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To the memory of my foremothers-a business woman, a church 
woman, and a brave woman-with love and admiration. 
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Note on Dating, 
Style, and Address 

Dates are given in Old Style, but with the year beginning on 

January 1. The Old Style calendar was ten days behind the New 
Style, which was used on the Continent. 

With a few exceptions, punctuation, capitalization, and spelling 

have been modernized throughout. 
The question of address and title in this book requires explanation 

(see Titles and Forms of Mdress: A Guide to Correct Use [London, 

I 978)). The subject of this book was the daughter of an earl, Thomas 

Wriothesley, fourth earl of Southampton, and from birth to first mar
riage her mode of address was Lady Rachel Wriothesley or Lady 

Rachel. She was not known as Lady Wriothesley or as Lady Rachel 

Southampton. In 1654 she married a man who occupied the same social 
rank as she, the Honorable Francis Vaughan, the eldest son and heir to 

an earl, Richard Vaughan, first earl of Carbery. His courtesy title was 

Lord Vaughan, and Rachel became Lady Rachel Vaughan or Lady 

Vaughan. Lord Vaughan died in 1667, and in 1669 she married the 
Honorable William Russell, a younger son of an earl, William Russell, 

the fifth earl of Bedford. The correct address for her husband was 
Mr. William Russell, but he appeared in the accounts of parliamentary 
debates in the early I 670s as simply "Mr. Russell." Since his social rank 
was beneath hers, she retained, as was customary, the title Lady Vaughan 

until, at the death of his elder brother in 1678, her husband became heir 
to the Bedford title and thus was raised to the same social rank as she. 

He took the courtesy title Lord Russell, and at the same time Rachel 
assumed the title Lady Rachel Russell or Lady Russell, a formula which 

showed that she was the daughter of an earl. William's courtesy title was 
no more than a courtesy; it had no standing in law. Russell died in 1683 
before he inherited any other title. Although his name often appears as 
William, Lord Russell, that formula is not strictly speaking correct. 
After Lord Russell's death, the correct address for Lady Russell was 

Rachel, Lady Russell, to signify that she was a widow. 
I have generally followed these changes in title for Lady Russell 

and her husband, but have avoided the formula signifying her widow
hood, on the grounds that she herself never employed it. I have also freely 
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used the Russells' Christian names. There are several people in this story 
who bear those same names, but when the name "Rachel" or "William" 
appears, it always refers to the Russells unless otherwise indicated. 

The names and titles of Lady Russell's sister, half-sister, and two 
daughters also underwent change. Her sister Elizabeth married the 

Honorable Edward Noel, heir of Baptist, third viscount Campden. 

Elizabeth died before Noel became earl of Gainsborough in 1682. 

Rachel's half-sister, also named Elizabeth, married first Joceline, elev
enth earl of Northumberland, who died in 1670. In 1673 she married 

Ralph Montagu, who became earl of Montagu in 1689 and, after her 

death, duke of Montague in 1705. 

Lady Russell's elder daughter, Rachel, married William Cavendish, 

known as Lord Cavendish until 1694 when he was made Marquess of 
Hartington. He became second duke of Devonshire in 1707. Her second 

daughter, Katherine, married John Manners, styled Lord Roos from 

1679 to 1703, marquess of Granby from 1703 to 1711, and second duke 

of Rutland in 1711 . 



Introduction 

''One of the best of women" was the way a contemporary 
described Lady Rachel Russell (1637-1723). 1 During her life
time, Lady Russell enjoyed the respect and affection of both 

men and women. In 1773, fifty years after her death, the appearance of 
a portion of her letters revived admiring interest in her as the pious 
mourner of a martyr, her husband, Lord Russell. In the nineteenth cen
tury, the publication of more of her letters and several flattering biogra
phies confirmed her reputation for religious piety and devotion to 
husband and family. In the late twentieth century, however, Lady Russell 
has virtually faded from view. This book, the first comprehensive and 
fully documented account of her life, aims to vivify her character and 
personality, to amplify nineteenth-century biographies, and to illuminate 
thereby aristocratic female culture in late-Stuart England. 

I was first attracted to Lady Russell years ago by the remark of an 
eighteenth-century historian, Sir John Dalrymple. In concluding his ac
count of the execution of Lady Russell's husband for high treason in 
1683, Dalrymple wrote, "Lord and Lady Russell parted forever; he 
great in this last action of his life, but she greater."" This arresting re
mark, advancing a wife beyond her husband, appeared without further 
comment or explanation. Such a woman, I thought, merits attention. At 
about the same time I was reading Dalrymple, I had several conversa
tions with the late Catherine Drinker Bowen, a prize-winning biographer. 
This vigorous, intelligent woman held biography in high regard and 
wrote about it as a "calling."3 She talked about some of the challenges 
and rewards of working in the biographical mode, left me under no illu
sion about the difficulties involved, and encouraged me to hope that I 
would write a biography one day. But other projects claimed priority, 
and it was not until I 982 that I returned to Lady Russell. By then 
women's history was well established. The work of Natalie Davis, Joan 
Kelly, and Hilda Smith, among many others, opened up new questions 
for me and identified new materials for the study of women. 4 I am in
debted to these historians. Had I written this biography earlier, it would 
have taken a different form. 

Historians of women have shown little interest in biography, espe
cially that of aristocratic ladies. Impatient with the "great man" theory 
of history, which excluded women, devoted to the effort to recover 
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women from all classes, and engaged in exploring new methodologies 

and materials, they have tended to dismiss studies of "women worthies"5 

as outdated. Yet, there are few serious biographies of late-Stuart women, 

except for queens; 6 until there are, women will remain as faceless as 
they always have been and our understanding of the past will remain 

incomplete and one-sided. Biography vivifies an individual as no other 
approach can. We need biographies of women to match those of men. 
Furthermore, the biographical mode may illuminate general questions 
about female experience even though sufficient material to write a biog
raphy almost never survives for a typical woman. Biography permits the 
historian to transcend the data provided by law, custom, and prescriptive 

literature (which was written mostly by men) and draw a more accurate 

picture of the actual experiences and attitudes of and towards women. 
The excuse that women in the late-Stuart period have not found biogra
phers because of a dearth of material will probably prove to be ill

founded when English archives are systematically explored with the 

intention of discovering neglected or uncatalogued letters and papers. 
A concept of historians of women's history which I have found 

useful and made my own is that of the "doubled vision," as Joan Kelly 
put it. 7 Kelly called on historians to keep one eye on men and the other

on women, so that their perspective on the past would be all-encompassing. 
In keeping with that principle, this book has given more attention than 
might be expected to Rachel's husband. Treating Rachel and William 

together helps us to understand each of them better. The absence of Lord 

Russell's political papers, almost certainly destroyed at the time of his 
arrest, makes it impossible to undertake a full-scale treatment of him. 

However, in the context of Rachel's life one can take a closer look at his 

personality, political and religious views, and role as leader of the 
Country-Whig opposition in the House of Commons at the time of the Ex
clusion Crisis. By so doing, this study refines understanding of the prin
ciples and tactics of the Whigs. It also shows the subsidiary role that a 
woman might play in "high politics." Rachel was William's "informer," 

as she herself put it, and his counsellor during his parliamentary career. 
She took a central part in his trial and preparations for death, and played 
a major role in transforming him into a martyr and casting herself as 
mourner. Accordingly, two chapters of this book give extensive treat
ment to his political career, trial, and execution, events that were trau
matic for Rachel. 

Lady Rachel Russell's life was richer and more complex than the 
customary view of women of her era would suggest was possible. The 

traditional ideal confined women to the private sphere, made them 
subordinate to men as daughters, wives, and mothers, and stripped them 
of a public role. 8 But Rachel's class, personal qualities, and protracted 
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widowhood enabled her to circumvent some of the restraints imposed on 
all women in the period. A member of the English aristocracy by birth 
and marriage, she was also connected through her mother to the highest 
reaches of French Huguenot society. Her class gave her wealth, a pass
ably good education, leisure, and opportunities for a self-indulgent 
social life when she was a young woman and for study, reflection, and 

writing later on, especially during her long widowhood. These advan
tages of class contributed to her sense of self-confidence and self-worth, 
while the men in her family who held high political office gave her 
access to the centers of political and religious power. Rachel's experience 
invites historians of women to consider more seriously the advantages of 
class and the effect they may have in freeing aristocratic women. 9 

Lady Russell's personality and character operated to the same end 
of enriching her life. Physically attractive, Rachel possessed a spirited 
temper, an independent spirit, and a voluble manner of speaking, 
reflecting her quick, sharp intelligence. At the same time she was a 
warm, loving, even sensuous woman, who cherished her friends and 
passionately adored her husband. She had personal courage, enduring 
nine pregnancies, witnessing the death of everyone in her immediate 
family except for her elder daughter, undergoing two operations for 
cataracts, and boldly confronting King Charles II during her husband's 
imprisonment and after his execution. Such a combination of traits won 
her a wide circle of friends among men as well as women. A less well
endowed woman would have been unable to profit from the opportu
nities that class opened up to her. 

Lady Russell's long life falls into five distinct stages. The first

from her birth in 1637 through the death of her first husband, the Hon
orable Francis Vaughan, Lord Vaughan, in 1667-was a time scarred by 
personal illness and the death of many family members, when she led a 
life of self-indulgence, but began to develop an interest in politics and 
religion. The second phase lasted from her second marriage in 1669 to 
her husband's execution for treason in I 683, when she was forty-six 
years old. This marriage, which was based on romantic love, brought 
her fulfillment and children and, contrary to what is often written about 
the impact of marriage on a woman, widened her horizons, deepening 
her interest in politics, religion, and estate management. The third stage 
marked her entry upon a protracted widowhood of forty years, almost 
half her lifetime. The years from 1683 to 1688 were a time of intense 
grieving but purposeful activity in both the private and public spheres of 
life. Her mastery of her sorrow also provides insight into what is called 
"grief management" in the twentieth century. 10 The fourth phase, last
ing from 1689 to about 1702, were years when the Glorious Revolution 
brought the reversal of William's attainder for treason and a renewal of 
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Rachel's social and political status and influence. Despite the onset of 

eye problems so serious as to require surgery, this was Lady Russell's 

"prime," the era in which she realized her full potentialities. As acknowl
edged head of her household, she supervised the education of her chil

dren, negotiated favorable marriage contracts for each of them, and 

supervised her financial and property interests, in these areas taking 

steps usually reserved to men. At the same time, as acknowledged Whig 
matriarch, a symbol of her martyred husband, and champion of his prin

ciples, she had a significant political role, exploiting the patronage sys
tem in church and state to advance the interests of family and friends and 

promote principles to which she adhered. During many of these years 
she occupied the emotional center of her family, always writing, read

ing, praying, grieving, and counselling others. Finally, the years from 
1702 to 1723 were marked by slowly declining vigor and deepening 

introspection and reflection, although she continued to show interest in 
family, politics, religion, and property matters. 

Rachel's lite demonstrates that, contrary to contemporary writers· 

customary division of a woman's lite into the three stages of maiden

hood, witehood, and widowhood, characterized in each instance by 
dependency and submissiveness, a woman's life may fall into successive 

phases of growth just as a man's does. Although some characteristics 
were constant throughout her lite, Rachel grew in emotional strength, 

religious understanding, and political sagacity. She reached a prime, just 
as a successful man may do. but in her case the period of greatest effec
tiveness came later in lite-when she was a widow in her fifties and six
ties, after the years of childbearing and rearing of young children were 

past. Widowhood was emotionally devastating to Rachel, but unques
tionably it strengthened her self-confidence and sense of independence. 

Her long widowhood provides data to study aristrocratic widows, a 
neglected subject. 11 

Throughout all the years of her adulthood and probably before, 
Rachel was obsessed with writing. She seemed to take an almost physi
cal pleasure from the act of moving a pen or pencil across the page. Ap
proximately four hundred and fifty of her letters and more than thirty of 
her essays survive; the probability is, as the eighteenth-century editor of 
her letters asserted, that she wrote "thousands" more letters during her 
long lite. She probably also wrote more essays, which have been lost. 
Her voluminous correspondence was her most important instrument for 
expressing and insisting upon her views and for achieving and maintain

ing her role in both the private and public spheres. 
Although her public and private roles violated conventional con

straints, Lady Russell was not part of the small group of late
seventeenth-century women whom Hilda Smith has identified as the 
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"first feminists" because of their sensitivity to and resentment of the 
conventional attitude towards and restrictions on women in education, 
marriage, and public affairs. 12 Rachel did not protest against patriarchal 
institutions or try to change them. Rather she identified with and sought 
recognition from them, used the conventions of her society to advance 
her political and religious principles and the interests of herself, her 
children, and her male and female friends, and ignored or circumvented 
some of the restraints of gender. There were, of course, many things that 
Rachel could not do-vote, hold political office, win election to the House 
of Commons, attend a university, serve as a minister of the Anglican 
church. But, using her social position and personal contacts, the power 
of her pen, and the persuasiveness of her personality and intelligence, 
she was able to exercise influence in those areas. And in the private sector, 
as a widow, she fulfilled the role of head of household as a seventeenth
century English man would have done. Her attitudes and strategies are 
surely closer to the norm than those of "reason's disciples" and thus may 
illuminate more faithfully the life of aristocratic women in the era. 

Rachel's life holds clues to the question of whether women react 
differently from men to ideas and larger events in society. The answer in 
her case seems to be that there is little difference for men and women of 
the same class. Intellectually, neither she nor her husband was a political 
theorist, but each subscribed to Whig political principles (including the 
right of resistance) and to religious ideas that were Anglican but were 
deeply influenced by Nonconformity. The difference between William 
and Rachel was over tactics. He was a reckless man, moved by chivalric 
ideals and a sense of responsibility to his class. She, who had always 
been close to the center of power through her father and other male rela
tives, was pragmatic and cautious, with an acute sense of the dangers in
herent in political life. Had her judgment prevailed, Russell might have 
survived, as did other Whigs, including his best friend, William 
Cavendish. Rachel's concerns transcended domestic interests-she 
wrote of her love for her country and her religion-but possessed of a 
more finely tuned political instinct than her husband, she was willing to 
tailor her views and her actions to protect the interests of her family. 

Lady Russell was unusual rather than unique among contem
porary upper-class women. She shared a concern for politics with 
women such as Dorothy (Sidney) Spencer, countess of Sunderland; 
Katherine, countess of Ranelagh; and Elizabeth, viscountess Mordaunt. 
Like them she used her class, connections, and intelligence to create the 
power of influence and to use that influence in the patronage networks 
of church and state. She led a life of religious piety, as did multitudes of 
other aristocratic women, and like them wrote confessions and religious 
prayers and essays.13 Indeed, the religiosity of such women invites 
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historians to see the Restoration as less cynical and areligious than is 
commonly assumed. As a widow Rachel mourned the death of her hus
band, as did many other women such as Ann, Lady Fanshawe, 14 al
though her grief is set apart by its intensity and duration. Like women 

such as Mrs. Elizabeth Howland or Anne, countess of Pembroke, Rachel 
was actively involved in the management of her property and estate. But 
few women undertook, as she did, to arrange marriage contracts for 
their children, carrying on the negotiations as an equal with the father 
in the opposite family. Thanks to her skill Rachel became the "founding 

mother" of the families of the present dukes of Devonshire and Rutland, 
and (with William Russell) of the present duke of Bedford. Her activities 
in these and other marriage negotiations reveal the role that a woman 
might play in this area, a role which has received little attention from 
historians. Like other contemporary women, such as Dorothy Osborne, 
the wife of Sir William Temple, Rachel formed a passionate attachment 

to her husband. The letters of both of these women provide tantalizing 

glimpses of that little explored subject of female sexuality. 15 The evi
dence is explicit that Rachel found great joy and fulfillment in marital re
lations and that the prudery of the nineteenth century was foreign to her 
nature. Whatever the similarities between Rachel and other contem
porary women, she stands apart not just because each individual is dis
tinct, but also because all the above-mentioned themes-politics, piety, 
property, and passion-and not just one or two as in the case of other 

women, are present in varying degrees in all the phases of her adult life. 
The center of Rachel's life was always her family, household and 

a spreading network of kin and friends, both male and female. Her ex
periences illuminate aristocratic family life and add a female perspective 
to the picture of that life drawn so fully by Lawrence Stone. 16 As just 
mentioned, female sexuality in marriage finds some illumination from 
her example. Rachel's management of her London and Hampshire es
tates and of the marriage contracts of her children, and her exercise of 
influence over local church appointments, show a woman engaged in ac
tivities usually reserved to a man. Another striking feature of her family 
life was the strong ties between her and her sisters (her brothers died 
young). Those ties provided emotional support, underlay political con
nections, and facilitated the settlement of properties in which the women 
had an interest. Although the importance of affection between brothers 
and sisters has been remarked, sisterly relationships have not been much 
noticed. Rachel's experience invites attention to them. Rachel had other 
women friends, particularly Lady Shaftesbury, but women were rather 
shadowy figures in her personal life. She identified with men: the most 

powerful influence on her early development was her father, and her 
closest confidants in adulthood were men: her husband, her father-in-
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law, clerics, and her French uncle and cousin. Her attitude and ex

perience provide an early English example of a recently identified 
characteristic of Enlightenment domesticity: heterosocial friendships 

among kin and nonkin, based on the assumption of women's rationality 
and essential equality with men. 17 Rachel placed high value on these 
relationships, regarding friendship as the highest pleasure, next to mar

riage, that the world had to offer. 

Furthermore, Lady Russell's relationship with her children not 

only reveals her personality and values but also gives rare insight into 
childhood in late-seventeenth-century England. She and her husband 

were loving and indulgent parents who took a deep interest in their chil
dren's antics, prattle, illnesses, and growth. Her letters provide glimpses 
of their children's toys, bedtime regimen, and early education, while the 
letters of the elder daughter, written when she was about six years old 

and preserved by a fond father, confirm the warm relationship. The pres
ence of grandparents in late-seventeenth-century families was rare. The 

Russell children did have a paternal grandfather who wrote them, 
showered them with gifts, played with them, and, certainly in the case 

of his grandson, spoiled them. Later, Rachel, as a grandmother herself, 
displayed like warmth toward her grandchildren. 

Another significant characteristic of Rachel's private life was her 
relationship with the families to which she was connected through her 
marriages and those of her sisters and children. Without abandoning her 
identification with her family of birth and the family she and Russell cre
ated, she established and maintained a lifelong loving relationship with 
these other families. The result was enhancement of her personal status 

in both private and public life. She also actively used her influence, 
when it became available after 1689, to promote the interest of members 
of this extended family network. The openly affectionate attachment to 
family which is often associated with the nineteenth-century English 
family is found well developed in Rachel's life. 

The story of the publication of Rachel's letters and nineteenth
century biographies explains why she has been portrayed largely as a 
mourning wife and devoted mother. Her letters were published not to 
preserve her memory but to rescue the reputation of her husband. In
deed, when Lady Russell died in 1723, there was nothing to assure that 

her memory would long survive at all. Members of her close family who 
were still alive died shortly after she did-her elder daughter and last 
remaining child in 1725; her grandson, the third duke of Bedford, in 
1732. There is no indication that either one had planned to perpetuate 

her memory by publishing her letters. It was left to her devoted steward, 
Thomas Sell wood, to transcribe her letters and to present them, in 1748, 
to her great-grandson, the fourth duke of Bedford. 18 But no further 
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steps were taken for twenty-five years. In 1773, a time when ideological 
disputes among court Whigs, opposition Whigs, and Tories were con
ducted with renewed sharpness, Sir John Dalrymple published the sec
ond volume of his Memoirs of Great Britain and Ireland, the first history 
of late-seventeenth-century England to be based upon French sources. 
He revealed that Russell had intrigued with emissaries from the French 
court (as had been charged in 1678) and that Algernon Sidney, another 
renowned Whig, had accepted money from Louis XIV. In commenting 
upon this evidence, Dalrymple expressed a sense of deep shock-as 
if, he said, he had "seen a son turn his back in the day of battle.'' 19 

Russell's reputation was seriously threatened. 2° Immediately, materials 
appeared to rebut and explain away Dalrymple's charges and rehabilitate 
William. In the absence of William's own papers, the letters Rachel 
wrote between 1683 and her death in 1723 were published within three 
months.21 The unsigned title page declared that Lady Russell's letters 
were about to be printed when Dalrymple's Memoirs appeared. It was 
decided, therefore, to preface the whole with an introduction "Vindicat
ing the Character of Lord Russell Against Sir John Dalrymple." 12 Ac
cordingly, the introduction to Rachel's letters barely mentions her. 
Rather, the anonymous author argued that Dalrymple's evidence was 
suspect and his interpretation misguided, and insisted that William was 
a martyr to Stuart tyranny. Rachel's letters, many of them encomia to her 
husband, reinforced the message. Her undoubted piety reflected well on 
her husband. Her deep distress over his death and repeated affirmations 
of her love of him implied that he was innocent, for no woman so good 
as she could have married a traitor to his country. The letters enjoyed 
great popularity, going through seven more editions in London and two 
in Dublin by 1821, and laid the foundations for a view of Rachel which 
has prevailed ever since. 

Other printed matter supported the portrait of Rachel as mourner 
and Russell as martyr. For example, in 1784, a playwright, William 
Hayley, dedicated a play titled lord Russell, A Tragedy, to the duchess 
of Devonshire (a descendant of the Russells). He cited Rachel's letters as 
his inspiration and, confessing to "affectionate admiration" of William, 
declared that he had attempted to paint an exact picture of him. In fact, 
Hayley presented villains (James, duke of York, and King Charles II), 
and a hero and heroine, Lord and Lady Russell. William was "Heroic 
Russell, bright and genuine martyr of Liberty and Truth," who despised 
the doctrine of nonresistance because it "sinks the free-born sons of 
England / To the tame vassals of a Turkish despot." Rachel was a "lovely 
virtuous woman" who prostrated herself before the duke of York and the 
king of England to plead for her husband's life, and so affected the king 
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that he expressed his envy of Russell because of "Th' angelic tenderness 
of that chaste woman." Notwithstanding her devotion to her husband, 
her strength of character was such that she was able to master her emo
tions at their farewell. 23 

In 1784 a cleric and aspiring playwright, Thomas Stratford, 
penned a similar message. He depicted William in prison in chains (stage 
directions call for them to rattle), and subjected to torture. Stratford 
transformed Russell into a classical patriot and compared him to the 
ancient heroes who defended their country at Thermopylae. Rachel, 
torn apart by grief, threatens suicide, curses the Stuart kings as tyrants, 
and asks herself how she, a "free-born English woman" who enjoys 
"Heaven's equal charter," could have begged them to pardon her husband. 
In another scene, quite distracted, she pulls out her hair. 24 Stratford's 
play, of course, tells more about late-eighteenth-century political and 
intellectual concerns than it does about the Russells. The pertinent point 
is that it perpetuated the view of Rachel as nothing more than a pious, 
loving, and supportive wife. 

It was not until 1819 that a biography of Rachel appeared. In that 
year the duke of Devonshire acceded to the request of unidentified 
"friends" and permitted the publication of many of the intimate letters 
Lady Russell had written to William in the 1670s, which the historian 
Mary Berry had sorted and annotated in 1815. Berry agreed to write a 
biographical sketch of Rachel to introduce the collection, which ap
peared under the title Some Account Of The Life Of Rachael Wriothesley 
Lady Russell By The Editor of Madame Du Deffand's Letters Followed 

By A Series Of Letters From Lady Russell To Her Husband, William Lord 

Russell, From 1672 to 1682; Together With Some Miscellaneous Letters 
To and From Lady Russell. 25 Berry was full of apologies for the subject
and her work. Lady Russell's letters, she declared, were "devoid of 
every ornament of style." Their "merit must arise entirely from a pre
vious knowledge of the character and habits of their writer." Her bio
graphical essay she dismissed as no more than a "biographical notice" 
because of the paucity of facts and the insignificance of many of them. 26 

But she admired Rachel as a "bright . . .  example of female excellence" 
who sacrificed no feminine virtue and whose life might be a guide to 
other women.27 Although aware of other dimensions to Rachel's life, 
Berry portrayed her largely as a devoted wife and mother. Some Account 

enjoyed immediate popularity and went through three editions by I 820. 
The biographical sketch, without the letters, was also well received and 
was reprinted in 1819, 1820, and 1844. Two more biographies, one 
heavily indebted to Berry's sketch, were published, one in 1832 and the 
other in 1847 or 1857. 28 In the meantime, the 1773 edition of Rachel's 
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letters continued to command an audience. Between 1801 and 1820 the 

sixth through the eighth editions appeared, while another edition ap

peared in the series The British Prose Writers. 
Books and essays about William and biographies of Rachel contin

ued to pour from the press in the early nineteenth century. The effect was 

to keep information about Rachel as well as her husband before the pub

lic. The effort to refurbish William's reputation was undertaken by Lord 
John Russell, who was just beginning his long political career as a re
former in the House of Commons and who also had literary ambitions. 

In 18 I 9 he published a biography of his great-great-grandfather. 29 Al
though written with restraint, the study was an apologia for William. 

Lord John Russell concluded his book with several admiring comments 
about Rachel. He characterized her during her marriage to William as a 

woman of "amiable" character and described her conduct during her 

husband's trial and imprisonment as "sublime." He declared that her 
"most striking" feature was the esteem in which she was held by contem

poraries and posterity without "any ambitious effort" on her part. "She 

showed herself in the appropriate character of a wife and a mother." 30 

Pictures also helped to reinforce and spread the positive view of 

Lord Russell as a victim of Stuart tyranny and of Rachel as his faithful 

helpmate. In 1825, John, the sixth duke of Bedford, commissioned Sir 

George Hayter ( 1792-1871) to paint a picture of William's trial, as a 

gesture, it was said, "to the fair fame of his illustrious ancestor." The 
huge canvas, said to be Hayter's che

f 

d'oeuvre, depicted a crowded court

room scene with Russell calm and dignified and Rachel looking anx
iously at him. Shortly thereafter, the painting was rendered in an 

engraving by John Bromley. 31 It was regarded as such a treasure that 

Francis, the seventh duke, arranged for it to be included in the Paris 
Uni versa I Exhibition in 1855. 32 Today it hangs in Woburn Abbey. 

In the l 850s, as Lord John Russell's political career was reaching 
its climax, further attention was directed to Lord and Lady Russell. In 
1853 Lord John Russell brought out a fourth edition of his biography of 
William and a new edition of all of Rachel's previously published letters 
as well as a few new ones. He made it clear in the preface that one reason 

for printing Rachel's letters was to counter the impression of William 
Russell given by Lord Macaulay in his recently published History of 

England. Lord John Russell maintained that Macaulay had not distin
guished sharply enough between the aims of Shaftesbury and William; 
that William was opposed to any kind of active resistance; and that he 
had been "murdered" by the Stuart court "in order to establish arbitrary 
power, and destroy the liberties of England." 33 Again, the apparent 
assumption was that such a fine woman as Rachel, her worth displayed 
in her letters, would not have loved a traitor. The duke of Bedford sent 
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a copy of this book to Fran�ois Guizot, the French Protestant historian 

and statesman, who was so beguiled by the "rare and charming" quali

ties of Lady Rachel, her devotion to her patriot husband, and the depth 
of their domestic happiness that he decided to write an account of their 

life as "an example" to his own irreligious age which, he said, cannot 

conceive of "passion, except unbounded." 34 Guizot's L'Amour dons le 

mariage, heavily indebted to Berry's essay, appeared in English in 1855, 

the very year it was printed in French, translated by John Martin (ar

chivist to the Bedford family) at the request of the duke of Bedford, and 

dedicated to the duchess of Bedford. It captured an audience too, appear

ing in New York in 1864 under the title Love in Marriage and in London 

in 1883 as The Devoted Life of Rachel Lady Russell, both titles conveying 
accurately the tenor of the book and the view of Rachel. The book also 

influenced Catherine Pollock Manners, Lady Stepney, whose book, 

Memoirs of Lady Russell and Lady Herbert, published in 1898, was the 

last biography of Rachel to be written. 
These nineteenth-century biographies were not wrong in present

ing Rachel Russell as a pious woman devoted to husband and family. 

