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About the Book

From its construction in the 1660s to its heyday in the 1960s, Cliveden played host to a dynasty of remarkable and powerful women.

Anna Maria, Elizabeth, Augusta, Harriet and Nancy were five ladies who, over the course of three centuries, shaped British society through their beauty, personalities, and political influence.

Restoration and revolution, aristocratic rise and fall, world war and cold war form the extraordinary backdrop against which their stories unfold.

An addictive history of the period and an intimate exploration of the timeless relationships between people and place, The Mistresses of Cliveden is a story of sex, power and politics, and the ways in which exceptional women defy the expectations of their time.


About the Author

Natalie Livingstone was born and raised in London. She graduated with a first-class degree in history from Christ’s College, Cambridge in 1998. She began her career as a feature writer at the Daily Express and now contributes to Tatler, Harper’s Bazaar, US Vogue, Elle, The Times and the Mail on Sunday. Natalie lives in London with her husband and two children.
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For Ian, Grace and Alice


CAST OF CHARACTERS

Characters who appear in more than one part are listed under their first appearance.

PART I

ANNA MARIA TALBOT (née Brudenell), Countess of SHREWSBURY, 1642–1702. Married Francis Talbot, 11th Earl of Shrewsbury, and had an affair with George Villiers, 2nd Duke of Buckingham. With Mary Villiers, the first mistress of Cliveden.

FRANCIS TALBOT, 11th Earl of SHREWSBURY, 1623–68. Husband of Anna Maria Talbot, died following a duel with George Villiers, 2nd Duke of Buckingham.

GEORGE VILLIERS, 2nd Duke of BUCKINGHAM, 1628–87. Husband of Mary Villiers, lover of Anna Maria Talbot, and creator of Cliveden.

CHARLES TALBOT, Duke of SHREWSBURY, 1660–1718. Politician; son of Anna Maria and Francis Talbot.

MARY VILLIERS (née Fairfax), 1638–1704. Wife of George Villiers, 2nd Duke of Buckingham; with Anna Maria Talbot, the first mistress of Cliveden.

CHARLES II, King of England, Scotland and Ireland from 1660–85.
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JAMES, Duke of YORK (James II from 1685–88). Younger brother of Charles II.

JOHN DRYDEN. Writer, and artistic rival of the 2nd Duke of Buckingham.

HENRY BENNET, 1st Earl of ARLINGTON. Statesman, and political rival of the 2nd Duke of Buckingham.

SAMUEL PEPYS. Diarist.

WILLIAM WINDE. Architect to the 2nd Duke of Buckingham.

PART II

ELIZABETH VILLIERS (married name HAMILTON), Countess of Orkney, 1657–1733. Lover of William of Orange (later William III); married George Hamilton, Earl of Orkney in 1695. Mistress of Cliveden from 1696 to 1733.

GEORGE HAMILTON, Earl of ORKNEY, 1666–1737. Soldier; husband of Elizabeth Villiers.

[image: img]

WILLIAM of ORANGE (William III from 1689–1702). Husband of Mary Stuart; deposer of James II in the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688.

ANNE HAMILTON, suo jure 3rd Duchess of HAMILTON, 1632–1716. Wife of William Douglas, 1st Earl of Selkirk; mother of George Hamilton, 1st Earl of Orkney.

JAMES HAMILTON, 4th Duke of HAMILTON and 1st Duke of Brandon, 1658–1712. Eldest son of Anne Hamilton and William Douglas; elder brother of George Hamilton, 1st Earl of Orkney.
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SARAH CHURCHILL (née JENNINGS), Duchess of MARLBOROUGH, 1660–1744. Politician; wife of John Churchill, 1st Duke of Marlborough.

JOHN CHURCHILL, 1st Duke of MARLBOROUGH, 1650–1722. Army officer and politician; husband of Sarah Churchill, Duchess of Marlborough.

JONATHAN SWIFT. Writer, and Dean of St Patrick’s in Dublin; friend of Elizabeth, Countess of Orkney.

SIDNEY GODOLPHIN, 1st Earl of GODOLPHIN. Politician, overthrown in Robert Harley’s coup of 1710.

ROBERT HARLEY, 1st Earl of OXFORD. Politician, and sometime ally of Elizabeth Villiers.

THOMAS ARCHER. Architect to the Earl of Orkney.

LADY MARY WORTLEY MONTAGU. Writer.

PART III

AUGUSTA, Princess of WALES (Princess AUGUSTA of SAXE-GOTHA), 1719–72. Mistress of Cliveden 1738–51; married Frederick, Prince of Wales in 1736.

FREDERICK, Prince of WALES, 1707–51. Eldest son (and heir) of George II and his consort Queen Caroline, and husband of Augusta, Princess of Wales.
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GEORGE II, 1683–1760. King of Great Britain and Ireland 1727–60. Father of Frederick, Prince of Wales; husband of Caroline of Ansbach.

QUEEN CAROLINE (Caroline of Brandenburg-Ansbach), 1683–1737. Mother of Frederick, Prince of Wales; wife of George II.

Lady JANE HAMILTON. Mistress of Frederick, Prince of Wales, and sister-in-law of George Hamilton, 1st Earl of Orkney.

JOHN HERVEY, 2nd Baron HERVEY, 1696–1743. Courtier and memoirist; favourite of Queen Caroline.

Prince WILLIAM, Duke of CUMBERLAND. Soldier, and brother of Frederick, Prince of Wales.

JOHN STUART, 3rd Earl of BUTE. Tutor to Prince George.

WILLIAM KENT. Designer to the Prince and Princess of Wales.

PART IV

HARRIET GEORGIANA LEVESON-GOWER (née Howard), Duchess of SUTHERLAND, 1806–68. Married her cousin, George Leveson-Gower, in 1823. Mistress of Cliveden from 1849 to 1868.

GEORGE LEVESON-GOWER, 2nd Duke of SUTHERLAND, 1786–1861. Husband of Harriet, Duchess of Sutherland.

GEORGE GRANVILLE LEVESON-GOWER, 1st Duke of SUTHERLAND, 1758–1833. Husband of Elizabeth; father of George Leveson-Gower, 2nd Duke of Sutherland.

ELIZABETH LEVESON-GOWER, Duchess of SUTHERLAND (and suo jure 19th Countess of Sutherland), 1765–1839. Wife of George Granville Leveson-Gower; mother of George Leveson-Gower, 2nd Duke of Sutherland.
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QUEEN VICTORIA (Alexandrina Victoria), 1819–1901. Queen of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland from 1837–1901; friend of Harriet, Duchess of Sutherland, who served for many years as her Mistress of the Robes.

WILLIAM GLADSTONE. Politician, and friend of Harriet, Duchess of Sutherland.

CHARLES BARRY. Architect to the Sutherlands.

HUGH LUPUS GROSVENOR, 1st Duke of WESTMINSTER, 1825–99. Married Constance Sutherland-Leveson-Gower in 1852; two years after Constance’s death in 1880, he remarried, to Katherine Caroline Cavendish.

PART V

NANCY ASTOR (née Langhorne), Viscountess ASTOR, 1879–1964. Mistress of Cliveden from 1906 to 1952. Married Robert Gould Shaw in 1897 and divorced him in 1903; married Waldorf Astor in 1906.

