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Preface 
T h e writing of critical biography poses special problems, 

the most difficult of which is the combining of factual nar­
rative with evaluative interpretation: the man's life and the 
approach to his works. Even when most of the facts are avail­
able and the literary reputation well established (as with a 
Milton or a Keats), the management of these two recalcitrant 
approaches is not easy. With a man like Charles Churchill the 
difficulties are greatly increased, for there are fewer facts and 
no established reputation. In both areas, therefore, I have 
been able to take little for granted. But the need for a crit­
ical life of Churchill has been acute for many years, especially 
during the last decade when the reexamination of his poetry 
has begun to reveal his true stature as a major figure in the 
tradition of neo-classic satire. As recently as 1933 a new edition 
of his works was published, and I am informed that another 
is n o w on the way. 

N o full-scale life of Churchill has ever been written, and 
the "biographical essays that have appeared since his death in 
1764 are all gravely handicapped by the substitution of rumor 
for fact. Of both rumor and prejudice Churchill has had a 
larger share than any other major English poet, except per­
haps his great predecessor in satire, Alexander Pope. The 
rumors were in part occasioned by the absence of publicly-
known facts. Indeed, many months of his early life are still 
almost blank; and what we do know of this period, except 
for a scattering of official records, comes to us at second hand. 
T h e later years of his fame and fortune were, it is true, widely 
publicized; but again this publicity is a tissue of fact, rumor, 
and prejudice, for which there were ample reasons but dubious 
justification. 

Even to his contemporaries Churchill, the poet and the 
man, was an enigma, and to later generations the almost 



total eclipse of his reputation as a poet left the man, in Byron's 
words, with "The glory and the nothing of a name." Church­
ill was unquestionably a bundle of contradictions, which he 
made little attempt to explain. His paradoxical behavior arose 
in part from the impact of an unfortunate early environment 
upon a strong and unusual character. The result was for years 
the suppression of Churchill's powerful inclinations, with ac­
companying frustrations, which, when released, exploded into 
the kind of man that few had any inkling was the real Church­
ill. 

Except for the authorship of his poems, Churchill consis­
tently avoided the limelight. He ignored everything that was 
written about him, neither affirming nor denying anything. 
He was also most secretive in his private life, a habit which 
even John Wilkes, his last close friend, constantly complained 
of. Moreover, with a few exceptions, he seems to have system­
atically destroyed all of his writings that he did not publish — 

Know all the world, no greedy heir shall find, 
Die when I will, one couplet left behind. 

Nor was Churchill much given to letter-writing, and it is very 
unlikely that he ever kept a journal or diary. Finally, he was 
extremely unfortunate in that, after his death, no reliable 
friend came forward to write about him: his contemporary 
reputation was left in the hands of the ignorant, the preju­
diced, and the opportunistic. A respectable life of this poet is 
therefore long overdue. 

Of all the accounts of Churchill those least open to error 
include the following: Alexander Kippis, Biographia Bxitm-
nica (London, 1784: 2nd edition); Robert Southey, The Life 
and Works of William Cowper (London, 1836); William 
Tooke, The Poetical Works of Charles Churchill (London, 
1804 and 1844); J ° ^ n Foster, Historical and Biographical 
Essays (London, 1858); Leslie Stephen, Dictionary of Nation-



al Biography; Joseph M. Beatty, "Charles Churchill, Satirist" 
(Widener Library, Harvard, 1917) ; Iolo Williams, Seven 
XVIIIth Century Bibliographies (London, 1924); James Lav-
er, Poems of Charles Churchill (London, 1933); J . Leigh 
Walsh, "The Literary Career of Charles Churchill to 1763" 
(Yale University Library, 1935); and Arthur Waldhorn, 
"CharlesChurchill,Conservative Rebel" (NewYork University 
Washington Square Library, 1950). Of these the most val­
uable to me was Mr. Walsh's unpublished dissertation. Indeed, 
my indebtedness to his work and to him personally could 
hardly be exaggerated, for he not only gave me permission to 
use the contents of his dissertation, but made available his 
photostats of the Churchill-Wilkes correspondence and his 
copy of "Churchilliana in the British Museum." In addition 
he has given me numerous useful suggestions during our own 
correspondence about Churchill. To him, therefore, I can 
truly say, "For this relief much thanks." 

To Dona Worrall Brown I am also deeply indebted. As 
my "dearest friend and severest critic," she unerringly saved 
me from many stylistic and logical pitfalls, and as a fellow 
researcher she spent hours in the Rare Book Room of the 
Yale University Library, digging out the considerable array of 
facts about Churchill in the eighteenth-century newspapers. 

Furthermore, I must thank the Librarian, the staff, and 
my fellow-workers at the Yale University Library for their 
cooperation. Mr. James T. Babb, Librarian, put the entire 
facilities of the Library at my disposal — particularly those of 
the Rare Book Room, under the direction of Professor Chaun-
ceyB. Tinker and his capable assistants, Miss Marjorie Wynne, 
Miss Margery Karlson, and Mrs. Winn Merritt I also owe a 
debt of thanks to Professor Frederick A. Pottle and Mrs. Pottle 
for making available to me several important Boswell items, 
to the Yale Editorial Committee and the McGraw-Hill Book 
Company for permission to quote from BoswelYs London 



Journal 1762-63, and to Mr. W, S. Lewis and his editorial staff, 
headed by Mr. Warren H. Smith, for some equally important 
Walpole materials. For similar but less extensive assistance, 
I should also like to thank the Keeper of Printed Books of the 
British Museum, the Librarians and staffs of the Bodleian at 
Oxford, the Widener at Harvard, the New York City Public 
Library, and the Library of the New York Historical Associa­
tion. Finally, to the Director of the University of North Car­
olina Press I am indebted for permission to use the materials 
of about a dozen pages from my book, The Triumph of Form. 

- W . C . B . 
University of Kansas City 
Kansas City, Missouri. 
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"The glory and the nothing of a name" 

—BYRON. 



Ckapter I 

*A youtk to fortune and 

to fame unknown 7 7 

i. 

ON SUNDAY, November 4, 1764, a celebrated English­
man lay dead at the age of thirty-two in the French 
coastal city of Boulogne. Two weeks earlier he had set 

out from Dover1 to meet his friend John Wilkes for a vaca­
tion in France, leaving (so said the reports) a fateful message 
to his brother in London: "Dear Jack, adieu, C .C" As word 
of the death of Charles Churchill spread from Boulogne, it 
gave rise to countless rumors and brought relief to his enemies 
and the shock of sorrow to his friends. 

From London Horace Walpole, gossiping to Sir Horace 
Mann in Florence, confided eleven days later: "Churchill the 
poet is dead, — to the great joy of the ministry and the Scotch, 
and to the grief of very few indeed. . . . He died of a drunken 
debauch at Calais [sic], on a visit to his friend Wilkes."2 Accor­
ding to one news report, the British ships in Boulogne harbor 
struck their colors in memory of the famous poet;3 according 
to another a Peer of the Realm sent a packet boat from Lon­
don with orders to stand by and bring back a true account of 
the death or recovery of Churchill.4 His friend Wilkes seemed 
inconsolable. On December 10 of this year he wrote from 
Calais: "I have not slept two hours since I have been here: I 
mean continued sleep. . . . Churchill is still before my eyes."5 

Later he tells us that the poet died in his arms.6 Back in Lon­
don Churchill's oldest friend Robert Lloyd, then ill himself 
and languishing in the debtors' prison, heard the tragic news, 
supposedly exclaimed, "I shall follow poor Charles!" took to 
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his bed, and died a month later.7 And in the coffeehouses, 
where Churchill's name was a byword, the crowds were si-

Jenced by the news. 
Three years before, in 1761, Churchill had begun his mete­

oric literary career as the author of The Rosciad, a brilliant and 
devastating satire against contemporary actors and actresses: 
like Byron he awoke one morning to find himself famous. Then 
during the next two years and a half he went on to write a 
series of equally vitriolic attacks on some of the greatest poli­
ticians, men of letters, and artists of his day — the Earl of 
Bute, the Earl of Sandwich, Chief Justice Mansfield, Bishop 
Warburton, Dr. Johnson, Tobias Smollett, and William Ho­
garth. Most of these attacks arose from Churchill's alliance 
with Wilkes in his struggle with King George III and his 
ministers over the political issue of "Wilkes and Liberty," an 
issue which had widespread repercussions even in colonial 
America, then approaching its own showdown with the King. 

As with many other poets, Churchill's humble beginnings 
in no way foreshadowed the fame and glory of his end. The 
son of a poor clergyman, he was born in February, 1731/2, in 
the city of Westminster. In his poem Gotham Churchill 
ironically refers to "Dull February, in whose leaden reign, My 
mother bore a bard without a brain" (I, 385-6). Although 
Westminster is now a part of metropolitan London, in the 
eighteenth century it was a sister city, the home of such famous 
institutions and landmarks as the Houses of Parliament and 
Westminster Abbey. It was also the home of a great English 
public school, the Westminster School for boys, which Church­
ill later attended. 

