarah wrote that, as the Revolution was so hazardous, before he ‘entered into the design, he made settlements to secure his fortune to his family’.91 At this point his account at Child’s Bank contained £1,201 (approximately £195,000 in today’s money), which although modest in comparison to his later fortune was a great deal to lose.92


Meanwhile, William had his own reasons for invading. By 1688, the French had built a fleet which had almost attained parity with that of the Dutch, and William saw control of the English navy as the simplest solution to this threat. He was also able to rely upon a growing international coalition against France. In September he issued a declaration, laying out his intention to invade. James started to backtrack desperately on the pro-Catholic domestic policies that had alienated so many powerful men, and by the day of the invasion, the only significant point in William’s declaration on which James had not caved in



was his refusal to summon a free Parliament. But it was too late.


The final trigger to the invasion was the birth of James’s son, James Francis Edward. Despite the sworn deposition of a Whig midwife, Mrs Wilkins, that this baby was the true child of Mary of Modena, and therefore half-brother of Anne and Mary, the King’s opponents spread the story that the pregnancy had been a hoax. A rumour grew that a child had been smuggled into the delivery room inside a warming pan. A Brief Discovery of the True Mother of the Pretended Prince of Wales (1696), for example, alleged that the baby was an illegitimate son of Dick Talbot, Sarah’s brother-in-law. Sarah wrote later that ‘[i]f it was a true child, it was certainly very ill ordered, but if it was not I don’t see how it could be better.’93 The news of her stepmother’s pregnancy must have been a devastating blow for Anne, especially after Anne’s own false pregnancy in April. She absented herself from the birth so that she could choose to disbelieve it, and for many years would only refer to her brother as ‘it’.


Many years later a close friend of Sarah said that he agreed with her that, after all, the baby was truly the Prince of Wales, and that the warming-pan myth ‘can’t go far with thinking people, but then I beg leave to ask how very few there are who think; and useful prejudices should not be taken off the minds of the people till you are sure you succeed in putting into them something better . . .’94 While it lasted, however, the dispute about the royal birth was significant because it placed the tension between Anne and her stepmother centre-stage in the public imagination, shifting the guilt of treason and deceit from the male conspirators to the shoulders of the women.


On 5 November, William and his 15,000 troops invaded; for a fortnight both sides established themselves in the western counties and tried to gather and consolidate their forces, until, on 17 November, the King rode out to meet his army at Salisbury, accompanied by men of mixed and hidden loyalties. By the twenty-fourth, John Churchill and Prince George had deserted the King, along with 400 men, sparking a wider mutiny within the army. Churchill and the Duke of Grafton together presented



themselves to William of Orange at Axminster. The following day an order was sent from the King to London for the seizure of the traitor Churchill’s possessions, and guards were placed outside Sarah’s door. Luckily, however, as Sarah recorded it: ‘In all this trouble I got out, for the guards were very easy, & went to a house in Suffolk Street where I found the Bishop of London. He told me he would go to his friends in the City to advise what would be done, & that he would come to the Cockpit at twelve that night & carry the Princess where she would be private.’95 In the published version of her memoirs Sarah makes it the Princess who ‘sent me to the bishop’ and insists that she was only ‘obeying my mistress’ orders’.96


Sarah presented the episode as a matter of rescuing the Princess, but she herself was in far more immediate danger. Had the Revolution failed, both Churchills might have ended up in the Tower of London awaiting execution for their part in it, whereas James was unlikely to harm his own daughter. In the first draft of her memoirs, Sarah recalled Anne as terrified, telling her that ‘her father was coming back [to London] and rather than see him she would jump out a window’,97 but in a version written in the 1730s she admitted: ‘And I was very frighted myself; all the Roman Catholics in the Court having behaved with great insolence to the Protestants.’98


Many contemporary critics of Sarah’s memoirs pointed out to her that the escape with the Princess was ‘not so much a Piece of Chance-Medley-Work as it has been represented’,99 while Lediard’s 1736 biography of John Churchill claimed that some time in advance Anne and Sarah had ordered the building of a secret back staircase out of Anne’s chambers.100 This image fits neatly with the idea that the Churchills did not just climb a metaphorical ladder to the top but built their own. Lediard’s literal building of the stairs symbolised the influence Sarah exerted over Anne before the Revolution, galvanising her resolve to desert when the time came.