WALDORF ASTOR, 2nd Viscount ASTOR, 1879–1952. Second husband of Nancy Astor.

ROBERT GOULD SHAW, 1871–1930. First husband of Nancy Astor.

BOBBIE SHAW (Robert Gould Shaw), 1898–1970. Eldest son of Nancy Astor, and her only child with Robert Shaw.
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NANCY WITCHER KEENE LANGHORNE, ‘NANAIRE’, 1848–1903. Mother of Nancy Astor; wife of Chillie Langhorne.

CHISWELL DABNEY LANGHORNE, ‘CHILLIE’, 1843–1919. Father of Nancy Astor; husband of Nanaire.

WILLIAM WALDORF ASTOR, 1st Viscount ASTOR, 1848–1919. Father of Waldorf Astor.
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BOB BRAND (Robert Henry Brand), Baron BRAND, 1878–1963. Married to Phyllis Brand; public servant and banker, and friend of Nancy Astor.

PHILIP KERR, 11th Marquess of LOTHIAN, 1882–1940. Politician and diplomat; close friend of Nancy Astor.

ROSINA (ROSE) HARRISON. Nancy Astor’s maid.

ETTIE GRENFELL, Lady DESBOROUGH. The Astors’ neighbour at Taplow Court.

STEPHEN WARD. Society osteopath and friend of Bill Astor.

CHRISTINE KEELER. Model and showgirl.

JACK PROFUMO (John Dennis Profumo). Conservative politician.


TIMELINE


	1642	ANNA MARIA BRUDENELL born

	1642–1651	English Civil War

	1657	ELIZABETH VILLIERS born

	1659	ANNA MARIA marries Francis Talbot, 11th Earl of Shrewsbury

	1660	The Restoration: Charles II becomes king

	1666	ANNA MARIA begins her affair with the 2nd Duke of Buckingham

	 	The Duke of Buckingham buys the Cliveden estate
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INTRODUCTION

ON THE SULTRY night of 8 July 1961, the 19-year-old showgirl Christine Keeler was in the swimming pool at Cliveden when she heard voices approaching from the terrace. She had been larking about with her friend Stephen Ward (who rented a cottage at the foot of the estate), a law student called Noel Howard-Jones, and a pretty young hitch-hiker whom the three of them had picked up on the drive down from London. Usually Ward asked permission to use the pool from the estate’s owner Bill Astor, but tonight Bill was occupied by a more sober dinner party in the main house. The pool was tucked away in a walled garden on the west side of the property, so the group thought nothing of going for an impromptu swim without giving Astor prior warning. The party grew raucous, and at some point Keeler shed her swimsuit in a bet.

Up at the main house, the company at dinner included Field Marshal Ayub Khan, president of Pakistan, John Profumo, secretary of state for war, and his film-star wife Valerie. The hosts were Bill Astor, who had inherited the house from his parents Waldorf and Nancy, and Bill’s wife Bronwen. After dinner, the hosts decided to take advantage of the balmy night and suggested a stroll down to the swimming pool to show off a newly installed bronze statue of their son riding a dolphin. What the guests actually saw, as they rounded the corner into the walled garden, was the lithe form of Christine Keeler, lifting herself from the pool and dashing across the patio, her feet making damp prints on the terracotta tiles. Profumo wasted no time in asking Bill for an introduction.

Late that night Keeler returned to London to pick up a couple more of Ward’s girlfriends, and the next morning they were all driven back to Cliveden by the Russian naval attaché and intelligence officer Yevgeny Ivanov. The group spent a lazy Sunday by Bill Astor’s pool, where Ivanov challenged Profumo to a swimming race. Just before Keeler left that evening, Profumo, who according to Ivanov had been ‘flirting outrageously’ with the young girl, asked for her contact details.1 Ivanov drove Christine back to Ward’s flat where, the Soviet attaché would later claim, they slept together. Two days later, Profumo tracked Keeler down and arranged to meet her while his wife Valerie was visiting his Warwickshire constituency. It marked the beginning of a tepid, half-hearted liaison, which Keeler – who once cooked them sausages before they had sex in front of the television – described as ‘a very, very well-mannered screw of convenience’.2

The weekend at Cliveden was the first act in a drama that would bring down a government and change the course of British history. The apparent ménage à trois between the minister of war, a Soviet spy and a good-time girl made Cliveden synonymous with scandal in the collective consciousness of an entire generation.

But the outraged headlines and lurid scoops of the Profumo Affair – as it came to be known – were nothing new. During its dawn in the 1660s as much as its twilight in the 1960s, Cliveden was an emblem of elite misbehaviour and intrigue. Indeed the 350-year history of the house began when a powerful politician decided to build a secluded mansion in which to enjoy his affair with an ambitious courtesan not much older than Keeler. The courtesan was Anna Maria, Countess of Shrewsbury, and the politician George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham, a childhood friend of Charles II and one of the wealthiest men in England. When Buckingham bought Cliveden in the 1660s, it comprised two modest hunting lodges set within 400 acres of land. Over the following decade, he transformed it, landscaping the gardens and constructing a magnificent house as a monument to his scandalous affair with the countess.

The estate sits just 5 miles upriver from Windsor Castle and fewer than 30 from the Palace of Westminster in London, a privileged location that would be crucial to the lives of its residents. Its outlines have changed little since the 17th century, and, then as now, Cliveden is one of England’s most breathtaking landmarks. To the south-west, the grounds overlook the Thames from the tall chalk cliffs that give the site its name – over the centuries it has also been spelt Cliefden, Clifden, and Cliffden. Further north, the cliffs, which are densely planted with oak, beech, ash and chestnut, dip into a hollow, and the gardens trail like skirts down to the water. At the top of these gardens, at the end of a long parterre, and raised to an even more imperious height by an arcaded terrace, stands the house itself, an elaborate Italianate mansion, flanked by two wings and approached by road from the north, down a long gravel drive.

In April 2012 Cliveden became central to my life when my husband acquired the property. When it came into our possession it was no longer a private residence – Cliveden had been reincarnated as a university and a hospital, and latterly run as a hotel. But amid its faded charms there were clues everywhere to the past lives of the estate, most noticeably in the portraits of the house’s former mistresses.

In the great hall hangs a portrait of Anna Maria, the original inspiration for the house, a courtesan much maligned in her own time and misunderstood by subsequent generations. Carved into the staircase is Elizabeth, Countess of Orkney, a formidable intellect, power-broker and long-time lover to Britain’s conqueror of 1688, William III. Augusta of Saxe-Gotha, the queen that Britain was promised and then denied in the middle of the 18th century, is immortalised in a painting over the grand staircase, while the fourth mistress, Harriet, Duchess of Sutherland, a glittering society hostess and the closest confidante of Queen Victoria, presides over the dining room. Finally, hanging beside the fireplace in the great hall is John Singer Sargent’s portrait of Nancy Astor – Cliveden’s last great mistress, Britain’s first female Member of Parliament, and one of the most controversial and colourful women in British political history.

