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      PREFACE

      

      
      It is no easy task to write about a family that produced so many strong and active personalities, some of whose lives were
         so colourful that they provided source material for bestselling contemporary novelists such as Anthony Trollope, Edith Wharton
         and Henry James. Even so, everyone in this extraordinary family is overshadowed by one of the most remarkable men in modern
         history. There is very little not already well known about him, and yet his life was so full that if twenty historians sat
         down to write a biography of him and all were given exactly the same source materials, twenty quite different books would
         result.
      

      
      In addition to the scores of books written about Winston Spencer Churchill, he produced a mini-library himself; fifty-odd
         titles, some multivolume, all written in prose that could hardly be bettered. And there remains an enduring fascination with
         the man. What made him so special? Many of the books about Churchill are heavyweight political biographies in which the private
         man is lost to the average reader amid the history of the great events of the twentieth century. But in a book about the Churchill
         family it is impossible to provide an in-depth account of Winston Churchill’s political career – and this is not my intention.
         Churchill appears here as a family man, a pivot around whose activities, to a greater or lesser extent, other family members
         live out their lives. I hope to give readers easier access to these individuals, especially those of the nineteenth and twentieth
         centuries. It is the way Winston’s personality and activities impinged on the lives of his family members that is important
         here, rather than those events which made him a household name and a national hero.
      

      
      
      Despite all the reading I have done on Churchill over the years, there is always more to read. Even in the last year, 2009/10,
         newspaper articles have raised questions about aspects of his life and the lives of some of those close to him, such as the
         true cause of his father’s early death; and it has been claimed that his mother Jennie had over two hundred lovers, that his
         younger brother Jack was the result of an affair between Jennie and a lover in Ireland, that Winston and Clementine were estranged
         for a good deal of their marriage, that Churchill was a bully; and, more recently, that Jennie ‘robbed’ her two sons of their
         inheritance. Sir Winston’s last Private Secretary wisely wrote in his memoir of Sir Winston’s final years, ‘History is history
         and nothing portrayed or written of Winston Churchill can diminish his stature.’ All the same, are there any facts behind
         these allegations?
      

      
      Some reviewers may take me to task for adopting a gossipy approach to my subjects. And I should like to make it clear from
         the outset that this is not unintentional. In my experience – and I approach the allotted biblical span of human years – the
         world has always thrived on gossip, and provided contemporary gossip is presented with appropriate explanation and is properly
         sourced, then it can have a place even in serious biography.
      

      
      When I first conceived this book I had in mind a record of the whole family, from the 1st Duke onwards, but the Churchills are a prolific
         and multitalented lot, and I soon saw that this was beyond the scope of one volume. Winston Spencer Churchill’s father, Lord
         Randolph, was one of the eight children of the 7th Duke of Marlborough who survived to marry and have children. From the marriages
         of his paternal uncles and aunts alone, Winston had thirty Churchill first cousins. And then there were seven maternal cousins,
         the Leslies and the Frewens, in Ireland. In his children’s generation there were over eighty Churchills, Guests, Felloweses,
         Leslies, Sheridans, Frewens and others. And in the following generation there were over a hundred. So in order to keep this
         book to a manageable size, I quickly revised my brief to include only extraordinary deeds, behaviour, achievement in the Churchill
         family during the last 150 years. Even then, for reasons of space I have had to cull hard – for example, the Guest family had many fascinating adventures in East Africa in the Thirties that would make
         a book on its own.
      

      
      Winston Churchill did not become a leader by accident. He set out quite deliberately as a very young man to reach the top
         in British politics, and he dominated world politics in a way that any British politician would find impossible to do now.
         He always believed he was bound for greatness, and because of this sense of destiny, from his childhood onwards he and his
         family kept every scrap of paper – from important letters and other documents to ephemera such as theatre programmes and invitation
         cards. Partly as a result of this, Churchill’s life, his daily activities, his successes and his failures, his loves and dislikes
         have been pored over, forensically dissected and, recently, often criticised. I freely admit that Winston Spencer Churchill
         was a hero to me as a child growing up in a heavily blitzed Liverpool during and after the Second World War. I well recall
         the sense of leadership and confidence he exuded through his radio talks – ‘Winnie’s on tonight!’ – to which we all listened
         avidly on a crackly wireless that had to be constantly tuned in, becoming fainter and fainter as the acid batteries wore down.
      

      
      Nothing I have read or discovered about Churchill since then has essentially changed my opinion of him. He was undeniably
         impulsive and impatient at times, and not all his strategies, conceived under stress, were thought out as thoroughly as they
         might have been; these characteristics were with him from childhood. But his failings were more than balanced by his boldness,
         the use he made of his experience of fighting in the field, his sound understanding of government and of the political system,
         his sense of dedication and duty to his country and his utter honesty, and – at the last – his absolute refusal to give in
         to Britain’s enemies. Unquestionably he made mistakes, some major ones, but so did every other commander throughout history.
         And in any case, the occasional error makes him more human, more engaging. When I have felt it necessary within the terms
         of this family history I have – with the benefit of hindsight that Churchill did not possess, of course – discussed such errors. But irrefutably, Churchill’s achievements far outweighed his failings; a recent BBC poll showed that the great mass
         of British people still regard him as ‘the greatest Briton’.
      

      
      One of the problems I experienced while writing this book was how to refer to Sir Winston. One clearly cannot refer to a baby
         or child as ‘Churchill’. However, at the point in the story where he became a man, and a fighting soldier, it seemed over-familiar
         to call him ‘Winston’ so I took my problem to his daughter Mary (Lady Soames) and asked her advice. She told me to use my
         biographer’s instinct and refer to him in whatever way felt comfortable. In the political arena, for example, ‘Churchill’
         was preferable. In a family setting, featuring Clementine or his children, ‘Winston’ was the obvious choice.
      

      
      Mary S. Lovell

      
      Brockenhurst, Hampshire

      
      June 2010
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      1

      
      1650–1750

	  ‘Thou art a rascal, John Churchill’

      
      
      The surname Churchill is an honoured one, legendary in our time, owing to the vision and achievements of one of history’s greatest
         men, who sprang from a ducal line and, though born without a title, was always conscious of his aristocratic heritage.
      

      
      The first Churchill to come to the notice of modern history was John Churchill, born in 1650 during the turbulent years of
         the Civil War. He was the elder son of Mr Winston Churchill of Ashe House* near Axminster in Devon,1 although this family of minor West Country gentry hailed originally from the village of Churchill in the neighbouring county
         of Somerset.† Royalist to the core, they were heavily penalised under Cromwell’s administration, but even before the Civil War they were
         never rich. By 1660, when the monarchy was restored, money was tight and there were twelve Churchill children to bring up.
         Matters improved marginally when Winston Churchill became Member of Parliament for Weymouth, in what is now known as the Cavalier
         Parliament, and was later given a minor government job in recognition of his loyalty. Even so, young John Churchill had to surrender his entitlement to the entailed family property, to allow his father to raise a mortgage on it.
      