Rather, the portrait they drew is incomplete. The picture that they 

painted captured the imagination and sensibilities of nineteenth-century 

readers and assured that for a long time the reading public would know 
of and admire Lady Russell as a paragon of feminine virtue. 35 One pur
pose of this book is to enlarge that portrait to encompass the complexi

ties in her personality, attitudes, and actions, and to show how a woman 

exploited the opportunities available to her to escape conventional re

straints without condemning them. Rachel had many things in common 

with other women of her class, and her life may well provide fresh 
insight into the nature of female aristocratic culture. 

I have been under no illusions about the challenges of writing a 

biography. Although some people regard it as a genre separate from 

"serious" history, I have not found prescriptions in handbooks about 
biography so very different from those which command the research and 
writing of intellectual and political history. Although psychoanalysis is 
sometimes recommended as preparation for the aspiring biographer, I 
have not submitted to it nor tried to become an instant expert in psy

choanalytical theory. I do not disdain psychobiography, 36 but I have not 

attempted to practice it. Yet, I have found the approach of social learning 
theorists helpful, 37 and I have used some commonsense insights, which 
in the late twentieth century are part of the common wisdom, to help 

understand the nature of Lady Rachel's personality. 

The record of Lady Russell's attitudes, actions, and experiences 
gives historians an opportunity to examine more fully the nature of 
aristocratic female culture in late-seventeenth-century England. From 
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that record Rachel herself emerges as a richer personality than earlier 

biographies painted, and the culture of upper-class women, whose class 

conferred advantages on them, is revealed in both the private and public 

spheres as more complex than is usually understood. 
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Background 
and Beginnings 

& . Lady Rachel Russell was baptized Rachel Wriothesley on Sep-
� tember 19, 163 7, at the ancient parish church of St. Peter in the

village of Titch field in southern Hampshire. 1 She was the third 
child and second daughter of Thomas Wriothesley, the fourth earl of 
Southampton, and his French wife, Rachel Massiie de Ruvigny de la 
Maison Fort (see the illustrations). The parish church, which dates back 
to the late seventh century, had been in the patronage of the earls of 
Southampton since the mid-sixteenth century and was adorned by marks 
of their preeminence. In the chapel of St. Peter behind the baptismal font 
a massive mausoleum, commissioned by the second earl and erected in 
1594, held the remains of Rachel's English ancestors-the first three 
earls of Southampton and their wives. On the south wall of the chapel a 
figure carved in white marble of a little girl, dressed in adult clothes 
with a ruff at her neck, memorialized Lady Mary Wriothesley, Rachel's 
aunt, who had died in 1615 at the age of four years. This physical setting 
gave abundant evidence of the aristocratic status of Rachel's English 
lineage. 

Rachel's parents had been married for just over three years when 
she was born. Their wedding was celebrated not in England but at the 
most important Huguenot church near Paris, the Temple at Charenton, 
two leagues from the city on the banks of the Marne River. 2 The con
trast with the parish church at Titchfield was striking. The temple had 
been built about 1623 on an estate formerly belonging to a minister of 
the government; the estate had been granted by the king to a group of 
Huguenots who had petitioned for a place of worship convenient to 
Paris, following the promulgation of the Edict of Nantes in 1598. The 
interior of the temple was described by John Evelyn, the diarist, who 
visited it in 1644, as a "fair and spacious room." The walls were deco
rated with instructive paintings of the Tables of the Law, the Lord's 
Prayer, and the Creed. The pulpit and communion table were enclosed 
in an area which also contained seats for the elders. The remainder of the 
congregation, which numbered about three thousand, sat on low stools. 

• I •
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All sang Psalms, and the children received rigorous training in cate

chism. The temple symbolized Rachel's French Huguenot lineage just as 
the setting of her baptism did her English heritage. 3 

Rachel's mother and father were a disparate pair in terms of per

sonality, national origin, and family background. Southampton was 

short, reserved, and "much inclined to melancholic."4 Madame de la 

Maison Fort was "somewhat taller" than the average Frenchwoman, 
and of striking beauty with black hair, "excellent eyes," and a "sweet 

and affable," even "merry." disposition. 5 Neither partner was young 
when they married in I 634. At thirty-one, Madame de la Maison Fort 

had been a widow for nine years; she had no surviving children from her 
first marriage. For Southampton, five years her junior, it was a first mar
riage. Madame de la Maison Fort came from a French family of noble 

status, but one whose attainments and wealth were rather modest. 
Southampton, on the other hand, was an English earl, whose great

grandfather had established the family fortune and social and political 

position in the sixteenth century. At the time of his marriage, however, 

Rachel's father had no outstanding accomplishments of his own; they 

were still to come. Moreover, Madame de la Maison Fort was a devout 
Huguenot, whose male relatives were prominent leaders in the Huguenot 
political and religious community, whereas Southampton was a member 

of the Anglican church. 

Thomas Wriothesley's ancestors had first come to public view in 
the fifteenth century. At that time, they spelled their name Writh or 

Wrythe. They advanced to some prominence as heralds in the newly 
established College of Arms. Sir John Writh became third garter king
of-arms in 1483 and served both Edward IV and Henry VII in diplo

matic missions and court ceremonials. His two sons, Thomas and 
William, also made their marks as heralds. As Thomas prospered he 
abandoned the simple name of Writh and took on the aristocratic
sounding name of Wriothesley, claiming descent from a family of that 
name which had lived at the time of King John. His brother William fol
lowed suit. It was this William's son, Thomas, the great-grandfather of 
Rachel's father and the man whose given name he bore, who established 
the family's landed wealth and tradition of political service. 6 

Educated at Cambridge University and trained in the law at 
Gray's Inn, Rachel's great-great-grandfather, Thomas Wriothesley, 
became an attorney in the Court of Common Pleas and a client of 
Thomas Cromwell. As Cromwell's man, he took a prominent role in the 
dissolution of the monasteries. Although he probably remained Catho
lic, 7 he conducted himself in ways that pleased the king, and Henry 
VIII rewarded him with land, offices, and titles. Thus, in 1537 Thomas 
Wriothesley acquired the Abbey of Titchfield and nearly five thousand 
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acres of land connected with it. Titchfield, a Premonstratensian abbey, 
was located nine miles southeast of Southampton in Hampshire, close to 
Fareham and Portsmouth. It was notable for its great library of theologi
cal, classical, and humanistic works. 8 Thomas received many other 
manors, among them Micheldever and Stratton, two of the richest 
manors formerly belonging to Hyde Abbey. He also acquired property 
in London, a house and land along Holborn, and Bloomsbury manor, 
for which he paid £1,666.9 These properties became significant in the 
story of Rachel Russell. 

Almost immediately after acquiring Titchfield Abbey, Wriothesley 
undertook to transform it into a handsome house. By 1543 the recon
struction project was completed, John Leland, the antiquary, reporting 
that it was a "right stately house ... having a goodly gate and a conduit 
casteled in the midle of the court of it." 10 No monarch visited Titchfield 
during the first earl's lifetime, as he had hoped would happen, but by the 
time the fourth earl brought his French bride to it in 1634, three 
monarchs-Edward VI, Elizabeth I, and Charles I-had stayed there. It 
was in this great house, located about a mile to the north of the village 
of Titchfield, that Rachel was probably born on September 14, 163 7, 
and where she mostly lived until 1654. 

Thomas Wriothesley received offices and titles as well as land. 
For example, he held the post of lord chancellor, and in 1544 King 
Henry VIII raised him to the peerage as Baron Wriothesley ofTitchfield. 
In compliance with Henry 's deathbed wish, King Edward VI made him 
first earl of Southampton in 154 7. Although he suffered setbacks during 
the brief and politically volatile era of Edward VI, at the time of his 
death in 1550 the first earl had successfully established the social, eco
nomic, and public position of the Southampton family. Not until 
Rachel's father rose to high political office did another member equal 
the first earl in prestige and service. 

The political and economic prospects of the Southampton family 
faltered under the second earl, Henry, a child of five when his father 
died. Raised in the Catholic faith, Henry remained Catholic when 
Elizabeth I became queen in 1558 and the state religion changed again. 
Married to a Catholic woman, Mary Browne, the daughter of Anthony 
Browne, first viscount Montagu, he translated his religious convictions 
into political intrigues, which landed him in the Tower in 1571 for two 
years and again in 1581. 11 His treasonable activities destroyed the pub
lic role of the family that his father had established. 

The second earl also imperiled the financial position of the family 
by lavish spending on hospitality, house-building, and a retinue that 
numbered over a hundred. When he died in 1581, he left instructions in 
his will for erecting the great family mausoleum in the parish church of 
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St. Peter where Rachel was baptized. The plans were so extravagant that 
his executors found it necessary to modify them, but the final design 
executed by Gerard Johnson, a Flemish sculptor, was still magnificent
a two-tiered structure decorated with figures carved from marble and 
alabaster. 12 

Henry, the third earl of Southampton, rescued the family from the 
compromising situation created by his father by converting to Angli
canism. The conversion opened the way for him and his descendants 
once again to play a genuine role in England's political and social life. 
It also opened opportunities for them to be drawn to Puritan influences 
that were growing in the Anglican church. The earl's later political 
views and actions reflected his strong commitment to Puritan values. It 
was these values and views that Rachel's father inherited. 

The third earl has won renown as a lover of literature and as a 
patron of writers, especially Shakespeare. Ll Southampton was also a 
bibliophile. About 1615 he purchased the library of William Crashaw, a 
distinguished Puritan divine and fellow of St. John's College. 14 These 
books, added to others that he had assembled, amounted to about 
two hundred rare manuscripts-sermons, homilies, works by early 
church fathers, and Scholastics-and some two thousand books. 15 

Southampton intended to present the collection to St. John's College as 
the foundation of a library to be built there, a step carried out by his 
widow and Rachel's father in 1616 and 1635. 16 Thus, Rachel herself 
did not grow up in proximity to this magnificent library, but her father 
did. Surely the presence of such a collection influenced his intellectual 
development. 

The third earl's political career was checkered. A handsome 
young man, 17 he attracted the attention of Queen Elizabeth I, only to 
forfeit her regard by having a love affair with one of her ladies-in
waiting, Elizabeth Vernon, whom he married in 1598. Following close 
upon this episode was his involvement in the Essex Rebellion in 1601, 
a far more serious matter. The uprising was a fiasco. Southampton was 
arrested, found guilty, and sentenced to die. But his life was spared, and 
he was imprisoned in the Tower until 1603, when King James VI of 
Scotland became King James I of England. 18 Recalling Essex's friend
ship, James released Southampton, restored his title with its former 
precedence, made him a Knight of the Garter, appointed him captain of 
the Isle of Wight, and bestowed on him the farm of the Sweet Wine Cus
toms, which greatly enriched him. For years Southampton benefited 
from the favor of the king. For example, in February 1608 certain 
privileges regarding his Hampshire property were confirmed, such as 
freedom from interference by the sheriff and exemption from tallage, 
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aids, geld, and scot. 19 These privileges remained with the property 

when Rachel inherited it much later. 

The third earl, however, never became an intimate of the king nor 

of the king's first minister, Robert Cecil, earl of Salisbury. Failing to win 
the office and status he coveted, he turned his restless spirit to the man

agement of his estate. He took steps to enhance the value of his London 
properties and to facilitate their later expansion. In 1613 he began the 
practice of leasing plots for building in Bloomsbury, and in 1616 he 
bought part of the manor of St. Giles in the Fields, which extended the 

estate along Holborn. In 1617 the king agreed to extend the liberties of 
the earl's house in Holborn, now called Southampton House, down the 

east side of Chancery Lane. 20 These were properties that Rachel would
also inherit. 

After Salisbury 's death in May 1612, Southampton played a 
larger political role, becoming a leader of the aristocratic Protestant fac
tion at court. From 1619 to 1621 he angered the court because of his 
opposition to the pro-Spanish policy and the projected marriage of 
Prince Charles and the Spanish Infanta, and in March 1621 King James 

placed him in the custody of John Williams, dean of Westminster. 

Thanks to Williams' intervention with the king, Southampton won 

release by the end of August 1621. 21 But his royal pensions were sus
pended and, despite his efforts and those of friends, were not rein
stated. 22

By 1623 Southampton's relations with the king and with Bucking

ham and Prince Charles had improved, for the latter two had reversed 
themselves and now favored a war policy. When England and Holland 
signed a treaty in 1624 under which the English were to raise four regi

ments to serve under the Dutch in the Thirty Years War, Southampton 
took on the command of one of the regiments. He and his eldest son and 

heir, James, Lord Wriothesley, left for Holland in August 1624. Shortly 
thereafter both men were stricken with fever, and James succumbed. On 
the journey home with his son's body, the third earl died, probably of a 
heart attack, on November 10 at Bergen-op-zoom. That is how Thomas, 
the earl's second son and Rachel's father, was suddenly elevated at the 
age of sixteeen to the rank of fourth earl of Southampton. 

Rachel's father, born in 1608 at Little Shelford in Cambridgeshire, 
inherited neither his father's good looks, impetuous nature, nor martial 
ardor. As a second son, Thomas Wriothesley had not expected to inherit 

his father's title and estates. And although he had had some experience 
in court ceremonials (at the age of eight he served as cupbearer at the 
investiture of Charles as Prince of Wales), he was discomfited by the 

new deference shown him as a peer of the realm. 23 But he was an in-
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telligent young man. In 1625, when he was only seventeen years old, 
he discharged the social duties of his new status by entertaining King 
Charles I and his French bride, Henrietta Maria, at Titchfield. The 
queen enjoyed herself enough to stay on for five weeks and three days. 24 

In the autumn of 1625 Thomas entered St. John's College, Cambridge, 
a center for Puritan thought, which would have reinforced his father's 
Puritan inclinations and his own sober nature. He impressed the presi
dent and seniors with his "fair and noble ... demeanour," surely fulfill
ing his mother's hope that he would imitate his father in love of learning. 
In 1626, he left St. John's College without taking a degree. 25 His only 
youthful failing was enthusiasm for gambling and horse racing. 

Rachel's mother, Rachel Massiie de Ruvigny de la Maison Fort, 
was the eldest daughter of Daniel de Massiie, seigneur de Ruvigny and 
seigneur de Rainval, and of Magdelaine de Pinot, the widow of Jean 
Pinot, seigneur de Fontaine. Descended from a bourgeois family of 
Abbeville, her immediate ancestors had achieved a place in French soci
ety and government, but not one of the first rank. Her grandfather was 
Antoine d'Ailly, seigneur de la Mairie and de Pierrepont, and in the 
early seventeenth century her father held the post of lieutenant-governor 
of the Bastille, serving under the governor of the Bastille, Maximilien de 
Bethune, the due de Sully, a chief adviser to King Henry IV. A friendly 
relationship existed between the two families. The de Sullys were god
parents to Rachel Massiie de Ruvigny and her brothers, including Henri, 
born probably in I 605, who became the first marquis de Ruvigny. 26 

After Rachel Massiie de Ruvigny's mother died, her father married 
sometime between 1608 and 1611 Madelaine de Fontaine, dame de 
Caillemotte. When her father died in 1611, Rachel Massiie de Ruvigny 
and her brothers were left in the charge of their stepmother. The death 
of one brother left only Henri and Rachel, and they developed a closer 
sibling relationship than they might otherwise have done. When Rachel 
Massiie de Ruvigny de la Maison Fort married Southampton, Henri and 
her stepmother (who lived until 1636) accompanied her on her wedding 
trip to England. Her brother kept in touch with her, visiting at least 
once, three months before our Rachel was born, and remained a pres
ence in the Southampton family. 27 

At the time Rachel Massiie de Ruvigny de la Maison Fort met 
Southampton in Paris in 1634, her brother's growing importance had 
elevated her position. A protege of the due de Sully, de Ruvigny became 
an officer in the French Guards and first made a name for himself at the 
siege of La Rochelle in 1627, when he fought against the Huguenot 
insurgents, his fellow religionists. Thanks to his personal bravery, the 
city fell to King Louis XIII, who, accompanied by Richelieu, entered it 
in triumph.28 De Ruvigny continued to fight on the side of the king 
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against his fellow Huguenots, justifying his actions on the grounds that 

the latter should loyally serve France, but he nonetheless gained a repu

tation among the Huguenots for Protestant piety and conviction. 29 His 

high reputation in both Huguenot and court circles prepared the way for 

his later advancement. To anticipate, in 1653 Louis XIV appointed 
de Ruvigny to the post of lord deputy-general of Protestants in France

that is, to the position of chief spokesman for the interests and grievances 

of French Protestants at the royal court. After the Restoration of the 
Stuarts in 1660, Henri served as a special envoy and then in 1673 as 

ambassador from Louis XIV to the court of King Charles II. Thus, 
de Ruvigny came often to England, and a loving familial relationship 

developed between him and his son (also Henri) and Rachel and her 

family. Our Rachel dearly loved her "old uncle" and stayed in close 

touch with him as long as he lived. His son, the second marquis de 
Ruvigny, who fought with the prince of Orange in the Revolution of 

1688-89 and became the first earl of Galway, continued this intimate 

connection until his death in l 720. 

What were the circumstances that brought Rachel's parents to
gether? For all his love of solitude and his dour disposition, Southamp
ton was fond of horse racing and gambling, and that fondness was at the 
root of his meeting Madame de la Maison Fort. In March 1634 he lost 

money at the races at Newmarket. Full of remorse, he vowed to give up 

horses and gambling and, securing the usual three-year license to travel 

on the Continent, left for Paris to begin a kind of self-imposed pen
ance. 30 He had, of course, en tree to French society. He had visited 

France earlier, and his father had been well known in French circles. In 

fact, his father had played host to the Huguenot leader, the due de Sully, 
when he had come to England years before, in 1603. 31 But the due de 

Sully, Madame de la Maison Fort's godfather, was not the one who 

brought the couple together. Rather, an English friend of Southampton's, 
Sir William St. Claire, introduced them to each other at a dinner party 

in Paris. 32 

From the moment of the dinner party, romantic love seems to 

have enveloped Madame de la Maison Fort and the earl of Southampton, 
and a whirlwind courtship ensued. Each was in a position to make an 
independent choice of spouse. As a widow, Madame de la Maison Fort 
could act freely; her closest relations were her stepmother and her 
brother. Objections from them to the union would have been unlikely, 
for marrying an English earl represented a great social advance for her. 
Southampton was also free to indulge his heart. Since his father was 
dead, there was no head of the family to whom he was obliged to defer 
and who might have pointed out certain disadvantages to his marrying 
this Frenchwoman. In July Southampton's traveling companion and 
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cousin, Henry Vernon, was back in England on "extraordinary busi

ness," which probably was to assist the earl to put his financial affairs in 
order so that he could marry. Perhaps Vernon looked into the private 

sales of timber from the New Forest, a part of Southampton's Hampshire 
estate. With the permission of King Charles I, such sales had been going 
on since May to help Southampton reduce his debts. Vernon returned to 
France at the end of July, and within three weeks Southampton and 
Madame de la Maison Fort were married. Southampton was back at 
Titchfield with his bride by August 24, 1634, ready to take on the pleas
ures and responsibilities of a family man. 33 

Rachel de la Maison Fort brought to the marriage highly desir
able personal qualities: beauty, virtue, religious devotion, sweetness 
of disposition, and also high spirits. Rather incongruously, given her 
undoubted piety, Madame de la Maison Fort, as a young widow, took 
part in the worldly life of Paris and the court and enjoyed the atten
tion of suitors. Tallemant des Reaux, the contemporary gossip who 
delighted in reporting lewd anecdotes, wrote incredulously that despite 

nine years of widowhood and many importunate suitors her reputation 
as a chaste woman remained intact. One suitor, Saint Prueill de Jussac 
en Angoumois, wooed her with great extravagance, arranging public 
games in her honor and one time bringing in twenty-four violin players 
to serenade her on the street. 34 Madame de la Maison Fort did not dis
suade him from this nonsense, and he continued to present her with so 
many publicly displayed marks of his ardor that they became known as 
the "Saint Prueillades." 

Madame de la Maison Fort must have astonished and bemused 
her suitors; it was said that she would interrupt a conversation with an 
admirer, retire for brief prayer and religious meditation, and then return 
to her suitor for further talk. For a woman to preserve her reputation in 
the licentious society of the court of Louis XIII and remain at the same 
time a part of that society took intelligence, common sense, religious 
conviction, and a love of that society. So successful was she in walking 
this fine line that Corneille dedicated to her his play La Veuve, printed 
in March 1634, the very month that Southampton arrived in Paris. 
Corneille used her as the model of a beautiful and virtuous widow, and 
described her in the dedicatory poem as a "charming original," a woman 
possessed of a "beautiful spirit in a beautiful body." 35 This rather 
unusual combination of personal characteristics-fun-loving worldli

ness, personal virtue, and seriousness of religious conviction-must 
have held special appeal to the rather sober-sided Southampton. The 
countess of Southampton's untimely death in 1640 meant that she had 
only a very limited influence on her children, but, nonetheless, some of 
these same traits may be discerned in her daughter Rachel. 
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Madame de la Maison Fort's beauty was much remarked in both 

France and England. In France she was known as "la belle et vertueuse 
Huguenotte." The famous portrait artist Van Dyck painted her portrait 
(reproduced in the illustrations), perhaps in 1636, a year before our 
Rachel was born, and in keeping with the contemporary fashion in 
portraiture, employed an allegorical motif, said to have been designed to 

underscore her beauty. Beauty, in the person of the countess of 
Southampton, reigns over the Universe from a seat in the clouds and 

triumphs over Death, symbolized by a skull on which she rests her foot. 

Van Dyck painted a strikingly handsome woman with lovely dark hair 
done in a chignon encircled with pearls, black eyes, and regular fea
tures, looking at the viewer confidently, even provocatively. He shows a 

well-proportioned figure, round, bare arms, and slender hands, high
lighting the whole with a blue satin scarf draped decolletage over a white 
chemise. Several copies and versions of the portrait were made, but the 

original came into the possession of our Rachel, who may also have 
commissioned a version of it. She gave her second daughter, Katherine, 
an admittedly inferior copy of a portrait of her mother. The portraits are 

the only evidence of our Rachel's interest in perpetuating the memory of 
her mother. 36 One has only to compare the portraits of the countess and 
Rachel to see that Rachel inherited her beauty from her mother. 

There were several reasons, beyond the custom of the time, for a 

member of the English aristocracy not to choose a foreign bride, 37 why 
a more calculating and politically ambitious man than Southampton 
would have stifled the urge to marry Rachel de Ia Maison Fort. Those 
reasons make the romantic attachment all the more compelling. First, as 

we have already seen, Rachel's family did not equal Southampton's in 
status or wealth. Second, for an English lord to marry a Frenchwoman 

so closely linked with the Huguenots was a rash step. For several years 

the influence of William Laud over King Charles I and in church affairs 

had grown. In 1633 Laud had won the post of archbishop of Canterbury. 
Already there was evidence of his determination to purify the Church of 
England of Puritan influences. Moreover, in 1625 King Charles I had 
married the French princess Henrietta Maria, and by 1634, in the wake 
of the assassination of the duke of Buckingham, she had achieved some 
influence over her husband and in court affairs. Devoutly Catholic, 
Henrietta Maria looked with entire disfavor on the Huguenots in her 
native land and distrusted the Puritans, their counterparts in England. In 
such circumstances, Southampton could not expect that his bride would 
enhance his opportunities for advancement at court, where the financial 

rewards that usually came with royal favor were great. 

Third, Madame de la Maison Fort did not bring a large dowry. 
In view of Southampton's financial condition, he might have been ex-
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pected to have searched for a wealthy heiress as a wife. The earl was 

certainly not poor, but he had faced severe financial problems in the 
1620s. He was a minor at the death of his father in 1624 and so be

came a ward of the court. It cost his mother close to £3,000 to purchase 

his wardship and marriage, and she had to pay further sums to the duke 

of Buckingham, the king's favorite, who won the profits of the wardship 

and the management of the boy's education. Thomas's father's lucrative 

pensions were not transferred to him, despite the efforts of powerful per
sons. Moreover, Southampton had been obliged to pay off his father's 

debts and provide for his mother. The situation was serious enough for 

him to sell some properties in 1629, when he reached his majority and 

sued for his livery. In 1633 he was thinking of making further sales. 38 

This is one reason why he felt so remorseful about losing money at the 

horse races and vowed to give up gambling. 

The marriage contract that united Southampton and Madame de 
la Maison Fort has disappeared, so the exact terms are unknown. 39 But 

rumors spread from Paris that Rachel did not possess a great fortune. 

Initially, gossip placed her estate at 300,000 crowns, but later down
graded it to no more than 10,000 crowns. 40 Rumors apart, it is a fact 
that her first marriage in 1624 to Elysee de Beaujeu, sieur de la Maison 

Fort en Nivernais, was not a brilliant match. Beaujeu, a Huguenot, held 

a military post, probably under the due de Sully. He died, perhaps a sui

cide, sometime before November 1625. A baby girl, Madeleine, was 

born posthumously and also died. In December 1626 Elysee's sister, 
Eleonard de Beaujeu, and her husband, Gedeon de Bois-des-Courts 

(also associated with the due de Sully), sued Rachel in the Requetes du 

Palais de Paris for 6,000 Iivres which had been made over to her for the 

benefit of her daughter.41 The disposition of the case is unknown, but 
the suit holds interest for the slight clue it may provide about Madame 
de la Maison Fort's economic status. Six thousand livres to support a 
child is a respectable sum but does not suggest a great fortune. 

Rumors about the dowry Southampton's French bride had brought 

him circulated in England too. There it was said that Southampton had 
got "little" from Madame de la Maison Fort. Further, the story went 

around that the earl "could have made a match in England that would 
have benefited his estate." It was said that Sir Thomas Thynne, thought 
to be the richest commoner in England, had tried to persuade Southamp
ton to marry his daughter, who was learned in Greek and Latin, and 
whose marriage portion was £40,000. Thynne was so eager to link his 
children to the noble Southampton family that he also offered to settle 

£7,000 a year in land on his son and heir and marry him to the earl's 
sister, Elizabeth Wriothesley, without asking any portion at all from 
her. 42 Southampton turned down the proposal. Plainly, he gave up a
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great deal in material terms when he married Rachel de Ruvigny de la 
Maison Fort. 

Southampton brought his bride back to Titchfield and settled 
down to establish himself and raise a family. Although he must have 
realized that his marriage to a French Huguenot woman would not 
advance his interests, Southampton arranged to present his wife at court 
in the fall. The new countess, who was already pregnant, dazzled the 
assembly with her beauty.43 The next year, in July, the earl made a ges
ture towards ingratiating himself with the king: he named his firstborn 
son Charles and laid on a christening party "with the most sumptuous 
pomp." The affair was attended by the French and Venetian ambas
sadors, and the king himself made a special trip to London to be pres
ent.44 The birth of the boy was greeted with such joy that his death in 
November 1635 must have been a grievous blow; it also meant that a 
personal link with the king was broken. Other children came in rapid 
succession: Elizabeth in 1636, named after the earl's grandmother; our 
Rachel in September 1637, named after her mother; Henry in October 
1638, named after the earl's father. For none of their baptisms was the 
king present. 

During the years of Rachel's babyhood until 1640 her mother 
and father lived a retired life at Titchfield, her father devoting himself 
to repairing his fortune. He came into conflict with the government 
in so doing, with the result that he developed personal and economic 
grievances against the king. For example, the revival of the old Forest 
Laws, one of the quasi-legal steps the king took to raise money during 
the 1630s when he declined to call a parliament, fell with particular 
severity on Southampton's Hampshire estate. In October 1635 a Forest 
Court held at Winchester claimed for the king 2,236 acres of his land. 
It was said, with some exaggeration, that this action would "utterly 
ruin" Southampton. Charles later reduced the claim, but some of the 
earl's land remained under royal control, and in 1638-39 Southampton 
was still not free to cut timber on his estates without royal permission.45

Southampton encountered another difficulty with the court dur
ing a visit the king paid to Titchfield in September 1636. The king's 
officers threatened the earl's servants and tenants because the latter 
claimed exemption from the charges of carriage. Southampton, citing a 
grant of privileges by King James I to his father, petitioned for a review 
and confirmation of the grant. 46 The results of the review are unknown, 
but it was still another irritating incident in Southampton's relationship 
with the royal government. 

The earl also faced disappointment in other business dealings. In 
March 1636, Southampton petitioned the king for permission to destroy 
houses on his Holborn property in London and erect tenements. 
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Although the king brought the petition to the council with his endorse
ment, saying that he "much respected Southampton," the council denied 

it. As had happened with the claim against his forest land, the council 

reversed itself and granted his petition, but not until two years Iater.47 

Finally, in 1639 the earl was rebuffed by the crown in his efforts to outfit 

a ship for colonizing the island of Mauritius. He had persuaded a group 

of investors to support his scheme and had found a ship for the purpose. 