The struggles and sacrifices of these women, their juggling of outer image and inner life, are familiar and universal. Their privileges, however, were extraordinary. It is from their elite viewpoint that this book narrates the tumultuous events of the last three centuries: Restoration and Glorious Revolution, aristocratic rise and fall, two world wars and the Cold War. Along the way there are tales of fanaticism and fashion, of censorship, disease, slavery and the unlikely correlation between gardening and warfare.

As well as being a story about women and power, this book is also the biography of a house. Conceived by Stuart aristocracy, Cliveden later served as a counter-court during the power struggles of the Hanoverian dynasty, and in the 19th century became a crucible for a new brand of liberal politics, while continuing to offer a safe haven for royalty. With the decline of aristocratic wealth, it was one of the first houses to be bought up by American money, and in the later 20th and 21st centuries, it has become part of a new commercial order in which my husband and I – Jewish and self-made – play our part. Throughout the narrative Cliveden itself remains central – the constant character and a defining presence in the lives of all these women. For more than three centuries, the house provided opportunity and authority to women; in return, successive mistresses shaped the house, transforming both its architectural appearance and its social role.

While these women’s biographies reflect the gender politics of their times, their story is not a simple one of progress towards emancipation and equality. Nancy, in the 20th century, was more financially reliant on her husband than Elizabeth Villiers was in the 17th. In the early 19th century Harriet, Duchess of Sutherland, watched from the balcony of the Lords as an act passed into law that would formally prevent women from participating in parliamentary elections – a privilege that had been enjoyed by women burgesses in the Tudor period. The life of each mistress is a dance of progress and reaction, of old and new. In this way, the biographies are not dissimilar from the house itself, where past and present are woven together: where 20th-century wiring runs underground along 16th-century tunnels, service bells from the 19th century hang from the wall above Wi-Fi boxes, and a swimming pool from the 1950s sits within a garden landscaped in the 1700s.

On the opposite side of the house to the pool, between the main block and the east wing, lies an unusual monument from the early 20th century that commemorates an event from the late 17th. Carved into the grass, inlaid in brickwork, is a rapier with an elegant handle, the sort a gentleman would have used in a duel. Alongside it lies a date: 1668.

It is a monument to the day on which a duel was fought between two of the most powerful people in the land, the Duke of Buckingham and the Earl of Shrewsbury. They were fighting for one woman – Anna Maria – Shrewsbury’s wife and Buckingham’s lover. The duel was to the death. Buckingham killed Shrewsbury and claimed Anna Maria as his prize. She became the first mistress of this great house, and it is to her that I turn to begin my story.


PART I

ANNA MARIA

1642-1702


Chapter 1

THE DUEL

BARN ELMS, 16 JANUARY 1668

IN THE THIN light of a January morning, the Duke of Buckingham galloped towards Barn Elms, the appointed site for the duel he had so long awaited. In springtime and summer, revellers flocked to Barn Elms with their bottles, baskets and chairs, recorded the diarist Samuel Pepys, ‘to sup under the trees, by the waterside’, but in winter the ground next to the Thames was frozen and deserted. Nevertheless, there was still activity on the river.1 Nearby Putney was famous for its fishery and was also the point at which travellers going west from London disembarked from the ferry and continued by coach.2 The harried cries of watermen and the shouts of fishermen returning from dawn trips filled the air as Buckingham neared his destination.

The grounds of the old manor of Barn Elms lay on a curve in the river just west of Putney. The land was divided into narrow agricultural plots – some open, others fenced off by walls or hedgerows. Pepys recorded that the duel took place in a ‘close’, meaning a yard next to a building or an enclosed field – somewhere screened off from passers-by.3

But as his horse’s hoofs thundered along the icy riverbank, Buckingham’s thoughts lay on a more distant turf. Anna Maria, the woman who had provoked the duel, was 270 miles away, in self-imposed exile in a convent in France. Nine years before, in 1659, Anna Maria Brudenell had married Francis Talbot, 11th Earl of Shrewsbury, but the union had been an unhappy one. He was 36, a wealthy but sedate landowner; she was a pleasure-loving 16-year-old already conscious of her seductive charms. Anna Maria kept a series of lovers but Shrewsbury turned a blind eye, making himself a laughing stock at court. During a trip to York in 1666, she began a new affair, this time with the flamboyant courtier George Villiers, 2nd Duke of Buckingham, and the following summer sexual rivalry between him and another of her paramours, the hot-headed rake Henry Killigrew, exploded in a violent scuffle.4 This very public fracas made it abundantly clear that Anna Maria had been serially unfaithful, and Shrewsbury’s failure to challenge either man to a duel was seen as a dereliction of his role as a noble husband. Anna Maria fled to France in shame.

Amid reports that Buckingham was actually hiding Anna Maria in England, Shrewsbury at last summoned the courage to defend his marriage and his name. He challenged Buckingham to a duel and the duke eagerly accepted. Anna Maria exerted an extraordinary hold over a great number of men but she quite simply possessed the duke. ‘Love is like Moses’ serpent,’ he lamented in his commonplace book, ‘it devours all the rest.’5

Pepys reported that King Charles II had tried to dissuade Buckingham from fighting the duel but the message was never received.6 Even if it had been delivered, Buckingham would probably have taken little heed of the king’s wishes. Charles II was more like his brother than his monarch. Buckingham’s father, also George Villiers, had been made a duke by Charles I and, when Villiers senior was assassinated in 1628, the king took the Buckingham children into his household. Young George became a close friend of the future king and many of Charles’s happiest childhood memories involved Buckingham. The pair spent their student days at Cambridge University and their names appear side by side in the records of matriculation at Trinity College.7 Buckingham felt little obligation to defer to the king, while Charles tended to turn a blind eye to Buckingham’s reckless conduct.

Unknown to Shrewsbury, Buckingham had another reason to be riding to Barn Elms that January day in 1668. Shortly after the start of his affair with Anna Maria, Buckingham had viewed a magnificent estate next to the Thames. The site, then owned by the Manfield family, was within easy boating distance of London and included two hunting lodges set in 160 acres of arable land and woods. The estate was known as Cliveden, or Cliffden, after the chalk cliffs that rose above the river. From the lodges the ground dropped sharply towards the Thames, and on the far side of the river flooded water meadows and open land spread out for miles beyond. There had once been a well-stocked deer park on the site and Buckingham knew he could restore the estate to its former glory. He intended to replace the lodge with a large house that would boast the best views in the kingdom.

Buckingham bought Cliveden with the pleasures of the flesh at the forefront of his mind. This, he fantasised, would be his grand love nest with Anna Maria, a place for them to freely indulge in their affair – hunting by day, dancing by night. It was Buckingham’s obsession with Anna Maria and his dream of a gilded life with her at Cliveden that led him to accept Shrewsbury’s challenge.

Buckingham’s fight with Shrewsbury was not to be an impulsive brawl of the sort seen every night across London’s streets and taverns, but a carefully calibrated episode of violence. Although there had been medieval precedents for settling disputes through combat, the duel of honour was essentially a Renaissance invention, imported from Italy. Duelling formalised conflicts between aristocrats, replacing cycles of revenge, usually romantic in nature, with a single, rule-bound encounter. Its outcome served to resolve and annul any other grievances. The duel was part of a new court culture, which placed heavy emphasis on civility and courtesy; when these principles were ignored, duelling provided a means of redress. In the 1660s, after the monarchy was restored, duels became more common and attracted significant public interest and press comment, even if the participants lacked any kind of celebrity status.8 Charles II did issue an anti-duelling proclamation in 1660: ‘It is become too frequent,’ this stated, ‘especially with Persons of quality, under a vain pretence of Honour, to take upon them to be the Revengers of their private quarrels, by Duel and single Combat.’9 In reality, however, Charles II had no moral objection to the culture of romantic fighting, and in the absence of effective legislation from Parliament, duels were judged on a case-by-case basis.

