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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
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