In other ways Westminster was then a thriving and impor­
tant city. By the end of the eighteenth century its population 
was almost 26,000, an impressive total in those days before 
the Industrial Revolution and one that the inhabitants were 
proud of.8 As early as 1764 a local newspaper, The St. James's 
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Chronicle, noted with satisfaction that "from an exact Survey, 
taken by a Gentleman in the building Branch, of the Cities 
of London and Westminster, with their Suburbs, compared 
with a Map printed in the Reign of Queen Elizabeth, the 
above Cities and Liberties have increased in Bulk considerably 
above Half since that Reign."9 Furthermore, since the Middle 
Ages the kings and queens of England have preferred West­
minster to London as the center of court life, the law, and 
politics. And for writers, as Sir Walter Besant says, "With the 
exception of a few names belonging to Fleet Street, and a few 
belonging to Grub Street, most of our literary history belongs 
to the quarter lying west of Temple Bar — in other words, to 
Westminster. One might go from street to street, pointing out 
the residence of Byron here, of Moore there, of Swift, of 
Pope, of Addison " 1 0 

The fortunes of the Churchill family had for years been 
closely associated with the city of Westminster. Churchill's 
father, the Rev. Charles Churchill, was curate and lecturer in 
one of its churches, St. John the Evangelist, from 1733 until 
his death in 1758. Little is known about the family, but the 
Churchill name was a common one in that area. 1 1 In his Pa­
rochial Memorials John Edward Smith records that "at the 
time the parish was formed there were two families of Church-
ills possessing property in Vine (now Romney) street; and 
at the first Vestry meeting, held on 11th March, 1728, Robert 
and Thomas Churchill, apparently brothers of Charles Church­
ill, senior, were present."12 We know that young Charles 
had at least one uncle, for after his death in 1764 his uncle 
was appointed an executor of his estate.13 Another note by 
Smith suggests that Charles was in one respect a chip off the 
old block. "At a Vestry meeting held one Sunday . . . Mr. 
Churchill preferred a complaint against Thomas Le Gros, the 
parish clerk, of conduct which 'highly reflected on the honour 
of the said Mr. Churchill/ . . . As the result of the enquiry 
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into the accusation, Le Gros was 'by order of the Vestry repri­
manded by the rector (Dr. Willes, Dean of Lincoln) and 
asked pardon on his knees of the Rev. Mr. Churchill in the 
Vestry-room/"14 Precisely what had happened we do not 
know, but the senior Churchill's concern for his honor is 
reflected many times over in his son's later concern for his own. 

Churchill's father attended the Westminster School from 
1718 to 1725; during the next year he entered Trinity College, 
Cambridge, but did not graduate.19 He was married in 1728 
or earlier, for the parish register of St, John's, Westminster, 
records that his first son, William, was born on November 22, 
1729, and baptized on the following December 3. 1 6 The elder 
Churchill seems to have been an indulgent and easy-going 
parent. Later, when young Charles contracted a secret and 
imprudent marriage, his father, although shocked and disap­
pointed, nevertheless took the newlyweds into his own home 
where they lived for about a year. Nor was the Rev. Mr. 
Churchill the ambitious and opportunistic kind of clergyman 
about whom we hear so much in the eighteenth century — 
hence he never got very far in his profession. Of Churchill's 
mother we know only that her name was Ann, that she was 
probably Scottish, and that she survived her husband and illus­
trious son, dying in Westminster, October 2, 1768. 1 7 

The Churchills' eldest son died at an early age, at least 
before the birth of their youngest (date unknown), for he was 
also named William, in accordance with a practice not uncom­
mon in the eighteenth century. Besides Charles and the two 
Williams, there were two other children: a son John (born 
June 12, 1735) and a daughter Patience or "Patty" (birth-
date unknown). John became a surgeon-apothecary in West­
minster and later was "the medical attendant of John Wilkes; 
as executor [one of the two appointed] of his brother Charles's 
will he published several editions of his Collected Works, the 
fifth of which appeared in 1774." 1 8 William Churchill entered 
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the church and was for years the vicar of Orton-on-the-Hill, 
Leicestershire. He is described as "a person of genius and lit­
erary pursuits: amongst other publications, he left a life and 
comment upon his brother's history which was incorporated 
into an edition of the poet's works, published in the early part 
of this [the nineteenth] century."19 Virtually nothing is known 
about Churchill's sister Patty, except that he seems to have 
been very fond of her, that she was probably engaged to his 
unfortunate friend Robert Lloyd, and that she died shortly after 
his death in December, 1764.20 

Although no official records have survived, Churchill was 
in all likelihood born in a house on Vine Street, Westminster.21 

His own reference to his birthplace includes the suggestion 
that the family were encumbered with relatives and that their 
house was a shabby one. In his poem Gotham he ironically 
mentions "famed Vine Street," 

Where Heaven, the utmost wish of Man to grant, 
Gave me an old house, and an older aunt. . . , 2 2 (I , 145-46) 

It seems certain that the Churchill family were relatively poor, 
at least until 1742, when the father was given the additional 
vicarage of Rainham in Essex, about fifteen miles from West­
minster. 

Young Churchill was to follow closely in the footsteps of 
his father, not only in his education at Westminster School 
and his admission to Cambridge, but also in his later career as 
curate of St. John's in Westminster. This church, in which 
centered so much of the lives of the Churchills, father and 
son, "was founded in the Year 1721, and finished in the Year 
1728"; 2 3 it was therefore a relatively new structure when 
Churchill's father became its curate five years later. The build­
ing itself is an architectural monstrosity of pseudo-classicism — 
square and high and surmounted on the four corners of the 
roof by towers of equal size and design. There is a plentiful 
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sprinkling of Corinthian columns, and the Roman arch is every­
where in evidence. Charles Dickens has left us his impression 
of its ugliness. In Our Mutual Friend he describes it as "a very 
hideous church with four towers at the four corners, generally 
resembling some petrified monster, frightful and gigantic, on 
its back with its legs in the air." 2 4 In his Parochial Memorials 
Smith says that "the design has been attributed to Sir John 
Vanbrugh . . . and to one of his pupils, Thomas Archer."25 In 
any case, the heavy Palladian-like architecture of the church 
suggests the Vanbrugh style, which, at its best in Blenheim 
Palace at Woodstock, elicited from one of the Augustan wits 
the following epitaph for its architect: 

Lie heavy on him. Earth, for he 
Laid many a heavy load on thee! 

Fourteen years after St. John's was completed a disastrous 
fire broke out and destroyed most of it; the fire began just as 
Churchill's father was about to conduct the morning service, 
"Sunday morning last, about Ten of the Clock," says a con­
temporary account, "a terrible Fire broke out in the Vestry 
Room of St. John the Evangelist's Church at Millbank, West­
minster, just before Divine Service, which burnt with such 
Fierceness that in about two Hours it entirely consumed all 
the inside of the said Church and the Roof thereof, and left 
nothing standing but the Stone Walls, though all possible 
Diligence was used by the Firemen; but Water was very scarce, 
none being to be had, but what was drawn upon Sledges from 
the River Thames."26 

St. John's was also plagued by a minor annoyance which 
perennially disturbed the authorities of nearby Westminster 
Abbey —• the nuisance value of 350 boys living in the adjacent 
Westminster School. According to the St. John's vestry min­
utes for May 8,1739, "the windows of this Church having been 
frequently broke and the Inhabitants put to continual Expenses 
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and otherwise very much annoyed by some of the Scholars 
belonging to Westminster School, Ordered that a Memorial 
be drawn up and presented to the Dean and Chapter of West­
minster for redress of the said Grievances." To this the charit­
able Mr. Smith conjectures, in a note, that "it is not improb­
able that the mischief complained of was practised as the boys 
returned from their ditch-jumping expeditions in the open 
fields."27 

ii. 
It was to this school that Churchill's father sent him at the 

age of nine in May, 1741, although at first his attendance must 
have been a strain on the family finances. But young Church­
ill deserved his parents' faith in his ability: in 1745 he became 
a King's Scholar in the school, which entitled him to top hon­
ors and free room, board, and tuition. Eton, said the wits, was 
the "House of Commons," Westminster the "House of Lords." 
Such was the reputation of this great school in the 1740's, when 
in its classrooms and on its playing-fields were many boys later 
to become famous as historians, statesmen, poets, dramatists, 
and peers of the realm. In addition to young Churchill, the 
list included such future celebrities as Warren Hastings, Hig-
ham Ferrar (later the Marquis of Rockingham), Hamilton 
Boyle (the Earl of Cork), William H. Cavendish-Bentick (the 
Duke of Portland), Edward Gibbon, William Cowper, and 
George Colman the Elder. Of these, Colman and two lesser 
lights, Bonnell Thornton and Robert Lloyd, became Church­
ill's lifelong friends. 