A duel was conventionally initiated with a challenge from the aggrieved party, whose complaint could be anything from the monumental to the trivial. The philosopher Thomas Hobbes wrote that men fought duels ‘for trifles, as a word, a smile, a different opinion, and any other sign of undervalue in their Kindred, their Friend, their Nation, their Profession or their Name’.10 Even if a challenge were accepted, the duel itself could be avoided, either by one of the parties backing down or by a third party intervening. When a fight did take place, the duellists were each required to select two men as ‘seconds’. In earlier times the seconds had merely an auxiliary role, carrying weapons and arbitrating, but by the 1660s it had become fashionable for them to engage at the same time as the main combatants – turning the duel into a ritualised piece of gang violence. Nominally, the aim was to prove one’s honour by exposing oneself to danger, not to kill the opponent, but inevitably some duels ended in serious injury or death.

Fired up by the occasion and all it signified for him, Buckingham arrived at Barn Elms early. He had already dismounted, stripped off his riding cape and put on his duelling gloves by the time Shrewsbury arrived at the close. The duke’s seconds were his friend Sir Robert Holmes and the accomplished fencing master Sir John Jenkins. Shrewsbury had picked Sir John Talbot, a soldier, and Bernard Howard, a son of the Earl of Arundel.11 The combatants lined up opposite each other and stared across the frozen earth in tense expectation. This would be no token contest: the stakes were too high. At the agreed signal, all six engaged at once. Bernard Howard, Shrewsbury’s second, ran furiously at Jenkins, killing him instantly. On Buckingham’s other flank, his cause was more successful: Holmes severed John Talbot’s arm, leaving Buckingham and Shrewsbury to fight alone. The rivals squared up, their breath pluming white in the cold air, the ghost of Anna Maria between them. Their contest was over in seconds. Shrewsbury launched himself first, finally intent on proving himself a man. But Buckingham parried the attack, feinted and then straightened his arm. His sword pierced Shrewsbury’s right breast and came out through his shoulder. As Buckingham withdrew his weapon, Shrewsbury fell to the ground, blood pulsing from his wound. His manservant stripped off his bloodied shirt, hastily bandaged his chest and carried him to a house in nearby Chelsea. It was five days before Shrewsbury could be safely moved to Arundel House in the Strand to recuperate. Buckingham, meanwhile, suffered little more than a scratch.12

For a while, it seemed that Shrewsbury would make a full recovery. Newsletters from London reported the opinion of surgeons, that ‘his wound doth now well digest, and … his spitting blood was a good sign of his recovery’,13 and Pepys was told by his apothecary that ‘Lord Shrewsbury is likely to do well’.14 However, in the first week of March 1668, Shrewsbury deteriorated suddenly and inexplicably and he died on 16 March. The doctor’s report concluded that ‘his heart had grown very flaccid, and his liver and entrails much discoloured and decayed’.15 ‘Seven of the most eminent of physicians and three surgeons’ examined the body and stated that Shrewsbury’s death had nothing to do with his duelling wound, which was ‘well, and fairly cured’.16 The verdict was important for Buckingham as it relieved him of direct responsibility for the death, but it seems unlikely that the wound had nothing to do with Shrewsbury’s deterioration.

Now free to return from France, in public Anna Maria would have to adopt the demeanour of a grieving widow. In private, however, she and Buckingham were determined to begin a life of hedonism together on the banks of the Thames. Even though these pleasures would in fact elude them, Anna Maria and Buckingham, easily caricatured as a whore and a rake, were a pair of ‘star-crossed lovers’ who inaugurated Cliveden as a place of beauty, luxury, love and intrigue.


Chapter 2

‘BEDS OF JEWELS AND RICH MINES OF GOLD’

SIX MONTHS BEFORE Anna Maria married the Earl of Shrewsbury, the diarist Rachel Newport tartly wrote that Shrewsbury was ‘in motion to two sisters … the elder being unhandsome and crooked, the younger tolerable; it is thought he will not have the elder’.1 Newport was one of many women whose jealousy was aroused by Anna Maria. With cheeks unblemished by smallpox and chestnut hair curled into tight ringlets over her forehead, her features, although not those of a delicate beauty, were striking. Contemporary depictions show a woman with large, heavy-lidded eyes, an elegant, well-defined nose, and, just below her chin, a ‘soggiogaia’ – a little swelling of extra flesh that was considered attractive among Restoration aristocrats. At the nape of her neck she would sometimes have sported two small curled locks of hair, known as ‘heartbreakers’.

Born on 25 March 1642 to Robert Brudenell, 2nd Earl of Cardigan, and his second wife, Anne Savage, Anna Maria had grown up in a period of political and religious turmoil. Continental Europe had been wracked by religious wars, as the Protestant Reformation struggled for hearts and minds, land and power with the Catholic Counter-Reformation. England had itself undergone a prolonged and difficult transformation from Catholic to Protestant nation in the 16th century and debate over doctrine – especially the extent of the religious toleration – continued to rage throughout the 17th century. Like Shrewsbury, Anna Maria’s family were prominent Catholics – a faith viewed in Protestant England not only as theological error, but also as a dangerous political force. Catholics owed their allegiance to the Pope in Rome in religious matters and it was felt that this undermined the politico-religious authority claimed by the monarch as head of the Church of England. Moreover, the papacy claimed the right to depose ‘ungodly’ princes, and was backed by the military might of the Holy Roman Empire. Talk of Catholic plots – both real and fictitious – abounded. English Catholics risked persecution for their faith and, before Anna Maria was born, her family had already been charged with recusancy, the failure to attend worship in the Anglican Church.2

Just months after Anna Maria’s birth, England descended into a chaotic period of civil war that pitted the king, Charles I, and his Royalist supporters against the Parliamentarian forces who believed that Charles’s monarchy of personal rule had descended into tyranny. The conflict lasted almost eight years. On 30 January 1649, when Anna Maria was six years old, the king was executed at the command of a radical Parliamentarian minority. This horrified most English people – Royalist and Parliamentarian alike. To kill a king, it was said, was next to killing God. One of those who signed the death warrant was Oliver Cromwell. He became the leader of the new regime, first as head of the Council of State that ruled in what was known as the Commonwealth period, and later as the first holder of the office of Lord Protector, which afforded him greater personal power. Cromwell eventually died in 1658, a few months before Anna Maria’s wedding. His son Richard Cromwell proved an inept successor and so the monarchy was restored in May 1660, in the person of the beheaded king’s son, Charles II. Anna Maria came of age in the wake of the Restoration.