But the East India Company objected on grounds of its monopoly, and 

the crown agreed, so the scheme came to nothing. 48 

On the other hand, Southampton did receive some marks of royal 

favor. In April 1636 the king made him a councillor for New England 
and in March 1638 granted him the island of Mauritius, which he 
renamed Charles lsland. 49 In September 1636 and again for six weeks 

in the summer of I 637, just before Rachel was born, the king paid him 
the honor of visiting him to hunt in New Forest. 50 Also in 1637, 

Charles granted denization (that is to say, English citizenship) to his 

French wife. Denization was in Southampton's interest: it changed the 

countess's status at law, giving her the right to inherit land, claim guardi

anship over a ward holding land in tenure, and enjoy the privileges of the 
earl's title in a court of law. 51 And in I 640 the earl won permission to 

build a new town house on his Bloomsbury property to replace the house 
torn down in Holborn. 52 

But these favors were slim marks of royal regard, hardly enough 

to offset the disappointment and annoyance the earl had suffered in 

his business affairs. Moreover, Southampton had general reasons for 

disliking Charles's government. His Puritan inclinations and the in

fluence of his devoutly Huguenot wife would have disposed him against 

the innovations in the Anglican church that Archbishop Laud was in
troducing. He objected not only to the notions of royal sovereignty held 
by Charles I and his friends but also to the rigorous administration in 

Ireland of the earl of Strafford. Thus, despite some overtures on both 
sides, Southampton did not become an intimate of Charles I during the 
1630s when objections to the government were deepening. Indeed, the 
king's critics thought that he was hostile to the government and tried to 
win him to their side in the late 1630s. 53 

The year 1640, when national politics were entering a crisis 
stage, must have been a very unhappy one for little Rachel. When she 
was two and a half years old, on February 16, 1640, her mother died 
giving birth to a daughter, Magdalene, who survived. The loss of her 
mother occurred at a time in her life when, psychologists today tell us, 
it is especially difficult for a child to deal with such a blow. Then, three 

months after her mother's death, her father left his family to go up to 
London for the meetings of the Short Parliament. That parliament, 



Background and Beginnings • 13

called by King Charles I in hopes of getting money to finance the war he 

was fighting against Scotland, lasted until May 4, with the earl in attend

ance at every session and voting not to give precedence to the king's 
request for supplies until grievances were discussed. 54 The Short Par

liament marked Southampton's emergence from private life at Titchfield 

and the beginning of his ascent to national prominence. He became a 
leader of the House of Lords in the Long Parliament, from the fall of 

1640 to 1642, and then a principal adviser to the king until Charles I's 

execution in 1649. In his frequent and prolonged absences, his four chil
dren were placed under the general care first of their grandmother, 

Elizabeth, dowager countess of Southampton, and later, when the earl 
married a second time in 1642, of their stepmother, Elizabeth Leigh 

(daughter of Francis Leigh, Lord Dunsmore, who became the earl of 

Chichester). These circumstances may have promoted the deep attach

ment that Rachel formed for her elder sister Elizabeth and the need for 
the approval of others that she later admitted. 55 

Southampton's political role during these years meant little to 

Rachel at the time. In the Long Parliament he developed a reputation as 

a man devoted to the public interest and won appointment to major com
mittees. 56 In April 164 l Southampton broke with the king's critics over 

their use of a bill of attainder to remove the earl of Strafford,57 and in 

January 1642, when the crisis had sharply escalated, he accepted the 
post of gentleman of the bedchamber and the office of privy councillor 

to the king. He chose Charles's side, according to his friend, Edward 

Hyde, earl of Clarendon, out of a sense of duty, a commitment to monar
chy, and the conviction that the nobility would fall if the kingship did. 58 

From the spring of 1642 on, Southampton, although mindful of 
the king's weaknesses, loyally served Charles I. It was he, so it was said, 
who brought Charles a copy of the Eikon Basilike to comfort him. 59 

Present at the trial of the king, Southampton was one of four lords who 
on January 26, 1649, offered to pledge their estates and lives on any 

terms if the army leaders would spare the king's life, restore his free
dom, and preserve his title. 60 After the court condemned Charles to 
death, Southampton tried without success to visit him. 61 But he al
legedly was successful in obtaining permission to watch by Charles's 
bier in the Banqueting Hall. 62 He and three other peers accompanied
the king's body to Windsor to be buried. Stories of all these great events 

and Southampton's part in them must have been told after the earl's 
return to Titch field in 1649, when Rachel was a young girl of twelve 
years. Years later, when she pleaded with King Charles II to spare the 
life of her husband, William Russell, she reminded him of how devoted 
her father had been in serving his father. She meant to call to the king's 

mind the memory of such events as these. 
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The Civil Wars touched young Rachel's life in several ways. Some 
events occurred so close to home that they fell within her ken and would 
have vivified for her the political affairs of the larger world. Soldiers on 
both sides were present in Hampshire. In 1643 the earl of Essex's army 
was garrisoned in the town of Titchfield, located about a mile from 
Titchfield Abbey, where Rachel lived. Battles took place not far from the 
abbey, at Portsmouth and West Meon. The estate suffered damage, for 
iron and wood were seized and soldiers were billeted there. She may 
have seen and surely would have heard stories of such activities. 63 

Still further, in November I 647, when Rachel was ten years old, 
King Charles I stopped at Titchfield. He had escaped from Hampton 
Court, intending perhaps to flee to France, but because of some mis
hap there was no ship waiting for him, and he made his way instead 
to Southampton's house. Finding there Elizabeth the dowager count
ess "with a small family," he stayed for two days before going on to 
Carisbrooke Castle on the Isle of Wight. 64 Rachel does not mention this 
episode, but a visit by the king of England must have created a moment 
of excitement and heightened her awareness of the outside world. 

Furthermore, the war and the taxes imposed on royalists by the 
revolutionary government represented an economic setback to Rachel's 
family. Her father had to pay a fine of £6,466 to the government and 
£250 a year to the clergy in churches in which he served as a lay rector. 
The situation was serious enough for the earl to redraw leases to force 
his tenants to share the costs of the war, interest himself in agricultural 
practices to get more yield from his lands, and take out a mortgage on 
some of his Hampshire properties. 65 

The end of the war brought Southampton back to his family. 
Rachel, who specifically mentioned living with him at Titchfield, Strat
ton, and other manor houses from about 1651 to 1654, must have been 
aware of his continuing services to the Stuarts. 66 After the battle of 
Worcester in 1651 the earl offered Charles II a haven at Titchfield and 
a boat to escape to France. In the event, Charles left by another boat, but 
he was mindful that Southampton was the only person of his quality to 
risk danger by offering him aid. 67 In subsequent years Southampton 
deliberately avoided opportunities to become reconciled with Crom
well. Although not a member of the Sealed Knot, the small key group of 
royalists in England, the earl regularly sent money to the exiled king and 
kept in touch with Edward Hyde, who in the 1650s tried to orchestrate 
the political activities of the royalists at home and abroad. These were 
still further points in the story of Southampton's relationship with the 
Stuarts that Rachel would have wished to call to mind when she pleaded 
with Charles II to spare the life of her husband. 

Another effect of the Civil Wars on Rachel may have been the 
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nature of her education. Mary Berry, her first biographer, conjectured 
that Rachel's formal education lacked rigor and thought this accountable 
to the dislocations of the 1640s. 68 The point is moot, because the bulk
of Southampton's private and household papers have failed to survive, 
and there is no direct evidence about Rachel's formal education, as there 
is, for example, about that of her second husband, William Russell, and 
his brothers and sisters. 69 Nor does Rachel herself, in the two autobio
graphical fragments she wrote late in life, tell us anything about what she 
read as a child or the pattern of her day, as does, for example, Anne Lady 
Halkett, and other women who were her near contemporaries. 70 But a 
good deal may be deduced from indirect evidence and from what we 
know of Rachel as an adult. 

It is reasonable to assume that a tutor, or more likely tutors, were 
in residence at Titchfield to instruct Rachel and her sisters. The Italian 
humanist tradition in which Rachel's father was reared would have 
demanded as much. Prescriptive literature about educating gentlewo
men which appeared in quantity in early-seventeenth-century England 
reinforced such a requirement. 71 The presence over several generations
of educated women in the Southampton family is equally pertinent. The 
first countess of Southampton, Jane Cheney, the daughter of William 
Cheney of Chesham Bois in Buckinghamshire, could read and write and 
possessed a 1532 edition of the works of Chaucer. She was the first 
owner of this important book, and, reflecting her pride in ownership, 
she inscribed the book in four places with "this ys Jane Southampton 
boke." In her will she left her daughters books of gold, set with dia
monds and rubies, marked with the queen's writing. 72 The letters of
Mary Browne, the second countess, reveal a highly literate woman 
with style and intelligence. 73 And the third countess of Southampton,
Rachel's grandmother, was also a literate woman, who, as we have seen, 
donated the third earl's library to St. John's College and took an interest 
in her son's education. 

Moreover, the earl of Southampton, although preoccupied with 
public responsibilities during the Civil Wars, would have provided his 
daughters with instruction suitable to their class and conformable with 
the Puritan tradition of Bible and devotional reading. A man reared in 
the humanist tradition, exposed to his father's great library, and married 
to a devout Huguenot woman could not have done otherwise. In a letter 
to Southampton, Henry Tubbe, a graduate of Cambridge and a visitor to 
Titchfield in 1648, painted a portrait of the high-minded atmosphere 
there, which he credited to Southampton. The "discipline and devotion" 
of the household were so "like ours at Cambridge" that he felt that he 
was at a college, while there was so much "gravity and state, but no pride 
at all" about the company that he sometimes imagined himself at 
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court. 74 He asked particularly to be remembered to the "young 

ladies" -that is, Rachel and her sisters. All this circumstantial evidence 

carries the strong presumption that a careful program of education was 

provided the girls in the family. 

The curriculum Rachel and her sisters followed was probably one 

commonly offered to young gentlewomen. They would have been taught 

to read and write and to do sums. Rachel mastered a clear, legible 

handwriting (as did her sisters), learned to spell as well as any of her 
correspondents, and developed a marked talent for forthright, engaging 

expression. It was customary for a gentlewoman to learn needlework, 

and Rachel probably did, but in later life it was a pen, not a needle, that 
was constantly in her hand. She also probably received instruction in 
music-singing, dancing, perhaps playing an instrument. But Rachel 

did not mention music nor turn to it for comfort during the sorrows of 

her later life. 

Latin and Greek were not normally a part of the curriculum for 

girls, and there is no evidence either that Rachel was taught them or that 

she undertook to learn them on her own, as did some contemporary 
women. Rachel may have studied poetry and serious literature, but she 

did not, apparently, develop an abiding interest in either one: in all her 

many letters she mentions but one poet, William Waller. 75 Like so 
many of her contemporaries, as an adult she enjoyed the London thea

ter. 76 History may have been included in her studies, as her later in

terest in reading and taking notes on Roman history would suggest. 77 

French would have been an important part of Rachel's education. 

It is probable that she had a French tutor, as did earlier generations of 

Southampton children; 78 it is certain that she developed genuine skill in 

reading and writing French. Circumstances would have encouraged her 
interest in doing so. Her French mother, it may be reasonably supposed, 
sometimes spoke French to her when she was a baby. After her mother's 
death, the ties with her French uncle, Henri de Ruvigny, strengthened. 
In August 1641 Rachel and her two sisters, Elizabeth and Magdalene, 
became naturalized French citizens with a dispensation of the require
ment of living in France. De Ruvigny, whose finances had greatly 

improved at about this time by reason of a royal pension and inheritance 

of some French property, took this step so that the girls could inherit his 
property, should he die without legitimate issue. 79 Rachel's brother,
Henry, the heir to the Southampton title, was not included in these 

arrangements. The fact that Rachel held dual citizenship was without 
apparent importance until many years later, when she exploited that sta
tus to strengthen her claim to some de Ruvigny property in France. 

Interest in the French language would also have been promoted by 
visits of the Southampton children to France during the 1640s. In 1643 
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Rachel's brother, Henry, was sent to France, perhaps to remove him 

from danger as the Civil War deepened. He died in Paris and was buried 
at the church at Charenton, where his mother had been baptized and his 
parents married. 80 Sometime between I 648 and 1651, Rachel herself 

visited France for an unknown number of months. 81 She almost cer
tainly stayed with her uncle and his new wife, Marie Tallemant, whom 

he had married in 1647, at their home in the Faubourg St. Germain in 
Paris. Marie Tallemant, who came from a wealthy family of Protestant 

bankers, was the sister of Tallemant des Reaux, the famous gossip who 

wrote about Rachel de la Maison Fort. Marie Tallemant's relatives were 
to touch our Rachel's life later on. 82 What Rachel did and saw and her
reactions to the visit are unknown. Her only surviving reference to the 

trip came sixty years later when she recalled that she had learned a card 

game, hoc marevin, in France. 83 But during this visit she would have 

met her cousin Henri, who was born on April 9, 1648. It was this child, 

nine years her junior, who would become the first earl of Galway and 
Rachel's closest friend in old age. Rachel's visit to France was not com

parable to a "Grand Tour," which had become an integral part of the 
education of aristocratic boys, 84 but it would have introduced Rachel to 

her mother's family, church, and religion; confirmed ties with her 

uncle; broadened her mental horizons; and strengthened her command 

of the French language. 

The principal substance of her education would have been reli

gious works. She would have read the Bible and the Book of Common 
Prayer and studied catechisms, similar perhaps to the one prepared 
for her daughter, which she preserved. 85 Since Puritanism was an im

portant part of her father's religion and had been reinforced by her 
Huguenot mother, perhaps Richard Baxter's Sincere Convert was among 

her books, as it was among William Russell's. 86 Whatever her reading, 
Rachel became well grounded in the Bible and religious teachings. Yet, 

according to her disarming confessions made later, religion was not the 

center of her life when she was young. She admitted that as a girl she was 
sometimes inattentive at private prayer and disinterested in attending 
public services. She confessed that she felt she had done well if she read 
a few lines in a pious book, and that even after a "sharp illness" when 

she was fifteen she continued to spend her time, as she put it, idly. 87 

Rachel also lamented that she read carelessly, out of curiosity, and 
described herself as "not industrious to get knowledge" to glorify 
God. 88 Nonetheless, the groundwork for her later piety was laid in her 
youth. 

If Rachel's formal education did indeed lack rigor, a reason equal

ly as important as the dislocations of the Civil Wars was the absence of 
boys in the family. Had there been boys, their tutors almost certainly 
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would have instructed the girls as well, perhaps in much the same cur
riculum, as was the case in the Russell family. 89 But Rachel's two 
brothers, as we have seen, had died young-Charles at six months in 
November 1635 and Henry at five years in December 1643. So Rachel 
grew up in a decidedly female environment, composed of her sister 
Elizabeth, just fourteen months her senior; her younger sister Magdalene, 
who died in 1643; her grandmother, in her seventies in the 1640s and 
still living at Titchfield in 1651 ;90 and her stepmother, Elizabeth Leigh, 
whom her father married in 1642. The new countess, her father's second 
wife, lived to 1654 and thus was the longest-term maternal presence in 
Rachel's life. Elizabeth was described as a "beautiful and worthy 
lady,"91 but her influence on Rachel was not always praiseworthy. Late 
in life Rachel confessed that as a young girl she had been "ready to give 
ear to reports, and possibly malicious ones," and relay them to her step
mother "to please her," and admitted that throughout her life she 
indulged in gossip. 92 Rachel's remark repays reflection. It surely reveals 
a young girl growing into womanhood, confronting the often awkward 
relationship between stepdaughter and stepmother, and trying to ingrati
ate herself with her stepmother. The desire to please, to "seek the esteem 
of others," to be unwilling "to displease" people, as Rachel put it later, 
was one side of her personality. 93 

Elizabeth Leigh bore the earl of Southampton four daughters. 
Only one child, also named Elizabeth, born in 1646, lived to adulthood. 
Rachel's three other half-sisters were part of the family for varying 
lengths of time: Audrey, born in 1643 or 1644, lived until 1660; Penelope, 
born sometime after 164 7, died in April 1649; and a second Penelope, 
whose birth date is also unknown, died in 1655. Thus, the only male 
presence in the family was her father, who was absent during the Civil 
War a good part of the time. 

W hile such a female-dominated household may not have offered 
a favorable context for pursuing a rigorous educational program, Rachel 
may have developed a more independent, self-confident attitude than she 
otherwise would have done had she grown up with brothers whose very 
presence would have demonstrated that males always took precedence 
over females. The absence of brothers also provided circumstances in 
which abiding affection, or disaffection, might grow among the sisters. 
As it happened, the girls grew to love each other. Rachel was especially 
close to her sister Elizabeth, with whom she lived at Titchfield after the 
death of Rachel's first husband. She described her as a "delicious 
friend," whom she loved with too much passion, and whose "conversa
tions and tender kindness" were precious to her. 94 Rachel was also fond 
of the younger Elizabeth, her half-sister, who lived nearby in London 
and with whom she exchanged regular visits. At her death Rachel wrote 
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that she had "ever loved her tenderly."95 This sisterly affection not only 
enriched the personal lives of these three women, but also enlarged their 
political connections and made possible the extraordinarily harmonious 
division among them of their father's estate when he died _in I 667.

The death of close family members and personal illness were fea

tures of Rachel's childhood. As we have seen, her mother died when she 
was two and a half years old, and when she was six, her younger brother, 

Henry, and her younger sister, Magdalene, both died within the year. 
Her half-sister Penelope died when Rachel was twelve years old. Rachel 
herself barely escaped death from pleurisy in 1652, when she was 
fifteen. As a young woman she was subject to "rheums," which tended 
to settle in her lungs. 96 It is impossible to gauge the impact of these 
experiences upon a child's mind and emotions, but it seems undeniable 
that they were of some importance in forming her views of God and of 
personal relationships. 

Class and ancestry were critically important determinants in 
Rachel Russell's development as a woman. Her class was noble and 
privileged; her family was Anglo-French, which was almost unique in 
noble English circles. Her mother endowed her with beauty, high spirits, 
and Continental connections. Rachel's education, although not out
standing, probably fulfilled the important features of the humanist ideal 
and, in any case, rendered her perfectly literate. A visit to France would 
have broadened her intellectual horizons, strengthened her command of 
the French language, and reinforced ties with her mother's family. The 

great public events of the 1640s in which her father played such a promi
nent part touched her young life only indirectly, but surely induced in 
her a consciousness of public authority. Her father's religiosity found 
reflection in household piety, which laid the foundations for Rachel's 
own commitment to an Anglicanism that was deeply marked by respect 

for Puritanism. The death of her mother and of other family members, 
the remarriage of her father, and her own illnesses and those of others 
surely reinforced her consciousness of God's presence in man's affairs. 
Very early in her life, personal relationships were important to Rachel; 
she learned to love, to please, and to be loved. These features of her 
background and childhood help to explain her character in adulthood, 
her assumptions about religion and politics, and her independent spirit. 
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First Marriage, 
1654-1667, to the 

Honorable Francis Vaughan 

lf} In October 1654, Rachel's formal education and childhood 

� came to an end with her marriage to Francis Vaughan, styled
Lord Vaughan, the heir to the second earl of Carbery. This 

arranged marriage, celebrated at Apscourt, 1 her father's estate in Surrey, 
lasted until March 1667, when Francis died of the plague. The union 
linked Rachel at the age of seventeen with a noble family whose social 
standing, cultural interests, political views, and tradition of active ser
vice in public affairs were comparable to those of her own family. Her 
name changed to Lady Rachel Vaughan. 

Rachel's first marriage did not shower her with advantages. It is 
true that the two families occupied the same social rank, the fathers in 
each holding the rank of earl, and that the lineage of each was about 
equal. The Carbery family first came to view in the sixteenth century, at 
about the same time as the Southampton family, when John Vaughan 
established a seat at Golden Grove in Carmarthenshire, Wales. Vaughan, 
like Rachel's grandfather, served with the earl of Essex in his Irish cam
paign in 1599. Later he was comptroller of the household for Charles, 
Prince of Wales, and accompanied him on his trip to Spain in 1623. In 
1628 he was created first earl of Carbery (in the Irish peerage). Richard, 
his eldest son, Rachel's father-in-law, was born about 1600. A member 
of Parliament for Carmarthenshire from 1624 to 1629, he inherited his 
father's title in 1634. In the Civil War, to the disappointment of par
liamentary leaders, he became lieutenant-general of the king's forces in 
three Welsh counties, which won him the title of Baron Vaughan of 
Emlyn, Carmarthenshire, and the office of governor of Milford. His 
military career, however, was not a success. After being defeated in 1644 
in a battle with the parliamentary army, the second earl of Carbery was 
so bitterly criticized as a coward that he resigned his command. Al
though heavily fined as a delinquent, Carbery, alone among royalists in 
South Wales, escaped sequestration, a favor accountable, it was said, to 

• 20 •
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his friendship with parliamentary generals. Such friendly connections 

deepened. In 1648 he opposed a royalist uprising in Wales, and that 
same year the second countess of Carbery, Frances Altham, a strong 
woman of great piety, so impressed Cromwell, who stopped at Golden 
Grove on a military campaign, that he later sent the earl some stags for 

his estate. 2 Carbery was, obviously, politically flexible, and it is a 
measure of Southampton's political moderation that he, who had been so 
entirely devoted to the royalist cause, should have been willing to ally his 
family with Carbery's. 

On the other hand, the financial settlement that Southampton and 

Carbery arranged for Rachel and Francis was not outstanding. Forty-six 

manors and farms in Wales were placed in the hands of trustees, includ
ing Southampton's cousin Henry Vernon and his nephews Robert and 
Thomas Spencer, to pay the new couple £900 a year and to guarantee 
that same amount to Rachel as her portion, payable during her lifetime 
should Frank predecease her. The size of Rachel's dowry is unknown, 
but if it conformed to the average for daughters of peers between 1650 
and 1674, the sum was £7,800.3 Furthermore, the bridegroom, al
though heir to title and estate, was not an especially promising young 

man. Francis Vaughan was just past sixteen years of age, a little younger 

than Rachel, when they married; he was also younger than the average 
English nobleman at first marriage.4 Frank, as he was called, had been 
tutored privately as a child by the Reverend Jeremy Taylor at Golden 

Grove, his development anxiously overseen by his parents. In letters of 
advice written in 1651, his father noted several weaknesses in his 
character, among them a "wandering carelessness of spirit," a tendency 
to criticize others, the habit of speaking out before considering his 
words, and a passionate nature which the earl feared would later become 

uncontrollable sexuality. On the other hand, Frank was blessed with 
quickness of spirit and ability to make sharp, perceptive observations. 5 

Lord Vaughan, however, did not go to university, as his younger brother 

John did, a possibly significant fact given his father's intense interest in 
education and apparent intention that his heir would do so.6 The little 
that is known of Frank's adult personality suggests immaturity: he 
offended his sister-in-law by a fondness for foul-smelling cheese and dis
appointed a correspondent by dilatoriness in correspondence. 7 

What Rachel thought of Frank is uncertain; she makes no direct 
comment about him in surviving memorabilia. But an anonymous cor
respondent, writing within a year of Rachel's marriage, remarked, 
apropos of a story about how Rachel's aunt had encouraged the atten
tions of a suitor, that Rachel "had not been so kind to Lord Vaughan." 8 

Rachel herself, reflecting later upon arranged marriages, said that it was 
"accepting-not choosing-on both sides," probably a reflection on 
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her own experience. 9 She may have inadvertently revealed the nature of 
her relationship with Frank in 1695 when, in writing to her daughter 
Katherine to comfort her over some unhappiness, she recalled that when 
she was her exact age-that is, nineteen years old-she faced the same 
problems and dealt with them by not allowing unpleasant things to 
torment her for long. She counselled her daughter to believe that prob
lems would pass with time and that temporal pleasures and pains were 
not worth too much trouble. 10 Moreover, what she recorded of her life 
as Vaughan's wife was not her happiness in him, but her travels from 

Wales to London and other places to visit her family. What she found to 
regret about these years when she reflected on them in old age was that 
she had trifled away her time and enjoyed the social diversions offered 
by London. Further, she confessed that she took little interest in the baby 
boy born to her in 1665, who died, the second child she had borne who 

died. She admitted that she wanted to regain her strength quickly follow
ing the birth, so that she might spend her time as before, with her "loved 

sisters." 11 She recorded Frank's death of the plague in March 1667 

without comment. Clearly, these are not the recollections of a devoted 
wife and loving mother. 

During her marriage to Vaughan, Rachel's principal residence 
was at Golden Grove in Wales, the main seat of the Carbery family. After 
1660, when the earl became lord president of the Marches of Wales, she 
was also often at Ludlow Castle, in Shropshire, the lord president's offi
cial residence. But Rachel was not isolated in a cultural backwater, as 
one might think. Notwithstanding restrictions on the travel of royalists 
during the Interregnum, Rachel made frequent trips to visit her family. 
She was often in London, where she stayed with her father, and he 
visited Golden Grove for "some months" in 1656. The entire Carbery 
family was in London "on business" in 1657. 12 Rachel also traveled to 
Titchfield, the home of her sister Elizabeth, married in 1661 to Edward 
Noel, son of third viscount Campden, and to Petworth, the home of her 
half-sister Elizabeth, who married Joceline Percy, eleventh earl of 
Northumberland, in 1662. She went on holiday to Bath in the summer 
of 1661 with her second stepmother, Frances, and was at Bath again the 
summer of 1662 with her cousin Margaret Spencer and Margaret's hus
band, Anthony Ashley Cooper, later the first earl of Shaftesbury. 13 In 
all she records twenty-three visits to places outside of Wales. Such visits 
would have kept her in touch with a larger social, cultural, and political 
world. 

The Carberys were cultivated people who respected the life of the 

mind and promoted the interests of creative intellectuals. The earl's 
enthusiasm for education, expressed in letters of advice to his son, goes 
far beyond a formulaic endorsement. As he put it, "A noble person of all 
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others has need of learning and therefore should contribute most time to 
it." If one may infer that Carbery practiced what he preached to Frank, 

then one may believe that he kept abreast of the law he had learned at 
Gray's Inn earlier, and that he took special pleasure in reading history, 

which he described as the "nobleman's best school." He three times 
recommended the works of Sir Francis Bacon to Francis, commending 
them especially for their style. Carbery, moreover, appreciated lively, 

intelligent conversation. He had developed an admiration for the wit of 
the Spanish, having visited Spain as a young man, and thought 
Spaniards the "best company in the world." He offered detailed advice 
on how to argue a point, conveying the impression of a man who has had 
experience in doing himself what he is talking about. 14 

Of first importance in his education, Carbery told his son, was to 
love God and to practice faithfully religious devotions and duties. He 
advised Frank to avoid sectarianism and ground his convictions upon 
study of the Bible. There is nothing rigidly doctrinaire about his advice, 

and discussions about religion were probably lively at Golden Grove. 
On the one hand, Carbery was tolerant of advanced Puritan ideas. A 

copy of the third edition of Milton's Eikonoklastes was sent to him, 
inscribed in a late-seventeenth-century hand, an extraordinary gift to a 
noble Englishman. 15 His son John flirted for a time with Quakerism 
and was arrested in 1664 for attending a Quaker conventicle at Mile End 

Green. 16 On the other hand, Carbery gave asylum to the Reverend 
Jeremy Taylor, who served the household as domestic chaplain and tutor 

of the children and would have provided a strong orthodox Anglican 

viewpoint. Taylor gratefully acknowledged that the earl allowed him 
free time from his duties to write. Among the books he wrote while at 

Golden Grove were his two most popular pieces of devotional literature, 
Holy Living (1650) and Holy Dying ( 1651), both dedicated to the earl of 
Carbery. One of the themes in his sermons and essays was the nature of 
ideal Christian marriage. He set out the duties of the partners and 
painted a picture of shared love in each other and their children. 17 

Rachel's views about marriage seem to reflect the message of Taylor's 
sermons. 