Situated next to Westminster Abbey, with playing-fields 
along the banks of the Thames, the Westminster School has 
acquired an added glory not possessed by its chief rivals, 
Eton, Harrow, and Winchester. For centuries the religious 
services of the school have been held in the Abbey, and in 1730 
one of its King's Scholars was inspired poetically on the subject: 
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We to the Abbey march, in White Array, 
Thrice ev'ry Week, besides each Holiday. 2 8 

A very different kind of intimacy between school and Abbey 
is indicated by the following more human, if less pious, record: 
"The Abbey Carpenter was kept busy in devising means to 
prevent the boys from climbing over the roofs of the School 
and Abbey. A Westminster boy in 1766 put his hand into an 
unrepaired hole in the tomb of Richard II and drew out the 
jawbone of the King. A Senior, who saw him do it, thrashed 
the boy, but kept the bone, and it was not returned until 
1906."2 9 

Although rifling royal tombs was not one of them, special 
privileges in the Abbey and nearby Houses of Parliament were 
accorded Westminster boys. They took part in coronations, at 
which they had the traditional right to be the first to acclaim 
the new sovereign on his entering the church. They were also 
privileged to attend the debates in Parliament, One West­
minster boy, the dramatist Frederick Reynolds, jotted down 
the fact that he stood close to William Pitt when, as Lord 
Chatham, he entered the House of Lords to make his last 
speech against the government's treatment of the American 
colonies.30 This meant that Westminster boys had a special 
contact with contemporary public life, a contact that one his­
torian of the school goes out of his way to emphasize: "The 
stranger, who in these days turns with a curious eye to note the 
cap and gown of the Queen's Scholar passing between St. Mar­
garet's and the Abbey on his way to the House of Commons, 
probably has little thought of the prominent place which for 
more than a century and a half after the death of Elizabeth 
the Westminster boy held in the nations sight.... In a smaller 
England the boys' doings could even have a political signifi­
cance."31 Indeed Churchill's future activities had, as we shall 
see, a great deal of political significance. 
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Churchill was a student at Westminster during the benevo­
lent and distinguished reign of Dr. John Nicoll as headmaster 
(1733-53). Dr. Nicoll, says the dramatist Richard Cumber­
land, "had the art of making his scholars gentlemen; for there 
is a court of honour in that school to whose unwritten laws 
every member of our community was amenable, and which to 
transgress by any act of meanness, that exposed the offender to 
public contempt, was a degree of punishment, compared to 
which the being sentenced to the rod would have been con­
sidered as an acquittal or reprieve."32 But despite the sympathy 
of their genial headmaster, the boys at Westminster found 
that life there was not without its severities. In a juvenile poem 
that he wrote to his cousin, then enjoying the Grand Tour of 
Europe, Churchill's friend Colman refers to the work and 
punishments that were then an integral part of public-school 
life. The poem was published years later in The St James's 
Chronicle, with the prefatory note: "Written in 1747 a t West­
minster to the R t Hon. Ld. Vise. Pulteney"; it playfully and 
somewhat vulgarly describes Colman himself, 

Who still is drudging in the College, 
In slow Pursuit of further Knowledge: 
With many a cruel Lash his — on, 
To Make him sometime hence a Parson. 

The would-be poet then goes on to say that he would like to 
find a "milder Means to Learning" and concludes: 

Douglas and you keep gently jogging, 
But I must run the Race with flogging.33 

A better poet has also left his reminiscences of these days at 
Westminster. William Cowper in Table Talk mentions the 
verse-making and the discipline, as well as the rewards, that 
were in store for the boys: 

At Westminster, where little poets strive 
To set a distich upon six and five, 
Where discipline helps op'ning buds of sense, 
And makes his pupils proud with silver pence, 
I was a poet too. . . . 3 4 
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In addition to the traditional English public-school games 
like cricket, rowing, "fives," shuttlecock, marbles, and hoop-
rolling, Westminster boys in the eighteenth century had accu­
mulated a number of other customs and pastimes peculiar to 
their school. One was the annual Latin play, usually a comedy 
by Terence or Plautus, which was presented with elaborate 
form and ceremony. When later Churchill's friends Colman 
and Thornton translated Terence and Plautus into English 
"familiar blank verse," they were merely being Westminster 
boys grown up. Another more frivolous custom was that of 
tossing the pancake on Shrove Tuesday. The economist and 
philosopher Jeremy Bentham, who was at Westminster from 
1755 to 1760, notes in this autobiography that "the higher 
school was divided from the lower by a bar, and it was one of 
our pastimes to get the cook to throw a pancake over it." 3 5 

At Westminster in the 1740's there were about 350 boys, 
divided broadly into two groups — the King's Scholars and the 
Town Boys. The King's Scholars, limited to forty in number, 
were the intellectual aristocrats of the school, who won their 
eminence through competitive oral examinations. Among 
them were not only Churchill but his three closest friends, 
Lloyd, Colman, and Thornton. Until 1730 the scholars lived 
and worked in the Scholars' Chamber, an ancient building that 
before the dissolution of the monasteries in England had been 
the granary of the Westminster monks; after that they inhabit­
ed a new building designed by Sir Christopher Wren. The 
Town Boys lived in fifteen to twenty boarding houses near 
the school. Here in an environment steeped in tradition and 
controlled by great teachers and scholars young Churchill spent 
seven of the most formative years of his life. 

About these years at Westminster we have only a few 
stories and a handful of facts. The Record of Old Westminsters 
provides the following terse account: uChurchill, Charles^eld-
est son of Charles Churchill, b. Feb. 1731/2; adm. (aged 9) 
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May 1741; K.S. (Capt.) 1745; left 1748. St John's Coll. Camb. 
(adm, pensr.) July 8, 1748." 3 6 Thus for four years he was a 
Town Boy and, according to William Tooke, Churchill's nine­
teenth-century editor, did not room or board at the school, but 
lived at home.37 Then in 1745, at the age of thirteen, Churchill 
became a King's Scholar, entering "on the foundation" as 
Captain of his class or "election." This means that in the com­
petitive oral examinations of that year Churchill took first 
place. Such an honor demonstrated his intellectual superiority 
and entitled him to a number of special privileges, such as tak­
ing the lead in the school's annual Latin play and being ex­
cused from "fagging." 

One story about young Churchill at Westminster credits 
him with what would seem to us today to be extraordinary 
adolescent erudition. "Having by a puerile misdemeanour 
incurred the displeasure of his masters," says Tooke, "he was 
enjoined to compose and recite in the school-room a poetical 
declamation in Latin, by way of apology. Of this task he 
acquitted himself in so becoming, yet spirited a manner, as to 
obtain the unqualified approbation of his masters, without for­
feiting the esteem of his school-fellows. . . ." 3 8 This account 
another nineteenth-century editor embroiders as follows: "We 
can fancy the scene at the day of the recitation — the grave and 
big-wigged schoolmasters looking grimly on — their aspect, 
however, becoming softer and brighter, as one large hexameter 
rolls out after another—the strong, awkward ugly boy, unblush-
ingly pouring forth his energetic lines — cheered by the sight 
of the relaxing gravity of his teachers' looks — while around, 
you see the bashful, tremulous figure of poor Cowper, the 
small, thin shape and bright eye of Warren Hastings, and the 
waggish countenance of Colman —all eagerly watching the 
reciter—and all, at last, distended and brightened with joy 
at his signal triumph."39 Although this is obviously a fictionized 
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version and the colors are rather bright, the general picture 
seems true. 

If this story suggests Churchill's brilliance and self-assur­
ance as a schoolboy, another one reveals two more paradoxical 
qualities of his nature: his loyalty to his friends and his impul­
sive belligerence. This second story credits Churchill with being 
the stalwart defender of shy little William Cowper against the 
tricks and attacks of the school bullies. Probability is lent to the 
story by the fact that many years later, after Churchill's death, 
Cowper stoutly defended his Westminster friend as a poet at 
a time when Churchill's reputation was rapidly waning.40 

Another reference by Churchill himself to a schoolmate 
shows that he made enemies as well as friends at Westminster, 
a talent that he was to become famous for. Addressing Lloyd 
in his poem Night, Churchill refers to an occasion, 

When we conspired a thankless wretch to raise, 
And taught a stump to shoot with pilfer'd praise, 
Who once for reverend merit famous grown, 
Gratefully strove to kick his maker down. (99-102) 

This "thankless wretch" was the Rev. William Sellon. At the 
school Churchill, Lloyd, and Thornton had assisted Sellon "to 
acquire more reputation there, than his native dullness would 
warrant; but on quitting that seminary, he forgot the obliga­
tion, and treated his open unsuspecting friends with . . . illiber­
ally, duplicity, and ingratitude. . . . " 4 1 Sellon was again at­
tacked by Churchill as "Plausible" in The Ghost: 

Who knows not smooth-lipped Plausible? 
A preacher deem'd of greatest note 
For preaching that which others wrote. (Il l , 742-44) 

In a note on these lines, James Laver, another Churchill editor, 
tells us that "Sellon was accused of plagiarising the greater 
part of the sermon which he had preached at St. Andrew's, 
Holborn, at St. Giles's and at Clerkenwell, and which he pub­
lished in 1763." 4 2 
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In addition to a strong emphasis on the study of the Greek 
and Latin classics, the Westminster tradition included a high 
respect for English literature as well; and the list of English 
poets who began their education there is a long and distin­
guished one, containing names like Ben Jonson, John Dryden, 
Abraham Cowley, and Matthew Prior, in addition to Cowper 
and Churchill. "Cowper, indeed," one historian of the school 
remarks, "is himself a sufficient example to prove that the 
Westminster training could in itself make a man of letters."43 

It is not surprising, therefore, that as schoolboys Churchill and 
his friends took to scribbling verses. At least one poem survives 
as an example of Churchill's earliest work. Tooke calls it "the 
best authenticated of Churchill's juvenile productions, and 
which was apparently written by him when at Westminster 
school."44 It did not appear in print until 1771 under the fol­
lowing heading: "On the Monuments in Westminster Abbey, 
by the late Mr. C. Churchill." 