At midnight on 25 November, Sarah and Anne, with Lady Fitzharding and a servant, left the Cockpit. They met the Bishop



of London and the Earl of Dorset where they were waiting with a hackney coach near Charing Cross and fled initially to the Earl’s house, Copt Hall in Epping Forest. They had escaped in the nick of time: before dawn an order arrived confirming that the women should be kept under house arrest. When the Princess’s absence was discovered at 7.30 a.m., they were already on their way to Nottingham to join the other revolutionaries. In her first draft memoir Sarah wrote that ‘[t]he Princess going to Nottingham was purely accidental’101 and even in the final published version complained that it was ‘maliciously imputed to my policy and premeditated contrivance’102 that Anne should go north since she could not reach the Williamite forces directly to the west. Pepys quipped: ‘Hardly anything can be thought more natural than that ladies should think it time for them to withdraw as soon as they have received tidings of their husbands having done the same.’103


The question of who decided that Anne should flee and where she should go had behind it the more serious question of whether Anne had been unduly influenced by Sarah, her Whig favourite, to send encouragement for William’s invasion. Bishop Burnet wrote that ‘it was probably by her [Sarah’s] prevalency that both the Princess and her husband, the Prince of Denmark, were induced to encourage the expedition [of William]’.104 It is more likely that Sarah’s influence was on her husband, who might not have betrayed King James had it not been for his wife’s Whig sympathies and her intimate relationship with Princess Anne.


When Anne and Sarah arrived in Nottingham, they were entertained at a victory banquet in a court improvised by Lord Devonshire. The teenaged Colley Cibber, later Poet Laureate, happened to have a job as a waiter there that evening because his father, a sculptor, was working at Chatsworth. Later Colley described his attraction to the beautiful Sarah Churchill: ‘So clear an emanation of beauty, such a commanding grace of aspect struck me into a regard that had something softer than the most profound respect in it’ and he wanted ‘no better amusement than of stealing now and then the delight of gazing on the fair object near me’.105 However, he wrote this in 1740, perhaps hoping for



some legacy from the eighty-year-old Duchess of Marlborough.


Sarah did not want to be remembered just for her looks. On the 1715 draft of her memoirs, her pen deleted her co-author’s sycophantic references to her beauty.106 She also crossed out descriptions of her ‘wit’, ‘vivacity’ and ‘accomplishments’. The only compliment she let stand was to her ‘spirit’. Unless she was stunningly self-conscious about the fate of these manuscripts as historical documents, this little piece of editing tells us more about Sarah’s character than any number of contemporary reports.


From Nottingham, the party went on to Oxford, where Sarah watched the emotional reunion of Prince George and Princess Anne in the middle of Christ Church quadrangle. Amusingly, Anne’s first letter back to the Palace, addressed to Benjamin Bathurst, contained orders that the backstairs, which presumably she had never seen before her escape, should be repainted.107 Sarah had to wait a few more days for reunion with her husband, who had been sent ahead by William to London when the news of King James’s intended departure reached them.108


Anne’s escape with Sarah had demoralised James to the point that his own flight from the country seemed the best option. By 18 December William was in control of government, while Protestant mobs exploded into violence against Catholic chapels throughout London. James sailed from England on 22 December (his second attempt) and headed for Saint-Germains, one of Louis XIV’s surplus châteaux.