A further measure of the range of the earl's interests and tolerance 
of diverse views is his patronage. For example, he assisted such writers 
as James Howell, who dedicated his Lexicon Tetraglotten to him in 
1658, and Rowland Watkin, who wrote poems in his honor published in 
1662 under the title Flamma sine Furno. He entertained John Taylor, the 
"Water Poet." William Nicholson dedicated his Exposition of the Apos
tles' Creed to the earl, and Samuel Butler, while serving as the earl's 
steward at Ludlow Castle during 1661, wrote the first part of Hudibras, 
the long satirical poem about Puritan leaders. 18 



24 • Lady Rachel Russell 

Lady Vaughan could have met all of these people, but the only one 
she mentioned in later life was Jeremy Taylor. She certainly would have 
heard Taylor preach and otherwise have encountered him during the 
years they both were at Golden Grove ( 1654-57). They would have met 
again in London when he served as chaplain to her father in 1662. 19 

She turned to Taylor's essays and prayers to help guide her devotional 
life, saying later that for years her prayers were drawn from his book 
Holy Living. 20 

Rachel's mother-in-law would also have enriched the Carberys' 
cultural life. Alice Egerton, daughter of the first earl of Bridgewater, 
became Carbery's third wife the summer of 1652. 21 Gifted musically, 
she had earlier taken part in several masques, as both dancer and singer, 
and had played the role of the Lady in the first performance of Milton's 
Comus, which took place at Ludlow Castle in 1634 to welcome her 
father as lord president of the Marches of Wales. Her music master, 
Henry Lawes, a friend of Milton's, had written the music for that per
formance. Lawes regarded Lady Alice as one of his most promising 
pupils, and in 1653 he dedicated his Ayres and Dialogues to her and her 
sister, referring to their excellence in "vocal music, wherein you were so 
absolute, that you gave life and honour to all I set and taught you."22 It 
seems certain that as countess of Carbery, Alice would have continued 
her interest in music and likely that she invited her old music master, 
who had other friends in Wales, to visit Golden Grove. 23 

The countess's reputation for intelligence and interest in the arts 
preceded her to Wales. Katherine Philips, the poet, called "the Match
less Orinda," lived nearby and welcomed her with a poem. Philips 
admitted that the cultural life in the country was rather thin, but asked 
the countess to "receive this tribute of our shades from me." She went 
on to declare that Lady Egerton's talents "to these sad groves such a 
refreshment bring" that Wales will become the envy of cities. 24 Such 
praise may be thought to be overblown, but it still portrays a woman who 
had won recognition outside of her family and who would have insisted 
upon a cultivated environment wherever she lived. 

Katherine Philips had other indirect ties with the Carberys. She 
and Henry Lawes knew each other, for he had been her music master 
and she wrote a poem in his honor. 25 Further, Philips put herself in 
touch with Jeremy Taylor, writing him for advice on reconciling friend
ship and Christianity. He responded in a lengthy essay, later published, 
in which he acknowledged Philips' query and complimented her on the 
strength of her ideas. 26 There is no evidence that he and Philips ever 
met or that Philips was invited to Golden Grove, but in view of the con
nections that had been established, both possibilities are likely. 

John Vaughan, Rachel's brother-in-law, who was only fifteen 
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months younger than her husband, would have surely enlivened conver
sations at Golden Grove. Educated at Oxford (he matriculated at Christ 
Church in 1656), John developed an interest in poetry and wrote verse 
himself. Later he became one of Dryden's first patrons. Moreover, it was 

he who was captivated by Quakerism and, as already mentioned, was 
arrested at a Quaker meeting at Mile End Green in 1664. He courted 
Guilielma Maria Springett, whose mother married the republican Isaac 
Pennington, and who herself married William Penn in 1672. John 
Vaughan remained sympathetic to the Quakers until he succeeded to his 
father's title in 1686. 27 Interested also in mathematics, science, and 
navigation, John won admission to and eventually the presidency of the 
Royal Society. In 1667 he was prominent in the impeachment of the earl 

of Clarendon, because, it was said, of Clarendon's desire to curtail the 

powers of the Marches of Wales. In 1675 he was made governor of 
Jamaica and accused of administering the island with a brutal hand. His 
marriage in 1682 to Anne Savile, the only daughter of George Savile, 
who that year had been made the first marquess of Halifax, provided 

another familial link between Rachel and Halifax, who were already 
cousins by marriage, his mother being a Spencer. John Vaughan and 
Rachel must have become friends during the 1650s; they kept in touch 
with each other until Vaughan's death in 1713. 28 

It may be presumed that politics was a topic of conversation at 

Golden Grove. One letter has survived to suggest that Lady Vaughan 
probably took part in such talk. An unidentified correspondent, known 
only by the initials A.E., wrote to Rachel on January 20, 1660. Intimat
ing that the correspondence was regular-"I must begin ... where I 
ended in my last" -the writer provided a detailed account of General 
Monck's activities, the relations between London and Parliament, and 
the internal affairs of the House of Commons. He sent Rachel copies of 
political doggerel and of a letter the Speaker of the House of Commons 
allegedly concealed.29 His remarks are of uncommon importance 

because they prove that prior to the Restoration Rachel possessed-or 
was thought to possess-a more than casual interest in public affairs and 
that a correspondent kept her rather well informed. 

Although Lady Vaughan's recollections of these years at Golden 
Grove and Ludlow Castle do not mention cultural and intellectual activi
ties, and although Rachel did not in later life show much interest in 
music or poetry, it is inconceivable that the interests of the Carberys 
made no impression upon her. Had she married into a different kind of 
family and spent the decade of her twenties vegetating in a remote coun
try house, then her own intellectual self-confidence and interests might 
have failed to develop. As it was, the Carbery family provided a stimu
lating cultural and intellectual environment. 
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That Rachel fit easily into that environment is suggested by the 

fact that she endeared herself to her husband's family. Within a year of 

her marriage one Francis Williams, a friend of the Carbery family, paid 

her a fine compliment; he wrote that she proved that there was no charm 
so great as goodness, that he had observed this quality in her, and that 
all who knew her honored her for it. 30 Rachel shared her mother-in

Iaw's interest in books, as Williams' efforts to supply the two women 
with them show.31 Following Frank's death, Carbery wrote her a warm 

and sincere letter, assuring her of his love and affection, regretting her 

absence at Golden Grove, and affirming his obligations to her. 32

Throughout her long life, Rachel kept in touch with the Yaughans, 

including her father-in-law, her brother-in-law, John, and his wife, Anne 
Savile, and her two sisters-in-law, Frances and Althamiah. It need 

hardly be said that a woman does not always achieve such a position in 

her husband's family; that Rachel did suggests a personal attractiveness 
that appealed to diverse people. Rachel's affection for her husband's 

family did not weaken her identity with her own family. Rather, it 

revealed her emotional warmth, need for approval, and desire to create 

extended family connections, attitudes that remained with her through

out life. 

Rachel's marriage introduced her to a family in which there were 
a number of men: husband, father-in-law, brother-in-law, male intellec

tuals, and probably other family friends. As we have seen, she also 

received letters from men. This male presence in her life was very 

different from her girlhood and adolescence. The evidence is too small 
to draw firm conclusions, but it seems to show that for the first time 

Rachel had male friends. Such contacts would also have helped to keep 
her in touch with a wider world and have prepared her for later hetero

social friendships. 33 

All during the years of her first marriage, as was the case during 
her childhood, Lady Vaughan confronted personal illness and the illness 
and death of people close to her. Three years after her marriage, in 1657, 
she was stricken with measles and three years later with smallpox, both 
dread diseases in the seventeenth century. 34 There is no indication that 
she was left pockmarked. Her successful recovery from these illnesses 
would have induced immunity and would explain why she later escaped 
infection when so many members of her family succumbed. Death 
struck people close to her. Her grandmother, in whose charge, it will be 
remembered, she had been placed as a little girl, died in 1654 and her 
first stepmother, Elizabeth Leigh, in 1656.35 Two half-sisters died-the 
second Penelope in 1655 and Audrey in 1660. Rachel's first pregnancy 
in 1657 presumably ended in a miscarriage, and the two babies that she 
bore Francis Vaughan died-in 1659 and 1665.36 Frank died in March 
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1667 and her father two months later. There was scarcely a year that 
Rachel was not either ill, pregnant, giving birth and suffering the trauma 
of infant death, or enduring the deaths of people near her. Even though 
she records rather than comments on these events, they must have 
influenced her attitudes, sharpening her awareness of the transitoriness 
of life and the power of God over each individual's fortunes. Taylor's 

Holy Dying assisted her then as it was to do later. 
The Restoration brought office and wealth to the men in the 

Carbery and Southampton families, and thus gave Lady Vaughan entree 
to high social and political circles in London and Wales. Her husband's 
political career was a modest one. Frank's father had predicted earlier 
that Frank would not be "easily enticed" out of private life into the pub
lic world, but he did undertake the duties usual to a person of his 
class. 37 Both he and his brother were elected to represent Carmarthen
shire in the Cavalier Parliament, and he served on one important com
mittee, that for the Corporation Bill. 38 He also took his place as a county 
leader, holding such posts as justice of the peace for Cardiganshire and 
Carmarthenshire from July 1660 to his death and serving as a member 
of the Council of the Marches of Wales under the presidency of his 
father. His interest in mining-he was involved with others in securing 
a license from the king to dig mines in certain areas and retain the profits 
for forty-one years39-may have revealed economic and intellectual 
venturesomeness. 

Rachel's father, by contrast, held one of the most important posts 
in Charles II's government, that of lord treasurer, and received the Gar
ter, the highest order of English knighthood. But Southampton was not 
an intimate of the new king, in large part because he found many things 
to criticize in Charles's private activities and public policies. First, he 
took offense at the king's mistresses, refusing to visit them and to allow 
Lady Castlemaine's name to appear in the treasury books, 40 despite the 
fact that Charles was known to regard as an "enemy" anyone who criti
cized his mistresses. Second, Southampton opposed the project of main
taining soldiers in peacetime who would be answerable to the king, and 
was only dissuaded from pointedly objecting to the king by Clarendon's 
promise that the number of soldiers would be kept to a minimum. 41 

Third, the earl disagreed with the religious policy of the Anglican 
bishops and the king. He disliked the bishops' refusal to amend the 
church's government in order to conciliate Presbyterians. 42 Passionately 
anti-Catholic, he believed that both the king and the duke of York 
underestimated the danger from Rome. Accordingly, he joined with 
Clarendon in opposing Charles's bill for liberty of conscience, a step 
which so angered the king that he upbraided them both. 43 Finally, 
Southampton was deeply disappointed that Charles failed to follow his 
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advice to reduce his expenses. Exasperated with the king, Southampton 

reportedly declared that Charles should not have been allowed to return 

to England without conditions on his authority. 44 

For his part, Charles had little regard or affection for his treas

urer. The earl's integrity and good intentions could not compensate for 

his frequent absences due to poor health or his failure to deal effectively 
with the debt of the government. 45 By 1664 some men were urging

Charles II to replace Southampton, but either because of his respect for 

the earl's popularity or because of Clarendon's intervention, Charles 

refused. A contemporary aptly summed up the relationship when he 

wrote that when Southampton died, the court felt that it was "delivered 

of a great man, whom they did not much love, and who they knew did 
not love them."46 

Whatever the view of the court, other people found much to 

admire in Southampton. He was regarded as personally incorruptible 

and commended for taking a fixed salary-of £8,000 a year-and refus

ing to sell treasury offices to his own profit. Clarendon, his good friend, 

thought him to be a "person of extraordinary parts," and Burnet con
curred. 47 Southampton's nephew by marriage, Anthony Ashley Cooper,

described him as "wise and worthy."48 The two medals of him cast in

1664 were testimony to the social and political prominence that 
Southampton had achieved.49 It was, of course, such views as these that

Rachel hoped to recall when she appeared at her second husband's trea

son trial in 1683 and then prostrated herself before Charles II, begging 

for his life. Perhaps she did not fully appreciate that Charles had little 

love for her father and that her appeal must have suffered some diminu

tion as a result. 
Not only did Lady Vaughan's father hold high office during the 

Restoration, but he also was able to rebuild and expand his estate. Al
though the Cromwellian financial exactions represented a setback, they 

had not destroyed him financially, and in 1657 he reactivated the plans 
he had made in the early 1640s to build a mansion on his Bloomsbury 
property. In 1660 he spent over £5,000 finishing the house. He named 

it Southampton House-in-the-Fields, to distinguish it from the earlier 
Southampton House on Holborn. Over the next few years he furnished 

it lavishly, buying silver candlesticks, hangings, screens, silver serving 
dishes, linens, and paintings, including portraits of two of his deceased 
children, Henry and Magdalene. In 1662 he commissioned the portrait 
artist Sir Peter Lely to paint Rachel and paid him £20. The earl also pur
chased from Jeremy Taylor, now one of his chaplains, a great Bible for 

the chapel. 50 He greatly improved the setting of his mansion by tearing

down the wooden tenements in the area and replacing them with brick 

houses which he rented. By doing so, his income was greatly aug-
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mented, his London estate bringing in over £3, 000 a year at his death. 51 

A first-class suburban developer, the earl created a highly profitable, 
exceedingly attractive complex, which his daughter Rachel was to 
inherit. He also set an example in property management which Rachel 
could-and did-draw upon. 

The political and social position of her male relatives involved 

Rachel in the lively social life of Restoration London. She had a little 
extra money of her own to spend, for, starting in 1660, her indulgent 
father provided her and her two sisters with an allowance of about £33 
a year. 52 She en joyed "all too well," she admitted later to her chagrin, 
the "esteemed diversions of the town" -walking in the park, visiting, 
plays, "etc." According to her account, she indulged in idleness at 
Tunbridge and Bath, and was "slothful" in her attention to spiritual 
duties in both Wales and London. She remembered regretfully that she 
had preferred attending Sunday services at some place other than her 
"dear" father's house, where the sermons were long and the ensuing dis
cussions tedious. 53 In her old age, having lived for many years a life of 
piety, Rachel may have exaggerated these youthful follies, but it cannot 
be doubted that she indulged in the diversions usual to an aristocratic 
lady in the 1660s, and that at the time she enjoyed doing so. 

The year 1667 was a traumatic one in Rachel's life. She lost her 
husband, who died of the plague at Ludlow Castle on March 2, 1667, 
and her father, who died on May 16 in London at Southampton House 
of kidney stones, an ailment that had plagued him all of his life. Rachel 
noted both events in her diary, but added about her father, "my good 
father died."54 She would have witnessed her father's remarkable forti
tude during the last days of his life. He suffered excruciating pain, made 
all the more agonizing by a new French treatment he had tried. 55 It is 

likely that Rachel would have known of her father's concern for the ill 
children of James, duke of York, and his inquiring about them the morn
ing of his death. 56 Perhaps she hoped to evoke memory of such a 
thoughtful gesture when she pleaded in 1683 with the duke to urge his 
brother to spare the life of her husband. Rachel would probably have 
assisted her stepmother in making the arrangements for her father's 
elaborate funeral and certainly would have gone with her family to 
Titch field for the burial on June I 8. 57 

Thus, Rachel was left at the age of thirty a childless widow, with 

her father dead. Her father had been a greater influence on her than any 
other person up to that time. For her entire life, he had set an example 
of devotion to the Anglican church but sympathy for Dissenters, of high
minded living, and of service to one's country. From him, an observer 
remarked later on, Rachel had inherited her ideas about the church, the 
role of the Dissenters, and the "business of civil government."58 South-
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ampton had also given her what psychologists today say is of great 

importance in the development of a girl's self-confidence, the affection, 

approval, and even indulgence of a father. His influence may also have 
inclined Rachel to identify with men more than with women and 

throughout life to choose a male rather than a female for her closest 
confidant. 

Living for thirteen years in the Carbery family as Frank Vaughan's 

wife also surely left a mark on Rachel. The religious, political, and cul

tural attitudes of the Carberys reinforced those already exemplified in 
her father and encouraged Rachel's intellectual development, which, 
had the family been differently inclined, might have atrophied. Her lack 

of fulfillment in this first marriage may also have inspired both a roman
tic notion of what married love might be and a realistic assessment of the 

chances of achieving it. 



. 3 . 
Second Marriage, 

1669, to the 
Honorable William Russell 

lJl. Rachel remained a widow for a little over two years. Then, on

...,. Tuesday, August 20, 1669, she married the Honorable William
Russell, second son of the fifth earl of Bedford. The ceremony, 

celebrated at Titchfield, where she had been staying with her sister, 
Elizabeth, wife of the Honorable Edward Noel, must have been a splen
did affair. The groom was resplendently attired in a suit of scarlet and 
silver brocade with a cherry-colored silk shirt, gold and silver braid, 
flounced garters made of silver lace, and a silver and gold sash. One 
hopes that the dress of the bride, about which no evidence has sur
vived, was comparably gorgeous. It is a guess that the Reverend John 
Fitzwilliam, chaplain to Rachel's recently deceased father, and later 
Rachel's confidant, performed the ceremony. 1 

Rachel and William had fallen passionately in Jove with each 
other and married for love, just as both sets of their parents had done. 2 
Within three months of Frank's death, in June 1667, gossip circulated 
that William had a "great desire" to win Rachel's hand. 3 Rachel, on her 
part, was already sufficiently attracted to William to seek her sister's 
help in unraveling the meaning of remarks made by his relations.4 But 
the courtship was protracted. William was uncharacteristically bashful 
in Rachel's presence. His diffidence, as he himself explained, reflected 
passionate emotion, and it also may well have stemmed from self
consciousness over the fact that whereas Rachel was an exceedingly 
wealthy widow, he was, at that time, only a second son. Although his 
older brother Frank was sickly, William had no certain prospects of 
inheriting his family 's wealth and title. He may also have felt that his 
father's financial reverses in 1665-66, which had led the earl to curtail 
family expenses sharply, strengthened the suspicion that he designed to 
marry Rachel for her money. 5 

Rachel apparently sought to advance the courtship by writing 
William and encouraging him with "expressions of love," as William put 

• 3 I •
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it, and these gestures moved William to try to write her of his devotion. 

Drafts of letters, one with crossed-through words and insertions, survive 

to show how he struggled to do so. He began one draft by saying that he 
had intended to write "without being quickened thereunto by so great a 

favour and honour as a letter from your own hand," but that he was 

unable to express his happiness at "having a place in your memory."6 In 
another draft he apologized for "the small haste" he had made in 
expressing his "thankfulness" for her "manyfold kindnesses and tes

timonies of affection." He explained that his failure to speak came from 

his fear that he could not express properly his "deep sense" of those 
"fore-mentioned favors, nor make known unto you but in part how much 
I am ... " At this point William gave up, and the letter trails off, 

unfinished. 7 The letters, whether eventually dispatched or not, provide 
fascinating proof that a highly respectable, religiously inclined woman 

might take pointed initiatives in the courtship ritual. It is regrettable that 
Rachel's letters themselves are missing, for her "expressions of love" 

might well have illuminated the nature of female sexuality. 
This bashful but ardent suitor had better luck in getting his 

thoughts about Rachel down on paper in 1668, when he wrote a lengthy 

letter to his mother, who was expecting to see Rachel. The letter offers 

a near-classic statement of romantic love. Russell was concerned that if 
his mother pressed his suit for him it would harden Rachel's announced 
determination not to remarry. He said that he would give anything for 

Rachel to know how much he loved her, but he feared that if he tried to 

tell her himself, he would be unable to speak, "so great an awe and 

reverence would then possess" him. He confessed that he led an "uneasy 
life," sauntering about town, thinking his day "excellently well spent" if 
"by chance" he saw her coach pass by. "What relief that gives me, it 

would move your compassion." William insisted that "it is not her for
tune I look after. . .'tis her person and that alone I adore and admire, and 

had I the riches of the Indies they should be all dedicated to her." His 
love, he protested, had no base ends to it. He concluded that if he did not 
win Rachel, he would be "driven to despair" and would abandon the 
world so as not to be a "trouble" to his friends. 8 Rachel's acceptance of 
William spared him this fate. 

If there was a romantic streak toward love in William, there was 
also one in Rachel, but for her it vied with a realistic assessment of mar
riage and of widowhood. In a letter to a female confidante, she remarked 
that "few" people find "felicity" in each other and that she saw no rea
son to expect it for herself. 9 She told the same correspondent, who 

apparently was one of several to offer advice, that her inclinations were 
far from fixed. Denying that by word or act she had ever given Russell 
reason to think otherwise, Rachel admitted that William's suit deserved 
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"all the civility I can give [it]." Heaping scorn on men who wooed her 

in an "extravagant" way-an attitude that must have made Russell's diffi
dence all the more charming in her eyes-Rachel declared that she still 

found her condition as widow a "very easy" one, and, displaying self

reliance and independence, asserted that she would not change it "unless 

I can think it wisest" to do so. Granting that widowhood had its vexa

tions, she observed that "sure there is desperate hazard" in marriage. 

Even so, more than a hint of romance inheres in her view of married 
love. Writing that she "tremble[d] at a light inconstant haste," Rachel 

concluded, "If I love once, I shall do so ever." 10 Her attitude became a 

self-fulfilling prophecy. 

That William, still unmarried at the age of thirty, should have felt 

such passion for Rachel is not difficult to understand. Her physical 

appearance, personality, and wealth attracted suitors. Although she was 
not the beauty among the Wriothesley girls-her half-sister Elizabeth 

was considered that-she was a handsome woman. A miniature bust and 

a waist-length portrait painted at about this time (both reproduced in the 

illustrations) show a woman with a markedly high forehead (a family 

trait noticeable in portraits of her mother, father, and half-sister), with 
light brown hair softly following the curve of her face, done in ringlets 
at the ears, and drawn up and back in a large chignon. The dark brown 

eyes are frank and open; the nose regular and a bit long; the mouth wide, 
and the lips full, somewhat puckered, and sensuous. She wears a string 

of pearls close about her throat and a bracelet of pearls and dark stones 

about the upper arm. The beginnings of a double chin and the round full

ness of her arms and bosom suggest an ample figure and betray fondness 
for food. The portrait gives the impression of a woman taller than aver

age for a woman, as her mother had been, and other evidence indicates 
that Rachel was about five feet seven inches in height. 11 An orange

colored gown decorated with pearls and a brooch sets off her face. 

Rachel is presented in the miniature and the portrait as an attractive 

young woman who possesses a sense of confidence and security that 
comes with wealth, social position, religious conviction, and the knowl
edge that one loves and is loved. 

Not only was Rachel physically attractive, but she also had a 

lively, warm personality. From her French mother, it was said, she 
inherited vivaciousness and quickness of spirit, while her English father 
endowed her with "solidity" of judgment. This mixture of traits enabled 

Rachel to grasp quickly the heart of an issue and, at the same time, apply 
sound judgment to it. Her voluble manner of speaking suggested her 

mental agility. A contemporary remarked that Rachel's "thoughts fur

nish so fast for her in discourse that she [was] sometimes as it were 
choked with them, and can scarce fetch them all out." 12 Her articulate-
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ness won praise from another observer, who said that he "never knew 
man nor woman speak better." 13 She expressed herself in writing with 
the same kind of fluency and ease that marked her speech. A sharp tem
per was a less attractive aspect of her vigorous personality; others 
noticed it, and later she confessed it. She even composed a short essay 
on anger in which she maintained that choler was as necessary as blood 
to a person, for without the one "we cannot live and without the other 
we should be as inactive as snails and oysters, drones." 14 Such a person 
might be expected to feel physical passion with special intensity, as 

Rachel apparently did. 
At this time in her life, Rachel's high spirits found outlet in a 

lively social life. Displaying qualities observable in her mother when 

she had been a young widow in Parisian society, Rachel took part in 
London and court society after Frank's death, making it her business to 
be in London for part of each year. For the first year of her widowhood 
she lived with her stepmother at Southampton House and at Stratton. Al
though during this year Rachel must have observed the convention of 
dressing in black, she did not live in seclusion as some prescriptive 
advice to widows would have required, for, as we have seen, three 
months after Francis's death, William was courting her. 15 She spent the 

summer of I 668 with her sister Elizabeth at Titchfield, but for the winter 
of 1668-69 she and Elizabeth took a house together in Southampton 
Square. 16 London was recognized as a "marriage market," 17 and it is 
legitimate to think that Rachel, whatever her reservations about a second 
marriage, spent the winter in London to survey that market. She clearly 
enjoyed herself in London, even as she had done in the early 1660s. In 
the one surviving letter from these years, she recounted with evident rel
ish an episode in the courtship of an unidentified couple. 18 Writing that 
she will "personate" the lady, Rachel took pains to recreate in an amus
ing way a dialogue between the woman and her suitor, whom she 
rejected. Rachel reported that the man had taken the lady by the hand 
and after some silly questions had "said he had a favor to ask, but with 
so much disorder that she quickly suspecting said, he had made an ill 
choice to ask any favor, since she was never fortunate enough to do any
body a favor in all her I ife .... Some more short questions and answers 
past; though they (as perhaps to you) appeared long to her," and the lady 
disappeared in her coach. Letters followed, but the couple did not meet 
again "till upon the stairs coming to the coach; the dialogue would be too 
tedious, considering all I have said already," Rachel wrote gleefully, 
"but he concluded himself miserabler and she resolved in the case; so 
it rests, with a quiet night on both sides I believe." 

She also included comments, some of them rather acid, about 
several of her own suitors. But Rachel was neither censorious nor judg-
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mental of the behavior that she described; on the contrary, she was 
humorous, a bit arch, and certainly worldly wise. Had she been other
wise, it is unlikely that she would have found William Russell so attrac
tive, for he was at this time very much a part of the morally relaxed 
society of Restoration England. Yet, Rachel did not herself participate in 
loose behavior nor stain her reputation for virtue and goodness. Just as 
was said of her mother, so it may be said of Rachel, that it took intelli
gence and restraint to maintain such a position in court society, and a 
love of that society to want to do so. 

Finally, Rachel would have attracted suitors because of her 
wealth, which as a widow she could bestow on the person of her own 
choice; she did not even have a father to defer to. Her marriage contract 
with Francis Vaughan provided her with an annual income of £900, 
which, as we have seen, her father-in-law had confirmed at Frank's 
death. At her father's death, Rachel inherited one-third of his property, 
the whole estate having been divided equally among the three sisters, as 
Southampton's will instructed. The reason the estate was not shared with 
or bequeathed to Southampton's widow, Frances, was that their marriage 
settlement drawn up in May 1659 arranged that in exchange for having 
her property from her previous marriage solely at her disposal, Frances 
forfeited any dower in Southampton's estate and any part of it not specifi
cally willed to her. 19 So, in July 1666 when Southampton drew up his 
will, he directed that his property be divided equally among his daugh
ters, unless he should have a son by Frances, in which case the boy 
would receive the entire estate. 20 But the birth of any child was not 
assured, and reflecting confidence in and affection for his girls, as well 
as the desire to preserve his property in the hands of his own descend
ants, Southampton ordered that his daughters were to be regarded as 
tenants in common without respect to survivorship and that their hus
bands "shall not intermeddle" with the property they would inherit. 
Southampton left his wife (among other bequests) Southampton House 
in Bloomsbury and all its appurtenances to hold during her lifetime. 