In fam'd cathedral, who'd expect 
Pallas, a heathen goddess, 

To lift her shield, come to protect 
Lord Stanhope, — this most odd is! 

Or to see Hercules, a son 
Of Jupiter (as fabled) 

Hov'ring like old nurse, o'er an Admiral's bust, 
As if his pupil, or by him enabled. 

What could they more, 
In times of yore 

Do, heroes to defend? 
What will our stage exhibit more 

Than make the gods descend? 

Verger, or Beadle, who thou art, 
That hast the supervising part, 

Fain would I mace lay thee on; 
For Dean's-Yard boys, with much surprise, 
Being thus greatly edyfy'd, 
May throw their books of Heathen Gods aside; 
And, shortly, there (I fear) see rise 

In statuary, The whole Pantheon.45 
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This is mild satire and a youthful attempt to be clever, but 
such writing hardly anticipates the masterful satires of the 
1760's. 

Even as a schoolboy Churchill must have been, in appear­
ance and character, strong, stubborn, and quick-witted — a 
hard worker and a hard player. The critic and essayist John 
Forster, writing in 1845, speaks of him as "a robust, manly, 
broad-faced little fellow," and he adds that "all who in later 
life remembered him, spoke of the premature growth and ful­
ness both of his body and mind; and he was not long in assum­
ing the place in his boys' circle, which quick-sighted lads are 
not slow to concede to a deserving and daring claimant. He 
was fond of play; but, when he turned to work, was a hard and 
successful worker."46 Such was the young man who, after a 
steady and at times brilliant career at Westminster, at the age 
of sixteen entered St. John's College, Cambridge, on a West­
minster scholarship. 



Cliapter II 

"To pray, and starve, on 

forty pounds a year" 

THERE CAN BE no question that Churchill planned to go 
to Cambridge and that he was officially enrolled as a 
student at St. John's College in 1748. But a number of 

confused and misleading accounts of his abortive college career 
have survived down to the present day. One of them has per­
sisted for almost two centuries since its appearance in The Lon­
don Chronicle on December 8,1764: that Churchill was reject­
ed at Oxford (later accounts specify Merton College) because 
of impertinence before the examiners. The fact is that there 
were no such examinations at either of the two Universities for 
students entering on Westminster scholarships. Another story, 
also frequently reappearing, is that he was entered at Trinity 
College, Cambridge, and expelled when his youthful impru­
dent marriage became known. For this story, too, there is not 
a shred of reliable evidence. In referring to these stories the 
authoritative Admissions to the College of St John says flatly: 
"There is no corroboration of these statements, and the early 
age at which he entered St. John's makes them improbable."1 

It is true that at that time the richest and most coveted 
scholarships from Westminster were those to Christ Church, 
Oxford, and Trinity College, Cambridge; and Churchill, as 
Captain of his class at Westminster, would naturally expect an 
appointment to one of these. Among his closest friends, Thorn­
ton and Colman went to Christ Church and Lloyd to Trinity. 
We can only surmise why Churchill went to neither. He may 
have been passed over in these selections because "influence" 
was a strong determinant in awarding them, and, unlike his 
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friends, Churchill had no important connections. A mid-nine­
teenth-century Old Westminster, writing on this subject, con­
cludes: "The selection is professedly made after examination; 
but while I knew anything of the school it was selection accord­
ing to interest, and it must have been rare scholarships indeed 
that obtained the reward against private interest"2 

There was, on the other hand, a good reason for Churchill 
to turn to St. John's College at Cambridge. It had long been 
associated with Westminster, for in Queen Elizabeth's time 
Mildred, Lady Burleigh, had established two scholarships there 
for Westminster boys. Churchill probably entered St. John's 
on one of these, although it is doubtful that they paid very 
much, if anything.3 At all events, his name is on the College 
books as of July 8, 1748;4 but soon, through poverty, disappoint­
ment, and possibly general lack of interest, he left the College 
abruptly and, at the age of sixteen and a half, returned home. 
Years later, in his poem The Ghost, Churchill hints at his 
inability to pay the fees at college: 

And with his master take degrees, 
Could he contrive to pay the fees. . . . (IV, 105-6) 

One other explanation of Churchill's withdrawal from 
college deserves to be noted, if only because it correctly places 
him at St. John's. This account appears in an unpublished 
manuscript by the antiquary William Cole, who copied it from 
The Cambridge Chronicle for December 15, 1764: "Mr. 
Churchill was admitted of St John's College in this university 
under a Tutor of great Eminence: a Day or two after his Admis­
sion he requested his Leave to go & meet some Friends at Ely: 
but this being refused, took the Liberty of making his Exit 
without Leave, & never returned again to College/'5 The 
"Tutor of great Eminence" was, according to the College rec­
ords, one "Dr. Rutherford." In the light of the personality 
that Churchill later revealed —his love of conviviality, his 
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impatience with restraint, his disdain for authority — this 
account of his break with St. John's College probably contains 
more than a grain of truth. 

In his marriage to Martha Scott (or Scot), which in all 
likelihood took place in 1749,° Churchill undoubtedly gave 
hostages to fortune and curtailed his independence. Miss Scott 
was a boyhood sweetheart, with whom Churchill may have 
been intimate before his disappointing experience at Cam­
bridge. The marriage was secret and was performed outside the 
church — one of those "Fleet Street" marriages that were the 
scandal of eighteenth-century London. "A feature of street life 
peculiar to the first half of the century," says a modern histo­
rian, "was the touts, or barkers as they were called, who stood 
around the Fleet Market and the Fleet Prison, inviting couples 
to walk in and be married by one of the parsons in prison for 
debt. The fee was much below that of the regular church — 
twenty shillings, ten shillings, or a few bottles of gin. They did 
so well that at one time they were marrying between five and 
six hundred couples a month. The business at last received 
official notice, and in 1754 the Clandestine Marriages Act was 
passed, making marriage, except in an authorized church, 
illegal."7 

These circumstances clearly imply at least the anticipation 
of parental disapproval; but when Churchill's father learned 
of the marriage, he apparently forgave all and took the young 
couple into his home, where they lived for about a year. This 
marriage, of course, committed Churchill to earning a living. 
His choice of a career was, unfortunately, severely limited and 
had long been subject to his father's influence. Years later, 
when Churchill had become rich and famous as a poet, he 
referred bitterly to this tragic decision: 

Bred to the church, and for the gown decreed, 
Ere it was known that I should learn to read — 
Though that was nothing, for my friends, who knew 
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What mighty Dulness of itself could do, 
Never design'd me for a working priest, 
But hoped I should have been a Dean at least — 
Condemned (like many more and worthier men 
To whom I pledge the service of my pen) 
Condemn'd (whilst proud and pamper'd sons of lawn 
Cramm'd to the throat, in lazy plenty yawn) 
In pomp and reverend beggary to appear, 
To pray, and starve, on forty younds a year. 

(The Author, 341-52) 

It appears that his father's forgivenness of his imprudent mar­
riage was conditioned upon Churchill's entering the ministry, 
a calling for which he had no sympathy whatsoever. 

At all events, in 1751 young Churchill and his wife went 
to Sunderland in the north of England, where he finally settled 
down to preparing for his career. But even there his interest in 
writing verses continued, for in this year he contributed a poem 
to the Oxford and Cambridge magazine, The Student The 
poem is addressed to his Westminster friend Lloyd, then a 
student at Cambridge, and is signed "Q. Q."; it is entitled 
"Rural Happiness an Ode . . . by a Country Clergyman/'8 

Although in form and subject-matter the poem is unlike most 
of Churchill's later writings, it may well be an early experi­
ment; and the fact that it is addressed to Lloyd indicates (what 
is in itself likely) that as early as 1751 the two young men 
were corresponding about literary matters. Furthermore, the 
address to Lloyd makes the poem almost certainly Churchill's, 
for very few poets, and even fewer country clergymen, would 
thus direct a poem to an eighteen-year-old Cambridge fresh­
man; and of Lloyd's Westminster friends only Churchill 
became a clergyman. The Ode begins: 

Ere yet, my friend, approach the evil day, 
From the town's noise and vanity retreat; 
Seek happiness without its base allay, 
And leave ambition to the wretch of state. 
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The entire poem is a tribute to the virtues of country life, 
which Churchill was to ridicule later; but the last line above 
carries the overtones of the sarcastic sneer that became a hall­
mark of his satire of the next decade. 