      
      Approaching manhood, John always knew he would have to make his own fortune, and that his only assets towards achieving this
         goal were his brains and singular good looks. Tall, with an excellent physique, he had fair hair, blue eyes and classically
         handsome features. His enemies (of whom there would eventually be many) would say that he began the process of advancement
         on the coat-tails of his older sister Arabella, a beauty by the standards of the day. At the age of sixteen Arabella became
         a maid-of-honour to the Duchess of York, and subsequently mistress to her employer’s husband, James, Duke of York and heir
         to the throne, to whom Arabella bore a son.* It was said that her influence provided her brother John with his first position in the entourage of the Duke and, in 1667,
         a commission in the footguards.† The Duke’s friendly patronage would not have proved unhelpful, though there is some historical evidence that John’s father
         (who was knighted in 1664 to become Sir Winston Churchill) had written to an important friend at court to secure John’s first
         appointment as a page to the Duke; and it is equally possible that a few years later Sir Winston somehow raised the money
         to buy the lowly commission for his eldest son. What is certain, and somehow endearing at such a distance, is that John made
         his public debut by cuckolding his King.
      

      
      Twenty-nine-year-old Barbara Villiers, the voluptuous, tempestuous and sexually insatiable Lady Castlemaine, was still maîtresse en titre to King Charles II in 1670 when twenty-year-old John Churchill first appeared at court wearing his ensign’s uniform. By then
         he had spent a few years in service in the Mediterranean, probably at Tangiers, one of the many parcels of land that the Queen,
         Catherine of Braganza, had brought to her marriage.2 John Churchill and Barbara Villiers (who had been newly created Duchess of St Albans) were second cousins,‡ and before long the new Duchess and the handsome ensign were also lovers. One afternoon the King, having heard that he had acquired a youthful
         rival, decided to pay an unscheduled visit to his mistress, whose apartments on King Street faced Whitehall.
      

      
      There are two contemporary accounts of the event. In one, John escaped through a window and shinned down a drainpipe clutching
         his clothes, in full view of interested members of the court who were strolling below. In another version (favoured by the
         Marlborough family), on hearing his monarch approaching, John dived into a wardrobe, where he was discovered and sent packing.
         Both versions, however, agree that the following day when the two men met, Churchill bowed apologetically and the King is
         reputed to have quipped magnanimously, ‘Thou art a rascal, John Churchill, but I forgive thee for I know ’tis how you earn
         your daily bread.’
      

      
      The King did not quite forgive John Churchill: he banished his young rival from court, although the affair with Barbara lasted
         for some time afterwards. But it is an appealing image – young John making his entrance into history naked and in flight –
         and some elements of the story are probably factual. Within a short time the penniless young man mysteriously acquired the large
         sum of £5000.* Not being brought up to squander money he used this sensibly to purchase an annuity of £500, a sum that would be paid to him
         annually for the remainder of his life. Most people at court believed that this money was a douceur from the amorous Duchess,† and her last child, born in 1672 – at about the same time as John Churchill received his windfall – was generally accepted
         as Churchill’s daughter.3 Ever resourceful, after the safe delivery of the baby the Duchess sent a messenger to the King to tell him of the birth of
         yet another royal bastard. The King, not himself renowned for constancy, replied with characteristic nonchalance: ‘You may
         tell my lady that I know the child is not mine, yet I will acknowledge it for old times’ sake.’4 The little girl bore the name Barbara Fitzroy and was sent to board in a convent in France. As an adult she became a nun and was known as Sister Benedicta.5

      
      John subsequently served aboard HMS Prince, the Duke of York’s flagship, which lost a third of her company in the first naval battle of the Third Anglo-Dutch War at
         Solebay in June 1672. For this service John Churchill was promoted to captain in what we would now call the Marines. His next
         posting took him to Maastricht, where in hand-to-hand fighting he acquitted himself so bravely that on his return to London
         he was introduced to Charles II (who had, surely, not forgotten him?) by the Duke of Monmouth* as ‘the brave man who saved my life’. As a result, John was given command of an English battalion and posted to allied France
         to fight for King Louis XIV. With this responsibility came a French colonelcy, but the position was no sinecure, for in one
         battle, at Enzheim, Churchill lost half of his twenty-two officers. The English cavalry fared even worse; half of all their
         troops were killed or wounded. ‘No one in the world,’ the dispatch to London reported, ‘could possibly have done more than
         Colonel Churchill.’
      

      
      John was still only twenty-four when he returned in some triumph to the English court, and among his personal possessions
         were two packing cases full of silver taken in prizes. Probably the last thing on his mind was marriage – until he met sixteen-year-old
         Sarah Jennings. Sarah and her elder sister Frances were ladies-in-waiting to the Duchess of York, but unlike Arabella Churchill
         the Jennings sisters were virtuous girls and there was no pillow talk to aid their advancement. Sarah, tall, fair-complexioned,
         clear-eyed and with an abundance of red-gold hair, was also an attendant to the teenage Princess Anne, who was a stepdaughter of the Duchess of York.*

      
      John first noticed Sarah Jennings dancing a saraband at a ball, and at their subsequent meeting he found her so bright and intelligent,
         so vital, that he was instantly smitten – a state of being that would prevail until the day he died. But Sarah was not a good
         catch for a young man making his way in the world by any means he could find. She had no dowry, no splendid connections, and
         though striking she lacked the outstanding beauty of her elder sister. Furthermore, at the age of sixteen this unusually independent
         young woman was in no particular hurry to settle down. John was in a torment, sending her flurries of letters expressing his
         devotion to her:
      

      
      
         I beg you will let me see you … which I am sure you ought to do if you care for my love, since every time I see you I still
            find new charms in you … when I am not with you the only joy I have is hearing from you … give me leave to do what I cannot
            help, which is to adore you as long as I live … I take joy in nothing but yourself … I love you with all my heart and soul.6

      

      
      It was a stormy courtship, Sarah professing to doubt his protestations of love perhaps because initially John felt he could
         not afford a wife so early in his career. ‘If it were true you would find out some way to make yourself happy – it is in your
         power,’ Sarah retorted. ‘I find all you say is only to amuse me and make me think you have a passion for me. As for seeing
         you I am resolved I never will, in private.’7 When they quarrelled at an assembly ball he wrote telling her how, after she had pointedly walked away from him in full view
         of onlookers, ‘I stood near quarter of an hour, I believe, without knowing what to do.’ Instead of taking advantage of the
         sedan chair he had reserved, he had walked home in order to be able to stand under her window, ‘to see the light in your chamber,
         but I saw none’; and since then he had twice gone to Whitehall to see her attend the Duchess of York, though Sarah had ordered him
         not to.
      

      
      Believing that John could now make his choice from a number of heiresses and that when he married it should be for money,
         his parents were opposed to the relationship with Sarah and dangled other girls before him. He was not interested. Sarah teased
         him for eighteen months – then they were married, secretly and without fuss. At first the young couple were so short of money
         that they had to live with John’s parents, but Sarah never regretted the marriage, for theirs was that enviable partnership,
         a genuine love match, though Sarah’s fiery temperament ensured that their years together were never humdrum. John was a devoted
         husband and father, and the couple had seven children, five of whom survived infancy, but the major sorrow in their lives
         was the death of their only son at the age of seven. Their devotion to each other survived all problems, however, and, perhaps
         partly because of his frequent military absences, remained always passionate. Sarah on one occasion in middle age wrote to
         confide to a friend that on her husband’s return from an overseas campaign he had ‘pleasured’ her before removing his boots.
      