How the estate was to be valued and then divided the earl did not 
specify. That was worked out by the trustees in January 1668. 21 The 
trustees-Sir Orlando Bridgeman; Robert Leigh, their great-uncle; Sir 
Henry Vernon, their cousin; and Sir Philip Warwick, their father's 
former secretary at the Treasury-were men in whom Rachel and her 
sisters could feel complete confidence, but the fact that there was no hag
gling over the division of the property also testifies to the sisterly affec
tion among them. At about the same time, on January 17, 1668, Rachel 
and her two sisters, clearly to avoid having one of them perform the act, 
authorized Thomas Corderoy, their father's receiver general, whom the 
earl had appointed in his will to manage his estate, to "draw on their 
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behalf the ball or lot ... out of the bag" to determine which portion of 

their father's estate would go to which of them. 22 In further evidence of 

the cooperation between the three sisters, they agreed the next day with 

the trustees to levy a fine in Hilary term to raise money to pay off the 

debts of the estate and charged equally each sister's part of the estate. 23 

Testify ing to increasing personal involvement in managing her 

own business affairs, Rachel herself wrote on the outer sheet of the state

ment she received that specified her share, "Valuation delivered to me 

by trustees 1668: the estate being valued and divided into 3 parts." She 

copied down the valuation of her share-£85,000.24 Rachel received

some manors in Hampshire, most importantly Micheldever and Stratton, 

whose rental income all together was about £1,000 a year. The manor 
house at Stratton, called Stratton House, was valued at nothing, for, as 

Rachel noted, half of it had burned down in 1668, but the goods in it 

were valued at £300. 25 She also inherited several pieces of property in 

Middlesex and London, including lands in St. Pancras, St. Martin's-in

the-Fields, Southampton House at Holborn, the manor and former hos

pital of St. Giles, and most importantly, the manor of Bloomsbury. The 

Bloomsbury property was bounded by Tottenham Court Road, what 

became Euston Road, Southampton Row, and New Oxford Street. It 
included two other separate parcels of land, one off Tottenham Court 

Road and the other across Euston Road. The general area of Blooms

bury bustled with activity from the market, cattle grazing in the fields, 
and 146 tenants who rented residential housing built in and around 

the square. The property brought in an annual income of over £2,000 

annually. 26 

On the Bloomsbury estate, in the area called the Long Field, 

stood the now-completed mansion Rachel's father had been building for 

so many years. It was also called Southampton House, sometimes with 
the word "Bloomsbury" added to distinguish it from the Southampton 
House in Holborn. The house fronted on Southampton (now Blooms
bury) Square, with one side on Great Russell Street, which was cut 

through to connect the mansion and the square with Tottenham Court 
Road. Although the house was part of her inheritance, it did not immedi
ately come to Rachel, for, as just noted, her stepmother, Frances, was 
given it to hold for her lifetime. Because of Lady Southampton's life 
interest, the house was valued at but £6,000. Owing to the luck of the 
draw, Rachel inherited what would become the most valuable portion of 

her father's huge holdings. Her beauty, personality, social position, and 
wealth made her one of the most desirable young widows in England. 

What kind of man was it with whom Rachel fell in love and con

tinued to adore until his death in 1683? He was a socially prominent, 
good-looking man, with a warm, exuberant personality. William's 
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family claimed a lineage as long as Rachel's, and his forebears, like hers, 

did not achieve real prominence until the sixteenth century. Then they 

rose in the service of the Tudor kings, winning office, land, and wealth. 

John Russell ( I 486?-1555) first came to the attention of King Henry VII 

because of his linguistic abilities. A story, which may well be true, 

relates that in 1506 Philip, archduke of Austria and king of Castile, and 

his bride, Joanna, were forced by bad weather to land at Weymouth in 
Dorset, where their local host, knowing of Russell's talent at languages, 

called upon him to serve as interpreter. Russell then accompanied the 
royal guests to London, where he was noticed by King Henry VII. 27 

Thereafter he distinguished himself as diplomat and soldier, and at about 

the same time that his friend Thomas Wriothesley was made earl of 

Southampton, Russell in January 1550 became the first earl of Bedford. 

Born in Dorsetshire, he accumulated by grant, purchase, or exchange 

with the crown quantities of property in western England, including the 

tenth-century abbey of Tavistock in Devonshire, and also land in Cam

bridgeshire, especially the monastery of Thorney, and above all the 

Cistercian Abbey of Woburn in Bedfordshire. Like Southampton, Russell 
also won land in London: Covent Garden near Charing Cross on the 

Strand, with seven acres stretching out from it, called Long Acre, 
located in an area not far from Southampton's holdings. 28 The fourth 

earl of Bedford developed a residential square in Covent Garden, just as 

Rachel's father did later on his Bloomsbury estate. Rachel visited or 

lived in many of these properties after her marriage to William, espe

cially Woburn Abbey, which became the principal seat of the Russell 

family in the 1620s, when William's grandfather settled there. 
William's immediate ancestors, although active in politics, did 

not achieve the prominence that Rachel's forebears had. William's 

grandfather, Francis, the fourth earl of Bedford, was a sharp critic of 

Charles I's policies. Early in the reign he had subscribed to the Petition 

of Right, and in the Short Parliament he had opposed granting supply 

before redress of grievances, just as Southampton had done. In the Long 
Parliament the earl had briefly been a leader of the popular party in the 

House of Lords. But, again like Southampton, Bedford objected to the 
treatment Strafford received and to altering the government of the Angli
can church, and at his death on May 9, I 641, he was seeking some way 
to effect a compromise between king and Parliament. 29 William's 
father, the fifth earl of Bedford, vacillated between the two sides in the 

Civil War. In I 643 he abandoned his post as general of the horse of the 
parliamentary army and as commander of Oliver Cromwell, a captain of 
one of his troops of horse, and joined Charles at Oxford. There he won 
a pardon from the king. But by the end of the year he returned to the 
parliamentary side, a step that surely moderated the fines on his prop-
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erty. From then until the Restoration he took no part in politics, occupy

ing himself with projects for draining the fens and with managing his 

estates and educating his growing family. When Charles II returned in 

1660, Bedford emerged from retirement and appeared in the coronation 
service. It was not until I 671, however, that the king appointed him to 
a post, that of governor of Plymouth, and in 1673 made him joint com

missioner for the office of earl marshal. Clearly, neither position was of 
an importance comparable to that of Rachel's father. 30 But the Bedford 

family was wealthy, respected, and of the same social order as Rachel's 

own. These facts notwithstanding, at the time of their marriage William 

was a second son and bore no title, being known simply as "Mr. 

Russell." Accordingly, as was customary, Rachel continued for many 

years to use her first husband's name because of its higher rank and 
signed letters and legal documents as Rachel Vaughan or Lady Vaughan. 

When Francis Russell died in I 678, William, now heir apparent to the 
Bedford title and property, was given the courtesy title of Lord Russell 
and advanced to the same social rank as Francis Vaughan had occupied. 

At that time Rachel changed her name to Rachel Russell or Lady 

Russell. 

Besides being well connected, William was a handsome man, as 

multiple portraits confirm. He inherited his good looks from his mother, 

Anne Carr, as well as from his father (see the illustrations). Born on 

September 29, 1639, and almost exactly two years younger than Rachel, 
he stood about five feet ten inches tall and was rather heavy-set. His eyes 
were light brown, his nose strong and slightly bulbous, his mouth, like 
Rachel's, wide and sensuous. As he matured, his hair darkened to brown 

from the yellowish-brown of his youth. 31 William possessed a pleasing 
personality, a usually cheerful and smiling countenance, and a "gener
ous and obliging temper." In public discourse, however, he was a man of 
so few words that it was a matter of comment. The fact is that William 
had a sound rather than a brilliant or creative intellect. A friend and 
admirer, Gilbert Burnet (who became the bishop of Salisbury), 
described him in maturity as "slow" but insisted that he had "true judg
ment when he considered things at his own Ieisure." 32 There is no rea
son to think that an assessment of William's intelligence when he was 
thirty years old would differ. Such deliberateness was in sharp contrast 
to Rachel's quickness of mind. 

William's native abilities had been refined by a very good educa
tion that included a private tutor, a year at Cambridge, and several 
lengthy tours of the Continent. His tutor, the Reverend John Thornton, 

a Puritan with a degree from Trinity College, Cambridge, oversaw the 

early schooling of William and his elder brother, Francis, and in turn 
that of his four younger brothers and four sisters. Under Thornton's tute-
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lage, William pursued a rigorous regimen of study based on humanist 
precepts and grounded in the Protestant religion. Among the books that 

formed the core of William's early study were the Bible (in Latin and 

English), a catechism, a Book of Common Prayer, and, reflecting 

Thornton's strong Nonconformist views, Sincere Convert, a book writ
ten by his friend Richard Baxter. 33 Respect for Nonconformity and 

abhorrence of Catholicism were central themes in the religious training 

his tutor provided. His father reinforced such themes not only by exhor

tation but also by practical example. Since 1639 the Russells had assisted 

French Huguenot refugees, allowing them to settle in large numbers in 

the fens near their Thorney estate, secured a license from the bishop to 
hold services, and paid a Nonconformist minister £40 a year . .14 In fur

ther proof of the sympathy with which William's father regarded Dis

sent, the earl gave the living of St. Paul's Covent Garden, a church 

endowed by his father, to Thomas Manton, one of Cromwell's chaplains, 

a "great name" among Presbyterians in London. 35 

When William was sixteen years old, in 1655, he spent a year at 

Cambridge University. He was admitted as a Fellow-Commoner at 

Trinity College and at matriculation was assigned to Magdalen . .16 The 

Cromwellian government, following the policy of the Stuarts in their 

endeavor to control the universities, had sought to transform the teaching 

of religion and the daily habits of academic life at both Oxford and 

Cambridge. Although their success was limited, Cambridge University 

was known during the 1650s as a "Puritan strongehold,"37 so, at the 

least, William spent a year in an environment that favored Puritan 

assumptions and attitudes. More than that, Thornton had arranged for 

William and his brother to be placed in the special care of his good 

friend, the Reverend John Nidd, who shared his views. Nidd was a 

demanding taskmaster. In a letter to the earl about the boys' studies, he 

reported that they were making progress in logic and the classical Latin 

historians, which he had chosen to improve their command of the lan

guage and their knowledge of ancient affairs. He assured their father that 
they had won a reputation for being civil, studious, and eager for im
provement. 38 It is certain that the religious precepts inculcated by 
Thornton received reinforcement during William's stay at Cambridge. 

William's formal education came to an end with his departure 

from Cambridge. In view of his prominent role later on as a leader of the 

Whig party in the House of Commons, it is interesting to note that, in 
contrast to so many political leaders, William did not attend one of the 
Inns of Court nor take much interest in the law. Later, in a debate in 

1677, he admitted that he seldom read statutes. 39 

William's general education was further developed by a lengthy 

tour of the Continent, lasting, with visits home, till 1665. He and his 
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brother Francis were accompanied by a French tutor, one M. de la 
Garde, and they traveled around France, Switzerland, Italy, and Austria. 
William's command of spoken French was undoubtedly secured by this 
experience; in 1665 he wrote French with ease.40 This was a skill that
William and Rachel shared and which must have enabled him later in life 
to converse readily with her French relatives. 

During these years he moved in a circle of young people of like 
social standing who were traveling in Europe and were part of high soci
ety in London and other capitals. He corresponded with Henry Capel, 
whom he asked to convey his services to three different young women, 
wrote warmly to Sir John Reresby, and traveled with Philip Smythe, 
second viscount Strangford, who had a reputation as a drunk and liber
tine.41 He also became good friends with William Cavendish, who was
a year his junior and who later became the first duke of Devonshire. 
Cavendish had substantial cultural and artistic interests but was, like 
Russell, an exuberant spirit. For example, in 1669, when in Paris as a 
junior member of the English embassy under Ralph Montagu, Cavendish 
was involved in a ruckus with three French officers and was wounded. 
In the 1670s he transferred some of these high spirits to parliamentary 
affairs, as we shall see, but also led the life of a libertine. Russell remon
strated with him then and begged him to lead a "more Religious and Vir
tuous Course of Life." Cavendish reportedly tried to reform, but did not 
succeed.42 None of these early friends of William showed any special
promise, and none, with the exception of Cavendish, was intellectually 
inclined. 

The diaries that William kept of his tour and the letters he wrote 
home show a young man taking great delight in innumerable sights and 
experiences and writing dutifully about them in an interesting but not 
deeply sensitive way. He viewed Roman antiquities with "great pleas
ure," inspected with equal enthusiasm the bones of a giant that stood fif
teen feet tall, and examined manuscripts written over four hundred years 
before. He admired the bears at Berne, commented on Constance, 
"famous for the Council" held there,43 and gave an excited account of
seeing Christina, queen of Sweden, in Lyon, describing the dancing and 
bathing at night as a "very fine recreation."44 These letters, some of
them written before he was twenty, provide evidence of William's powers 
of observation and his ability to write in an engaging and coherent man
ner. They won fulsome praise from his pardonably proud tutor, who 
described the style of one as "free, masculine, coherent, exact," and of 
such power that "without flattery ... the greatest masters of eloquence 
need not be ashamed to own it." Thornton's enthusiasm may have 
reflected gratified relief, for as he said, "formerly" William's mastery 
of the English language was "much defective." 45 But the letters are 
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undeniably well written. In the absence of Russell's political papers, 
they prove that William was capable of writing well and lend support to 
Rachel's insistence that William himself wrote his scaffold speech in 
1683. 

William's intellectual and cultural interests, although broad, seem 
to have been conventional and superficial. He became intrigued with his 
family 's genealogy and asked that a pedigree be sent him. Perhaps he 
also developed an interest in astrology, as Thornton and his father feared 
when they received a request from him for the day and hour of his birth. 
Upon the earl's orders, Thornton sent him only the day of his birth, cau
tioning him that casting horoscopes was "vain, uncertain, and abso
lutely unlawful."46 A drawing showing astronomical figures associated 
with the day of William's birth survives, but there is no evidence that 
William commissioned it.47

Renaissance art works, which he saw in quantity, did not particu
larly excite his wonder or move him to great praise. His comment on 
what was probably Titian's Lady at her Toilet ran thus: "a woman naked, 
combing of herself, made by Ticheon, and mightily esteemed of."48 

Nor did he show any interest in collecting art. The paintings he sent 
home were pictures of beautiful German women. 49 No more than 
Rachel did William have a deep appreciation of music. If he attended 
concerts during his trip, he did not mention them. He sent home scores 
for popular songs, accompanied by the observation that if "more gay
some" ones were desired, he could provide them. so 

Evidence about his reading habits is sparse. From childhood he 
had access to a substantial library built about the collection of his ances
tors, especially that of the third earl of Bedford and his wife-the 
intellectually inclined Lucy, countess of Bedford-and of his grand
father, the fourth earl, who left approximately two dozen volumes of 
religious writings, with the hope that his family would profit there
from. s I But William seems to have had few bookish inclinations. When 
abroad he asked only once that a book be sent to him-one by John 
Cleaveland, a writer of witty poems and essays. The request moved 
Thornton to express the hope that William's "main study" was in 
"books of more serious concernment," especially the Bible and books of 
religion. s2 

During these absences on the Continent William was not allowed 
to forget the religious and moral precepts of his boyhood. He received 
a steady stream of reminders from Thornton and his father of the impor
tance of the Protestant religion in his daily life. In turn, the good reports 
that English visitors to France brought back of William's behaviors3 and 
his own disparaging remarks on various features of Catholicism that he 
observed would have gratified his tutor and family. So too would have 
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his reaction to a severe illness he suffered in Paris in March 1658 that 
"put him at death's door." He wrote that he prayed to God for health and 
for grace to use it in His service and to make good His cautionary visita
tion. S-l Nothing came of this vow immediately. In truth, it was not until 
his marriage to Rachel that William seems to have taken religion with 
genuine seriousness. 

William was also a passionate, impetuous person, with a reckless 
streak. As a younger son, he had been obliged to think of what career he 
might follow, and his first choice was to become a soldier. He had what 
he described as an "inclination to the wars." 55 While William was 
abroad, his father encouraged this interest, arranging that a "special 
good suit of arms" be provided him, making an effort (unsuccessful in 
the event) to ship him a fine horse, and advising attention to exercises 
and "whatsoever" else was needed. 56 William's plan in December I 659 
to join the Swedish army went awry, and other plans for a military career 
that seemed settled in January 1660 may have been postponed because 
of the I ikel ihood of a Stuart Restoration. 57 Probably because the health 
of his elder brother continued to deteriorate and thus the expectation to 
grow that he would eventually be the Bedford heir, nothing came of his 
interest in the military. 

His ebullient energies found other outlets. One was harmless, but 
expensive: an extravagant taste in fancy clothing. When he was twenty
one years old he ran up a bill of£ 183 for ribbons, fur-trimmed gloves, 
and plumes. He thought nothing of ordering four or five pairs of boots 
at a time and scolding his bootmaker for delays in delivery. 58 In 1665 
alone his bills for clothing came to over £720. He liked silk cloth, some
times striped, and ribbons to adorn it, and he showed a positive passion 
for gold and silver buttons, purchasing fourteen and a half dozen in 
October and November 1667 and another twenty and a half dozen in 
May 1669. He was fastidious about his clothing, having spots removed, 
older suits altered, and plumes, ribbons, and laces cleaned. 59 In prepa
ration for his wedding, he ordered three suits with vests and waistcoats, 
adorned with gold and silver buttons, and his friend William Cavendish 
bought in April in Paris the "prettiest stuffs" he could find for two more 
coats and vests and lace for one of the vests. 6

° Cavendish advised 
William that gold and silver were not being worn in the French capital, 
but that news did not affect William's plans for the outfit he wore at his 
wedding, which alone cost £150.61 William was not, of course, unique 
among men of his class in Restoration England in his extravagance and 
fondness for elaborate dress. But it is clear from the haberdashery bills 
that have survived that he took full advantage of his position in the family 
as the favored older brother likely to succeed to the title, and that his 
younger brothers-George, Robert, James, and Edward-spent far less 
on clothing.62 
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Extravagance in clothing reflected, however, a more serious prob

lem. To put it bluntly, Russell was a spendthrift in ways other than cloth
ing, a man who squandered money and was reduced to borrowing from 

friends and family members and to pleading with his father to pay his 
debts. He was unable to live within an allowance of about £400 a year 
from 1659 to 1663 and £500 from 1663 to his marriage. 63 For example, 

in 1663 he owed £45 to his cousin Lord Brook; in 1664, excusing him

self on the ground of his "small allowance," he borrowed £100 from a 

London alderman and £50 from his brother Edward.64 Four years later, 
in March 1668, while he was staying at the Palais Royal in Paris, he 

wrote his father a rather frantic letter complaining about the high cost of 
everything and confessing that he had "run out of money insensibly." He 
had borrowed 1,500 livres from a Frenchman who was on his way to 

Woburn to collect the debt, and William implored his father to pay it.65 

That year William received £2,450 from his father, whereas his brother 

Edward was given £283. 66 Later in life, he confessed that he had never 

been able to "limit his bounty to his condition," but he insisted that he 

had never spent money in an "ill way."67 Later still, after his death, 
when his son had run up an enormous gambling debt, Rachel used 

William's extravagant propensities and large debts to try to persuade her 
father-in-law to assist her in paying off his grandson's debt. 68 

The most serious reflection of William's exuberant nature was his 
involvement in several unsavory escapades. Although he had shown 
interest in a couple of women and was rumored to have been engaged to 
one, he had not married. 69 Sexual frustration, commitment to a chival
ric ideal, and a vigorous spirit must explain his involvement in duels in 

July 1663 and in April 1664 (when he suffered a wound) and probably 

at other times as well. Letters to his father on the eve of these duels 
reveal a sweetness and considerateness in William's personality that 

would have endeared him to people who knew him well. Assuring his 
father that he was confident of his own courage, he admitted that lately 
he had been "unlucky in several things," and thus feared that he might 
die. But he insisted that "honour commanded " him to engage in the 
duel, that nothing could dissuade him from doing so, and that he did not 
fear death itself because his honor was involved. William thanked his 
father for his kindnesses and expressed the hope that he had not disap
pointed him. He asked the earl to remember him by paying his debts and 
by rewarding his friends, including his footman, whom he wished to 

leave £20 a year. 70 The letters are of uncommon importance in reveal
ing the value system to which Russell adhered. The same kind of chiv
alric attitudes underlay other episodes later in his life, including his 
political activities. 

William survived the duels, of course, and in 1665 engaged in 
another fracas of some kind that touched a woman in whom the duke of 
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York was also interested. The details of this incident are clouded, but 

apparently William and his uncle, Colonel John Russell, were rivals for 
the favor of Elizabeth Hamilton, to whom James, duke of York, was also 
attracted. A row occurred which was serious enough to land William 
and his uncle in the Tower for several days in I 665. They won release 
after an abject apology and payment of a fine. 71 

Notwithstanding such mindless, self-indulgent behavior, William 
did play a minor role in public affairs. His brother's ill health meant that 
William rather than Francis marched in the procession at Charles II's 
coronation, undertook a couple of local offices in Bedfordshire, and 
stood for election to the Convention Parliament in I 660. His family's 

borough of Tavistock in Devonshire returned him, but not without a con
tested election and a double return. He was inactive in the Convention, 

being appointed to only two committees, both touching his family's 
interests-the draining of the fens and the making of Covent Garden pre
cinct into a parish. Although he did not visit Tavistock, some money was 
spent to advance his interests, and in another contested election, the bor

ough returned him to the Cavalier Parliament. 72 Thus, William, whose 
name is so closely linked with Bedfordshire, represented a Devonshire 
borough for nineteen years. At an unknown date, but shortly after the 
election, he gathered himself to make a maiden speech, notable for its 
flowery language and conventional praise of the new king. 73 In 1663 
William came to the general notice of the House in a way that did nothing 

for his reputation: members obliged him to promise neither to send nor 
receive a challenge from Robert Spencer, the second earl of Sunderland, 
who was trying to jilt William's cousin, Lady Anne Digby. In 1664 he 
was listed as a court dependent, possibly because of his close relation
ship with his uncle, the aforementioned Colonel John Russell. 74 Some
change is discernible in William's activity in the House in 1667 and 
1668, when he was courting Rachel. Either by coincidence or design, he 
apparently took a more serious interest in House affairs and won modest 
recognition. For example, he was appointed for the first time as a teller 
and was selected to present the king with an address-in this instance, 
one for the wearing of English manufactures. Even so, there was nothing 
in his early political experiences to forecast his eventual role as a leader 
of the Whig party in the House of Commons. 

Such was the man whom Rachel married. Although she could not 
have admired every trait that he possessed, she fell in love with him, 
encouraged his suit, and gave her hand to him freely, as only a widow 
could do in seventeenth-century England. 

Rachel and William's marriage was grounded in a property settlement 
as well as in passionate love. The marriage contract that united them was 
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contained in the usual form of conveyances by lease and release drawn 
up in June and July 1669 at a cost of£ 195 . Two distinguished lawyers
the attorney general, Sir Geoffrey Palmer, and Sir Francis Pemberton 
(who would play a role in William's trial fourteen years later)-were 
called in to offer advice. 75 William's part in the settlement was spelled 
out first, in documents dated June 4 and 5, which ran to ten large parch
ment membranes. Four "parties" were involved. Those of the first part 

were the earl of Bedford and Francis, his eldest son and heir. Of the sec
ond part were Rachel's trustees, Edward Noel and Joceline Percy; her 
two brothers-in-law; and Sir Philip Warwick, her father's trusted col
league. William was the third party, and Rachel the fourth. 76 Displaying 
marked generosity, the earl of Bedford, having already paid William's 
outstanding debts, which ran to over a thousand pounds, 77 provided the 
couple with cash in the form of an allowance of £2,000 a year for 
William during his lifetime and, in the event of his death, the same 
amount for Rachel during her lifetime. This splendid sum was to be 
raised from the rents of several properties, most notably the Woburn 
estate in Bedfordshire and Thorney in Cambridgeshire. Further, the con
tract, reflecting the principles of the strict settlement, provided first for 

the male issue of the marriage and then identified a specific sum for 
female children. If one daughter resulted from the union, then £120 a 
year was to be paid for her maintenance until she reached the age of 
twelve. From twelve to eighteen years, or on her marriage, she was to 
receive £200 a year. Her dowry was fixed at £16,000, to be paid at eight
een years of age or the day of her marriage, whichever came first. If two 
daughters were born to Rachel and William, their maintenance was to be 
the same, but the dowry was set at £20,000, to be divided equally 
between them. These details are worth noting, for Rachel and William 
had one son and two daughters, and it is interesting to see the marriage 
settlements for these three children that Rachel, as a widow, was able to 
achieve. 

Rachel's contribution to the marriage was set out in the July 27 
and 28 instrument78 and was far greater in value than William's. This 
dowry was, of course, Rachel's inheritance from her father, and thanks 
to some arrangements that she made in July with the trustees of her 
father's will, the property was debt-free. 79 Rachel's contribution pro
vided the couple additional cash income, land, and houses. It included 
her London properties, most importantly the manor and hospital of St. 
Giles and the manor of Bloomsbury, which, as already noted, brought 
in an income of over £2,000 a year. Southampton House-which, it will 
be recalled, had been willed to Rachel's stepmother for her lifetime
was also part of the settlement, for, in anticipation of her marriage, 
Rachel had on March 27, 1669, purchased for £40,000 her stepmother's 
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life-interest in Southampton House. 80 This enormous price testifies to 
the grandeur of the mansion, possibly indicates that the furnishings were 
included, and presumably took into account that the dowager countess 
was relinquishing a very valuable piece of property in which she still had 
the prospect of future years' enjoyment. Although Rachel and William 

did not move into Southampton House until 1675, this purchase of her 
stepmother's life-interest meant that they had a luxurious London man

sion ready to receive them when they wished to occupy it. 

Rachel also brought to the marriage her Hampshire holdings, 

which, as we have seen, were worth about £1,000 a year, and included 
the hundred, manor, rectory, and advowson of Micheldever, which em
braced the manors of East Stratton, West Stratton, Weston, and Abbots 
Worthy, and the advowsons of Abbots Worthy and Kings Worthy, totaling 
approximately 12,000 acres.81 Also included was Stratton House, 

which Rachel and William used as their country retreat. All of this prop

erty was located about fifty miles southwest from London in central 

Hampshire in a narrow band stretching northeast from Winchester to 

Basingstoke. 

Rachel's interests were carefully protected; she was clearly much 
better provided for than in her first marriage. First, as already men

tioned, should William predecease her, she was to receive for life the 
same £2,000 per year allowance as granted him for life. Second, in set
tling a part of the premises in Hampshire-precisely which part is now 
impossible to determine-on William for his use for ninety-nine years, 
it was specified that the remainder was to go first to Rachel for life, then 
to the trustees to preserve the estate, and next to male offspring of Rachel 
and William. If there were no heirs, then the remainder was assigned to 

the earl of Bedford in fee. In view of future events, this was a fortuitous 
arrangement. Third, other parts of the Hampshire property were 
assigned to Rachel's use for life with the remainder first to her and 
William's children "as she should appoint." Fourth, and above all in 
importance, the Middlesex properties-that is, the manors in Blooms
bury and St. Giles-were placed in the hands of trustees "upon trust for 
such uses as [Rachel] shall direct." What this meant was that Rachel 
retained considerable legal authority over the London properties, and 
this explains her deep involvement in managing them after her marriage, 
as we shall see. Such an authority for women was not unique to Rachel; 
other contemporary women also possessed it. But it could not be exer
cised unless the appropriate legal arrangements were made. 

Thus, the marriage settlement signed in the summer of 1669 
made Rachel and William a very wealthy couple, providing them with an 
annual income of over £4,000, a country estate, and a London mansion. 
Their urban and rural properties continued to be developed for the four-
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teen years of their marriage, with Rachel taking an active part in the 

process. They had expectations of even greater wealth to come, should 
William's elder brother predecease him, as seemed likely. Both Rachel 

and William achieved deep personal happiness in their private domestic 
life. Their marriage fulfilled the ideals of romantic love that informed 

their courtship. It is no wonder that later, when William became deeply 
involved in radical politics, a contemporary remarked that Russell "ven

ture[d] as great a stake perhaps as any subject in England." 82 



. 4 . 
Domestic Li£ e, 

1669-1683 

For fourteen years, from August 1669 to July 1683, Rachel and 
William enjoyed a richly fulfilling marriage relationship. Do
mestic matters, affectionate devotion to their children, and 

strong, passionate love united the couple. They also shared an interest in 
their property, religion, public affairs, and William's political career. 
Marriage changed both of them. William became, on the whole, a model 
husband and father, abandoning the profligate society of his youth, and 
Rachel no longer trifled away her time, as she accused herself of doing 
during her first marriage. The center of Rachel's life was her husband 
and children and her two households. In her devotion to them she ful
filled the contemporary ideal of womanhood, but, paradoxically, mar
riage widened rather than narrowed her horizons, heightening her 
religious sensibilities and promoting a new sense of personal responsi
bility for public issues. William's growing political role added an impor
tant dimension to her life as well as his, while Rachel's wealth and social 

position enabled her to circumvent some of the restrictions imposed on 
women. Domestic and public affairs were intertwined in the Russells' 
daily life, but the private sphere will be discussed first in this chapter and 
William's political career and Rachel's connection with politics in the 
next chapter. 