The activities of young Churchill at Sunderland are known 
only in broadest outline, and for even this account we are 
indebted solely to Tooke. "In the year 1751, influenced by 
prudential considerations, Churchill retired to Sunderland. 
. . . In that retirement he devoted almost the whole of his time 
to his favourite poetical amusements; at length, however, he 
saw the necessity, as he was designed for the church, of apply­
ing to more useful studies, which he now commenced with 
determined assiduity. This course of indefatigable application 
he pursued until the age of two-and-twenty, when he visited the 
metropolis to take possession of a small fortune, to which he 
became entitled in right of his wife."9 According to Tooke, 
then, Churchill returned to London and Westminster in 1753. 
We may assume that he continued to pursue his studies for 
the ministry either at home or up north in Sunderland, for 
during the next year (November 22,1764) he was ordained a 
deacon "by Edward Willis, Bishop of Bath and Wells." In the 
Bishop's register he is described as "Charles Churchill now, or 
late, of Saint John's College, in the University of Cambridge." 10 

Now, having taken his first step in holy orders, the young 
deacon "was licensed the next day to the Curacy of South 
Cadbury and Sparkford in Somerset. . . . He seems to have 
officiated there for the next two years, the Rev. O.T.B. Croft, 
Rector of South Cadbury, stating that in 1756 Charles Church­
ill officiated at marriages, there being three entries in the year 
1756 signed by him." 1 1 It must have been a dullish uneventful 
life, especially compared to the whirlwind years of 1761-64; 
but Churchill seems to have acquitted himself well enough 
to escape any criticism by his superiors in the church. 
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If Churchill was doing passingly well at South Cadbury 
and Sparkford, he was almost certainly not happy there. His 
friends were at the Universities, while he, already married, was 
committed to serious responsibilities without much hope of 
future preferment. It is doubtful that he was receiving even 
the forty pounds a year, which, as we have seen, he mentions so 
bitterly; for a remote and rustic "living" in Somersetshire 
could not have paid his superior, the rector himself, more than 
fifty pounds annually.12 And, in the light of his later financial 
distress, his wife's "small fortune" that he collected in 1753 
must indeed have been microscopic! Moreover, books and 
intellectual companionship were probably very meager in that 
out-of-the-way place. Such a situation was a severe and bitter 
exile to a young man like Churchill, who six years earlier had 
excelled in the race of talents at Westminster. Pondering these 
matters in his lonely exile, Churchill may well have felt some 
of the bitterness and frustration of his greater ancestor in satire, 
young Jonathan Swift, who chafed for ten years (1689-99) in 
the menial position of private secretary to Sir William Temple. 
One abiding resentment that Churchill developed during this 
time was a disdain of college education. "Degrees are bought," 
he wrote scathingly in the last poem of his life (the Dedication 
to Bishop Warburton, 38); and in Gotham, as if to justify his 
own non-college career, he elaborates on this idea: 

Come, Study — painful though thy course, and slow, 
Thy real worth by thy effects we know — 
Parent of Knowledge, come — not thee I call 
Who, grave and dull, in college or in hall 
Dost sit, all solemn sad, and moping, weigh 
Things which, when found, thy labours can't repay. . . . 

(I l l , 351-56) 

In 1756 an important change occurred in the routine of 
the young deacon's life, a change that permitted him to return 
nearer home in Westminster and to his friends there. He was 
ordained a priest at Fulham on December 19, 1756, by the 
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Bishop of Rochester, acting for the Bishop of London, at which 
time he is again described as "late of St. John's College, Cam­
bridge." In the English hierarchy a priest is one step above a 
deacon and one below a vicar; both deacons and priests could 
be curates, or "assistants" to the vicar of a parish. Churchill 
"was then licensed to be Curate to his father at Rainham in 
Essex. The Rev. T. W. Ward, Vicar of Rainham, states that 
the Parish Registers of Rainham shew that Charles Churchill 
signs banns from October 1756 to 17 September 1758; that he 
signs for baptisms in 1757 and 1758, and for several marriages 
in 1758. The Register also contains the following entry: '20 
March 1759, Charlotte, daughter of the Rev. Charles Church­
ill and Martha, was baptized'."13 

Located about fifteen miles from London and Westmin­
ster, Rainham was a pleasant little village in the mid-eighteenth 
century. "This parish, on the west," says a contemporary 
historian, "is bounded by the rivulet Ingreburne, which receives 
vessels from the Thames, and has a commodious wharf.... The 
church, dedicated to St. Helen and St. Giles, is a small neat 
stone building, consisting of a body and two aysles, tiled: and 
a chancel of one pace, also tiled. In a stone tower at the west 
end, are three bells. The walls of this church are remarkably 
thick; the pillars, square and massy: the upper part of the 
church door, and the arch between the church and chancel, 
are intented, or curiously wreathed."14 

Although as curate at Rainham Churchill was closer to 
home and his friends, this change could not have greatly im­
proved his fortunes, for his father as vicar received only ^90 
a year.15 But there is some evidence that he was happier at 
Rainham than he had ever been at South Cadbury. In a note at 
this time about Churchill Horace Walpole remarks, "He lived 
decently and quietly, and passed much of his time in angling"; 
but he adds that "being poor, the neighbouring gentlemen 
often sent him provisions."16 
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The records of Churchill's work at South Cadbury and 
Rainham sufficiently account for the years 1754-58, so that 
some of the fantastic stories about him during this period may 
be completely discredited. One of the most persistent of these 
appeared in the earliest account of his life: that his first curacy 
was in Wales and that while there "in order to eke out his 
scanty finances, he entered into a branch of trade which he 
thought might end in riches, but which involved him in debts 
that pressed him for some years after; this was no other than 
keeping a cyder cellar, and dealing in this liquor through that 
part of the country."17 As with the stories about Churchill at 
Merton and Trinity Colleges, there is no evidence to support 
this one; but there are interesting reasons why the cider legend 
should have become attached to him. In 1763, when he and 
Wilkes were attacking the government in their journal, The 
North Briton, their former crony Sir Francis Dashwood, then 
Chancellor of the Exchequer, proposed a tax on cider, which 
was widely opposed in the western counties and by The North 
Briton, "There would have been, therefore, considerable humor 
in a story that represented Churchill as an ex-cider-merchant, 
and it is likely that the story sprang up during the agitation 
about the cider bill." 1 8 Furthermore, even contemporary ac­
counts derided this story as false. In a review of The Genuine 
Memoirs of Mr. Charles Churchill (1765), which includes this 
story, The Critical Review mentions its "most infamous for­
geries" and adds: "Amongst the latter we may safely rank the 
history of Mr. Churchill's turning publican, and converting 
his house to a cyder tippling-house in Wales." 1 9 

Even though he was never stranded in a poor parish in 
Wales, Churchill was not much better off at South Cadbury, 
Sparkford, and Rainham. Throughout these years as a minor 
clergyman he was miserably paid. Indeed, the financial condi­
tion of the lower orders of the English clergy was at that time 
a national scandal, which the current magazines frequently 
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commented on. Their salaries had been fixed centuries before, 
when the purchasing power of money was far greater; and in 
the intervening time little had been done to relieve their situa­
tion. In 1760 an open letter to The Gentleman's Magazine 
vividly describes the living conditions of a typical clergyman. 
"I found him sitting at the head of a long square table, such as 
is commonly used in this country by the lower class of people, 
dressed in a coarse blue frock, trimmed with black horn but­
tons; a checked shirt, a leathern strap about his neck for a 
stock, a coarse apron, and a pair of great heavy wooden shoes, 
plated with iron to preserve them . . . with a child upon his 
knee eating breakfast; his wife and the remainder of his family, 
which consist of nine children, were some of them employed in 
waiting on each other, the rest in teasing and spinning wooll." 
This clergyman's regular salary, the writer goes on to say, was 
£14 a year, to which he was able to add £6 by his own out­
side efforts.20 His financial status, we may safely assume, was 
lower than that of Churchill at Rainham; but Churchill's bit­
terly reported "forty pounds a year" probably more than cov­
ers all that he was making there. 

In 1758, however, the possibility of some relief was in sight; 
for on September 7 his father died, and "the parishioners of 
St. John's, out of respect to the father, secured the appoint­
ment of the son to the curacy and lectureship."21 By this time 
Churchill had a wife and two sons to support, and, we remem­
ber, a daughter was born the following March. His income was 
probably somewhat enhanced by the move from Rainham to 
St. John's in Westminster, but it still could not have been 
adequate. The lectureship was more of an honor than a source 
of income and very likely added little to his regular salary, if 
we may judge by the following account of this office in 1774 
in a "Letter to a Bishop, Concerning Lectureships." "The 
Lecturer's Box generally goes about with the rest of the Parish 
Beggars a little after Christmas," the author explains sarcas-
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tically. "Were I to tell your Lordship how many paltry Excuses 
are made to evade this little annual Tribute by the Mean and 
Sordid, how very little is given even by the most Generous, and 
what an inconsiderable Sum the Whole generally amounts to, 
the Recital would not afford you much Entertainment"22 

Another indication of Churchill's financial distress at this 
time is the fact that he was forced to supplement his income 
by tutoring in English at Mrs. Dennis's Boarding School for 
Girls in nearby Queen Square, Bloomsbury. This school was 
then famous enough to be called the "Ladies' Eton," and it 
included among its students such persons of literary interest as 
Fanny Burney, who attended in 1761, and Boswell's daughter 
Veronica, who was there in 1789. After describing the school 
in considerable detail, George H. Cunningham in his book 
London adds that "Charles Churchill, the satirist, was tutor in 
English in the school in 1758." 2 3 All this struggling to make 
ends meet would make life difficult for anyone: for a man of 
Churchill's pride, independence, and suppressed brilliance it 
finally made life intolerable. 