      
      When the Duke of York ascended the throne as King James II in 1685, he created John a baron – Baron Churchill of Sandridge
         – and sent him as Ambassador to the French court. It was probably at Versailles that John conceived a desire for a house as
         grand as that of Louis XIV. Despite his indebtedness to James II, Churchill could not accept the Roman Catholicism that James
         was attempting to impose on the kingdom, and he switched loyalties to support the invasion of the Protestant William of Orange.* Since Churchill took most of the army with him to participate in the ‘Glorious Revolution’, James (the last Stuart King)
         had little option but to flee the country. Parliament declared that he had abdicated by deserting his kingdom, and in 1689
         invited his son-in-law William of Orange, along with William’s wife the Princess Mary who was James’s elder daughter, to take
         the throne as joint monarchs. Queen Mary died a few years later, in December 1694, of smallpox, leaving William sole ruler of England, Scotland and Ireland.
      

      
      King William III created John the Earl of Marlborough, made him a Privy Councillor, and later appointed him Commander-in-Chief
         of the armies in Flanders. But the new King never entirely trusted Churchill, and this is not surprising, for it was soon
         discovered that John was still in secret communication with the exiled King James. Churchill was disgraced and stripped of
         his court offices, and was lucky not to have fared worse. For some years he was out of the public eye and during this time
         he served as Governor of the Hudson Bay Company, lending his name to the town of Churchill in Manitoba (which is still thriving).
      

      
      In 1701 the Spanish King died without an heir. Louis XIV of France immediately put forward his grandson, the Duke of Anjou,
         as Spanish successor and made it clear that France would go to war to advance this claim. A coalition of European states and
         governments, concerned about French plans to encompass Spain, backed a rival claimant, the Austrian Archduke Charles.
      

      
      Despite his misgivings about Churchill’s loyalty, before King William’s sudden and unexpected death (which occurred when his
         horse stumbled on a mole hill at Hampton Court),* the King had confided to his sister-in-law and heir to the throne, the Princess Anne, that there was only one man capable of
         stopping the French from taking over the whole of Europe, and that man was Marlborough. This advice was heeded, and when the
         War of Spanish Succession began Churchill was appointed to command the English and Dutch armies for an annual stipend of £10,000.
         He was a brilliant tactician, and in the first of ten successive campaigns he captured Kaiserworth and all the territory between
         the Rhine and Meuse Rivers. In recognition of this Queen Anne gratefully conferred a dukedom upon him and, as he was heading
         into his mid-fifties (then considered to be old), it seemed he had reached the summit of his career. Yet John Churchill’s finest hour still lay ahead of him, and though he was an avaricious man and an
         undoubted time-server, his record as a commander has never been equalled – not even by the great Wellington.
      

      
      Even without that direct commendation from the late King William, and had he not been the greatest military strategist in
         England, John Churchill – by then Duke of Marlborough –might well have been selected to lead the armies, for Queen Anne was
         completely in thrall to the dictatorial Duchess, Sarah Churchill. The two women had known each other since childhood, and
         Anne had always been fascinated by the older girl, who had advised her on how to act, how to dress and how to deal with court
         officials. By the time she ascended the throne, Queen Anne would never make a decision before consulting her best friend Sarah.
         There was only one way, besides conquest, that anyone could hope for social and financial advancement at court, and that was
         through royal patronage. The entire court schemed endlessly and shamelessly for positions, pensions, sinecures and titles,
         but no one rivalled Sarah in the art of machination and self-promotion.
      

      
      While they were still teenagers, Sarah had groomed Princess Anne to look to her for guidance in all things. And after Anne came
         to the throne Sarah collected a number of titles and honours for herself, to each of which was attached an annual stipend: Groom
         of the Stole, Mistress of the Robes, Keeper of the Privy Purse and Ranger of Windsor Park. More importantly, she was able
         to manipulate the Queen as she wished. It was Sarah, for example, who ensured that Churchill’s good friend Earl Godolphin
         was made First Minister, the equivalent of today’s Prime Minister. And it was rumoured that Sarah received a gift of £10,000
         from the Duke of Kent when he was appointed to the position of Lord Chamberlain in 1704, through her influence.
      

      
      So while her able husband led his armies and worked towards glory (he never lost a battle and he took every fortress he besieged),
         Sarah, from her start as a lowly handmaiden, had by her own efforts made herself a woman of immense power, able to influence
         state policy, and perhaps to change the course of history. To all intents and purposes, through Sarah, the Churchill ‘set’ ran the country for a while – one pamphleteer wrote that although Anne wore
         the crown, it was Sarah who reigned. It was said of her that ‘No woman not of royal rank has ever held before, or is likely
         to hold again, such a position as was hers during the critical years of the eighteenth century, when the map of Europe and
         the constitution of England were in the making.’8

      
      Churchill’s sensational victory at Blenheim in 1704, where his cavalry broke the French line on the left bank of the Danube
         and made Europe safe again from French ambitions (until the rise of Napoleon almost a century later), was a cause for massive
         nationwide celebration.* Sarah made the most of it. Churchill became a national hero and in his absence honours were showered upon him. He was made
         a Knight of the Garter, a Prince of the Holy Roman Empire and Master General of the Ordnance, and he received other sinecures
         as well as a lifetime grant of £5000 a year from the Civil List. But the biggest reward of all was the gift of the 2700-acre
         royal estate at Woodstock in Oxfordshire† which generated £6000 a year. Furthermore, the Queen asked Parliament, on behalf of a grateful nation, to grant funds to
         build ‘a castle’ for the Duke at Woodstock, to commemorate his glorious victory. Parliament voted the huge sum of £250,000.
      

      
      The Duke’s ideas for this building were always more grandiose than were his wife’s, especially when her power over the Queen
         began to wane. But Churchill – who spent all his summers campaigning in Europe – was happy to leave most things, including his advancement, to Sarah. For a while, she seems to have
         believed she was the Queen, and was witnessed not only correcting the Queen in public but shouting her down and dictating to her which jewels
         should be worn on state occasions. In time Sarah was supplanted by her young relative, Abigail Hill, whom Sarah had placed
         in a lowly position in the Queen’s household. Abigail knew how to comfort the Queen and to listen to her; where Sarah stormed
         and threw tantrums, Abigail soothed. To Sarah’s astonishment and impotent fury she saw her influence ebb away in favour of
         her inconspicuous relative. She was not so upset emotionally, for she had begun to find the dumpy Queen vapid, boring and
         lacking in taste, but the loss of her power base was a major shock to her.
      