In a letter to Bishop Burnet, Sarah tried to explain what motivated her entry into politics: ‘You ask what were the schemes proposed. I had no scheme of any kind but to get honest men into the service [government] & such as would not give us up to France.’109 Sarah has usually been represented as what she sometimes pretended to be: politically naïve, interested in nothing beyond her own family, and failing to comprehend the meaning of the historical events in which she became embroiled. Yet in many ways she shared the idealism about government accountability that made the rebellion of Whig lords in 1688 the forerunner of eighteenth-century,



rights-based revolutions. She was probably among the least conservative of the Revolution’s participants, although like others she tried to downplay its radicalism.110 She vowed famously: ‘As to what is called the Whig notion, that I will never part with.’111 That ‘Whig notion’ has been defined as a view of ‘the monarchy as a convenience rather than an institution for reverence’.112


Retrospectively the Whigs portrayed the 1688 Revolution as a much more high-minded affair than it had felt at the time, citing the contractarian theories of John Locke’s Second Treatise of Civil Government (1690). Sarah had always been more comfortable with progressive beliefs about the ‘contract’ between government and people than had her husband or friends like Godolphin. In her first draft memoir, written in 1704, she wrote: ‘I must confess I was born of a principle never to have any remorse for the deposing of any King that became unjust.’113 Towards the end of her life she approvingly quoted an ‘old Castile oath’: ‘We, that are as good as yourself and more powerful, choose you to be our King upon such conditions . . .’114


Republican ideas exerted, at best, only very indirect influence over the course of the 1688 Revolution, and Sarah always disassociated herself from ‘rank republicans’.115 Yet there was a tradition,116 dating back to the fifteenth century, of opposition to the venality of royal courts, their standing armies and abuse of privilege, which Sarah expressed increasingly vocally with age. The Whigs were caricatured by their enemies as republicans who would erase ‘all distinctions . . . all ranks and degrees of men’,117 and Sarah was tarred with this same brush.


Sarah was important to the Whig leaders as Princess Anne’s agent. Her first role as lobbyist for the Princess’s interests after the Revolution arose in relation to the settlement of succession to the throne. It was a fundamental premise of the hereditary monarchy that the throne could never be vacant, yet after James went to France, it clearly was. In January 1689 intense negotiations took place between groups in Parliament. Essentially three options were considered: a regency (in James’s name); the accession of Mary with William as her consort; or the accession



of William with Mary as his consort. Anne opposed the third option because she had a better hereditary claim to the throne than William, and Sarah supported her. There was a four-day impasse as the House of Lords debated the issue, during which Sarah kept Anne advised. She personally lobbied Members of Parliament and took ‘a great deal of pains (which I believe the King and Queen [William and Mary] never forgot)’118 to push forward Anne’s claim. Sarah described herself in her memoirs as ‘so very simple a creature’119 that she never imagined that the invading Dutchman would want to stay and rule, but it soon became clear that William was not going home and would not accept a place merely as Mary’s consort.


On 6 February, what Burnet called the ‘double-bottomed monarchy’ was finally agreed in the House of Lords: William and Mary would rule together until one died, to be succeeded by the survivor and then by Anne or her heirs. Following consultations with Dr Tillotson, the future Archbishop of Canterbury, and with Lady Russell, the widely respected widow of the Whig martyr, Sarah advised Anne to accept the settlement. It was difficult for Anne to accept that William’s much weaker claim to the English throne, through his mother Mary Stuart, would precede either her sister’s or her own. The debate was essentially about the authority of women to rule, and so it was appropriate that the princesses’ claims were defended by another woman.


In 1886, Memoirs of Mary, Queen of England (1689–1693)120 claimed to be based on a copy of an original manuscript discovered in Hanover. The ‘Queen Mary’ narrator wrote of ‘[m]y opinion having ever been that a woman should not meddle in government . . .’ and admitted to her friends that thinking about State business gave her a headache. Mary’s denial of personal ambition was important to her own family conscience and to the Whig efforts to relaunch themselves as rulers rather than rebels. Male authors who wrote treatises on whether women were capable of governing effectively, such as William Walsh in his Dialogue Concerning Women, Being a Defence of the Sex – Written to Eugenia (1691), always complimented Mary on



her submissive character while concluding that, on the whole, regnant queens were better avoided.
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