Her wedding to Shrewsbury was an arranged match, bringing together two Catholic families and offering her status, security and wealth. Shrewsbury, a widower 20 years her senior, would never ignite her passion. The epithalamium – a poem in celebration of a marriage – included an appeal to Hymen, the Greek god of wedding ceremonies:


May Hymen’s torch burn clear as your Desires

Lighted in heaven with pure Promethean fires …

Fit for a Husband who hath practised Love

Whose Beds of Jewels and rich mines of Gold

Are lodged within, to be enjoyed, not told.3



Shrewsbury did bring ‘rich mines of gold’ to the marriage, in the form of his sizeable estates, but although married previously, he was far from practised in the ‘art of love’. At the age of 36, he was staid, sombre and reserved. After the Restoration, he shunned the decadence of Charles II’s court, devoting himself instead to managing his land. He brought a daughter, Mary, from his first marriage, and on 24 July 1660, when Anna Maria was 17, she gave birth to the couple’s first son, Charles. Although they were to have a second son, Jake, it was Anna Maria’s relationship with Charles, Shrewsbury’s heir, which would in time define her future. Soon after his birth, Anna Maria began to evince an interest in dancing and music and drifted into the frenetic social whirl of Restoration society. After a straitened and often traumatic childhood during the Civil War and the puritanism of the Protectorate, she was ready to throw herself into the new culture of hedonism. If Buckingham was fascinated by the culture of the duel, Anna Maria was captivated by the role of the mistress.

After his father was executed, Charles II had spent some of his exile at the French court of Louis XIV, whose mistresses were well known. At the Restoration, French fashion, culture and music became prevalent at the English court. The musician Louis Grabu was brought over from France and appointed ‘Composer to His Majesty’s Musique’, the French style for ornamental interior design became popular in aristocratic households and, during the first five years of the monarchy, lace coats became more elaborate and sleeves more voluminous in imitation of the French mode.4 Along with these other Francophile imports came the cult of the mistress. Like most court fashions, the trend for mistress-keeping arose in imitation of the monarch’s own behaviour. Charles II had married Catherine of Braganza in 1662, but the match did not prevent the king from courting other women: he already had a number of other lovers and, while he and Catherine were on their honeymoon, his mistress Barbara Villiers (a cousin of Buckingham’s) gave birth to their second child at Hampton Court Palace.5 In Whitehall, the king was supplied with young women by the redoubtable team of William Chiffinch, Page of the Royal Bedchamber, and his wife. Using bribery, blackmail and flattery, the Chiffinches sourced royal mistresses from the streets of London, from the stage, and from within the court itself. Although the paramours of Charles II did not have the quasi-constitutional powers of their Continental counterparts, they were given wealth and titles and could contribute – albeit informally – to political debate. Villiers’s apartments in Whitehall, which were maintained by the government and included an aviary, doubled up as a political arena where both office and reputation could be made and broken. She was given land in Ireland, conferred the title of Duchess of Cleveland and endowed with sufficient resources and influence to deliver patronage of her own.

Mistresses were not only able to attain political influence – they also stood to gain widespread popularity. Many of the lovers of Charles II became national celebrities in their own right. A healthy market sprang up for woodcuts and mezzotints depicting this elite tribe of women. Those looking for images of the king’s most famous mistresses such as Nell Gwyn and Barbara Villiers had at least a dozen different prints to choose from, and portraits of the less famous courtesans still enjoyed successive editions, at a price of at least six pence.6 Court mistresses were not forbidden from enjoying their popularity, and the more successful ones kept lovers of their own. Barbara Villiers, whose insatiable sexual appetite became the stuff of legend, stood out in this regard. Villiers counted the playwright William Wycherley, Jacob the rope-dancer, and the actor Cardonnell Goodman among her exotic and energetic coterie of bedfellows.

There was a tension between the sexual availability of these women and the way they were portrayed in contemporary art, often as saints, penitents or goddesses. Barbara Villiers was herself painted as Mary Magdalene, and as St Agnes the shepherdess, the patron saint of virgins. Sir John Reresby described her as ‘the finest woman of her age’.7 Samuel Pepys, who bought a copy of her portrait, was mesmerised by the sight of her smocks and pretty linen petticoats drying in the Privy Garden: ‘Did me good to look on them’, he wrote in his diary.8 Pepys exemplified the way in which court mistresses were at the same time idealised for their beauty and disparaged for their moral frailty when, reflecting on her disrespectful behaviour towards her husband, he commented, ‘for her beauty I am willing to construe all this for the best and to pity her wherein it is to her hurt, though I know she is a whore’.9 This mix of desire and contempt was not simply a product of Pepys’s sexually tortured mind. The same celebrity that inspired penny ballads, woodcuts and mezzotints could also inspire downright hostility, and even public disorder. The first significant political riots of Charles’s reign centred on London’s brothels, haunts of many courtiers, and symbols of the sexual corruption that was supposedly abetted by the monarch himself.10 However much power and wealth and celebrity a mistress enjoyed, and however effectively she revenged herself against aggressors at court, in the public arena she was still ‘a whore’. Her reputation, for good and for ill, depended on her sexuality.

Anna Maria quickly learned that the way to achieve recognition within the court was to wield her sexual power. She understood how her beauty and allure could be harnessed to further her personal fortunes and political influence. Embarking on numerous affairs, she soon became notorious to the extent that court satirists even cast aspersions on the integrity of her mother, the upright Lady Anne Brudenell. One poem depicted her as having experienced a sort of Damascene conversion to vice and pimping.


Brudenell was long innocent,

But for the time she has misspent,

She’ll make amends hereafter.

Who can do more,

Than play the whore,

And pimp too for her daughter?11



A rivalry developed between Anna Maria and Nell Gwyn. On one occasion, Anna Maria was denied an invitation to a house-warming party hosted by Nell, who quipped that ‘One whore at a time is enough for his Majesty’.12 A contemporary recorded with incredulity the cult-like behaviour displayed by men who had become infatuated with Anna Maria: ‘there are three or four gentlemen wearing an ounce of her hair made into bracelets, and no person finds any fault’.13 She was also the cause of many duels, some of them fatal. ‘I would wager she might have a man killed for her every day’, wrote Anthony Hamilton in his Memoirs of Count Grammont, ‘and she would only hold her head the higher for it.’14


Chapter 3

‘HE CAME, HE SAW AND CONQUERED’

WHEN THE CIVIL War broke out in 1642, Buckingham was 16 and his brother Francis 15. Given the family’s close connections to the Crown, they naturally signed up to fight for the Royalist cause but, fearing for their lives, Charles I sent them abroad, and for the next few years they lived in Italy and France, ‘in as great state as some of those sovereign princes’.1 In Rome and Florence, they received tuition from some of the most remarkable thinkers of the time, including Thomas Hobbes – although Buckingham clearly did not acquire his mentor’s distaste for duelling. But the brothers could not bear to stay away from England and, six years after leaving home, they returned to fight. Francis lost his life in a skirmish near Kingston in 1648 and Buckingham fled once more to the Continent, this time to Charles II’s court in exile in Holland. Parliament offered him a pardon and an opportunity to keep his estates if he returned to the country within 40 days, but he decided to stay with the king, sacrificing his vast estates in London, Rutland, Essex, Lincolnshire, Leicestershire, Nottingham, Buckinghamshire and Yorkshire. He was received with ‘great grace and kindness’ by Charles, though without the income from his lands, he was forced to sell some of his father’s paintings in order to finance his lifestyle.2

When Charles I was executed in 1649, Buckingham was officially branded a traitor and banished, but nevertheless he returned to England again in 1657. With the country still under the control of Cromwell and the Parliamentarians, he disguised himself in various extravagant costumes in order to escape recognition. Buckingham set up a stage at Charing Cross and, donning some days a wizard’s mask and others a hat with a fox’s tail, performed his satirical ballads to passing crowds, who were unaware that this lowly busker had practically shared a cradle with the Stuart prince.3 During this time Buckingham nurtured his talent for performance, showmanship and satire – skills that would make him an invaluable addition to court life in the Restoration.