      
      Much to everyone’s surprise – since it had been assumed that Sir Christopher Wren (whom Sarah chose to design their London
         home, Marlborough House, on the Mall) would oversee the prestigious project of what was then referred to as Blenheim Castle
         – the Duke chose the architect John Vanbrugh. Sarah always preferred Marlborough House, where her husband’s successes were
         celebrated in the marbled fabric of the house but where it was her own taste that prevailed – ‘my taste always having been
         to have things plain and clean from a piece of wainscot to a lady’s face,’ she wrote.9 The Duke dreamed of ‘an English Versailles’, not so much as a family home but as a national monument to the glory of the
         victory at Blenheim, and he had been deeply impressed by Castle Howard, designed by Vanbrugh. So, in 1705, it was Vanbrugh
         he chose to build his dream house.
      

      
      In fact the generous amount provided by Parliament proved inadequate for the grandiose building plans and the equally lavish
         interior. Sarah ‘managed’ the project herself, at constant loggerheads with Vanbrugh, so that everything took longer than
         necessary. When the money ran out, the fifteen hundred workmen went unpaid. Had it not been for Vanbrugh’s efforts to protect
         the building over the winter (he moved in and lived there), it would have inevitably fallen into ruin. Meanwhile, Sarah had
         quarrelled irrevocably with the Queen and was stripped of all her court offices. Given that Sarah was unable to watch over the Duke’s interests, his enemies at court had the best of it, and despite having led the British armies
         victoriously for a decade he was now accused of having prolonged the wars in Europe for his own interests. Realising that
         there was no longer a future for them under Queen Anne and a Parliament resolutely opposed to the Duke, the Marlboroughs decided
         to move to Europe, where they became close to the Electress of Hanover and her son George, who were next in line to the English
         throne after the childless Anne.* It was clearly a symbiotic relationship.
      

      
      When, on 1 August 1714, Queen Anne died, the Marlboroughs returned immediately to England as part of the retinue of King George
         I, and were cheered heartily by crowds who recalled the Duke’s great victories. The enemies of the Churchill were duly routed and everything
         went smoothly for the couple until, in the following year, their daughter Anne (her father’s favourite child) died at the age
         of thirty-two from smallpox, and within days the Duke suffered a major stroke. He had scarcely recovered when he suffered
         a second stroke, which robbed him of speech. During these years the great building site at Woodstock was slowly evolving into
         a palace, while Sarah fought daily battles with the designer, builders and craftsmen, shaving a penny off here and sixpence
         off there, a hundred guineas anywhere she could, while always demanding the highest quality and being slow to pay the bills.
      

      
      In the summer of 1719 the Marlboroughs finally moved into Blenheim, which had been furnished without regard to cost – the
         Duke, renowned for being parsimonious since he was a youth, never begrudged money spent on his pet project. Sarah hated the
         building, finding it unwieldy as a home: ‘That wild unmerciful house,’ she once wrote of it, ‘which not even a vast number
         of feather beds and quilts, all good and sweet feathers, even for the servants, could tame.’ She had penny-pinched, scolded
         and raged at everyone as she drove the project to completion. Her friend Alexander Pope, when he visited Blenheim, agreed
         with her assessment of it:
      

      
      
      
         The chimneys are so well designed

         They never smoke in any wind.

         This gallery’s contrived for walking,

         The windows to retire and talk in;

         The Council Chamber for debate,

         And all the rest are rooms of state.

		  

		 ‘Thanks, sir,’ cried I, ‘’Tis very fine,

         But where d’ye sleep, or where d’ye dine?

         I find by all you have been telling

         That ’tis a house, but not a dwelling.’

      

      
      So unpleasant and dictatorial had Sarah become by now that even her two surviving daughters refused to visit Blenheim while
         their mother was in residence. When informed that the Duke was dying in June 1722 and they had little choice if they wished
         to see their father alive, they called to see him. But they paid their mother ‘no more attention’, Sarah wrote, ‘than if I
         had been the nurse to snuff out the candles’. Incensed, she demanded that they leave, and they did so. The Duke died the following
         morning at dawn. Sarah said she knew the exact moment of his death, for she felt her soul ‘tearing’ from her body.
      

      
      John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough, was buried in Westminster Abbey at his wife’s expense, though she subsequently went carefully
         through the invoices, totalling £5000, and had the cost significantly reduced. Later, the Duke’s body would be moved to Blenheim
         to lie with Sarah’s; but meanwhile, given her personal fortune, she was regarded as a great catch and was courted by several
         dukes. To one, the Duke of Somerset, who had proposed marriage, Horace Walpole maliciously wrote that Sarah replied: ‘If I
         were young and handsome as I was, instead of old and faded as I am, and [if ] you could lay the empire of the world at my
         feet, you should [still] never share the heart and hand that once belonged to John, Duke of Marlborough.’ In fact her reply
         was far more diplomatic. Having thanked him for the great compliment, she advised: ‘I am resolved never to change my condition
         and … I would not marry the Emperor of the world though I were but thirty years old.’10

      
      By special royal assent, because there was no living son the title was, unusually, allowed to pass through the female line
         to John and Sarah’s eldest surviving daughter, forty-two-year-old Henrietta.* The new Duchess of Marlborough and her mother, now the Dowager Duchess, were estranged for many years, although Sarah was
         very upset when Henrietta predeceased her. In fact Sarah outlived all but one of her children, as well as a number of grandchildren
         including her favourite granddaughter, Lady Diana Spencer, for whom Sarah plotted a secret marriage to the Prince of Wales.† Henrietta’s son William, Marquess of Blandford, had died before his mother, which was, Sarah decided, no bad thing, for he
         was a spendthrift.
      

      
      The title then passed to Charles Spencer, the eldest son of Sarah’s second daughter Anne.‡ Thus in 1733, when Charles Spencer became the 3rd Duke, the family surname became Spencer and remained so until the 5th Duke
         added the name Churchill, and the family became the Spencer Churchills. Some years earlier on the death of his elder brother,
         Charles had succeeded to Althorp, the family seat of the Spencers in Northamptonshire, but when he became Duke of Marlborough,
         in fulfilment of a family pact he handed Althorp to his younger brother John. It is John who is the ancestor of the present
         Spencer family.
      

      
      Once Blenheim was finished (mostly from public money), Sarah carefully garnered her income and, like many self-made people,
         she hated the thought of her descendants squandering the fortune she and the Duke had made.§ Although she had spent lavishly on Blenheim to glorify her dead husband, she always made sure that she got twenty shillings’ value for every pound spent, whereas her grandsons were so profligate that they would pay a sedan
         chairman with a golden guinea (the fare was usually less than a shilling) and refused to take change because they were too
         grand to be seen handling silver coins. Sarah was worth considerably more than a million pounds (£120 million today) in
         her final years, which made her one of the richest women in the country, and unusually her money was within her own control.
         She spent much of her long old age writing innumerable revisions to her complicated will, and in the last year of her life alone
         she rewrote it twenty-five times. As a result she left enough to sustain her descendants through several generations. She
         died at the age of eighty-five, having been a widow for over two decades. Of her two spendthrift noble grandsons, John (‘Jack’)
         at Althorp and Charles at Blenheim, she preferred Jack. So it was to Jack Spencer that she left most of the family property
         and treasures that were within her own control (not entailed). Consequently, Althorp was always the more richly endowed of
         the two properties.
      