Had Churchill succeeded his father as vicar of Rainham, as 
well as curate and lecturer at St John's, the story of these tragic 
years might have been far different. He failed to secure the 
vicarage through no fault of his own, but through circum­
stances in which his father played an ironic, if righteous, part. 
In his "Paris Journals, Anecdotes, 1775," Horace Walpole 
explains what happened. "I was told the following circum­
stances of Churchill the poet by a person who lived near him 
in Essex," Walpole begins. "The father was vicar of Rainham 
in that county, and Churchill was his curate. . . . His father 
was also curate of St. John's, Westminster; Sir John Crosse of 
that parish was his patron and had given him the living of 
Rainham. Sir John had a cousin, a mercer's daughter, who lived 
with him for twenty years. At last she procured an anony­
mous letter to be sent herself, in which she was advised to quit 
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Sir John's house immediately for the sake of her character. She 
showed Sir John the letter, and he married her. Soon after 
Churchill the father preached a sermon before them, and lev­
elled at them, and the text was, 'Peace as long as the moon 
endureth,' insinuating that Sir John would have no more peace 
after being so duped. They both resented the sermon, and the 
father dying in a short time, Sir John would not give the living 
to the son."2 4 

Apart from financial considerations, there was another rea­
son for Churchill's dissatisfaction with his curacy at St. John's. 
From 1742 to 1776 the Rev. Joseph Simms was the rector of 
this parish. During Churchill's curacy under him, Mr. Simms 
was also rector of the parish of East Ham, where he seems to 
have spent most of his time. In his Parochial Memorials Smith 
cites the following lines from Churchill's Dedication to Bishop 
Warburton: 

Much did I wish, e'en whilst I kept those sheep 
Which, for my curse, I was ordain'd to keep, 
Ordain'd, alas! to keep through need, not choice, 
Those sheep which never heard their shepherd's voice, 

and says that "Mr. Simms appears to have devoted his atten­
tion principally to the parish of East Ham, the charge of the 
parish of St. John being entrusted to Charles Churchill, and 
subsequently to his talented but dissipated son, the poet."2 5 If 
"Those sheep which never heard their shepherd's voice" does 
indeed refer to the Rev. Mr. Simms, we can see why Churchill 
the curate would deeply resent doing all the work at St. John's 
for about one-sixth of the salary of the rector, his immediate 
superior. 

Churchill left Rainham for Westminster to take up his 
new duties as curate of St. John's in September, 1758, for the 
last entry in the Rainham Parish Register signed by him is 
dated September 17. But this Register also shows that his 
daughter Charlotte was born there on March 9, 1759, and 
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baptized March 20. Apparently, therefore, his wife remained 
at Rainham for more than five months after he had left. Since 
both her family and Churchill's mother were then living in 
Westminster, she had the strongest reason for accompanying 
her husband: that she did not suggests this date for the begin­
ning of their marital difficulties, which led finally to their 
separation. 

At all events, Churchill was alone in Westminster during 
the autumn of 1758, and we may be sure that his clerical duties 
and his financial and marital troubles did not occupy all of his 
time. In fact, the general unpleasantness of these matters would 
naturally lead him to seek compensation in the company of 
his Westminster friends Thornton, Colman, and especially 
Lloyd, all of whom were then living and working near him. 
Lloyd was teaching at the Westminster School, a career that 
he disliked as much as Churchill disliked being a clergyman. 
And, like Churchill, Lloyd leaves us in no doubt about his 
attitude; for while in the school "a paltry stipend earning," 

He sows the richest seeds of learning, 
And tills their minds with proper care, 
And sees them their due produce bear, 
No joys, alas! his toil beguile, 
His own lies fallow all the while. (Poems, pp. 6-7) 

Thornton and Colman had already won considerable fame as 
the authors of their brilliant literary magazine, The Connois­
seur, for which they had written about a hundred witty and 
satiric essays in the manner of the Spectator papers of Addi­
son and Steele. And Colman was at this time planning his 
highly successful career as a dramatist. 

There were undoubtedly many meetings of the four friends, 
at which the talk was of old times and their mutual literary 
interests. Nor is it any wonder that Churchill and Lloyd, who 
had not yet published successfully, were frankly envious and 
felt their own itch for writing increase by leaps and bounds, 
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especially since they were both tied down to uncongenial jobs. 
These hours of relaxation were, we may be sure, gay, witty, 
and often intemperate. Churchill himself describes them in 
his poem Night (1761), addressed to Lloyd, which begins: 

When foes insult, and prudent friends dispense, 
In pity's strains, the worst of insolence, 
Oft with thee, Lloyd, I steal an hour from grief, 
And in thy social converse find relief; 

after which he mentions some of the subjects of their conver­
sation, among them the good old days at Westminster School: 

Whether those classic regions are surveyed, 
Where we in earliest youth together stray'd, 
Where hand in hand we trod the flowery shore, 
Though now thy happier genius runs before. . . . (96-99) 

Also "Then we our friends, our foes, ourselves survey, And see 
by Night what fools we are by day" (120-21). Finally, Church­
ill gives us an excellent self-portrait: 

Foe to restraint, unpracticed in deceit, 
Too resolute, from nature's active heat, 
To brook affronts, and tamely pass them by, 
Too proud to flatter, too sincere to lie; 
Too plain to please, too honest to be great, 
Give me, kind Heaven, an humbler, happier state. . . . 

(179-84) 

These occasions of pleasure and relaxation continued and 
probably increased in frequency as time went on, although, as 
Churchill hints above, his "griefs" were also mounting. Two 
unhappy events occurred in 1760-61 that together determined 
him to alter his career drastically, a change that loosed upon 
him an avalanche of bitter and prejudiced criticism. First, his 
rising debts overtook him and forced him into bankruptcy. 
Later he refers to this disastrous occurrence, "When at my 
doors, too strongly barr'd, Authority had placed a guard" (The 
Ghost, IV, 317-18). At this point (probably in 1760), Church­
ill, unlike his friend Lloyd later, was saved from the debtors' 
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prison by the help of Lloyd's own father, who arranged to have 
his creditors accept a settlement of five shillings in the pound 
and who lent him enough to satisfy them on this basis. After­
wards, when his poetry had made him wealthy and famous> 

Churchill repaid his creditors and Dr. Lloyd — the creditors 
in full, although he was not legally obliged to do so. 2 6 His sin­
cere and manly gratitude for this timely assistance he expressed 
in his poem, The Conference: 

Once, awed by Fortune's most oppressive frown, 
By legal rapine to the earth bow'd down, 
My credit at last gasp, my state undone, 
Trembling to meet the shock I could not shun, 
Virtue gave ground, and blank despair prevail'd; 
Sinking beneath the storm, my spirits fail'd, 
Like Peter's faith, till one, a friend indeed, — 
May all distress find such in time of need, — 
One kind, good man, in act, in word, in thought, 
By virtue guided, and by wisdom taught, 
Image of Him whom Christians should adore, 
Stretch'd forth his hand, and brought me safe to shore. 

(107-18) 

Tradition has it that Churchill's irregularities and dissipations, 
which later became so notorious, led to his bankruptcy at this 
time. For such an explanation there is no proof, one way or 
the other. But certainly the size of his family and his low income 
could alone account for his financial distress; nor is it likely 
that Dr. Lloyd would have come to his assistance if his debts 
had not been morally justifiable, for we know that Dr. Lloyd 
did not assist his own son when his extravagances landed him 
in the Fleet prison in 1764. 

The second important event of these disastrous years was 
Churchill's separation from his wife, which probably took place 
late in 1760 or early in 1761 2 7 — before he had achieved fame 
and fortune as a poet. It is to his credit that as soon as he had 
a competence he provided well for his wife and the children. 
After the success of his first two poems, says the editor of 
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Admissions to the College of St John, "He paid off his debts, 
settled an allowance on his wife, from whom he was now 
separated, and helped his brothers and sister[s]."28 And a letter 
from Churchill to David Garrick, written in September, 1762, 
shows, despite its irony, that he still held himself responsible 
for his wife's expenses, even at the cost of going into debt him­
self! "Mrs. Churchill, that sweetest and best of women, having 
entertained me with some large and unexpected demands from 
Gloucester, I should take it as a very particular favour if you 
would give me leave to draw on you next week for between 
forty and fifty pounds."29 

Of Churchill's wife little is reliably known. In his Bio-
graphia Britannica Alexander Kippis, who knew Churchill, 
observes that "it was always understood in Westminster that 
Mrs. Churchill's imprudence kept too near a pace with that 
of her husband."30 Walpole remarks that "his wife, whom he 
married for love and by whom he had two sons, being tired 
of each other, she went housekeeper to an officer and became 
his mistress."31 All of this is obviously hearsay and is contra­
dicted by other "authorities," who picture her as more sinned 
against than sinning, the anonymous and unreliable author of 
the Genuine Memoirs going so far into unrestrained hyperbole 
as to describe her as "judicious, discreet, sincere, and affable; 
possessed of virtue without austerity, gaiety without levity, wit 
without ill nature, and prudence without conceit."32 And the 
author of the equally unreliable earliest account of Churchill's 
life declares that "some people have been unkind enough to 
say, that Mrs. Churchill gave the first just cause for separation, 
but nothing can be more false than this rumour; and we can 
assure the Public, that her conduct in private life, and among 
her acquaintances, was ever irreproachable."33 