Stratton House in Hampshire and, after 1675, Southampton 
House in London provided the physical setting of the Russells' domestic 
life. Stratton House held a special place in their affections. Rachel often 
referred to it as "sweet Stratton" and once expressed her delight that 
William liked it so much too. 1 A sympathetic twentieth-century visitor 
to the area around Micheldever, East Stratton, or Basingstoke has no 
trouble understanding why. The countryside is still green and gently 
rolling, with woods dotting the landscape, and the whole adorned by a 
high, vaulting sky. In 1730 estate surveyors expressed great admiration 
for the location of the Russell estate, praising the "clean champaign 

, country"; the fertile soil, just right for growing corn and pasturing 
animals; and the woods, which preserved game and invited hunting. 2 

• 48 •



Domestic Life, 1669-/683 • 49

Stratton House was situated close to the main London-Winchester 

road, some seven and a half miles northeast of Winchester and about nine 
miles to the southwest of Basingstoke, but its privacy was assured by a 
license granted Rachel's father in 1664 to enclose the road running 
near the house that connected East Stratton to West Stratton. 3 No late
seventeenth-century descriptions or pictures of Stratton have survived, 
but contemporary comment and evidence from the eighteenth century 
permit one to reconstruct the appearance of the house and its setting at 
the time the Russells lived there. Although less large and formal than 
Titch field or Woburn, Stratton was a substantial structure. Made of Port
land stone, it stood three stories high and was adorned with fifteen bays 
across the front. At the center of the front expanse was an Ionic tetrastyle 
portico, with a perron of two flights on either side providing access to the 
main floor. 4 Inside there must have been many rooms, for eighteenth
century sales receipts and an inventory refer to servants' quarters on the 
ground floor, two "tapestry" rooms and a dining parlor on the first 
floor, and bedrooms with dressing rooms attached, and ten garrets, 
some with skylights, on other floors. 5 The interior must have been 
well appointed: we know that there were marble chimneys in the hall, 
carved ornaments in wood in several rooms, and carved work over two 
fireplaces in the billiard room, the latter almost certainly added by 
William, who, as a young man, had developed a passion for the game 
of billiards. 6 

The house was old when Rachel inherited it. She recalled living 

there as a young girl with her father from time to time, and it is probable 
that at least parts of it dated back to the sixteenth century. 7 The house
had suffered a fire in 1667, and that it stood in need of repair is intimated 
by Rachel's concern about William's sleeping in their chamber in a time 
of heavy wind and her reference to "poor Stratton." 8 The Russells 
undertook renovations: the addition of a new room in 1676 and the 
replastering of the granary in 1680. 9 Two wings were also added, and it 
was said that William intended to rebuild the old middle part in a manner 
conformable to the additions. 10 

Stratton House stood on demesne land containing approximately 
230 acres of parks, gardens, and woods. 11 The immediate environs of 
the house provided a handsome setting. William was responsible for lay
ing out "orchards, gardens and avenues," creating groves and "wilder
nesses and other ornaments," and enlarging the deer park by tearing 
down part of the hamlet of Stratton. 12 In view of Rachel's lifelong love 
of walking and devotion to Stratton, she probably had something to do 
with the layout of the walks and gardens. Also on the demesne were 
"laundries, brew houses, coach houses, stables for 60 horses, barns, ... 
and [farm] offices" which William had built. 13 Two or three hundred 
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yards from the manor house was a small cottage with an oak-paneled 
room and a carved oak mantelpiece over the fireplace. Local tradition 
had it that after William's death Rachel lived there when she was at 
Stratton, and it became known as Lady Rachel's cottage. 14 It is doubtful 
that she lived in the cottage; more likely she sought solace there. 

Green crops must have flourished at Stratton, for in the eight
eenth century the kitchen garden kept four to eight men employed 
according to the season, and there is no reason to think that it was differ
ent in the seventeenth century. 15 During Rachel's and William's life
times cabbage was grown in a special garden, corn and hay were 
harvested, and pear trees enjoyed success. William developed a proprie
tary interest in the pears, reporting in 1674 to Thornton that the quality 
of his fruit was as good as any in the London market. 16 Reflecting this 
interest, Rachel wrote him in 1681 in detail about laying up the pears, 
explaining how the varieties were to be distinguished. 17 Orange trees 
were grown in cases (so that they could be moved indoors in cold 
weather) in the early eighteenth century, and perhaps also in the late 
seventeenth century, as they were at Woburn Abbey. 18 If William fol
lowed the practice of his father, which is not an unreasonable assump
tion, cherries and apricots were also grown. 19 Animals abounded: a 
bull, sheep, cows, chickens, horses, hunting dogs, at least one pet dog, 
and hawks. 20 William took a direct interest in his horses, arranging 
through Thornton for their sale and for their transportation from 
Woburn Abbey to Stratton. 21 

The whole estate contained close to 12,000 acres and was one of 
the largest in Hampshire. 22 The day-to-day operation would have been 
in the hands of a steward, who from 1675 (if not earlier) to 1683 was a 
man named Watkins. 23 But because his account books have failed to 
survive, it is not possible to reconstruct directly the details of estate 
management. Yet, as we have seen, the Hampshire property was privi
leged; because King James I confirmed in 1608 certain rights to Rachel's 
grandfather, the estate was free from interference by the sheriff and 
exempt from, among other things, pleas and tall age. 24 Further, the sale 
of timber was an important source of income, 25 as it had been earlier 
for Rachel's father. There were woods that bore such names as Black 
Wood Forest, Thorny Down Wood, and Micheldever Wood where larch, 
hazel, and especially oak trees flourished. In 1730 close to fifteen hun
dred oak trees were counted. The estate was farmed according to the 
traditional pattern of three or four large holdings in each tithing farmed 
in common. Pasture and cow downs were also used in common, with 
each tenant allowed to pasture only a specified number of animals. 26 A 
1677 survey shows that approximately one hundred individuals held 
land-eighty male and twenty female. The tenure varied with the parcel 
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of land, so a person might possess both freehold and leasehold land. The 
estate comprised approximately twenty-seven freeholds, thirty-one lease
holds, and twenty-four copyholds. Among the individuals who held 
freeholds were Robert Bristow, Simon Kinching, and Sir Robert Worsley, 

whom Rachel later consulted about the appointment of a curate. 27 

Among leaseholders were Thomas Perrey, Stephen Archer, and Widow 
Thorpe; and among copyholders, Dorothy Bradley, Stephen Claverly, 
and Richard Collyear. Old traditions lingered; the herriot of "best 

beast" was specified in the survey. 
The steward, perhaps at Russell's instruction, exercised exem

plary care in facilitating the resolution of the tenants' problems. The spe
cial survey of copyholders made in 1677 provided a record of the 
holdings in that year and the basis for showing the fifty-six changes 
made in leases over the next fifty years as they came due or people died 
or some special arrangement was made to transfer property. Further, a 
court of record was held every three weeks to handle cases between 

tenants on the manor. Courts leet were a yearly occurrence, as were 

courts baron, except for an intermission of a few years in the early eight

eenth century. Rachel ordered the reinstitution of the courts baron in 
1712. 28 It is unlikely that William involved himself in any of the details 
of the manorial courts, but presumably he used them to transact busi

ness. For example, in 1680 he signed an agreement with the tenants on 

the manor of East Stratton for enclosing the north and south downs there, 
probably to increase the yield from the land. 29 The regular visits he 
made to Stratton on estate affairs suggest that he maintained a supervi

sory interest. 
Other features of the Hampshire estate may have enriched the 

lives of the Russells and their tenants. A nearby old Roman villa and a 

Roman road from Sherborne St. John to Winchester which passed near 
Stratton may have enhanced interest in an ancient past. The market or 
fair that was held in the area may have provided a local outlet for some 
of the produce grown on the estate. 30 Several chapels and churches 
(some still in use today) provided opportunity for worship. The estate 
held the patronage of the vicarage of Micheldever and the rectories of 
Kings Worthy, Abbotts Worthy, and Stratton. William's increasing the 
stipends of the appointed clerics suggests sympathetic attention to this 
responsibility, an attention which Rachel conscientiously continued 
after her husband's death.31 The Russells may have worshipped at the 
chapel at East Stratton, located close to their mansion, on days when for 
some reason it was inconvenient to use their private chapel. Rachel's 
cousin, Henri de Ruvigny, Jr., was buried there, his body being carried 
from Stratton House along a path still called Coffon Walk. 32 At other
times, perhaps on festival days, it is reasonable to think that they 
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attended services at churches with which their names are connected. A 
placard in St. Mary's ofMicheldever lists Rachel as a patroness in 1688 

and 1721, and for "many years" the money from a bond to help the poor 
of the parish of Micheldever was put in Rachel's hands. 33 To the Church 
of our Lady at Stratton she presented a "curious silver cup" in 1703. 34 

And in the East Stratton church a stained glass window, installed in 
1889, was dedicated to the memory of Lord and Lady Russell. 

Further, the ties of friendship and acquaintanceship in the local 

community must have been important to the Russells. Rachel had known 
the area since her youth, and she introduced William to it. William fitted 

readily into the community, for by 1675 he held a trust for James 
Stansby, a member of a family who had long lived in Micheldever. Prob

ably the Stansbys were occasional guests at Stratton House, along with 
the family of Robert Bristow, one of the freeholders on the Russells' 

estate. Bristow's son, also Robert, became a director of the Bank of 
England. Among other prominent county neighbors was the family of 

Benjamin Whitaker, who was connected by marriage with the Coopers 
and the Manners. Rachel's second daughter was to marry the heir to the 

Manners' fortune and title. Probably the Russells' closest friend in 

Hampshire was Charles Paulet, sixth marquess of Winchester, later the 
duke of Bolton, who became William's local political patron. He owned 

property that adjoined the Russells' estate, and he and his family were 
surely guests at Stratton House from time to time. 35 Although direct
evidence is sparse, county connections must have been strong, for they 

underlay William's remarkable success in winning the parliamentary 
election for the county in both February and September 1679. 

In Rachel's view the life she and William led at Stratton was idyl

lic. During these years their physical relationship was apparently intense 
and fulfilling; their children were babies or beguiling little ones. 
Rachel's memory of her happiness at Stratton was so poignant as to be 
excruciatingly painful to her after William's death. 

Rachel and William lived a portion of each year in London. 
Although, as we have seen, Southampton House in Bloomsbury was a 
part of Rachel's dowry, she and William did not live in it immediately. 
Rather, for "about" the first two years of their marriage they lived with 
Lord Bedford either at Woburn Abbey or at Bedford House on the 
Strand in London. In June 1670 they purchased from Rachel's cousin, 
Spencer, a house located on the northwestern corner of Southampton 
Square and Great Russell Street. Apparently it needed some work, for 
they did not move in until November 1671. 36 Next door lived Sir 
T homas Chicheley, a relative of the first earl of Shaftesbury, and on 
friendly enough terms with the Russells to figure in several property 
transactions. 37 In March 1675 Rachel and William sold the house to Sir 
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William Jones, the attorney general, for £5,500 with an annual rent 
charge of £10. 38 By that time they had already moved into Southampton 
House, which then became their principal London residence and 
remained so for Rachel after William's death. 

Southampton House, as eighteenth- and nineteenth-century prints 
show and contemporary comments confirm, was a large building, 
occupying the entire north side of Southampton Square (see the illustra
tions). 39 As we have seen, it cost Rachel's father over £5,000 to com
plete it at the time of the Restoration. Constructed of brick, the house 
was built around a courtyard in the shape of a U. The building hugged 
the ground, for the central arm of the U was only three stories high and 
the two side arms only two stories, and was thought by some critics to 
be too low. 40 Leading up to the main entrance was a single flight of
stairs that narrowed in the middle only to widen out again at the door
way. Inside, a great hall welcomed visitors to the first floor, where there 
were eighteen rooms in all, including a chapel, a banquet hall and 
smaller dining rooms, two or three drawing rooms where Rachel proba
bly wrote some of her letters, and the master bedroom and dressing 
room. Twenty-four rooms-the nursery, bedrooms, storage rooms, retir
ing rooms-were on the second floor. The servants' quarters and thirty
two rooms for running the house-the kitchen, scullery, laundry, drying 
rooms, and so on-were on the ground floor. The interior furnishings, 
for which Rachel's father paid over £2,000 a few years before his death, 
included expensive hangings, gilded and silver candlesticks, screens, 
pictures, and linens.41 It is not known whether these things were in
cluded in the purchase price Rachel paid her stepmother, but if they were 
not, it is a reasonable assumption that the Russells replaced them with 
objects of like beauty and value. 

At the back of the house were stables, buildings for the grooms 
and coachmen, and gardens. Thus, one could leave by the back without 
being readily seen, a point of significance in the story of William 
Russell's arrest. The area around the house was enclosed by a brick wall, 
with a handsomely carved iron gate placed in the wall directly opposite 
the front entrance. The Russells' London house symbolized for them, as 
it had for Rachel's father, their social and political status. It was the 
grandest by far of the mansions on the square and a focal point of life 
there. As William's political role grew, it became the scene of political 
meetings. 

Rachel would have exercised only the most general supervision of 
the household servants at both houses. A housekeeper, whose name for 
these years is lost, would have handled the details of household manage
ment. Thus, Lady Vaughan's time was freed for her to pursue other 
activities. The glimpses we have of her dealing with servants show her 
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to have been a kind, generous, and sympathetic mistress. For example, 
she confessed reluctance to give her maid an absolute command to do 
something she did not wish to do. "You know I am ill at putting people 
to inconvenience," she wrote to William.--12 She was concerned that the 
woman nursing William's ill brother not think that she disliked her. 43 In 
I 68 I she wrote from London to Wi 11 iam at Stratton asking him to tell a 
servant that if she wished, Rachel would arrange for her child to be 
touched for the evil by the king. 44 Such was her sense of consideration, 
although she must have found the purpose repugnant. Yet, Rachel recog
nized the reality of thievery by servants and presumably took the kind of 
precautions she advised her sister-in-law to follow when her porter was 
missing. 45 

Rachel and William shared an interest in decorating their houses. 
In I 675 William wrote in some anxiety about the reshaping of the out
side steps at Southampton House. He complained that the new stairs had 
turned out to be too narrow for "so great a house," but concluded that it 
was too late to make a change. --16 Rachel and William exchanged instruc
tions with each other about fabrics. He asked her to be sure to get some 
room measurements at Stratton and to send up the "red damask" to be 
matched.47 She asked him to buy "stuff' for her closet at Stratton and
told him that she had decided that cane was the best material to be used 
in so small a room. 48 Rachel was willing to leave to William a decision 
about some picture frames, assuring him that she would "like anything 
better" that he did_--19 They furnished their table with silver-trimmed 
glass, for everyday use, and gold plate, reserved for meals at Southamp
ton House only. They bought still other gold pieces, Rachel ordering an 
unidentified object from the queen's goldsmith. 50 Rachel did not regard 
these matters as her responsibility alone; rather, she and William took a 
seemingly near-equal interest in their homes. 

Management of their property also occupied the Russells. First, 
the implications of their marriage contract required ongoing attention. 
During the month the contract was being drawn up and continuing into 
1670, Rachel entered into an agreement with the earl of Bedford and 
William to buy back mortgages that she had taken during her widow
hood on some of her properties. Altogether £4,705 was spent to effect 
these transfers. 51 Two years later Pemberton, who had advised the par
ties about their marriage contract, attended "several meetings" and gave 
advice relative to the "business of the Lady Vaughan and several of his 
Lordship's settlements."52 In 1682 Rachel named new trustees to re
place those named in the 1669 marriage settlement who had died. 53 

Second, William in seven transactions between I 672 and 1682 added 
small parcels of land to the Hampshire property, as, for example, a cop
pice called Biddlewood in East Stratton, or twenty-four luggs of land in 



Domestic life, /669-/683 • 55

Middlefield, also in East Stratton.54 Altogether Russell purchased 141 

luggs of land. Third, the couple used their land to raise money. They 

entered into agreements in 1671 and 1673 that involved a portion of their 

holdings in Hampshire and London, the effect of which was to bring in 
a rent of £800 a year. In April 1682 William and Rachel sold forty-three 

messuages in St. Giles to William's father for the whopping sum of 
£8,000, paid to William. The transaction may be entirely innocent of 

political significance, but it should not go unremarked that in 1683 

William was accused of intending to raise £10,000 to send to fellow 
Scottish conspirators, a charge that, as we will see, greatly agitated 

Rachel, who took steps to track down its origins. This property trans

action is the only known evidence to survive that suggests that Russell 
had taken a pre I iminary step towards sending the money. 55 

Fourth, Rachel took an interest in helping her brother-in-law set

tle the estate of her sister, Elizabeth, who died in March 1680. The earl 

of Shaftesbury had told Rachel that Lord Noel had mismanaged things 

by returning to Titchfield before the property was settled. Rachel took 

the initiative in getting word to Lord Noel about this and in telling him 

to send some papers by a safe messenger immediately and to be sure 
to keep attested copies. 56 Her letter is a well-thought-out and clear 

statement about the transaction, testifying to her familiarity with such 

legal proceedings. After William's death, as we will see, she again took 
steps to arrange her sister's property affairs so as to fulfill her wishes. 

Fifth, Rachel also corresponded with her first father-in-law, the earl of 

Carbery, respecting business matters. In 1680 Carbery wrote to Rachel, 
rather than to anyone else, about a problem that had arisen with regard 

apparently to the properties whose rent paid Rachel's annual allowance 

of £900.57 

Finally, and above all in importance, Rachel became deeply in

volved in the development of her London properties. It will be recalled 

that the marriage settlement specified that the trustees should manage 

those properties "for such uses as [Rachel] shall direct." In effect, 

Rachel, with the help of trustees and lawyers, continued the practice 
begun by her father of leasing plots of land on the Bloomsbury manor 

and thereby developing the neighborhood of the square and adjacent 

streets. The first such lease that she signed was dated June 2, 1669; 

between then and William's death on July 23, 1683, Rachel signed fifty
four leases, dispatching seventeen of them on one apparently active day, 

March 2, 1670.58 

The largest sale was to Rachel's half-sister Elizabeth and 

Elizabeth's second husband, Ralph Montagu, who in 1675 paid £2,601 
for seven acres located west of Long Field, on the present site of the 
British Museum. The Russells placed several restrictions on the de-
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velopment of the property, specifying, for example, that no road could 
be made across the field nor any building erected beyond the northern 

brick wall and stipulating that the house itself must be fit for a noble
man, with a courtyard in the front and offices and stables in the rear. 59 

It took at least six months of negotiations to work out all the details, a 
process suggesting the careful attention the Russells gave to the develop
ment of the square. 60 

In these different ways, then, Rachel gained experience in manag
ing property, business matters, and household affairs. That experience 
would prove to be invaluable later when she was widowed and faced such 
responsibilities on her own. 

There was little reason for Rachel and William to become bored 
with either one of their major residences. Immediately following their 

marriage they fell into a pattern, common to aristocratic families, of 
shifting their household from London to the country and back again, in
terspersing these moves with visits to friends and relatives, especially 
Rachel's sisters and William's family at Woburn Abbey (see the illustra
tions). These moves and visits Rachel noted in her diary, along with 
births, deaths, illnesses, and so on, as if to indicate the importance to her 
of the domestic space she occupied. Her record of the four or five 
months following her marriage-what might be called their honeymoon 
-illustrates the point: "Some days at Beaulieu, came back by Titch
field, and so by Stratton to Bedford House for 2 or 4 weeks and then to
Woburn for rest of summer, except one week at Quikswood. Came back,
went with Lord Bedford to Bedford House for all the winter, except
some days with my sister Noel, when she lay in at Titchfield, went and
came by Stratton."61 From 1670 to William's death in July 1683 Rachel
made approximately sixty-four trips, or an average of about five a year.

These visits to family and friends, sometimes without William, his
deepening involvement in politics from 1673, and estate business kept
the couple apart for some days each year. To these separations we owe
Rachel's love letters to her husband.

Rachel was deeply in love with William, and all during their mar
riage she continued to woo him, even as she had done during their court
ship. The romantic attitude that she expressed before her marriage 
informed her view of their relationship afterwards. She had declared, it 
will be remembered, that once she loved, she would love forever, and 
she seems to have been determined to fulfill that ideal. Her vigorous, 
lively, sensuous nature, suggested by portraits and confirmed by con
temporary comment, found fulfillment in a passionate attachment to 
William. Her letters provide a glimpse of a pious woman's abounding 
pleasure in the married state. 

Rachel poured out her love, passion, and concern for William's 
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well-being in the letters she wrote him. "I will not endeavor to tell you 

what I suffer by being parted from you,'' Rachel wrote on May 16, 1672, 
in the first of her letters to William that has survived. Four months later 

in September when she would have known herself to be pregnant-she 
miscarried in October-she wrote apparently just to tell her husband of 
the "real and perfect happiness" she enjoyed and of how she treasured 

the "new marks" she received each day of his love. "My best life," she 
continued, "you that know so well how to love and oblige, make my 

felicity entire, by believing my heart possessed with all the gratitude, 
honour, and passionate affection to your person, any creature is capable 

of." In 1675 Rachel started her letter with the lament that "the few hours 
we have been parted seem too many to me, to let this first postnight pass, 

without giving my dear man a little talk." In 1679, after ten years of liv
ing together, she wrote of her passionate longing for William's return, 
saying that she loved him more than her own life and was "entirely his." 
In 1680 she regretted her inability to express how big her heart was with 

"a passionate return of love and gratitude." During the fateful autumn of 

1682, when William engaged in conversations that were to be judged 

treasonable, Rachel reaffirmed her conjugal passion. Writing as a 

woman forty-five years old, and married for thirteen years, she declared, 
"I know as certainly as I live, that I have been for twelve [sic] years, as 
passionate a lover as ever woman was, and hope to be so one twelve 

years more; happy still, and entirely yours."62 Rachel's many allusions 
to sexual fulfillment show how foreign to her nature was the prudery 
associated with Englishwomen in the nineteenth century. The genuine 
passion that Rachel felt would have needed no reinforcement from a 
cleric's admonitions, but it is nonetheless true that the love relationship 
which she enjoyed with William fulfilled the ideal expressed by the 

cleric Jeremy Taylor, whom Rachel had known years before at Golden 

Grove and whose works continued to appear in print. 
Writing to William was in itself a kind of act of love. Rachel wrote 

to keep in touch with her husband and to nourish their relationship, to 
report on their children, to send instructions about domestic matters, 
and to supply him with gossip and news of political and public events. 

Writing to William also gave a purpose to her day and, in a way, endowed 
her with importance. She wrote, moreover, because she liked to write. 
Rachel seemed to derive a kind of physical pleasure from writing. Later 
in life, when an eye operation restricted the use of her eyes, she said 
that she took little pleasure in sending letters when she could not "write 
them with my own hand."63 The remark of a male contemporary, that 

he loved nothing better than to sit "passing the pen from side to side of 
the paper," might well apply to her. 64 She admitted ruefully one time 
that she intended not to write, but had no power to stop herself. 65 
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William recognized the pleasure she took in writing. In her first let
ter Rachel acknowledged this, saying, "I am very sure, my dearest 

Mr. Russell meant to oblige me extremely when he enjoined me to scrib
ble to him by the post, as knowing he could not do a kinder thing than 
to let me see he designed not to think me impertinent in it."66 With that 

encouragement, she felt free to write as often as she wished, which was 

almost every day that they were apart. Thus, these love letters, it is 

important to note, reinforced in Rachel the habit of composition, a habit 

that was to dominate her days after 1683. 
Writing to her husband was for Rachel the "delight of the morning 

and the support of the day." In the absence of her "dearest blessing," 

"the pleasing moments" of her day were "either to read something from 

[him] or be writing something to [him]." The act of writing a letter 

brought William close to her. "I love to be busied in either speaking of 
him or to him," she confessed. "I would fain be telling my heart more 
things-any thing to be in a kind of talk with him." "I am so well 
pleased," she wrote, "to be alone and scribbling." Feeling that she 

should have a pretense for her frequent communications, often written 

within hours of William's departure, she decided that the "best" one was 

"that f what] I wrote yesterday should miscarry." She took especial 

pleasure in writing when she knew William would be home soon. "It is 
so much pleasure to me to write to you, when I shall see you so soon 
after, that I cannot deny myself the entertainment. My head will lie the 

easier on my pillow, where I am just going to lay it down, as soon as I 

have scribbled this side of paper."67 

None of the surviving letters to William is a practiced essay; 

rather they were written in the midst of a busy domestic life (see the let
ter reproduced in the illustrations). Sometimes the room where she was 

writing was so full of people that she could not "tell what I say." Some
times people impatiently hastened her to finish the note so that they 
might all go out or have "an egg." One time Rachel broke off a letter 
explaining that "boiled oysters call, so, my story must rest." On a couple 
of occasions she wrote when she was visiting Diana, Lady Alington, 
William's sister. Sometimes she wrote in the nursery with the children 
running in and out. One time she reported that she retired to her "little 
dressing room" to avoid the "next room" which was full of people "at 
cards."68 Reflecting confidence and security in William's love, Rachel 
wrote sometimes on a scrap of paper, with a poor pen, apologizing rue
fully for it: "You may guess by my writing what pains I take to do it." 
She was sensitive to the pell-mell quality of her letters and asked to be 
excused for what she termed their "nonsense" and "ill rhetoric." "What 
reputation fin] writing this may give me, the chamber being full of 
ladies, I know not," she began one letter in 1675. 69 
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Whatever the circumstances under which she was writing and 

whatever tools she used, her handwriting was clear, free, and forceful, 
showing her intelligence and ease in expression, the same qualities that 
we have seen characterized her earlier letters and her pattern of speech. 
She had the ability in one and the same letter to write of her love for 

William in terms that seem to spring from her heart, to report succinctly 
political and social gossip and events, and to vivify domestic incidents 

so effectively that they still leap to the mind's eye. Yet she sometimes 
expressed diffidence about her ability to put into words the deep love she 
bore William. "It is not my talent," she complained to William after 
several sentences of well-expressed sentiments. She confessed to using 
some words that William himself had employed, saying, "Ifl could have 

found one [expression] more fit to speak the passion of my soul, I should 

send it you with joy; but I submit with great content to imitate [you]." 70

She was too modest by far. Her letters are fresh, warm, humorous, 

vivid, passionate, and spontaneous, superior to the few from William 
that have survived and the equal of or better than those of like nature 

written by her female contemporaries. Rachel's love letters to William 
compare favorably with those written by Dorothy Osborne to William 
Temple. 71 

Rachel wrote her letters herself, without employing an amanuen

sis, and that permitted an intimacy and freedom of expression that other
wise would have been impossible. Her letters are laced with familiar 
terms of endearment-"my dearest," "my dearest heart," "my dearest 
life," "my best life." 72 Yet she also employed conventional modes of ad

dress, referring to "Mr. Russell" or "Lord Russell." She did not use his 

given name. 
The few letters from William to Rachel that have survived match 

hers as testimonials of love, passion, and interest in a variety of domestic 
and public affairs. 73 In 1675 William subscribed himself, "absolutely
and entirely hers and only hers, William Russell."74 Four years later
when he was attending a political meeting, he stole away from a "great 
many gentlemen" to write Rachel that he was thinking of her and longed 
to see her more than she could imagine. "[I] want the chariot and my 
dearest dear in it," he declared. 75 Again, in autumn of 1681 , when he
was in London to raise bail for the earl of Shaftesbury, William, in a let
ter dated November 26 (see the illustrations) and written two days after 

his previous one, assured Rachel that he was hastening to "go to my 
dearest dear's embraces which, upon my word, I value now as much as 
I did ten, eleven, and twelve years ago." And in an inappropriate com
parison, perhaps written in jest-for he sometimes teased his wife-he 

continued the thought that Rachel's embraces were of more value "than 
any the town can afford, now that you are out of it." 76 
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During the fourteen years of their marriage, Rachel bore William 

four children, three of whom lived to adulthood. She had one genuine 

miscarriage in the autumn of I 672, and one she suspected in June 

1674. 77 Clearly, she was not so fertile as her mother had been, and it 

seems likely, in view of Rachel's desire for children, the passion she and 

William felt for each other, and the spacing between the children (which 

was not extended by breast feeding, for she employed a wet nurse), that 
she experienced difficulty in conceiving. 78 The point draws reinforce
ment from her references to "drinking the waters," a common treatment 

in the seventeenth century for gynecological problems. 79 In any case, 

her first child with William, a daughter, was born at their "own house in 
Southampton buildings" on December I 3, I 671. 80 The next day, the 

Reverend John Fitzwilliam, formerly chaplain to Rachel's father, now 

chaplain to the bishop of Winchester, and Rachel's sometime correspond

ent, officiated at the baptism. The baby was named Anne in honor of 

William's mother and of his little sister who had died as a child.81 The 

Russell grandparents spent £238 for gifts for the ceremony, including a 

deep silver basin engraved with the Bedford coat of arms and a quantity 

of fine lace embroidered with gold, silver, and pearls. 82 But within four 

months the child died and was buried at Chenies on April 23, 1672. 