      
      Sarah’s death on 18 October 1744 at Marlborough House in London was recorded by her contemporary, the writer Tobias Smollett:
         ‘In October the old Duchess of Marlborough resigned her breath in the 85th year of her age, immensely rich and very little
         regretted either by her own family, or by the world in general.’
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      It was almost inevitable that any dynastic line stemming from two such powerful personalities as John and Sarah Churchill would carry a strain of strong individualism. And so it proved, down through more than two centuries in the Spencer Churchill family,
         while six generations successfully established themselves in Britain’s ruling elite. The marriages of all Churchill children,
         whether in the direct ducal line or not, were more often than not ‘arranged’ with the progeny of other leading aristocrats,
         for both dynastic and financial reasons.
      

      
      By the mid-nineteenth century this family was, without question, among the top five arbiters of national policy, law, fashion
         and society. But beneath the splendour of this success lay the fact that instead of following the prudent example of the first
         Duke and Duchess, most of those who succeeded to the dukedom were profligate.
      

      
      Henrietta, daughter of John and Sarah, was created Duchess of Marlborough on the death of her father, but died before her
         mother and had little time to make her mark. When Henrietta’s nephew Charles Spencer succeeded her as 3rd Duke, to his grandmother’s
         horror he had already managed to squander over half a million pounds in gambling and high living. He inherited from his father
         the Earl of Sunderland a wonderful collection of books, which by 1703 numbered twenty-four thousand volumes and was already described by some as the finest library in Europe.1 So the 3rd Duke’s contribution to posterity, and to Blenheim, was to create the Sunderland Library. He died, aged fifty-two,
         of dysentery while campaigning in Germany.
      

      
      His son George became the 4th Duke at the age of eighteen. When he married the daughter of the Duke of Bedford, the new Duchess
         – who had been raised at Woburn Abbey and so was undaunted by the size of Blenheim – was the first member of the family to
         see Blenheim as a potential family home. Not only did she furnish it, regardless of expense, with the finest Chippendale pieces,
         but the Duke commissioned Capability Brown to re-landscape the park, a project that took ten years and included the creation
         of the great lake which forms what the family still regard as ‘the finest view in Europe’. He also purchased the collection
         known as the Marlborough Gems, carved gemstones and other precious items, for the palace. By 1766 the Duke, who all his life
         had spent money without a thought for the morrow, was struggling to pay his bills. He was forced to reduce the household staff
         from eighty-seven to seventy-five, and to sell one of the grand Spencer houses, Langley Park. As he aged he became a recluse,
         and when he died in his sleep aged seventy-seven the estate passed to his eldest son, George.
      

      
      It is true that George Spencer Churchill, the 5th Duke, who adopted Spencer Churchill as the family name, inherited mainly
         debts when he succeeded in 1817; but he had been a wild and spoilt young man, a Regency buck who had borrowed money recklessly
         upon his expectations and lived a riotous life in London, estranged from his parents. Rather than retrenching when he inherited,
         he thought up the novel solution of spending his way out of his debt problems.
      

      
      In order to raise money for his favourite pastimes – which included enhancing the gardens and his beloved library – the 5th
         Duke began selling off family assets that were in fact entailed in perpetuity, and not his to sell. At one point this included
         the melting-down of valuable items of gold; the gold was then sold and the original objects replaced with cheap ormolu look-alikes
         in an attempt to fool the estate’s trustees. But the trustees were not fooled, and took the Duke to Chancery Court where they obtained an injunction to prevent him ‘selling, pawning or disposing’ of any
         further items. The Duchess moved out to a grace-and-favour apartment at Hampton Court, while the Duke holed up in a few rooms
         in a remote corner of the palace and lived off game and fish from the estate while drinking his way through the vast cellars.
         He then scandalised society by selling fishing and shooting rights at Blenheim ‘by the hour’ to anyone who could afford the
         fees. By the time he died in 1840, the 5th Duke was penniless. Bailiffs moved into Sarah’s wonderful state rooms and Blenheim
         survived him, but only just, in a desperate state of repair. Nine years later, when the Duke of Wellington visited Blenheim
         with his mistress Harriet Arbuthnot, she observed that the family had ‘sadly gone to decay and are but a disgrace to the illustrious
         name of Churchill … the present Duke is overloaded with debt’.2

      
      His eldest son, also named George, succeeded as the 6th Duke. He had not been a happy child and is chiefly remembered for
         having organised a pupil revolt at Eton and for marrying four times – if one includes a bogus marriage with a beautiful innocent
         teenager (an affair which reflected no honour on the family name). When he inherited a bankrupt Blenheim, the vast sum of
         £80,000 (£3.4 million today) was urgently needed for vital repairs, against an annual income of £10,000. His response was to
         raise mortgages, which – since the estate’s trustees had little option but to concede – he did by changing the conditions
         of the trust. Had the 6th Duke been a prudent man he might have changed the fortunes of the family, but he was yet another
         feckless individual who lived to enjoy himself, and while he made some improvements at Blenheim (such as under-floor heating
         in the freezing corridors) and carried out necessary repairs, they were all financed on borrowings that he could hardly service.
         One cannot help reflecting that the family motto, coined during the Civil War, ‘Faithful but Unfortunate’, was not entirely
         apposite, for clearly it was not bad luck but bad management that caused most of the ill-fortune.
      

      
      Present-day genealogists of the British peerage have speculated that dominant Spencer genes are responsible for many of the Churchill family’s misfortunes, since the Spencers were not only renowned for their brilliance and charisma, but also, as
         already noted, for their profligacy and their emotional problems.3 According to one eminent scholar, most of the Dukes of Marlborough from the 3rd Duke to the 8th Duke suffered from a reported
         ‘melancholia’, which we would today call ‘depression’.4 So it was fortunate for Blenheim that the son who succeeded to the title in 1857 did not share his father’s and grandfather’s
         thriftlessness. The 7th Duke of Marlborough, thirty-five-year-old John Winston Spencer Churchill, and his Duchess, the former
         Frances (‘Fanny’) Anne Emily Vane, third daughter of the Marquess of Londonderry, were well matched – a stolid, high-minded, dutiful
         and deeply religious couple who wholly espoused the worthy Victorian ideals demonstrated by Queen Victoria and Prince Albert.
         Under the 7th Duke’s hand, by his policy of spending only income, the estate’s fortunes began to revive.
      

      
      Duke John worried a good deal about ‘the Catholic threat’ (he had been educated by an anti-Catholic clergyman) and the lack
         of morals of the working classes, and entertained a constant fear that the masses might enjoy themselves inappropriately on
         the Sabbath. He was educated at Eton and graduated from Oriel College, Oxford, sat as MP for Woodstock – still a tied borough
         in those days – and worked hard during a rather unremarkable political career to strengthen the power of the established Church.
         His appointments were due to his inherited position rather than his ability, but he was a dutiful and hard worker; he became
         Lord Steward of Her Majesty’s Household and Lord President of the Privy Council, and has been described by one historian as
         ‘a complete full-blown Victorian Prig’.5 Some of his letters to his children are a lesson in pomposity, although to be fair to him, he was remembered by his grandchildren
         as a kindly man.
      