Whatever the merits or demerits of his wife, Churchill's 
interests by this time were clearly neither in his home nor in 
his career as a clergyman. His second and far more sensational 
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career as a poet lay just ahead, and, consciously or not, he had 
been preparing for it for many years. Of the poems ascribed to 
him before March, 1761, when he shot to fame with The Ros-
ciad, little is known with certainty. We have already noted 
two of those he most likely wrote. Three others are mentioned 
and briefly described by his editors. One of these, "The For­
tune Teller," is important in the history of Churchill's later 
work, for he rewrote it, with additions, as Book I of The Ghost, 
published in March, 1762. Tooke says that "the greater part 
of the first book of this Poem was written when the author was 
curate of Cadbury, in Somersetshire; and was by him then 
intended to be published under the title of 'The Fortune Tell­
er'." 3 4 It was written (as is The Ghost) in octosyllabic couplets 
as a satire on vulgar superstition. A later unpublished poem, 
"The Bard," was also written in this form and was "offered for 
sale to Mr. Waller, an eminent bookseller in Fleet Street, 
who without hesitation rejected it as a contemptible perform­
ance. The author seems to have coincided in this opinion, as 
he could never afterwards be induced to publish it." 3 5 A third 
early poem, also unpublished, was "The Conclave," written, 
according to Tooke, "in Alexandrine verse" and intended as a 
satire "levelled against the Dean and Chapter of Westminster, 
Dr. Zachary Pearce, Bishop of Rochester, being Dean."8 6 Tooke 
quotes the first eight lines, which are not Alexandrine but 
anapestic verse: 

The Conclave was met, and Longinus the Pope, 
Who leads a great number of fools in a rope, 
Who makes them get up, and who makes them sit still; 
Who makes them say yea or nay, just as he will; 
Who a critic profound does all critics defy, 
And settles the difference 'twixt Beta and Pi; 
Who forgiveness of faults preaches up to another, 
But forbids it to come near himself or his brother. 3 7 

A fourth poem is probably by Churchill and was probably 
written before The Rosciad, although it was not published 
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until three months later. In Biographia Bntannica Kippis says 
that some of Churchill's juvenile poems "are to be met with 
in a periodical work, entitled The Library/ which was pub­
lished a little more than twenty years ago; and the poetical 
department of which was conducted, for several months, by 
our Author and his friend Lloyd."38 At least one of these must, 
on style and other internal evidence, be the work of either 
Churchill or Lloyd. In the first place, the poem is entitled "An 
Epistle to R.L.L.," a fact which immediately suggests Lloyd's 
initials and discounts his authorship. Secondly, the poem is 
written in the kind of octosyllabic couplets that both Church­
ill and Lloyd used. Finally, in subject-matter (literary criticism 
and satire) the poem could have been written by either, 
although the satire often has more of Churchill's edge and 
sharpness than of Lloyd's milder tone. 

The general subject of the poem is poetry, including a 
favorite eighteenth-century critical question: are the ancients 
greater than the moderns? The answer is the one given many 
times elsewhere by both Churchill and Lloyd: 

Envy our judgment leads astray, 
And prejudices bar their way; 
Else why are critic herds misled 
To tear the crown from Shakespeare's head, 
Which they would only have to grow 
And bloom on an Athenian brow. 

This is followed by similar questions, implying a daring per­
sonal assertion: 

What great enchantment's in the sound 
Of Rome or Athens to be found, 
That they unto themselves should claim 
This grand monopoly of fame? 
What is their plea, and, fairly try 'em, 
Wherefore is Homer more than I am? 

The idea in the first question above also appears in The Ros-
ckd: 
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Where do these words of Greece and Rome excel, 
That England may not please the ear as well? (201-2) 

Furthermore, it is far more in character for Churchill to make 
this comparison of himself with Homer than it is for Lloyd, 
whose literary humility and admiration for the classics would 
have deterred him. A characteristic of Churchill's style and not 
of Lloyd's is the use of an extended parenthesis to interrupt 
the thought and more closely unite the individual couplets. 
Note the following passage from this poem, in which the 
author imagines Milton born in Homer's time and Homer in 
Milton's: 

And ('tis a point I must maintain 
Against the antiquated vein 
Of supercilious critic pride,) 
The gain had been on Homer's side. 

And compare the tone and thought of the following attack on 
critics to those of a similar attack in The Rosciad: 

Then borne on wings of fire, he quits 
The servile track of critick wits; 
Rejects the doctrines of the schools, 
And soars beyond the reach of rules; 
Leaving those laws to be obey'd 
By fools, which first by fools were made. 8 9 

In The Rosciad the critics are 

. . . a servile race, 
Who, in mere want of fault all merit place; 
Who blind obedience pay to ancient schools, 
Bigots to Greece, and slaves to musty rules. . . . 

(183-86) 

With all these things considered and the further fact that the 
poem is addressed to "R.L.L.," I think we may safely assign it 
to Churchill.40 

This brings us to the end of Churchill's early career as a 
man, a clergyman, and an unknown poet. When we see him 
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next, the clergyman and the anonymous poet have been sub­
merged. In their place is Churchill the man, soon to become 
the greatest living satiric poet and one of the sensational liber­
tines of his time.41 



Chapter III 

The Scourge of tlie Players 
« 

L 

% MONG THE ATTRACTIONS of mid-eighteenth-century Lon-
/ \ don that Churchill and his friends found most fasci-

JL jLnating were the theaters, which at that time were on the 
threshold of an exciting revival. The great actor-producer-dram­
atist David Garrick, who later became one of Churchill's 
intimates, had in 1747 taken over the venerable Drury-Lane 
Theatre, which during the next thirty years he made one of the 
marvels of London. Garrick drew into his orbit a succession of 
brilliant players, such as Richard Yates, Henry Woodward, 
James Quin, Spranger Barry, Kitty Clive, Hannah Prichard, 
and Susannah Maria Gibber, and with them produced a long 
series of popular revivals and new plays. At the same time Dan­
iel Rich, at the Covent-Garden Theatre, was running Garrick 
a close second. Somewhat later Churchill's friend Colman 
successfully managed the Covent-Garden for nine years, after 
which he took over a third London theatre, the Haymarket, 
and guided it to a position of theatrical eminence. Probably 
at no time since the days of Queen Elizabeth did playgoing 
have a more general appeal. By mid-century the theatre had 
lost most of the taint of immorality which marked Restoration 
drama, so that people from all classes of society flocked to the 
playhouses. There in the Green Room clergymen and school­
masters rubbed elbows with pimps and fops, many of whom 
aspired to be playwrights. 

It was partially this popular interest in the theatre that led 
Churchill to select actors and acting as the subject of The 
Rosciad, his first successful poem; but he must also have been 
strongly influenced by his Westminster friends, who had for 
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years been talking and writing about the theatre. As early as 
the 1750's during their college careers, Thornton and Colman 
revealed a taste for the drama, a taste that was emphatically 
viewed with alarm by their elders. On one occasion, according 
to an anonymous memoir prefixed to an 1803 edition of The 
Connoisseur, "young Thornton had formed a pleasant party, 
with whom he repaired to Drury-Lane Theatre to see a fa­
vourite play; as ill luck would have it, he was led to a box, the 
next to that in which was seated his father!" The old gentle­
man, "after eyeing him for some time," became extremely 
upset at this sign of his son's idleness. So the father "stepped 
from his seat" and addressed the son "in terms strongly expres­
sive of his disapproval." In this embarrassing spot glib and 
quick-witted Thornton, "knowing the temper of his parent," 
gravely bowed to him and assured him that he was mistaken. 
Then, pretending to be angry, he turned to his friends and 
"expressed his indignation against Old Wigsby, for his imper­
tinence in mistaking him for his son." However, the account 
continues, Thornton "took care to retire from the theatre, and 
without loss of time hired a post-chaise, and got to Oxford 
early enough to appear at chapel at seven the next morning." 
The father, knowing his son all too well, followed in hot pur­
suit, only to be completely deceived when he arrived next 
morning at Thornton's study in college: "There he found our 
hero on the last scene of his successful farce; in his morning 
gown, overwhelmed with medical books, and employed in 
penning a dissertation on the Cramp"! 1 

Similarly in 1753 Colman's uncle and guardian, the Earl 
of Bath, wrote to him on the eve of vacation, broadly hinting 
his disapproval of Colman's fondness for the gay life of the 
theatre: "You shall stay with me in my house, for about three 
weeks," he says, "but not to be at your mama's, where you may 
have opportunities of strolling idly about the town, wherever 
your inclination may lead you; not that you shall be unreason-
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ably confined at home, but have liberty now and then to visit 
your favourite playhouses, as well as your friends and acquaint­
ances/'2 Colman had to obey his rich uncle, for after all he was 
at that time looked upon by everyone as the "brisk heir to forty 
thousand pound." Although he dutifully studied law at the 
Inns of Court, in obedience to his uncle's wishes, Colman re­
fused to let this career interfere with his interest in the drama. 
He continued to frequent theplayhouses and eventually turned 
playwright himself. His first success was the one-act comedy, 
Polly Honeycomb, which Garrick produced in 1760. Colman 
followed his initial success by an even greater one — his bril­
liant three-act comedy The Jealous Wife, which appeared in 
February, 1761, one month before the publication of Church­
ill's Rosciad. 

It was also to the theatre that Lloyd first turned his atten­
tion when in 1760 he resigned his teaching job at Westminster 
and plunged into the life of a free-lance writer and man-about-
town. In April of this year he published The Actor, the most 
ambitious poem he had yet written. It attracted considerable 
attention, although interest in it was short-lived because of 
the appearance of Churchill's far better poem on the same sub­
ject a year later. But even today The Actor may be judged a 
solid, respectable, neo-classic poem of the second order. Writ­
ten in heroic couplets, it deals in general terms with the sub­
ject of good and bad acting. The contemporary popularity of 
the theatres, of course, lent additional interest to the poem, 
which (addressed to Thornton) is a plea for naturalism in the 
art of acting and a criticism of all that is mechanical and arti­
ficial on the stage. Good acting, says Lloyd, 

Lies not in trick, or attitude, or start, 
Nature's true knowledge is the only art. 