Although Rachel later recorded the baby 's death by simply writing "my 

oldest girl ... died some months after," 83 it must have been a shock to 

her at the age of thirty-four that the fourth child she had brought into the 

world (counting the children with Francis Vaughan) had died so soon 

after birth. 
Another girl, who was named Rachel, arrived safely on Saturday, 

January 17, 1674, born also at the Russells' first house on Southampton 
Square. 84 She grew up to become the duchess of Devonshire. A second 

girl, baptized Katherine and called "Kate," was born at the mansion, 
Southampton House, on August 23, 1676. She became the duchess of 

Rutland. Finally, on November 1, 1680 Rachel gave birth to a boy, also 

at Southampton House. It was a "day of great exaltation" for the Bedford 
family, for the arrival of a male child meant that the family title would 
be carried on. 85 Happiness over the arrival of a son must have been 

enlarged by the fact that Rachel was now forty-three years old, and the 
likelihood of further safe pregnancies and of healthy babies was 
diminishing with each year. And, in fact, this was her last pregnancy. 
The next day the baby was baptized Wriothesley, thereby preserv

ing Rachel's maiden name in the Russell family for all succeeding 
generations. 86 

Rachel left only a few comments about her pregnancies and none 

about the experience of childbirth. She complained in August 1680, 
when she was about seven months pregnant with Wriothesley, that the 
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heat incommoded her, and she asked twice for a cleric's prayers that 

God would assist her in her approaching confinement. 87 There is no 
evidence that she encountered major problems in giving birth. There 

is no evidence either about who attended her, whether a midwife or 

male midwife. It is a matter of interest that later, in 1711, when her 
daughter, Katherine, faced obstetrical problems, Rachel wrote franti

cally to the well-known physician Dr. Hans Sloane, a friend and tenant 
in the Bloomsbury estate, to send the best doctor he could find. 88 In any 

case, it is reasonable to assume that when Rachel gave birth, one or both 

of her sisters (until the first Elizabeth died in March 1680) and maybe 

one or more of her sisters-in-law were present. She records that she was 

with her two sisters at their confinements. 89 

Rachel and William's attitude towards their children was one of 

deep affection and loving indulgence. Of course, neither one had the 

responsibility for the daily care of the children; there were nursemaids 

and servants for that, and the Russells followed the conventional practice 

of using a wet nurse. Indeed, little Rachel was sent to Titchfield to visit 
her aunt when she was six months old and again at fourteen months. And 

little Rachel and her sister were away from their parents in Septem

ber 1679. 90 But Rachel enjoyed being with the children; it was her 

"best entertainment" when William was away. She visited them in the 

nursery, sometimes ate dinner with them, took them for walks to the 
farmhouse when at Stratton and to visit their cousins in London, ob

served them at play (specifically referring to the girls a-lacing), helped 

them to write notes to their father, and tucked them in bed. 91 She almost 

always had something to report to William about them. 

Rachel filled her letters with accounts of the children's conversa

tion, the condition of their health, and their activities, thereby providing 

rare insight into late-seventeenth-century English childhood. There is a 

timelessness about her account of how little Rachel, aged one, grew so 
impatient for breakfast that "nothing would do without the help of a 

piece of bread and butter." Equally beguiling are her references to the 
baby's "pretty new tricks" and to her pleasant disposition in the evening 

when she was undressed and ready for bed. Later, Rachel recreated for 
William the antics of Rachel, aged three, telling how she "prattled a long 
story; ... She says, papa has sent for her to Wobee [ that is Woburn 
Abbey], and then she gallops and says she has been there, and a great 

deal more; ... She will send no duty; she is positive in it." In letters, she 

brought vividly to view the picture of a ten-month-old boy greeting her 
as she alighted from her coach, following her about calling "Papa," the 

only word he knew, she explained, so she was not "disobliged by the lit
tle fellow." Or again, she conveyed the image of the prancing about of a 
two-year-old boy, describing him "as mad, winking at me, and striking 
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with his drumstick whatever comes to his reach." Wriothesley was into 

everything, burning his fingers one time in his eagerness to sample the 

sack-posset. At another time, Rachel ended her letter with just a couple 

of words about the children-"Boy is asleep, girls singing abed" -

conveying with great effectiveness an intimate picture of the nursery. 

William was not spared the details of the children's medical treatment 

when they were ill, including accounts of their vomits and bowel move

ments. 92 All these details were included certainly because Rachel be

lieved that her husband wanted to know about them. 

Further to enliven her letters to William, Rachel enclosed notes 

from their eldest child, which William preserved, a mute testimony to 

his fondness for his children. From the time she was five years old, little 

Rachel aped her mother in writing notes to her father. Rachel recreated 
the scene of the child following her into her chamber, observing her take 

up pen and paper, and asking what she was going to do. "I told her I was 

going to write to her papa." "So will I," said she, "and while you write, 

I will think what I have to say; And truly, before I could write one word, 

she came and told me she had done; so I set down her words; and she is 

hard at the business." Little Rachel took her writing seriously: once she 

was near tears with the effort; once she fussed at her mother for thinking 

that someone had helped her. One letter reproduced here illustrates the 

warmth of her love for and confidence in her father. "Dear papa," the 

letter begins, "I hope you will stay at Woburn but a little while. I should 

be glad to see you with me again. I believe you think of me as much as 

I can think of you. My duty to you, R Russell."93 

No letters from Kate have survived, but Rachel said that she 

"takes her journey often to papa" and also that she dreamed of him. 

William responded to this affection, writing in an undated fragment, 

"Pray tell Miss [Rachel] I love her better then she loves me I believe, for 
all her kind expression in writing, which I thank her heartily for, as well 
as Miss Kate for her dreaming of me."94 William loved the children. As

he said later when he was awaiting execution, his son's illness affected 

him more than his own condition. 95 

Rachel's and William's health during their fourteen-year marriage 

seems to have been good. Aside from horseback-riding accidents, 
William suffered from only a few "indispositions"-in 1673, twice in 

1675, and again in 1678. In 1675, he wrote an amusing account of a visit 

to a doctor for treatment of one of those illnesses. The unidentified phy
sician was apparently baffled by William's complaint. "After humming 

two or three times," William recounted, "[he] concluded I was not fit to 

do anything at present but take my pills sometimes, which was all I had 

for my guinea." But from mid-October to mid-December 1677 William 
was so sick with a severe "rheum," which brought pains in his legs, 
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shortness of breath, heavy sweating, and fainting fits, that he was sure 
that he was going to die, and others were not confident to the contrary. 
Also, in 1680, when his involvement in politics had become frenzied, he 
had a series of nosebleeds. 96 

Rachel's health was better than it had been during her youth. She 
was ill with a sore throat in the late summer of 1674 and with a "great 
cold" in July 1678. 97 She was "tormented" by frequent "strong"
headaches, but the only serious illness she recorded was some kind of 
infection involving vomiting and a sore mouth in November 1676, three 
months after the birth of Kate in August. The nature of the "distemper" 
is unknown, but Rachel was so gravely ill that a special doctor was called 
in for consultation. He gave her "much satisfaction" by candidly dis
cussing his diagnosis and prognosis. In conformity with her thoughtful 
nature, she insisted that Bedford not be told of her illness until she was 
better. 98 

As she had done with the family of her first marriage, Rachel 
established a warm and loving relationship with the Bedford family. 
Without weakening ties with her sisters, Rachel established ties with 
William's siblings, especially two of his brothers, Edward and James, 
and his sisters, Diana and Margaret. Significantly, Rachel and her 
father-in-law rather than her mother-in-law became close. Three or 
four years after her marriage, Bedford wrote Rachel that the "greatest 
part of satisfaction I have in this world ... is the seeing of you and my 
son happy in one another." He sent her a "heartful of kindness."99 His
pleasure in his grandchildren, expressed in gifts and letters, must have 
pleased Rachel. Confident of her affection, in March 1683 the earl sent 
Rachel his portrait as a gift. 100 Later, Rachel described the Bedford 
family as the "easiest to converse or live with that ever I have known or 
could observe" and declared that she was "entirely dedicated to it." 101

Early in her marriage the foundations were laid for Rachel to become 
Bedford's favorite child and to succeed him at his death in 1700 as the 
head of the family. 

Rachel and William's private lite was less intellectual and cul
tured than that of either Rachel's father or the earl of Carbery, her first 
father-in-law. William was not an intellectual, and as husband and father 
he set the tone of their life together. Marriage did not dull his high 
spirits. He remained a sensuous person of great exuberance, who en
joyed all kinds of physical activity. Like most well-to-do country gentle
men, he kept hawks and dogs, loved horses, hunted, and rode for 
pleasure, undeterred by accidents (one of which occurred in January 
1674, and another in July 1682, which was serious enough for Rachel 
to note in her diary). 102 Rachel apparently did not share her husband's 
love of sport and riding, but she did enjoy walking outdoors. 
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All during his life, as late as 1681, William indulged in horseplay 
with family members, a harmless but perhaps irritating habit to the 
family members on whom this boisterousness was inflicted. 103 He was
also evidently something of a tease, even with Rachel, a habit which 
seems to have pained her. Further, he remained extravagant in his ex
penditures, requiring an advance from time to time on the £2,000 yearly 
allowance that his father had settled on him at the time of his marriage. 

At his death his debts were large enough to be a burden for some time 
to Rachel. 104 

Both William and Rachel enjoyed eating. They peppered their let
ters with references to food that they had particularly liked and perhaps 
spiced their conversation with accounts of such treats. For example, 
Rachel wrote of drinking white wine and beer, mixed "my uncle's way, 

with nutmeg and sugar," and of eating "pudding with the girls 
and ... porridge and partridge" with her sister. She reminded William 

not to forget to send the larks and broke off one letter because "boiled 
oysters call." 105 All these prosaic matters of mutual interest and concern 

show from another perspective the relaxed, comfortable, warm, and 

intimate relationship that they had. 
As before his marriage, William continued to be heedless of 

the consequences of his actions. In September 1671, when Rachel 

was six months pregnant with their first child, William recklessly under
took to avenge the honor of her half-sister, Elizabeth Percy, countess of 

Northumberland, whose husband had recently died. During a visit to 
Althorp (the Sunderlands' country seat), Henry Savi le, younger brother 
of George Savile and thus an indirect relation of Rachel's, had invaded 
Elizabeth's bedroom at one o'clock in the morning to declare his love for 
her. Astonished and frightened, Elizabeth rang for a maid and then 
leaped out of bed to the bedroom of another lady. The next morning 
the assembled company expressed such indignation at these shenan
igans that Savile rode away posthaste to London, and from there, it was 
thought, to France. William and some others pursued him, and William 
alone, it was said, followed him to France. He won the admiration of 
some people for this. 106 There is no evidence revealing how Rachel her
self regarded the episode. Such exuberance of spirit would have made 
daily domestic life a lively affair. Rachel clearly enjoyed the excitement 
her husband provided. She wrote him one time, "All I see either are or 
appear duller to me than when you are here." And again, nine years later 
in I 68 I , she observed, "As often as you are absent, we are taught by 
experience, who gives life to this house and family; but we dodge on in 

a dull way [without you], as well as we can." 107 If she missed the in
tellectual milieu that her father created at Southampton House and 
Titch field or that her first father-in-law, the earl of Carbery, developed 
at Golden Grove, she did not say so. 
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There was, however, a softer side to William's temperament. A 

tender and loving man, he kept in touch his entire life with John 
Thornton, his old tutor, and revealed in letters to him the generosity of 
his spirit. He was much saddened by some accident that had befallen his 
brother's child and deeply alarmed by a report about his sister's indispo
sition. He told Thornton how he had comforted Rachel, who had cried 

over the news, by telling her that he was confident that Diana's illness 

was the effect of some "melancholy vapour" that would pass. 108 His 
apparent interest in the details of his children's health and his response 

to their childish letters speak to the same quality in him. Rachel wrote 
later that William was a true "partner in all [her] joys and griefs." 109 

Rachel described her married life as one of "great and true hap

piness made up of love and quiet at home, abroad friendships and inno
cent diversions." 110 The "diversions" mentioned in letters to William 

when he was away were probably no different from the ones she enjoyed 

when they were together. They included shopping with her sisters or 

sister-in-law, Diana, Lady Alington; visiting and receiving friends and 

relatives, especially her half-sister Elizabeth, married since 1673 to 

Ralph Montagu and living nearby; and playing a variety of card games, 
such as backgammon, ombre, and beast, sometimes for money. 111 

Rachel does not mention attending the theater, as she had done before 

her marriage to William, but it seems a reasonable guess that they both 
enjoyed this popular entertainment when they were in London. If this 
assumption is correct, then it is clear that the Russells' sympathy for 

Dissent did not include the proscriptions that Nonconformists placed, at 
least in theory, on card playing and theater going. It cannot be said that 

Rachel was a political hostess or that she created a salon of intellectuals 
of any kind. But men from the highest reaches of government and poli
tics and their wives were among her circle of friends, and the conversa
tions that she reported inevitably included politics. 

It seems virtually certain that the "quiet at home" did not in
clude wide reading. William's reading habits did not, so far as can be 
determined, change very much from those established in his youth. 
A fter marriage he showed some interest in astronomy, once ordering 
two copies of a book on that subject, one in Latin, one in English.112 

Plainly, the order shows that he kept up an ability to read Latin, in which 

he had been so well schooled as a youngster and prodded as a young man 
by his tutor to continue. He also read religious tracts, Rachel referring 
one time in 1682 to an unidentified book that had made William "in love 
with heaven." 113 While he seldom read statutes, he read newssheets and 

current polemical political tracts. Rachel herself was an avid reader of 
domestic newspapers, referring specifically to the Gazette, the Mercury, 

and French "prints." 114 According to an observer, the daily news and 
the "politics of Europe" were the staple of Russell's conversation, 115 
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and Rachel's volubility virtually assures that she would want to talk 
about what she was reading. Rachel infrequently mentioned the Bible 
and devotional literature, but it cannot be doubted that she regularly read 
such material. In the absence of household accounts, which might have 
shown expenditures for books, one has to conclude from the available 
evidence that reading serious literature was not important to William nor 
to Rachel at this period of her life. 

But Rachel was serious about religion, and almost certainly 
because of her influence, William became more devout after their 
marriage. Sympathy for Nonconformity, established in their youth, 
continued to inform both their attitudes. William, in particular, devel
oped a sharply anticlerical view of the Anglican church and an obses
sional hatred for Roman Catholicism which was reinforced by his fear 
that the Anglican church was becoming infected with popery. But appar
ently, the thought of breaking with Anglicanism was never seriously 
considered. Because of the absence of William's papers and the paucity 
of the letters that have survived, it is impossible to say how Russell 

expressed his religion within the domestic sphere. There is no evidence 
of lengthy sermons and high-minded discourse following them, as was 
the case in Rachel's father's household, but prayers were regularly said 
twice a day. 116 In 1679 Russell appointed as his chaplain the Reverend 
Samuel Johnson, a radical preacher and pamphleteer devoted to the 
principles of Nonconformity, toleration, and limited monarchy. Johnson, 
who became "warmly attached" to Russell, felt that his chaplaincy 
"proved to their mutual satisfaction." He influenced and/or reinforced 
William's views, especially on the question of the right of resistance, to 
which, as we will see, Russell adhered during his imprisonment in 
1683, despite efforts to convince him otherwise. 117 Vigorous in person
ality, intransigent in principle, and courageous in the face of persecu
tion, Johnson would have raised the level of intellectual conversation in 
the household. Lady Russell must have approved of his views. She kept 
him on as her chaplain after William's death and assisted him in other 
ways. In 1689 Johnson dedicated his tract Remarks upon Dr. Sherlock's 
Book (written originally in 1683), to the Russells' son, and when his 
works were printed in 1710, the title page bore the words The Works of 

the Late Reverend Mr. Samuel Johnson, Sometime Chaplain to The 

Right Honourable William Lord Russell. It seems unlikely that either the 
dedication or the reference to Johnson's serving Russell as chaplain 
would have appeared had Johnson thought that Lady Russell would 
object. 

Rachel's sympathy for Nonconformity was surely strengthened 
by her French uncle, Henri de Ruvigny. De Ruvigny visited England fre
quently: on three short missions between 1660 and 1665, in 1667, in 
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1671, from November 1673 through June 1676, in 1678, and in 1681. 
He often saw the Russells. 118 One probable consequence of his in

fluence was that Lord Bedford allowed a nonconformist Huguenot con
gregation to settle on his estate at Thorney (where French Protestants 
had found refuge since 1652) and, perhaps at the instigation of Rachel 
and her uncle, granted them special privileges. Services in the parish 
church, which was under Bedford's sole jurisdiction, were conducted 
alternately in French and English, and parish records were kept in both 
languages. The congregation numbered over one hundred individuals in 
the mid-1670s. 119 

Rachel's great happiness in her husband's love and in her chil
dren, as they arrived, heightened her sense of God's presence and love. 
She was deeply grateful for these blessings and thanked God regularly 
for them. But perhaps because illness and death had been ever-present 
in her early years, Rachel was fearful that her happiness might not last 
and anxious that she and William prepare themselves for life's tribula
tions and for death. In 1672 she wrote a letter to William that had the 

character of a prayer and, in view of future events, of a prophecy. "What 
have I to ask," she wrote, "but a continuance (if God see fit) of these 
present enjoyments? if not, a submission, without murmur, to his most 
wise dispensations and unerring providence; He knows best when we 
have had enough here; what I most earnestly beg from his mercy is, that 

we both live so as, which ever goes first, the other may not sorrow as for 
one of whom they have no hope." She went on to say that they should live 
in the confidence that God would support them in whatever "trial he will 
inflict." Excusing herself for dwelling on such a topic, she explained that 
it came from "her opinion" that if prepared, "we can with greater tran
quillity enjoy the present"; and when death comes, "it will be for the 

better, I trust, through the merits of Christ." Daily prayer would prepare 
them to face death without fear and thus to live life with "light 
hearts." 120 But she begged God to spare her and William the "sharpest 

trials" and to dispose their minds and hearts to submit to His will. 121 

Rachel's reaction to the death of her sister, Elizabeth Noel, in 
March 1680 was prophetic of her reaction to William's death later on. 
Reflecting the intensity of the sibling affection the two women had had 
for each other, Rachel felt that she had lost her dearest friend and wrote 
William despairingly that he was the only friend she had in the world. So 
uncontrolled was her grief that she feared God might "try [her] with 
greater crosses." 122 Rachel felt that she should possess "a resigned 
will" in the face of earthly sorrows and a "strong belief " that the expec
tation of eternal bliss with God made earthly afflictions inconsequential. 
But she was not able to achieve such an attitude; her passionate nature 
rebelled against it. 
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During the fourteen years that Rachel and William were married, 
only a few instances of discord seem to have marred their relationship. 
In old age Rachel blamed herself for failing to bear quietly William's 
"infirmities" and for "provoking" him by her "impatience." 123 We 
know of specific instances of tension between the couple only indirectly 

from oblique references in Rachel's letters. The references themselves 

reveal Rachel's nature. She was strong-minded and independent enough 

to tell William when he had done or said something that caused her pain, 

but she buried her distress in expressions of affection and did not permit 
the disharmony to become destructive. Throughout her marriage she 

bound William to her by unfailing devotion. 

The first minor disequilibrium found reflection in a letter of 
August 23, 1675. Rachel wrote that she loved to be talking with him, 

"though he does abuse poor me sometimes." Her remark suggests that 
William teased her sometimes about some aspect of her behavior or atti
tude. She went on to complain that William had "vexed" her "bravely" 

over a letter that she had received from Jack Vaughan (her brother-in

law, it will be recalled, from her previous marriage). She saw that 

William had opened the letter, but in confused language she explained 
away the incident and rushed on to say, "Oh, my best life, how long I 

think it since we were together!" 124 Another minor disharmony seems 
to have occurred the next year. On September 15, 1676, a month after 

the birth of Kate, Rachel remarked that although she had no greater 

pleasure than in writing to William, she had not indulged herself in 
doing so "because I do not know 'tis one to you." Her letter, she ex

plained, was simply to convey some necessary news. Again, in 1681, 
Rachel, while assuring William that she would have no true pleasure 

until she saw him again, added that she would forebear telling him "how 

I take your abusing me about my perfections. You should leave those 
things to your brother to say, when occasion serves." Again the implica
tion is that her husband teased her. On still another occasion in 1681 , 
while acknowledging her joy over William's expressions of love, Rachel 
noted that his letter contained "some alloys possibly ... but I defer that 

matter till Friday." Finally, Rachel rather ruefully confessed to feeling 
that William's interest in politics had taken precedence over everything 
else. Writing on October 20, 1681, about arrangements to rejoin her 
husband in London, Rachel asked him to reply the next day, "if you can 
think of anything but parliamentary affairs." 125 Such hints of marital 
discord are very minor matters in an intimate relationship; what they 
show is Rachel's determination not to allow the disharmony to grow. 

But there were, apparently, two rather serious disagreements. 
One occurred in March 1681 and concerned William's role in the up
coming Oxford Parliament. It will be discussed in the next chapter. The 
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details of the other episode are opaque and fragmentary, but seem to 

reflect Rachel's suspicions that William was indulging in a sexual excur

sion. To place this incident in perspective, one needs to recall that 

William had a reputation as a womanizer before he and Rachel married 

and that Rachel would certainly have known about that. A handful of 

hints in her letters intimate that she was a little anxious about his faith
fulness after they married. Her repeated expressions of thanks for the 

marks of his passion may well have reflected her relief on that matter. 

For example, in May 1672 Rachel wrote William about a visit that two 

ladies had paid her at their new house on Southampton Square. Refer

ring to them as Mrs. Laton and her "she friend, not yours, at least not 

your best (I praise God)," she reported that the two women had inspected 
the house and that William's former friend "praised it, and seems to like 

it, as well as you have done her." 126 The remark about his previous rela

tionship with this unidentified woman, however gently made, was still 

pointed and suggests some insecurity. 
A tasteless letter that Rachel received the next month from Colo

nel John Russell, William's uncle (the man who was involved with 

William in the episode in 1665 that landed them in the Tower), may have 
threatened her confidence in her husband. After discussing details 

regarding the diplomatic negotiations respecting the Third Dutch War, 
the colonel reported that the Dutch will offer England cautionary towns 
and "Dutch women to every governour since the females of our own 

country will not be persuaded which, I am sure, Mr. Russell believes 

not." Not content with that, John Russell continued his coarse remarks 

in a postscript in which he asked Rachel to tell William that he had a let
ter for him "which shall be his shame and to all his scandalous compan

ions, for women are honest to a fault." 127 There is no record of what

Rachel made of this, but one may imagine her distress at the intimations 

of William's loose sexual behavior. 
Two years later, in 1675, gossip circulated that William was a 

rival for the favors of Lady Jane Norwich, the wife of Henry Howard, 
earl of Norwich, and that William, George Villiers, the second duke of 

Buckingham, and James, duke of Monmouth, were involved in several 
compromising situations. The matter was made all the more awkward by 
the interest that the king, so it was said, had in the woman. 128 Whether
or not the rumor had any basis in fact is unknown, nor is it known 

whether or not such a rumor reached Rachel's ears. There is no reference 

to it in the Russell papers. If it were true, however, it added one more 
reason why both Buckingham and Charles II might dislike William 

Russell. And, true or not, if the rumor reached Rachel's ears, it obvi
ously would have distressed her. 

What may have been the most serious disagreement developed at 
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an unspecified moment, probably in the spring of 1680, when Rachel 

was at Titchfield and William in London. In an undated letter written on 

a Friday, Rachel complained of William's "most tedious absence," ex
pressed anxious concern over the state of his health, and stated her suspi
cions that he was delaying his return. She threatened that she would 

"either stay here till Monday or march to London to see how 'tis with 
you. For 'tis not public affairs I find hinders now." 129 If it was not pub
lic affairs that kept William in London, what was it? What would make 

Rachel declare, in language of unaccustomed firmness in her corre
spondence with her husband, that she would "march" to London? Why 

should she use such strong words, even though she buried them in a text 

that was otherwise loving? No other letters on the matter have survived, 
so it is not possible to discover the reason for Rachel's disquiet. It may 

have been concern for William's health; it may have been wifely outrage 
over suspicions of marital infidelity. Whatever it was, it did not last long. 
In the summer of 1680, Rachel, now pregnant, wrote William, who was 
at Stratton, "My dearest heart, flesh and blood cannot have a truer and 

greater sense of their happiness than your poor but honest wife has." 
Carried away by emotion, Rachel expressed the hope that William might 

continue to enjoy Stratton for fifty more years and that she might be by 

his side during that time. But she added a curious comment that supports 
the hypothesis that in the spring she had suspected him of infidelity. Fol

lowing the expressed hope that she might be by his side, she wrote, "Un
less you wish other at any time; then I think I could willingly leave all 
in the world, knowing you would take care of our brats." 130

The marital discord, whatever its nature, was really unimportant 
in the relationship between Rachel and William. In the final analysis, 

they enjoyed near-perfect marital harmony, based on love and passion 
for each other, devotion to their children , common concerns about their 
household and property, and mutual interest in religion and politics. 
When Rachel reflected on her private life with William after his death, 
she asserted that she had lived with him "in the highest pitch of the 
world's felicity"  and declared that when he died she had lost an "ines
timable treasure." 1.11 



. 5 . 
Politics� 1673-1683 

The center of Rachel's life during the years of her second mar

riage was, as we have seen, her husband, her children, and 

other domestic relationships. But as William's political career 

grew from 1673 to 1681 so too did Rachel's interest in politics. Opportu

nities for her to participate indirectly in public affairs multiplied. 

Through her contacts with well-placed people, Rachel kept Russell 
informed of political developments when he was out of town. She endeav

ored to comfort, advise, warn, and restrain him. Moreover, she provided 
a social link to people in public life whom he had not known before his 

marriage. Among the men with whom he was associated in politics were 

Rachel's relations: Shaftesbury, the founder and tactician of the Whig 

party ; Montagu, the English ambassador to France; and de Ruvigny, Jr., 
emissary from the court of Louis XIV. Russell's career and Rachel's 

connection with it illuminate the public dimension of family culture, 

highlight the limitations in political opportunities for a woman, and 
illustrate the dangers of opposing the government in late-Stuart England. 

Rachel's view of her role in politics was ambiguous. On the one 

hand, she saw herself in largely conventional terms. She had no personal 
political ambitions, as did Sarah Churchill. 1 Nor did she complain in 

writing about women's exclusion from politics, as did a few women dur

ing her lifetime. The attitude of Margaret Cavendish, the duchess of 

Newcastle, who bitterly denounced the political system and declared 

that it had imposed a "slavery " on women, found no parallel in Rachel's 

writing. 2 Rachel accepted without comment that according to custom 

(rather than law) she could not vote, hold public office, nor sit in the 

House of Commons. She was apparently unaware that during her life
time more men than ever before were voting and, with the expansion of 
the national bureaucracy, holding administrative office. 3 

On the other hand, Rachel's attitude and activities included un

conventional elements. As we have seen, her interest in politics and pub

lic affairs was well established long before her marriage to William. She 
admitted to being so "curious in seeking into the secret causes of events" 
as to fear herself at fault. 4 Like some other aristocratic ladies who were 
connected with the highest reaches of government through the men in 

• 71 •
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their families, Rachel simply assumed that she had a right to know what 
was going on in politics. She felt that the opinions and recommendations 
she proffered were worth listening to. She believed that her husband's 
political career and her part in supporting it furthered religious and 
political ideals that she favored. No more than William did she write 

about political ideas, but his actions and her apparent approval of them 
implicitly reveal the ideals of both. When she feared for William's 

safety, she forthrightly attempted to influence him. 
William's career in the House of Commons falls into two major 

parts: his movement from obscurity in 1673 to importance in 1678, 
when the Popish Plot broke, and his ascent to eminence from 1678 to 
1680, when he was described as the "governing man" in the House. 5 

Throughout this public career he conducted himself in a rash and im
petuous manner, boldly attacking the king's ministers and policies, 

aligning himself with the Country opposition in the House of Commons, 
and serving from about 1677 to 1681 in the Commons as the earl of 
Shaftesbury's most trusted ally as the Whig party emerged. His major 

contribution to politics was to champion fearlessly certain political and 
religious principles and to inspire men to follow his lead. In effect he 
transferred to politics the aristocratic, chivalric attitude that had in
formed his private lite. After King Charles II dissolved Parliament in 
1681, Russell became involved in conspiracies against the government. 
His career ended in 1683 when he was executed as a traitor, an event that 

brought wrenching change to Rachel's life. 