      
      His wife Duchess Fanny produced eleven children, eight of whom survived infancy, but the size of her brood did not trouble her
         unduly since they were raised and cared for by servants, and she rarely saw them except in Blenheim’s chapel each morning
         when almost every inhabitant – family, friends and servants alike – compulsorily attended a nine o’clock service. Duchess Fanny was slightly deaf, and perhaps as a consequence she was also shy
         in company. She made little attempt to conduct introductions at her dinners, and conversation with her was something of a purgatory
         for her dinner partners.
      

      
      The mid-nineteenth century, when the 7th Duke presided over Blenheim, was a period of extraordinary prosperity in English
         history for the well connected. Prince Albert’s sudden death in December 1861 at the early age of forty-two may have left his
         widow in permanent mourning and condemned her to years of seclusion, but the country was the axis of a vast Empire upon which
         the sun still blazed, and it was managed for the absent Queen by statesmen of vision. Agricultural income was at its zenith,
         and although income tax was just a few pence in the pound the rich bristled about this abomination until in 1874 Gladstone
         proposed its abolition. There was an explosion of technical achievement such as the country-wide railroad system,* and at sea sail gave way to steam. All this wealth and power was mainly vested in the great landowners, who lived in vast
         and stately country homes and enjoyed opulent town houses in London.
      

      
      It was a way of life designed by, and for, the rich and titled; a world in which the working classes and the poor were set
         as far apart from the aristocracy as if they had been a different species. Just a few members of the successful meritocracy
         – brilliant writers, engineers, orators, architects, musicians, artists and so on – managed to scale the greasy pole that
         divided the classes, for the family histories and antecedents of the privileged were well chronicled, and without suitable
         provenance, acceptance into the upper ranks was rare. In the countryside and in the burgeoning cities, the huge mass of the
         working population described by contemporary writers such as Charles Dickens worked a ten-hour day, six and a half days a
         week (once a month they had a whole day off), in return for what was barely a living wage. There was no concept of leisure
         time for this class; Sundays were spent church-going and praying, there were no annual holidays other than Christmas Day, and no pensions.
         Those in service with the great families often fared slightly better. The assistance of scores of willing servants was essential
         to run the great houses, gardens and stables smoothly, and to provide the lavish entertainments which were a necessary part
         of that society. Then, too, these country houses were not used continuously and were often empty for months, so work was lighter
         at those times. Meanwhile, those employed there were comparatively well housed and fed.
      

      
      It was into the very top of this world of rank and privilege that the children of the 7th Duke were born – the sons, George
         in 1844 and Randolph in 1849, and the daughters: Cornelia in 1847, Rosamund in 1851, Fanny in 1853, Anne in 1854, Georgina in
         1860 and Sarah in 1865.
      

      
      The Duke and Duchess entertained regularly but within their income, and some of their entertainments showed financial prudence
         taken to what sounds like an extraordinary degree. Among the comments of visitors in the guest book was one from a Lord Chief
         Justice, who said that he was happy to share almost everything in life, even his wife, but felt that being served half a snipe for dinner was a step too far. The menu for a dinner and dance thrown for the Prince
         of Wales indicates that offerings were not always shaved quite so thinly, for there was lobster soufflé and stuffed quails
         and truffles in champagne, but the chronicler on this occasion also mentioned that at a dinner given that November the guests
         needed ‘furs and hot water bottles’ in order to eat in comfort in the chilly palace.6

      
      The 7th Duke’s heir, George, who was always known as Blandford* to his intimates, even after he succeeded to the title, was a disappointment to his parents. He was a rebellious, unhappy
         boy, and whatever maternal love Duchess Fanny could bring herself to demonstrate was all directed at her favourite child, the
         second son, Lord Randolph. Both boys were educated at Eton, where Latin and Greek as well as maths and science were crammed into unwilling heads. Though children from comfortable and happy homes might
         well regard a boarding school in Victorian England as a form of imprisonment, the two Spencer Churchill boys found instead
         a freedom they had not realised existed.
      

      
      Their rank and titles made it almost inevitable that they could get away with much: they ran wild, and recruited multiple
         ‘fags’ from among younger fellow pupils whom they treated as servants.* Eventually Blandford went too far and was expelled. Randolph, rebellious of rules and arrogant to the point of imperiousness,7 could, however, exert extraordinary charm when he wished, and it was this, plus frenzied intervention by the Duke, that saved
         him from the same fate. He went on to Merton College, Oxford, where he continued his career of rule-breaking: windows were
         meant to be broken, sobriety was a joke, and he was fined for such misdemeanours. Nevertheless, the university exerted some
         good influence on Randolph and his tutor stated that he was ‘much impressed with his … ability and mental alertness’. He read
         for honours in jurisprudence and modern history, which led to a deep lifelong interest in British history; and he cannot have
         been entirely feckless, for in the Michaelmas Term of 1870 he obtained a good degree, only narrowly missing out on a First.
         He also developed a love of the historian Edward Gibbon, and memorised long passages of text from The Decline and Fall which he could recite at will.
      

      
      In 1869 at the age of twenty-five, Blandford – under pressure to marry suitably and produce an heir – dutifully allowed himself
         to believe that he had fallen in love with Albertha (‘Berthe’), a daughter of the Duke of Abercorn.† Although their subsequent marriage, happily accepted by all the parents, quickly produced an heir, Charles Richard (universally
         known as ‘Sunny’ because of his title Earl of Sunderland), the mild affection – for that is more descriptive of Blandford’s feelings for Berthe – was short-lived and the relationship became not merely loveless but one of intense irritation
         on the part of the young husband. Poor Berthe, who did not know how to cope with Blandford’s animosity, bumbled unhappily
         about, playing endless childish and tiresome practical jokes on visitors which took the form of cutting pieces of soap into
         lifelike wedges and introducing them on to the cheeseboard at dinner parties, balancing pots of ink on the tops of guest-room
         doors, as well as making apple-pie beds, to name but a few. She is said to have been beautiful as a young woman, perhaps to
         explain Blandford’s initial attraction to her, but photographs show this to be exaggeration, and ‘handsome’ is probably the
         most generous description for her. She was kind-hearted but had received almost no education, and her nickname ‘Goosie’ probably
         says it all. In any case Blandford very soon tired of her and began seeking his sexual comforts elsewhere, to the shock and
         dismay of his parents.
      

      
      By the time Randolph reached twenty-four years old, though not under the same pressures as Blandford, he was nevertheless
         expected to find a suitable wife from within the peerage. Because of his rank he could expect to marry someone with sufficient
         money to keep them both in the manner in which, as the son of a duke, he had been raised, and not to be a financial burden on
         his father. He had devoted his life so far to the pleasures of hunting his own pack of harriers, reading ‘omnivorously’ (his
         son would later write), and the delights of society and London’s all-male clubland. He was welcome in most company for his
         intelligent conversation, and he moved easily within the exclusive Prince of Wales circle known as ‘the Marlborough House
         set’. It was in this context that in 1873 Randolph joined the annual pilgrimage of English ‘society’ to Cowes.
      