A letter by the spy Colonel Bamfield reported Buckingham’s presence in England and conjectured that he was ‘about some desperate design, either for some rising in the City or some attempt upon the Protector’s person’.4 In fact, Buckingham’s reasons for staying in England were not so seditious. He was determined to reclaim his sequestered land. His estates had been given to Sir Thomas Fairfax, Cromwell’s one-time commander-in-chief. The total value amounted to £10,000 in cash and lands worth £4,000 a year.5 He resolved to seduce the ‘spiritless but amiable’ Mary Fairfax, daughter and heir of the former Parliamentarian leader. Theirs was to be a strangely complex relationship – and one that also shaped the life of Anna Maria.

Fairfax doted on his daughter, whom he called ‘Little Moll’, but his military service had entailed long absences from home.6 Mary was left in the care of her mother, Anne, a plain and deeply pious woman, whose childhood in Holland had encouraged her Presbyterian religious beliefs. Partly because she was not as charming as other ladies of her status, partly because of her open Presbyterianism, and partly because she was widely considered to have ideas above her station, Anne was unpopular at the Cromwellian court. A further source of tension was the fate of the king. Though committed to the Parliamentarian cause, Thomas Fairfax felt profoundly uneasy about the trial of Charles I. In this, Fairfax sided with the majority of Parliamentarians, who believed they were fighting against the tyranny of a particular ruler rather than the fundamental evil of monarchy itself. He refused to take his seat beside his more radical contemporaries, Cromwell among them, as a judge at Charles’s trial and was horrified when the king was executed. His wife is said to have shouted from the public gallery, ‘Oliver Cromwell is a traitor’.7

In the wake of the trial, Fairfax abandoned politics and the family spent most of their time at their favourite house, picturesque Nun Appleton, built on the ruins of a former nunnery in North Yorkshire. There Mary enjoyed an unusual childhood for an aristocratic girl. She was not only Fairfax’s daughter but also his heir. Aged 12, Mary began to receive instruction from a private tutor, as though she were a boy. Her teacher, Andrew Marvell, was to become one of the most noted poets and political writers of the later 17th century. While at Nun Appleton he taught Mary languages, as well as writing his own poetry inspired by the house and its owners.

Though clever, Mary did not possess great charm, and the rumours of her likely union with Buckingham only reinforced the general opinion that the Fairfax women were relentless social climbers. Yet Mary was not an entirely unattractive prospect for Buckingham: she was pleasant, intelligent and sensible, in addition to being a means by which the duke could regain his lost estates.

Although banns had already been published for Mary’s marriage to the Earl of Chesterfield, Buckingham quickly won over both Mary and her parents. Dressed in the Continental fashion, tall, athletic and well-built, he was ‘extremely handsome’ and well aware of it. He also went to great lengths to endear himself to Mary, writing to Lady Fairfax of the ‘excess of that respect and devotion I shall ever bear Mistress [Mary] Fairfax whom if my fortune were in any way proportionable to my affections I should have the impudence to pretend to deserve at least as much as any other body whatsoever, since I am sure it is impossible to love or honour anything more than I truly do her.’8 In another letter to one of Mary’s servants, the duke claimed that just ‘one minutes conversation’ with ‘that deare Mistresse of yours’ would ‘settle me in a condition not to envy the happiest man living’.9 Genuine or contrived in sentiment, Buckingham’s letters had the desired effect. Mary always, even at the height of the duke’s affair with Anna Maria, adored her husband. Mary’s cousin Brian Fairfax wryly observed:


The young lady could not resist his charms …

All his trouble in wooing was,

He came, he saw and conquered.10



The marriage took place on 15 September 1657 at Bolton Percy Church in Yorkshire. The poet Abraham Cowley was Buckingham’s best man, also composing the epithalamium to celebrate the match. The service was presided over by Mr Vere Harcourt, who, overawed by the duke, claimed that he ‘saw God’ in Buckingham’s face.11 But not everyone was supportive of the marriage. Buckingham’s transparent attempts to seize back his assets incurred the wrath of Cromwell’s government. Lord Fairfax pleaded in person against the incarceration of his son-in-law, but the Council resolved to send him to the Tower. He was finally released in February 1659, on a £20,000 security from his father-in-law.

Although the marriage had been prompted by necessity, it was a more affectionate and understanding union than that of Anna Maria and Shrewsbury. Buckingham developed a deep regard for Mary over the course of the courtship. In a poem he composed to her he wrote, ‘That till my Eyes first gaz’d on you, I ne’er beheld that thing I could adore’.12 He also became fond of Mary’s father, Thomas Fairfax, and would write an epitaph on his death in 1671. Mutual affection, unevenly distributed though it was, explains much of Mary’s behaviour towards her husband and his lover in the ensuing years.

With his marriage secure and his childhood friend Charles II restored to the throne, Buckingham’s fortunes soared. His estates were returned, he was appointed a Gentleman of the King’s Bedchamber, admitted to the Privy Council, and was chosen to carry the orb at the coronation. From entertaining street crowds at Charing Cross, Buckingham was now one of the biggest landowners in the kingdom. The strength of his childhood bond with the king gave him a special licence to act provocatively at court, safe in the knowledge that even if he temporarily fell from favour, their friendship was resilient. Buckingham became one of Charles’s most dissolute and charismatic courtiers.

The Restoration court spawned its own flamboyant culture. This was both a reaction to the puritanical austerity of the Commonwealth and Protectorate periods, and an imitation of the hedonistic practices of Continental courts where many Royalists had spent their exile. Among the features of this culture was a new approach to sex and gender, epitomised by the sexually licentious figure of the rake. It was a commonplace of biblical, medieval and Renaissance thought that lust was the result of intellectual weakness and frailty. Women had been viewed as particularly susceptible to this weakness – perhaps the archetype of this was Milton’s ‘credulous’ Eve, who in succumbing to the advances of Satan introduced sin to the world. During the 17th century there was a growing recognition that men were equally susceptible. Rakes at the court of Charles II self-consciously inverted the notion of lust as weakness, instead embracing sexual libertinism as a mark of masculine identity.