(Poems, p. 67) 

Poor actors, "like your mimic apes, Will writhe their bodies 
in a thousand shapes"; whereas the great ones know that 
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To paint the passion's force, and mark it well, 
The proper action nature's self will tell. (Poems, p. 70) 

Slavish imitation of other actors is criticized: "let the generous 
actor still forbear To copy features with a mimic's care"; and 
Garrick is of course praised as the great example: 

Thrice-happy Genius, whose unrival'd name 
Shall live forever in the voice of Fame. (Poems, p. 66) 

A few of the older actors of the time are mentioned in passing 
(Booth, Cibber, Wilks, Genest, etc.), but they are treated very 
gingerly. Finally, the poet concludes with an impressive com­
parison between the actor and the poet-dramatist, which later 
became a commonplace of theatrical criticism: 

Yet, hapless artist! tho' thy skill can raise 
The bursting peal of universal praise, 
Tho' at thy beck Applause delighted stands, 
And lifts, Briareus like, her hundred hands, 
Know, fame awards thee but a partial breath! 
Not all thy talents brave the stroke of Death. 
Poets to ages yet unborn appeal, 
And latest times th' Eternal Nature feel. 
Tho' blended here the praise of bard and play'r, 
While more than half becomes the Actor's share, 
Relentless death untwists the mingled fame, 
And sinks the player in the poet's name. (Poems, p. 79) 

We do not know whether the success of Lloyd's poem 
inspired Churchill to select the theatre as the subject of The 
Rosciad or merely strengthened a resolve already made; we do 
know, however, that for some time he had been haunting the 
Drury-Lane almost nightly. In his life of Garrick, the actor 
Thomas Davies tells us that "Churchill had for a long time 
frequented the playhouse; he bestowed incessant attention on 
stage representation; and, by close application, laboured to 
understand perfectly the subject which was the choice of his 
muse. His observatory was generally the first row of the pit, 
next to the orchestra."3 In this location just behind the spikes 
that separated the pit from the orchestra, Churchill's enormous 
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bulk in its dilapidated clergyman's gown must indeed have 
been conspicuous, his owlish face and sharp eyes intently study­
ing every word and gesture of the players. Actually, all that 
Churchill did in his satiric bombshell, The Rosciad, was to 
raise to a brilliant literary level the kind of personalized criti­
cism of the actors that was then a common occurrence in the 
theatre itself. At that time the interest of the audience was 
primarily in the individual performance of the actors rather 
than in the effect of the play as a whole. An actor who did 
not make good was met with hisses and catcalls; one who 
succeeded was wildly applauded after every telling speech. 
Churchill's poem was just such a practice on a higher and more 
formal level. 

The Rosciad was published March 14, 1761. It went 
through eight editions in Churchill's lifetime, during which he 
expanded it from a poem of 730 to one of 1090 lines. The mea­
sure of his success with this poem is indicated by the following 
tribute occasioned by the appearance of the seventh edition 
less than two years after the first: "This is perhaps the most 
popular Poem that has ever been published in England since 
Pope's Dunciad, like which also, it provoked all the legions 
of Grub-street to take Arms against the Author, while it estab­
lished his Reputation with the Generality, for the Warmth 
of his Fancy, and the Manliness, the terrible Severity, of his 
Satire."4 

Even though it was to become an immediate success, 
Churchill had some difficulty getting his poem published. 
According to Southey in his life of Cowper, Churchill asked 
only five guineas for it, but found no takers;5 Tooke, however, 
says that he offered it to several publishers "at the moderate 
sum of twenty pounds; but meeting with a peremptory refusal 
to give more than five guineas, he resolved to publish it on his 
own account. . . ." 6 The decision to publish on his own was, 
financially, the smartest move that Churchill ever made, for, 
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since he received all the profits, he was soon independent. The 
struggling clergyman who for seven years had prayed and starved 
"on forty pounds a year" now found himself possessed of 
upwards of ^750 for a single poem. Two years later the pious 
bluestocking, Mrs. Elizabeth Carter, wrote ironically to a 
friend: "I have lately heard that Churchill, within two years, has 
got ,£3,500 by his ribald scribbling! Happy age of virtue and 
genius, in which Wilkes is a patriot, and Churchill a poet!"7 

The success of The Rosciad was due not to the novelty of 
the poem, but to the sharp, biting, brilliant personal satire it 
contained. Indeed the idea behind the poem was an old and 
familiar one in 1761. It had been used, as we have seen, with 
considerable success the year before by Lloyd in The Actor. 
As a matter of fact, both The Actor and The Rosciad derive 
from a long line of poems and essays on actors and acting, 
which for twenty years had been popular in London. Two 
aspects of the subject particularly appealed to mid-eighteenth-
century readers. One was the lively controversy over the rela­
tive merits of "ancient" and "modern" drama; the other was 
the conflict between the older more formal style of acting and 
the newer more natural method introduced by Garrick at his 
Drury-Lane Theatre. 

Lloyd's poem had been a mild philosophical discussion of 
the principles of acting; The Rosciad, says James Laver, one 
of Churchill's editors, "was as personal as a smack in the face, 
as definite as a hiss from the pit."8 This powerful effect arises 
from its form — a series of twenty-eight penetrating portraits 
of the major actors and actresses of the day and a number of 
thumbnail sketches of smaller fry.9 These appeared in the first 
edition and were considerably changed and expanded as the 
poem went through its various editions in Churchill's lifetime. 
The portraits are linked together by the slight thread of a story: 
since the death of the great Roman actor Roscius in the first 
century, B.C., no one has been found to take his place, al-
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though "each high aspiring player Push'd all his interest for 
the vacant chair." The poem then becomes a search for judges 
to choose the modern Roscius and the final selection of him. 
After a long search, in which a number of contemporary dram­
atists are considered and rejected, "Shakespeare and Jonson, 
with deserved applause, Joint judges were ordained to try the 
cause" (229-30). Next all the players are passed in review and 
all but one rejected. The description of that one (Garrick) 
concludes the poem, as Shakespeare speaks: 

"If manly sense, if Nature link'd with art; 
If thorough knowledge of the human heart; 
If powers of acting vast and unconfined; 
If fewest faults with greatest beauties joined; 
If strong expression, and strange powers which lie 
Within the magic circle of the eye; 
If feelings which few hearts, like his, can know, 
And which no face so well as his can show, 
Deserve the preference; — Garrick! take the chair, 
Nor quit it — till thou place an equal there." 

Even a casual reading of The Rosciad, particularly in its 
first edition, reveals that the poem is not and was never intend­
ed to be an indiscriminate attack on the actors. Churchill, that 
is, was not merely slinging mud, as his enemies accused him of 
doing. The Rosciad is an essay in criticism, intended, on the 
whole, to be fair and just. It is, of course, extremely outspoken; 
but it is outspoken in praise as well as criticism. Churchill had 
nothing but praise for the actor Blakes, who was superb in the 
portrayal of Frenchmen: 

If I forget thee, Blakes, or if I say 
Aught hurtful, may I never see thee play. (521-22) 

Likewise he was unqualified in his commendation of John 
Moody, unsurpassed in his portrayal of Irish character parts: 

Taught by thee, Moody, we now learn to raise 
Mirth from their foibles, from their virtues, praise. (537-38) 
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And Thomas Sheridan, although criticized for his faults of 
voice and expression, is warmly praised in the conclusion of his 
portrait: 

Where he falls short, 'tis Nature's fault alone; 
Where he succeeds, the merit's all his own. (1025-26) 

Surley this is thoughtful and appreciative dramatic criticism. 
Another indication of Churchill's intention to be unprej­

udiced and sincere may be seen in his treatment of John Palm­
er (1728-68). In the first edition of The Rosciad, after line 336, 
Churchill included an attack on the actor's private life, accus­
ing him of unfaithfulness in love. These lines appeared only 
in the first edition. Moreover, in his next poem, The Apology, 
Churchill apologized for having written them: 

But if the Muse, too cruel in her mirth, 
With harsh reflections wounds the man of worth; 
If wantonly she deviates from her plan, 
And quits the actor to expose the man; 
Ashamed, she marks the passage with a blot, 
And hates the line where candour was forgot. (33°"35) 

Clearly Churchill suppressed the offending lines on Palmer 
because he considered them not appropriate to his intention in 
The Rosciad. 

With this fair and even generous treatment of Blakes, 
Moody, Sheridan, and Palmer in mind, we may see how wide 
of the mark is the assertion by Davies in his life of Garrick that 
at Churchill's hands "no one man, except Mr. Garrick, escaped 
his satirical lash." 1 0 Indeed, the following summary of Church­
ill's position with respect to the actors should be accepted as 
the essential truth of the matter: "On the whole, it cannot be 
questioned that the prevailing characteristic of the Rosciad 
was fairness. The author might be wrong in his opinions, but 
they were in nearly every case opinions which he no doubt 
honestly held. Even poor Tom Davies admitted, twenty years 
after the poet's death, that he was a 'generous and fair satir­
ist'." 1 1 