      
      For fifty weeks each year the small town of Cowes on the Isle of Wight is a sleepy backwater on the shore of the stretch of
         water called the Solent, which separates the island from the south coast of England. The Solent has four tides a day with
         highly complex tidal patterns, huge sandbanks which dry out sufficiently to allow the odd short cricket match to be played
         on them, and channels deep enough to accommodate the world’s largest liners making for the port of Southampton. These tidal anomalies provide some
         of the best yacht racing in the world, and for a brief period, in early August each year, the famous Cowes Regatta propels
         the town and its harbour into international importance. The event is almost two hundred years old in its present form, and
         was already well entrenched by the middle of the nineteenth century when Albert, Prince of Wales, a keen yachtsman, became
         a regular visitor and competitor.
      

      
      It was then that the lavish balls, parties and concerts, still held today during the Regatta, became an intrinsic element
         of the English social Season,* attracting yachtsmen, the cream of society and the socially ambitious. Yacht clubs burgeoned, but only one really counted:
         membership of the Royal Yacht Squadron, housed in an ancient fort built by Henry VIII at the mouth of the River Medina as
         part of the Solent defence system, alone conveyed the social cachet that is beyond purchase. With typical Victorian confidence,
         numerous large hotels as well as villas and boarding houses sprang up to accommodate the Cowes Week visitors; then as now,
         these commanded almost enough income during the Regatta to cover their running costs for the entire year.
      

      
      In 1873, an American family called Jerome rented Villa Rosetta for the hot summer months. They had stayed there in the previous
         two years and enjoyed its location on the seafront, a pleasant half-mile walk from the town. There was no esplanade then and
         the lawns of Villa Rosetta ran down to the footpath skirting the beach, where the occupants could sit and watch the yachts
         racing. Mr Leonard Jerome, whose Huguenot ancestors had taken shelter on the Isle of Wight before emigrating to America in
         1710, was a clever entrepreneur. Brought up on a family farm in Syracuse, Upper New York State, Leonard had attended Princeton before going into law. He was twenty-seven when he bought the local newspaper, the
         Daily American, with one of his brothers. In 1849 he married Clarissa Hall, an orphaned heiress whose elder sister was already married to
         Leonard’s brother Lawrence.* Clarissa – always called Clara – was darkly good-looking, and the couple moved to New York where their first child, Clarita,
         was born. Here Jerome rapidly made and lost the first of two fortunes on the stock exchange where he was known by journalists
         as ‘the King of Wall Street’.
      

      
      In New York, fashionable society was run by ‘the Patriarchs’, the old Knickerbocker† families who occupied the most fashionable areas of Manhattan. They were headed by a formidable grande dame, Mrs William
         Backhouse Astor (known as the Mrs Astor). So proud was Mrs Astor of her ancestry that she made it her life’s work to ensure that no ‘outsiders’ were admitted
         to the select circles of the old families. Fabulously rich (she had been fortunate – or designing – enough to marry a hugely
         successful man who indulged her whims), she was the undoubted queen bee of Society. Her ballroom held four hundred people
         – all those who ‘mattered’, in fact. If you were not listed among these four hundred you were ‘new money’, an arriviste. Any Patriarch hostess, sympathising with someone newly arrived in New York, no matter how cultured or rich, was castigated
         if she dared to invite a man or woman outside the four hundred to a function. Naturally, every woman wanted to be on Mrs Astor’s
         list, including Clara Jerome, who unfortunately was not considered acceptable. Imagine if this clique, to whom Clara so badly
         wished to belong, had discovered she had Native American blood.‡ This was a sufficiently good reason for Clara to keep her antecedents secret, only confiding the information to her daughters when they were adults.*

      
      Leonard Jerome was not daunted by Mrs Astor’s snubs, though he was undoubtedly annoyed when it caused his Clara such distress.
         Supremely confident and energetic, he was happy to lead his own set, and if necessary to outdo the Knickerbockers. He built
         great new houses at the most prestigious addresses, the latest being in ultra-smart Madison Square on the corner of 26th Street,
         cheek by jowl with the Knickerbocker houses. A few doors away he built a six-hundred-seat theatre for private operatic productions,
         and his three-storeyed marble-faced stables, erected even before the house was completed and said to be the finest in the
         world, were stocked with the best bloodstock and the latest design in carriages. When he entertained, newspaper reports revealed
         that huge indoor fountains cascaded with champagne or eau-de-cologne amidst banks of scented hothouse flowers, and every woman
         guest found a gold bracelet with a jewelled pendant concealed in her napkin. He was a founder of the American Jockey Club,
         built Jerome Park – one of the most important racecourses in the United States, near what is now the Bronx – and owned Kentucky,
         arguably the greatest racehorse of his day. An expert horseman, Jerome rode mettlesome horses with ease and drove a four-in-hand,
         always with his trademark nosegay of flowers in his lapel or attached to the handle of his whip.
      

      
      Apart from horses Leonard Jerome loved the opera, and, at a more personal level, opera divas, for he was an inveterate womaniser.
         Among the many ladies to be seen on his arm were the singers Jenny Lind (called ‘the Swedish Nightingale’, and an international
         sensation), Adelina Patti, who was only seventeen when she met Jerome, and Fanny Ronalds (a long-term mistress),† all of whom gave solo performances to invited audiences in Jerome’s private theatre, as did Minnie Hauk (born soon after Jenny Lind’s visit to New York, which may or may not be significant), who was probably
         Jerome’s illegitimate child. Clara, who loved Minnie and helped to educate her, described her as ‘so like Jenny, but less good-looking’.
         Jerome’s other serious passion was sailing, and he owned a succession of fast racing yachts which he had built to his own
         extravagant designs, rivalling even William Astor’s vessels.
      

      
      In 1851 Jerome was appointed American Consul at Trieste, then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and it was while her husband
         occupied this post, from April 1852 until November 1853, that Clara developed an infatuation with court life and the glamour
         of European royalty and aristocracy. Here she was accepted as an equal in the very top levels of society, even by royalty.
         A change of government in the United States meant that Jerome was recalled along with all political appointees, and the family
         returned to the USA, travelling via Paris. Clara, who was seven months into a pregnancy, wanted to stay there and even make
         her home in Europe, but Jerome insisted they return to New York where his financial affairs – which had been in the care of
         a brother – were in a poor way. He promised, however, to bring his wife back to Paris. The couple’s second daughter, Jennie
         (named after Jenny Lind), was born on 9 January 1854 in New York.* By 1858 Jerome had fully restored his fortunes and bought a substantial shareholding (25 per cent) in the New York Times.
      

      
      In 1860 during the visit of the nineteen-year-old Prince of Wales, the Jeromes – one of the few New York families with a ballroom
         large enough to accommodate three hundred people – hosted a ball in his honour. Even Mrs Astor could not circumvent this,
         and Clara had no difficulty in getting Knickerbocker matrons to accept her invitations. It was a triumph for her. Jennie was
         six at the time, and not allowed to meet the man who would become one of her greatest friends in later life.
      