Even among this libertine culture, however, Buckingham’s behaviour was remarkable. His habits attracted wonder and criticism in equal measure. Samuel Butler, a poet and satirist, wrote:

The Duke of Bucks is one that has studied the whole body of vice. His parts are disproportionate to the whole, and, like a monster, he has more of some and less of others, than he should have … His appetite to his pleasures is diseased and crazy … Perpetual surfeits of pleasure have filled his mind with bad and vicious humours, (as well as his body with a nursery of diseases) … He is as inconstant as the moon which he lives under.13

Butler may have described Buckingham as a monster, but the duke did have many redeeming and beguiling qualities. Another trait held to be desirable among Restoration courtiers was ‘wit’, a profoundly masculine virtue, which encompassed not only humour, but also originality and charisma. Among other factors, wit was the hallmark of being an accomplished writer, something to which many courtiers aspired. Inevitably, not everyone achieved literary distinction, and the court – not to mention the country as a whole – was full of would-be writers penning dismal verses that attempted rakish style. This contest between ‘truewits’ and ‘witwoulds’ became itself a subject for raillery and amusement.

Buckingham expressed his wit in his plays, as well as in his repertoire of anecdotes, sketches and impersonations. He could not help mimicking powerful and pompous figures at court, and it was often said that he would rather lose a friend than a jest. His skit on Lord Chancellor Clarendon was particularly popular: hanging from his belt a pair of bellows that represented the Great Seal in its case of woven silk, Buckingham puffed out his belly and limped forward with pursed lip and withering eye, venting high-pitched lamentations on the declining standards of government. He entertained friends and lovers with stories and songs, many of which he had memorised during his time as a ballad-monger. During his seduction of court beauty Frances Stuart, who famously resisted the advances of Charles II, he often visited her apartment and built high castles out of cards for her amusement.

Buckingham undoubtedly had a voracious appetite for pleasure and comedy, but he was not simply a court jester. The glassworks he owned in London used the latest technology to produce looking glasses ‘far larger and better than any that come from Venice’, as well as ‘huge vases of metal as cleare, ponderous and thick as chrystal’.14 He also nurtured an enthusiasm for the experimental philosophy known as the ‘new science’ and was an original Fellow of the Royal Society, which was established to encourage knowledge of the natural world through observation and experiment, and to provide a forum for scientific discussion. During the early years of the Society, the king had wanted to examine every mathematical invention submitted for patenting, and had sent messages enquiring why, for instance, some plants contracted to the touch, and some ant eggs were larger than the ant that produced them. Many subjects now considered fantastical or occult were considered fit for scientific investigation: Buckingham researched alchemy and contributed a ‘unicorn’s horn’ to the Society for verification. He was also fascinated by astrology, a fixation that would later be exploited by his political opponents to damage his relationship with the king.

But no astrologer could have foretold the profound impact that meeting Anna Maria in 1666 would have on Buckingham. ‘’Tis you alone, that can my heart subdue / To you alone it shall always be true!’ he wrote to her.15 Poor, devoted Mary was sidelined. Buckingham wrote in his commonplace book: ‘Wives we choose for our posterity, mistresses for ourselves, marriage is the greatest solitude, for it makes two but one and prohibits us from all others’.16 But the duke was determined not to be ‘prohibited’ by marriage from ‘all others’ – and one above all. He ordered clothes from Paris for himself and his new paramour. He also employed a Parisian musician to serenade her. The diarist John Evelyn recorded seeing Buckingham with his crowd of fiddlers at the races, and Samuel Butler said of him that ‘his ears are perpetually drilled with a fiddlestick’.17

The affair with Anna Maria also brought out Buckingham’s belligerent streak. Friends and courtiers noticed that he drew his sword at the slightest provocation, over political as well as romantic disputes. One instance of this was his quarrel with the Marquis of Dorchester, which occasioned one of his several duelling challenges of the 1660s. The two had long been political enemies and their rivalry flared up at the Canary Conference, a trade meeting between the Lords and the Commons in the Painted Chamber in the Palace of Westminster. Buckingham deliberately provoked the marquis by rudely elbowing him during a debate. ‘Are you uneasy, Dorchester?’ Buckingham taunted. Dorchester rose to the bait and launched into an angry tirade against the duke. ‘I am a better man than you,’ Buckingham retorted, and with this, he lurched across the table, ripped off Dorchester’s hat, grabbed his periwig, and held him in a throttle position. The Lord Chamberlain was forced to intervene, and both men were ordered to the Tower. The incident was debated in the House of Lords, where Buckingham was branded a ‘delinquent’.18

On 20 July 1667, Buckingham took a box at the Duke of York’s Theatre in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, and decided to bring along both Anna Maria and Mary. At the time of its construction, the theatre was the most technologically advanced in London, boasting state-of-the-art machinery to facilitate scene changes.19 The stage and auditorium were illuminated by candles, as well as innovative oil-lamp footlights, and refreshments were provided by ‘orange women’, some of whom were attractions in their own right. But on the night of the theatre trip, it seems that all eyes were on Anna Maria. A letter written by the Countess Dowager of Roscommon, who was present at the theatre, reported that Anna Maria was ‘with child’.20 It is impossible to verify whether or not this is true, but there are no records of her giving birth at any point that year, so if she was pregnant with either Shrewsbury or Buckingham’s child, she must have suffered a miscarriage.

Unfortunately, Henry Killigrew, an old flame of Anna Maria’s, was sitting in the adjacent box. Unable to contain his anger, Killigrew hurled abuse at the duke. Buckingham made a valiant effort to contain his temper, but Killigrew continued his goadings. Eventually, Killigrew climbed into Buckingham’s box, struck him with a sheathed sword, and clambered away around the dress circle, disrupting the entire performance. Theatregoers were accustomed to disturbances in the stalls of the theatre, but a fracas in the boxes, which were largely occupied by aristocrats, was more unusual. Incensed by Killigrew’s conduct, Buckingham pursued his rival through the boxes. By the time he caught up with him in the foyer, Buckingham’s periwig had fallen off, and his cropped hair was shockingly exposed. Buckingham snatched Killigrew’s sword and furiously kicked him, until he begged for his life.21

Buckingham was publicly praised for his conduct. The Countess Dowager of Roscommon thought he had carried himself ‘as became a man of honour’ and Pepys agreed that ‘he did carry himself very innocently and well’.22 Anna Maria’s position was more problematic. It was widely assumed that Shrewsbury would now finally fight for his wife’s honour but he still held back.

The power of a high-society mistress was derived from the lust and favour of men and they were vulnerable to scorn and ridicule when private passions turned into public scandal. In the dead of night the mortified Anna Maria summoned her trusted maid Mrs Daliston, left letters to her parents and husband, and fled court society for an English Catholic convent at Pontoise, north-west of Paris.23 The journey was long and gruelling – a day-long crossing from Dover to Calais, overnight in an insalubrious French inn and then a long and bumpy coach journey.24 Anna Maria arrived at the convent exhausted yet still burning with anger.

Anna Maria would spend six months in seclusion at Pontoise. She was unaware that her flight had finally pushed the timid Shrewsbury to challenge her lover to a duel, and ignorant of the encounter they had arranged for Barn Elms. Ignorant, that is, until a letter arrived informing her of the death of her husband.


Chapter 4

A LONDON LOVE TRIANGLE

ANNA MARIA RETURNED to England in May 1668, two months after Shrewsbury’s death. But her future had in part been determined before she arrived.