      
      Although her social life improved in New York, Clara had never forgotten her dream of returning to Paris to live. She visited
         it for a large part of each year and her third daughter Leonie was born there,* but it was 1867 before Clara decided that although she loved her husband, she could handle his serial love affairs with more
         dignity if she lived permanently in Europe. Announcing that she needed to consult French doctors, she and her daughters moved
         to Paris. She took an apartment at 71 Boulevard Malesherbes in the exclusive eighth arrondissement, within easy walking distance
         of the Champs-Élysées, the Jardin des Tuileries, the shops in Boulevard Haussmann and the foremost museums and art galleries.
         Jerome visited them almost at once, and would continue to do so several times a year.
      

      
      The Paris of the 1860s was the city of the Impressionists; the only traffic in its wide, tree-lined boulevards was horse-drawn,
         so there was no noise or petrol fumes to detract from the lovely parks and architecture. Each spring when the warm sunshine
         turned the chestnut-flower buds into candles, visitors flocked to the city to walk beneath the scented blossom in the Champs-Élysées
         and the Bois de Boulogne. At night the two-mile-long Rue de Rivoli leading to the Place de la Concorde was illuminated by
         lamps hanging in every arch of the famous arcades, creating a ‘river of light’ known as le cordon de lumière, giving the impression that the city never slept. For Clara one of the greatest pleasures was shopping in the Rue de la Paix,
         where the leading fashion houses, the great names such as Worth and Doucet, had their shops, hidden behind modest exteriors.
         ‘Inside,’ one visitor wrote, ‘the array of lovely dresses, expensive furs and diaphanous lingerie fairly took one’s breath
         away.’8

      
      Clara was not the only socially aspiring American matron in Paris. There were two other American women in precisely the same
         predicament. Rich and equally snubbed by New York society, Ellen Yznaga and, later, Marietta Stevens had moved to Paris for similar reasons. Each had beautiful daughters who were educated
         to a high level; each was ambitious for her daughters’ prospects, and each had a score to settle with Mrs Astor. All would
         succeed spectacularly.*

      
      Clara’s girls adored Paris and all three spoke faultless French and fluent German. Clara held a successful salon, and as an
         ultra-rich American she and her girls were absorbed without difficulty into the life of the court of the Emperor Napoleon
         III and Empress Eugénie, experiencing little social snobbery. Clara began to write her surname ‘Jérôme’, Clarita made her
         debut into adult society at a glittering ball at the Tuileries before the Emperor and Empress, and Jennie became ‘Mademoiselle
         Jeannette’.
      

      
      The major Wall Street crash of Black Friday 1868 forced Jerome to return hastily to New York, where he sold the Madison Square
         house and retreated from other investments. This crash hardly affected Clara and her daughters because before she left for
         Paris Jerome had made her a substantial financial settlement, giving her independence from his investments; the women probably
         did not even know there was any difficulty, for they lived as they had always lived – as though money did not exist. Nor had
         Jerome discouraged them: he was a man who lived life to the full, and when he had money he spent it just as fast as any Spencer
         Churchill heir would have done. He expected his wife and daughters to dress in gowns from the top Paris couturiers.
      

      
      The girls had been educated in the same manner as the daughters of Clara’s aristocratic friends. They had private tutors who
         specialised in languages and music; they rode in the Bois, learned to dance and ice-skate with precision, to play the piano
         under the tutorship of a master pianist (Stephen Heller, a friend of Chopin),† and regularly attended matinées at the opera. In 1871, during the Franco-Prussian War, when Paris was besieged by Prussian troops, Clara and her girls fled to England. Jerome met them and
         set them up in London’s Brown’s Hotel for the winter, but for the summer months he rented the seaside house Villa Rosetta
         in Cowes. Here, Jerome could race aboard a friend’s yacht, the Dauntless, which had crossed the Atlantic. Soon after Jerome departed for New York* aboard the Dauntless it was deemed safe for Clara and the girls to return to Paris. But the great city had not recovered from the uprising and
         everything was changed for the worse: the Emperor had been deposed, there was no court, and life seemed very dull. The following
         year Clara and the girls again travelled to the Isle of Wight for the summer, where the delights of Cowes Week with its racing
         and the cream of English society offered them a full social life. Furthermore, Clara’s friend the former Empress Eugénie was
         also spending the summer there. So, it seemed quite natural that the family would return to Villa Rosetta for the third year
         in a row.
      

      
      It was an unusually brilliant Cowes Week in 1873. Apart from the Prince and Princess of Wales, who never missed Cowes because
         the Prince was an avid yachtsman, Queen Victoria’s second son Alfred, Duke of Edinburgh, and his new bride the Grand Duchess
         Marie, daughter of the Tsar of Russia, also attended. The bride’s brother, the Tsarevich (later the ill-fated Tsar Alexander
         III), who had visited England for the wedding, was invited to stay with the Queen for several weeks at Osborne House in East
         Cowes with his wife Maria Feodorovna. And as Grand Duchess Marie was the sister of Alexandra, the Princess of Wales (later
         Queen Alexandra), it was very much a family gathering.
      

      
      By Jerome family standards Villa Rosetta was tiny. After their mansion in New York and a palatial apartment in Paris, the
         hall and stairs of the villa were almost impossibly narrow to accommodate the crinoline dresses required for formal occasions
         in the early 1870s. But the reception rooms were of a reasonable size, and the women were prepared to play at living in a sweet little seaside cottage. For large parties Mrs Jerome cleverly added a marquee
         to the side of the house to extend its floor space, accessed through the french doors of the dining room.
      

      
      That year, 1873, was also a special one for the Jeromes’ second daughter Jennie (now known as Jeannette), because it was her first
         year ‘out’ in Society. Of course, she had not been able to experience the joys of a Paris season at the imperial court, as
         Clarita had done a few years earlier, but it was still exciting. The two girls were formally presented to the Prince and Princess
         of Wales at a ball at the Royal Yacht Squadron, after which Jennie was officially regarded as an adult and allowed to attend,
         in the company of Clarita, all the entertainments that Cowes Week had to offer; but both girls were always under the careful
         chaperonage of their mother. Jennie was raven-haired and dark-eyed, while Clarita – who favoured her father – was fair with
         blue eyes. The two exceptionally beautiful young women offered a remarkable contrast in colouring, and, as a consequence of
         their mother’s strict insistence that they practise the piano daily, they played duets to concert-hall standard. Not for them
         the glazed expressions of fellow guests when a young lady, asked if she would like to play something, would inevitably reply
         coyly: ‘Well, I do happen to have brought my music with me.’ When the Jerome sisters sat down to play the other guests tended to sit up and listen,
         and even demand an encore.
      

      
      The girls were so busy enjoying themselves that they forgot to write to their father, who unbeknown to them, though not ruined,
         was daily battling against financial troubles in New York while still regularly sending cheques to Clara. On 7 August he wrote
         a plaintive note to remind them that two weeks had elapsed since he had had a letter from them:
      

      
      
         I have no doubt that you will see many nice people and will have Cowes all to yourselves as far as Americans are concerned
            … Do you make it lively and have you secured the Villa Rosetta for another year? etc. I rather like the idea of Cowes next
            summer and a yacht. Don’t forget, while sitting under your own vine and eating up your own fig tree, that I am awfully disappointed if I don’t get my weekly letters.9

      

      
      The ball that everyone wanted to attend at Cowes that year was held on Tuesday 12 August. Usually the Cowes Week balls were,
         and still
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