In his will of 10 March, Anna Maria’s husband had placed their three children under the guardianship of four men: the Earl of Cardigan, Anna Maria’s father; Mervyn Tuchett, the children’s uncle; William Talbot of Wittington, a kinsman of the Talbot family; and Gilbert Crouch, the family lawyer.1 Relations between the guardians and Anna Maria were strained from the outset, and they were intent on denying her access to her sons. The children had spent their early childhood at the Talbot family seat of Grafton in Worcestershire, but following their father’s death were moved to the house of their uncle Tuchett in Southcote, Berkshire.2 Even though Anna Maria’s father was among the guardians of her children, the Talbot faction dominated, and Tuchett was determined to prevent Charles, as heir to his father’s earldom, from seeing any members of the Brudenell family. As Charles matured into a young man and grew in self-awareness, he would become cognisant of this dynamic and seek to challenge it.

Perhaps if Anna Maria had chosen to end her affair with Buckingham, there might have been some hope of a rapprochement with the Talbots, but she chose amorous passion over maternal responsibility and did nothing to contest the arrangements. By modern standards, her failure to fight for her children seems callous, but our judgement should be tempered by late 17th-century aristocratic conventions, which encouraged emotional distance between mother and child. Babies were frequently sent out to wet nurses for the first 12 to 18 months of their lives, and were then cared for mainly by nurses, governesses and tutors, before leaving home to attend boarding school some time between the ages of 7 and 14. But even in this cultural context, Anna Maria’s absence from her children’s lives was remarkable: her sons felt abandoned and later she herself would mourn her choice. Anna Maria was a woman of extremes. She threw herself wholeheartedly into her life with Buckingham – a life in which her children were to have no part.

Yet life with Buckingham was not simple either. The months prior to Anna Maria’s return had been challenging for Buckingham because of public comment on the duel. His immediate anxieties were short-lived – on 27 January Charles II issued a pardon, allowing Buckingham to reappear at court.3 Four days later, he was back at the Duke of York’s Theatre, where the original scuffle with Killigrew had taken place, for the first night of his friend George Etherege’s comedy She Would If She Could.4 The heavy rain forced audience members to remain in the auditorium after the performance, and Pepys observed Buckingham in high spirits, speaking animatedly with the playwright.5 But Shrewsbury’s death re-ignited public controversy over duelling, and lobbyists exerted pressure on the king to act more forcefully against the practice. Charles responded with a statement that henceforth, ‘on no pretence whatsoever any pardon shall … be granted to any person whatsoever for killing of any man in a duel … but that the course of law shall wholly take place in all such cases’.6 It was a half-hearted attempt to placate critics of duelling while ensuring that Buckingham would be exempt from prosecution.

The City of London was just beginning to be rebuilt after the Great Fire of 1666. During the three days the fire raged, Charles II, fearing a full-scale riot or rebellion, arranged for bread to be brought to the city, and established ‘safe markets’ around the edge of the city, guarded by militia. Buckingham was involved in raising troops for this purpose, and wrote to his deputy lieutenants requesting that they ‘immediately summon all the militia under my command to be in arms with all speed imaginable’.7 The Great Fire incinerated 13,200 houses, and consumed an area a mile and a half in length and half a mile in breadth, rendering the city unrecognisable.8 Evelyn recalled ‘clambering over heaps of yet smoking rubbish, and frequently mistaking where I was’.9 The conflagration became so hot that it melted iron gates and bars in the prisons, and left water boiling in the fountains. Throughout this wasted landscape, dark clouds of smoke emerged from subterranean cellars, wells and dungeons. Many Londoners who had lost their homes moved elsewhere in the country, or emigrated to America, though some continued to live in the ruins of their old properties.

One of the most noticeable changes wrought by the fire on the skyline of the city was the gutting of the old medieval cathedral of St Paul’s, which, although not entirely destroyed, was reduced to a skeleton. The ruins were unstable, and Pepys recalled how ‘the very sight of the stones falling from the top of the steeple do make me seasick’.10 The rebuilding of the city proceeded intermittently and well into the 1670s large areas remained in ruins. The resurrection of St Paul’s was not assigned to Christopher Wren until June 1669 and the old edifice was still standing as late as 1674. Without a doubt, in the eight months between Anna Maria’s departure to Pontoise and her return to London in May 1668, no significant reconstruction would have taken place.

Before outrage had died down over the duel, Buckingham provoked further controversy by inviting Anna Maria to live with him. Buckingham’s two main London residences – Wallingford House and York House – were upriver in Westminster, on Whitehall and the Strand respectively, and both were untouched by the fire. The first duke of Buckingham bought Wallingford House in the early 1620s, and George himself had been born there in 1627. The first Duke held the post of Lord High Admiral and hosted many meetings at the house, giving his son early exposure to political life. Seven years after the first duke’s assassination his widow, Catherine Manners, married the prominent Catholic, Lord Dunluce, and the couple made Wallingford their home. The house had also played a small part in the political upheavals of the mid-17th century: it was the meeting place of the Wallingford House Party, an army faction that eventually overthrew the short-lived protectorate of Oliver Cromwell’s son, Richard, paving the way for Charles II’s return to power.

Buckingham’s second and much larger London property was York House, which had been built for his father in the 1620s. The only part of the house remaining today is the Buckingham Watergate, which was the riverside entrance to the mansion. Due to the construction of the Thames embankment in the 19th century, the gate is now some distance from the river it was built to serve, and stands marooned at the edge of Victoria Embankment Gardens, east of Charing Cross Station. The Villiers coat of arms features above the gate’s central arch.

York House was built in the Italianate style popularised by Inigo Jones during the reign of Charles I. The painter Peter Paul Rubens had been a guest in 1629 and had given Buckingham’s father important works, some of which were among those that Buckingham sold in Amsterdam to finance his upkeep during his exile. The house had also been the site of infamous and dissolute court parties. At a party in 1627 attended by King Charles and his wife Henrietta Maria, guests were invited to dress up as vices and virtues; the first duke of Buckingham appeared dressed as envy, ‘with divers open-mouthed dogs heads representing the people’s barking’.11 The most notable feature of the property was the magnificent garden, in which a number of Italianate statues were exhibited.

Either house would have been a beautiful home for Anna Maria. But right from the start it was clear that she would be sharing it not only with Buckingham but also with Mary. Divorce was impossible: wife and mistress would have to live together with the man each loved in a bizarre ménage à trois.

This was a particularly uncomfortable arrangement for Mary. According to the Vicomtesse de Longueville, Buckingham’s wife had become ‘a little round crumpled woman’, utterly devoted to her husband, and delusional about their original courtship, attributing only sincere motives to his advances.12 Though she had previously been magnanimous to Buckingham’s lovers, the prospect of having to share him and his homes with Anna Maria was too much for her to bear. She was humiliated and angered by this arrangement. Besides being personally affronted, she would also have taken exception to the flouting of mourning convention, which showed deep disrespect for the late earl.

When Mary expressed her horror at the prospect of living with Anna Maria, according to Pepys Buckingham retorted, ‘Why Madam, I did think so, and therefore have ordered your coach to be ready, to carry you to your father’s.’13 A heartbroken Mary backed down, and was forced to accept this uncomfortable way of life. It seems that she shut her eyes to Buckingham’s infidelity; Brian Fairfax wrote that
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