Rachel's active interest in public issues grew in tandem with her 

husband's political career. Her first contribution may have been to 
encourage him to take a serious interest in public affairs, as she was ac
customed to having male family members hold high office, and political 
service was expected of men in his social and economic rank. Also, 
Rachel was known to have imbibed her father's views, among them criti
cism of Charles II and his court as corrupt, immoral, extravagant, sym
pathetic to Catholicism, and inclined to favor absolutism. It is reasonable 
to think that she was alarmed by public events that appeared to confirm 
that assessment. Her long-term interest in politics, her later pride in 
William's success and recognition, and her confession that at some 
periods in her I ife she was greedy for honor support such a hypothesis. 6 

At the time of his marriage to Rachel in 1669 Russell was, as we 
have seen, a nonentity in House affairs, and so he remained in 1670. 7 

Two years later his role had changed enough for Rachel to include domes
tic and foreign news in her letters to him. 8 And during the next year, 
1673, he emerged from obscurity when he was named with others to dis
cuss House business with the lord chancellor, the earl of Shaftesbury, 
and was appointed teller on the nay side in a vote on a bill to incapacitate 
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Dissenters from sitting in the House of Commons. 9 Two acute political 

observers-Sir William Temple and King Charles II-singled him out as 

a member of a group in the House of Commons that was especially 

alarmed over the Third Dutch War and the condition of Protestantism in 
Europe. 10 On October 31, 1673, for the first time in his life, he opened 

a major debate. 
New, aggressive, and sometimes secret policies in finance, reli

gion, and foreign affairs, which had marked Charles H's government 
since 1670, fostered apprehension throughout the country that the court 
favored France, Catholicism, and absolute rule. 11 The conversion to 
Catholicism of James, duke of York, and his second marriage to an 

Italian Catholic princess, Mary of Modena, along with an increase in the 
numbers of Catholics at Whitehall and in London gave concrete evi
dence of the increasing influence of Catholics. Unless some miracle of 

biology or statecraft occurred to enable Charles to produce legitimate 
offspring, the Catholic duke would someday inherit the throne. One may 
be assured that William and Rachel regarded that possibility with horror. 

Furthermore, several controversial actions taken by king and 
court during the long intermission of Parliament from the spring of 1671 
to February 1673 were suggestive of absolutism. One was the Stop at the 
Exchequer on January 20, 1672, which brought money into the govern
ment without recourse to Parliament and ruined some bankers and in

vestors. Even more controversial was the Declaration of Indulgence 

issued on March 15, 1672, which granted some religious toleration to 

Dissenters and Catholics and reopened the sensitive question of the 
king's power to suspend and/or dispense with the law. Billeting, the use 
of martial law, and the very presence of soldiers, raised before and dur
ing the war with Holland, potentially threatened law, parliamentary 

government, and morality. Beginning in the spring of 1673 a propaganda 
campaign of pamphlets and tracts, mounted by the Dutch, depicted these 
and other policies as injurious to English liberties and to Protestantism 
every where. 12 These issues animated William's opposition to the govern
ment in the first phase of his career. 

Russell's speech of October 3 I , I 673, opening debate in Grand 
Committee on the government's request for money to continue the Third 
Dutch War, marked his first public expression of opposition to the 
government. Despite William's confessed inarticulateness, his speech 
was effective. "The business of the day is 'Money,' " he began, and con
tinued by saying that he "would rather be thought to mean well and 
speak ill than to betray the trust of his country." Money given to fight 

against Holland endangered the nation and Protestantism. Expressing 
himself in rash terms, Russell hinted that the king's ministers had 
"betrayed their trust" and urged the House to tell the king so plainly, as 
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earlier parliaments had done, by refusing to grant any supply at all. 13 
Although Russell's proposal failed and more moderate views prevailed, 
this speech launched his career. 

It is not known whether he discussed the substance of his remarks 
with Rachel, but she may have contributed to forming the views that he 
expressed. It is known that in the previous year she had followed the 
news of the naval battles and reported it to William. She revealed 
sophistication and depth of knowledge in suggesting treachery on the 
part of the French. 14 Furthermore, knowledgeable men, such as Colo
nel John Russell, William's uncle, had written her in detail in June 1672 
about the war and prospects for peace with Holland. 15 And news that 
Louis XIV regarded the war as a "Catholic war" to crush Protestant 
Holland, obtained probably through Rachel's Huguenot relatives, may 
have contributed to Russell's decision to speak out. 16

Over the next four months, until the end of February 1674, when 
Charles II prorogued Parliament for over a year, William emerged as an 
emphatic supporter of the opposition. During this time Rachel gave 
birth, on January I 7, to the girl named Rachel, and it is likely that her 
time and thoughts were otherwise occupied. There is no evidence of her 
reaction to her husband's continued criticism of the government. Once 
more, on January 12, Russell took the initiative, introducing the idea 
that the king's ministers should be brought to account. Again, his speech 
was effective. Exempting Charles from blame, he urged the House to 
discover "the authors of our misfortunes, the ill ministers about the 
king." Reinforced by senior members, on January 14, William vig
orously supported a motion to remove George Villiers, the duke of 
Buckingham. Again he employed inflammatory language, declaring that 
a "knot of persons" close to Buckingham "who have neither morality 
nor Christianity," had "turn[ ed] our Saviour and Parliaments into ridi
cule and contrive[d] prorogations." 17 As a result of the debate, the 
House prepared addresses for the removal of Buckingham and of John 
Maitland, the duke of Lauderdale. From the very beginning of his 
career, William was fearless in attacking men who held high office. 

Russell also joined others in criticizing the government's han
dling of the army. In a debate on February 7 he inferred that "CABAL
Interest" had "set up an army to establish their interest," and concluded 
his speech with an ominous and intemperate remark: "This government, 
with a standing army, can never be safe; we cannot be secure in this 
House, and some of us may have our heads taken off." 18 At the end of 
the debate, members voted to declare that continuing any forces other 
than the militia was a "great grievance" and voted to petition the king to 
disband all troops that had been raised since January I, 1663. 19 

In 1675 Rachel resumed her self-appointed role of keeping her 
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husband informed about public affairs when he was out of London. In 
February when he was at Stratton, she sent him copies of the Gazette and 
the Mercury. Assuring William that she had "asked everyone I see for 
news," she reported rumors about candidates for the position of chief 
justice, and relayed a gossipy account about the jealousy at court be

tween the duke of York and Henry Savi le, which, in view of the episode 
four years before involving Savile and Rachel's sister, must have 
delighted Russell. Intelligence about the court's interest in seeing a naval 
report prepared by the Dutch admiral, De Ruyter, and the progress of 
French arms reached William through Rachel's letters at the time he was 
preparing for the new session of Parliament, which opened in mid-April 
1675.20 Printed sources supplied some of Rachel's news. People with 
access to the inner circles of government also provided her with infor
mation. They included Lord William Alington, her brother-in-law, M.P. 
for Cambridge; the earl of Bedford; Francis Charlton; the Honorable 

Conyers Darcy, her stepmother's husband; her half-sister Elizabeth and 

her husband, Ralph Montagu; Lady Shaftesbury and Shaftesbury him
self; Spencer; and Colonel John Russell, William's uncle. 

Only a few letters from William to Rachel during the years from 
I 673 to 1683 have survived, although Rachel's references to others 
prove that he wrote often. 21 In one letter, written from London on Tues
day, August I 0, 1675, Russell reported that he had discussed with Henri 

de Ruvigny, Rachel's French uncle, the fall ofCrequi. This confirms that 
the two men enjoyed a friendly relationship at the time. He filled his let
ter with other public news: a rising among the Bretons in Normandy, a 
disturbance among French weavers in Moorefields, and the feeling 
among "knowing people" that Parliament would not meet until Febru

ary. He confided his interpretation of events, the court's response to 
French reverses, and the significance of the fall of Crequi. Apologizing 

for the shortness of this lengthy letter, he said he had several more stories 
to tell her which slipped his mind. 22 This single letter suggests the 
regularity with which William and Rachel corresponded on public 
affairs and testifies to his confidence in her interest and judgment in 
politics. 

No comment from Rachel about William's role in either the 
spring or fall parliamentary session has survived. But the record makes 
clear that he continued to oppose the government at every turn, resisting 
a motion for customary thanks for the king's opening speech, serving on 
a committee to draw up reasons why Lauderdale should be removed, and 
calling for the impeachment of Thomas Osborne, earl of Danby, the lord 
treasurer and the third minister whose dismissal he had demanded. 23

Moreover, in October 1675 he took part in a stratagem to obstruct the 
king's business by igniting anxiety over standing armies and English 
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soldiers serving in the French army in ways that revealed his willingness 
to use unfounded rumor in the service of political tactics. 24 By the time 
the king prorogued Parliament on November 22 for fifteen months, 
William had further increased his visibility and identified himself 
strongly with extremists in the Country party. 25 A friend of the court
expressed the hope that before Parliament reconvened, Russell's two 
brothers-in-law (Lord Alington, his sister's husband, and Edward Noel, 
Rachel's sister's husband), "might do some good with him." 26 That did 
not happen. 

Another influence Rachel had on William's political career was to 
introduce him to the earl of Shaftesbury, a critic of the government since 
1673, who became the organizer and tactician of the Country opposition 
and then the Whig party. Russell and Shaftesbury were so far apart in 
age, temperament, and political attainment and status that they probably 
would not have established so much as an acquaintanceship had it not 
been for the connection through Rachel. In 1677 Russell was a man of 
thirty-eight, a large, active, genial, unbookish person of still modest 
attainments, whereas Shaftesbury, in his mid-fifties, was a short, slight 
person, whose health had never been robust and who carried a per
manent drainage tube in his abdomen, left there following a spectacu
lar operation in 1668 for a hydatid cyst on the liver. 27 Whereas Russell 
had held no office beyond minor local ones in Bedfordshire and 
Hampshire, 28 Shaftesbury had occupied some of the highest posts in 
the nation-under-treasurer, president of the Council of Trade, chancel
lor of the Exchequer, and lord chancellor. Highly intelligent, a skilled 
orator, ambitious to exercise power, and willing to use almost any politi
cal means to attain his ends, Shaftesbury was also deeply committed to 
certain political and religious attitudes. He favored limited monarchy 
and toleration for Dissenters; and expressed hatred of Catholicism and 
arbitrary government, devotion to the rule of law, fear of standing armies, 
and respect for the landed, well-to-do classes. Russell, as we know from 
his actions and speeches, shared these views. 

Rachel enjoyed a warm relationship with Lord and Lady Shaftes
bury, and close ties bound the two families. Their estates Jay near one 
another in Hampshire. Marriage linked them: in 1655 the then Anthony 
Ashley Cooper married as his third wife Margaret Spencer, Rachel's 
cousin. 29 Shaftesbury owed his start in Restoration politics to 
Southampton, who, as treasurer, used his influence to win him appoint
ment as chancellor of the Exchequer and under-treasurer. Jo 

Rachel and her cousin Margaret, ten years her senior, were good 
friends. Both women were intelligent, thoughtful, interested in politics, 
and sincerely religious. JI Rachel and Margaret spent part of the sum
mer of 1662 together at Bath, where the earl joined them.32 In 1675,
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1676, 1677, and 1679 Margaret either called on, dined with, or played 
cards with Rachel . One time she stayed for three weeks with her. 33 

When Wriothesley was born in 1680, Margaret stood as godmother.-14 
The two women comforted each other in the trials that their husbands 
brought to their lives, as in 1681 at the time of the Oxford Parliament, 
when Margaret was desperately afraid that Shaftesbury would be 
arrested, or after William Russell's execution, when Margaret was the 
only woman that Rachel invited to be with her. 35 In September 1683 
Lady Shaftesbury addressed Rachel in a poignant letter of sympathy as 
"my best and dearest friend." 36 In a later letter Margaret subscribed 
herself as "unimaginably passionately affectionately yours." 37 

Rachel had still other contacts with the Shaftesbury household. 
Margaret's brother, Robert Spencer, was a source of news of public 
affairs, as was Francis Charlton, Shaftesbury's one-legged cousin. 38 

Rachel met John Hoskins, Shaftesbury's solicitor and probably his kins
man, at Shaftesbury's house and formed such a good impression of his 
abilities that after William's death she asked him to advise her on legal 
and business matters. 39 Further, it is likely that Rachel was acquainted 
with John Locke, who was not only Shaftesbury's physician, adviser, and 
intellectual companion, but also was physician and traveling companion 
to her half-sister Elizabeth Percy, countess of Northumberland. 40 

Whether Russell met Locke in these familial circumstances is unknown. 
Since William was not a man of ideas, a friendship between them is 
unlikely. No letters between them have survived. Yet they must have 
seen each other more often than the one specific record of an intended 
meeting in August I 680 would suggest. 41 

There are no surviving comments from either Russell or Shaftesbury 
about the other. But it is obvious that Shaftesbury was the dominant 
figure in the relationship. Shaftesbury would have respected William for 
his energy, fearlessness, selflessness, growing popularity, and willing
ness to accept direction from him. Russell's noble family, familial and 
kinship connections, wealth, expections of inheriting a title and even 
greater wealth, and reputation, since his marriage to Rachel, for honesty, 
morality, and religion were all extremely useful to Shaftesbury. Russell 
would have admired the older man for his experience, past offices, bold 
leadership, and ideals. 

The relationship between Shaftesbury and Russell deepened, and 
when Parliament reconvened in I 677, William had become one of 
Shaftesbury's most trusted and dependable allies in the House of Com
mons. From the time of the Popish Plot, which broke in the autumn of 
1678, and the ensuing Exclusion Crisis, which lasted until the dissolu
tion of the Oxford Parliament in March I 681, Russell was Shaftesbury's 
"point man" in the Lower House. The role placed him on the extreme 
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edge of issues and in the spotlight and was fraught with potential hazard. 

During the short parliamentary session from mid-February to 

mid-April 1677, when Russell was absent on estate business, Rachel 

intensified her efforts to keep her husband informed. She wrote in April 

that she had tried to gather news because she wanted to "entertain your 
dear self the better by this letter; ... for all my ends and designs in this 
world are to be as useful and acceptable to my Mr. Russell as I can."42

She traveled about London with her sister Diana, Lady Alington, and 

talked with Lord Alington (who gave her a copy of Charles's message to 

the House of April 11), Sir Hugh Cholmondeley, and her cousin 
Spencer. Thus fortified, she wrote her husband a lucid, sophisticated, 

and comprehensive account of the results of a debate in the House of 
Commons, the attitude of the Lords, and the view of the court towards 

the proceedings. She also copied Charles's speech for William. 43 Still 
further, Rachel made herself visible for the first time by dining with 
Shaftesbury in the Tower. 44 Her visit was, in effect, a political act, and 
a bold one. 

This visit to Shaftesbury is the only evidence available from 1677 
to suggest that Rachel approved of his views and thus of the part Russell 

played in the Commons in forwarding them. Shaftesbury, along with 

three other peers, was sent to the Tower on February 17. The circum
stances were as follows. On February 15, the day Parliament opened, 

Shaftesbury and three other peers in the House of Lords caused Russell 
and others in the Commons to introduce the proposition that the parlia

ment was dissolved. The move was a sharp rebuff of the king, who, in 

opening Parliament and asking for supply, had promised to do every
thing consistent with "Christian Prudence" to preserve the Protestant 
religion as established by the Church of England and to secure property 
and liberty. 45 In both Houses the main argument was that ancient laws, 
dating back to the fourteenth century, required Parliament to meet at 
least once a year; the prorogation had lasted fifteen months, and hence 
the body was dissolved. 46 Such an argument threatened a prerogative of 
the crown to call and dissolve Parliament at its pleasure. 

While Russell did not contribute to the substance of the debate, he 
helped to sharpen the issue. Admitting that "he was no great reader of 
Statutes and therefore is no competent judge of those mentioned," he 
moved an address to the king that Parliament was dissolved, so that the 
issue could be settled.47 The proposal had no success in either House, 

in part because members were disinclined to give up their seats. 48 In the 
Commons, support was lacking to bring the question to a vote, which 
made more visible the few men, Russell among them, who promoted the 
issue. The four peers were sent to the Tower on February 17 for their 

part in the action, and Shaftesbury stayed there for almost a year. Loy-
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ally Russell on February 20 sought permission, as was required, to visit 

Shaftesbury but was turned down, thereby making Rachel's subsequent 
visit all the more prominent. 49 

William's social status was enhanced with the death of his elder 
brother in January 1678. William assumed the courtesy title of Lord 
Russell and the position of heir to the Bedford title and fortune. Now that 
his rank equalled that of her first husband, Rachel adopted his name and 
was known henceforth as Lady Russell or Rachel Russell. 

Lord Russell's new status facilitated his moving into a position of 
genuine consequence in English politics when Parliament reconvened in 
January 1678 after a prorogation of eight months. In February and 
March he and opposition peers engaged in secret conversations with 
emissaries from France. In the autumn, he exploited the Popish Plot for 
partisan purposes. As before, Russell's actions and language were rash 
and fraught with personal risk; they alarmed Rachel, who sought to 
restrain him. But the steps he took served the principles of the 
parliamentary opposition, inspired less brave M.P.'s, and won William 

their admiration. 
Rachel also influenced William's career by introducing him to her 

French uncle, Henri de Ruvigny, Sr., and her cousin, Henri, Jr. Between 
1667 and 1676 her uncle served as an envoy from Louis XIV. De 
Ruvigny and Rachel had always been fond of each other, and he saw the 
Russells often. De Ruvigny, who was in his seventies and held a high 
place as spokesman for French Protestants in Louis XIV's government, 
was respected for his "eminent administrative powers and great dex

terity." Under a "very plain exterior," he used both candor and finesse.50 

It is unlikely that de Ruvigny and Lord Russell would have established 
a relationship at all had it not been for the connection through Rachel. 
De Ruvigny and Russell, however, became friends. In 1673 Henri may 
have confided to William (who in turn told Rachel) that he had ap
proached Shaftesbury with a view to bribing him to support the interests 
of France.51 If this story is true, the Russells knew firsthand that the 
French government had contrived to bribe M. P's to achieve a policy con
genial to their interests. Apparently they did not object, for the intimacy 
with de Ruvigny remained intact. 

De Ruvigny, Jr., a man of thirty years in 1678, was also an inti
mate of the Russells. In part because of that, Louis XIV sent him to 
London armed with money to see how the mutual interests of the parlia
mentary opposition and the French government might be served. 52 The 
French court entrusted the task to young de Ruvigny rather than to his 
father because they felt that the latter was too old to undertake it. The 
younger de Ruvigny had already had experience under his father's guid
ance in influencing members of the English Parliament. The French 
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counted on Russell to introduce Henri "into a great commerce with the 

malcontented members of Parliament." They were also prepared "by the 
means of Will Russell" and others to pay Whigs for their help. 53 

In February and March 1678 Lord Russell and Denzil, Lord 

Holies, met with de Ruvigny. It was not the first time that French emis
saries and members of the parliamentary opposition had met for an 
exchange of news, views, and, often, bribe money. 54 But this was the 

first time that Russell had taken part in such an encounter. 
William was willing to engage in these secret conversations, the 

discovery of which could have ruined his political career, and Rachel 
apparently approved because of the apprehension and confusion gener
ated by Charles II's domestic and foreign policies in 1677 and 1678. On 
the surface at least, a diplomatic revolution conceived by Danby had 

changed England's foreign policy from pro-French to pro-Dutch. 55 

Charles would propose peace terms to France and Holland and, if they 

were rejected, ally himself with Holland. The policy required an army, 
Danby said, which would enable Charles to "speak boldly" to Parlia

ment asking for a liberal supply in exchange for disbanding the soldiers. 
This new approach was sealed by the marriage in the fall of 1677 of Prin
cess Mary, the duke of York's elder Protestant daughter, to her cousin, 
William, prince of Orange, Louis XIV's inveterate foe. Louis XIV re
jected Charles's peace proposals, tried to sow dissension among the 
allies and between Holland and England, promoted the idea in England 
that an army threatened the liberties of the people, and prepared to bribe 
members of Parliament not to fund an army for war against France. 56 

Faced with Louis's rebuff, Charles in the fall of 1677 recalled English 

troops serving in France, thereby making good his threat to assist 
Holland. 

The question observers asked was, Do these public steps reflect 
a genuine change in policy ? Or are they a pretense enabling Charles, 
with the connivance of Louis XIV, to raise men and demand money, and 
when accomplished, to arrange a peace with France and use his troops 
to destroy parliamentary liberties and Protestantism? Many people, 
Russell among them, sincerely feared the latter. Charles had put his 
critics in an awkward position by ostensibly embracing an anti-French 
foreign policy just as they had urged him to do. They were reluctant to 
support that policy with men and money because they distrusted the 
king. One way to resolve their dilemma was to discover the real inten
tions of Charles and Louis. Such was the purpose of Russell's meeting 
with de Ruvigny, Jr. 

Apparently well prepared for the meetings, perhaps through 
briefings by Shaftesbury, 57 Russell forcefully stated his suspicions that 
a secret treaty existed between Charles and Louis. He indignantly turned 
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aside de Ruvigny's suggestion that France should bribe M.P.'s to secure 
their vote against giving money for war with France, saying that he 
"should be very sorry to have any commerce with people capable of 
being gained by money." But he took de Ruvigny's suggestion of bribing 
M.P.'s to mean that there was no secret treaty between England and
France. Acknowledging the difficulties in bringing along the House,
Russell said that he and his friends would "work underhand" against in
creasing money for war against France and would add such disagreeable
conditions to the grant already made that Charles would prefer peace to
accepting them. He affirmed that he and his friends wanted only the dis
solution of Parliament. Assuring de Ruvigny that such were Shaftesbury's
sentiments, Russell said that he would "engage" Shaftesbury in the af
fair but speak to no one else about it. William suggested that de Ruvigny
and Shaftesbury meet "one of these days" at Southampton House. 58 

Always on the side of extreme measures, Russell asserted that he was re
solved to attack Danby, the duke of York, and "all the Catholics."59 

Following this meeting in March, Russell and Holies, joined by 

Buckingham and Shaftesbury, met at the beginning of April with the 
French ambassador, Paul Barrillon, marquis de Branges. 60 Expressing 
renewed anxiety over Charles's intentions, they suggested that Louis 
should ask Charles point-blank whether he intended peace or war. 
Russell reasoned that the question would not cause war, if war were not 
already planned, and it would prove that Louis had no secret agreement 
with Charles to use a sham war to destroy English liberties. Barrillon 
believed that this proposal aimed either to force a war between England 
and France, thereby protecting Parliament from the army, or to win as
surance of Louis's protection should a domestic crisis develop between 
Charles and his critics. Should these conversations be revealed they 
clearly would embarrass the English participants. 

Rachel certainly knew of these meetings, and it is likely that she 
approved of them. Her half-sister, Elizabeth, wrote to tell her that 
de Ruvigny was coming and to assure her that his mission would not 
harm William. 61 Moreover, an urgent letter Rachel wrote to William a 
year later, in February 1679, suggests that she approved of her husband's 
contacts. In the letter she said that she needed to see William "to dis
course something of that affair that my uncle was on Sunday so long with 
me about. It is urged, and Your Lordship is thought a necessary person 
to advise about it."62 If Rachel had disapproved of William's conversa
tions with her French cousin in 1678, it seems unlikely that a year later 
she would have allowed herself to be drawn into a lengthy discussion 
with her French uncle on a matter that she veils in oblique language. 
Further, her note implies that she herself was willing to promote 
William's discussions with the French even after the potentially damag-
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ing episode in the Commons over the de Ruvigny meetings, to be dis

cussed. To do that suggests a boldness that matches William's, notwith
standing her deepening concern for his safety. Finally, the warm familial 
relationship with the de Ruvigny family continued, another indication 
that Lady Russell did not disapprove of the meetings. 

The conversations testify to the central place William had as
sumed in the opposition in the Commons. Barrillon acknowledged this 

role, referring to Russell and "his cabal."63 The talks show that William 
was able, whether by instruction or his own resources, to effectively 

carry on delicate conversations. Moreover, they illustrate still again his 
bold courage. It was obviously a risky business for anyone to engage in 
conversations with representatives of a foreign power which they pub
licly decried, the more so for a rapidly emerging leader of the opposition 
in the House of Commons. Finally, they testify to Russell's moral 
strength. Not only did he express abhorrence of the idea of accepting 
money from the French; he resolutely refused to accept money. There is 
no evidence either that he distributed bribe money to fellow Whigs. 64 

If the participants thought that these talks would be kept secret, 
they were mistaken. Montagu wrote Danby as early as January 1, 1678, 
all he knew of the de Ruvigny mission and later offered advice to Charles 
through Danby on how to handle it. He specifically mentioned that 
Russell, the contact person, was expected to introduce de Ruvigny 
to opposition members. 65 His report, of course, was a duty of his post, 
but a contemporary believed that Montagu also wanted to "libel" 
Russell in revenge for Russell's opposing Montagu's marriage to Lady 
Northumberland, Rachel's sister. 66 The news of de Ruvigny's mission 
and Russell's part in it spread rapidly enough to reach the ears of at least 
one court supporter by January 14, and if it went that far, one may be 
sure it went farther still. 67 

In the meantime, Russell and his colleagues in the House of Com
mons faced the problem of holding rank-and-file members of the op
position to the strategy discussed with the French without revealing 
that strategy. The difficulties they encountered reveal that the Country 
party was not especially well organized at this time. For example, on 
March 14 Sir Gilbert Gerrard urged the House to ask Charles for an 
immediate declaration of war on France, his purpose being to assure that 
the army would be rapidly employed away from England. But at the 
instigation of Shaftesbury and certainly with prior planning, 68 Russell 
was quick to derail the motion by raising the specter of a Catholic men
ace. Russell moved that the House "set the saddle on the right horse" by 
going into a committee of the whole to "consider of the sad and deplora
ble condition we are in, and the apprehensions we are under of popery, 
and a standing army; and ... of some way to save ourselves from 
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ruin."69 His tactic was successful. Others expressed concern about sad
dling the right horse too, and the House, despite objections, galloped off 
to a lengthy debate that took them far afield from the idea of declaring 
war on France, with the result that Gerrard's motion failed. 70 

Lady Russell followed the Commons debates carefully and with 
mounting anxiety for the safety of her husband. During one of them in 
March 1678, she had a note delivered to William while the House was 
in session. She had heard of his intentions from her sister-in-law Diana, 
who had overheard William discussing his plans with Lord Alington. 
Rachel understood that William intended to "take notice of the business 
(you know what I mean) in the House." "This alarms me, and I do ear
nestly beg of you to tell me truly if you have or mean to do it." Un
abashed in offering her judgment, Rachel warned, "If you do, I am most 
assured you will repent it." Suggesting that she had raised such a ques
tion with him before, she wrote, "I beg once more [italics supplied] to 
know the truth." Rachel concluded with a special appeal to William's 
obligation to her. She said, "If I have any interest, I use it to beg your 
silence in this case, at least today." 71 The note is of uncommon impor
tance. Her use of the phrase "once more" suggests that Rachel had im
portuned her husband to tell her what his plans were more than once. It 
indicates that in this instance he had not confided in her, and that she had 
refused to be silenced. It also shows that Rachel believed that she pos
sessed information indicating that William would repent the move he 
planned. But unless William moderated even stronger motions than the 
ones he offered, the advice from his wife went unheeded. Yet it must 
have made some impression on him, for he preserved the note. 

In subsequent weeks Russell continued to be in the forefront of 
the attack on the government. On May 7, 1678, probably at the instiga
tion of Shaftesbury, 72 Russell promoted a resolution for the removal of 
the king's counsellors. Blaming the king's advisers for waiting so long to 
assist the enemies of France and asserting that the nation could expect 
no improvement so long as they remained in office, he seconded the 
motion to name Lauderdale in the address and also probably supported 
another resolution which named Danby. 73 The king was genuinely 
outraged at these steps, 74 and once more Russell had aligned himself 
with the opposition in an action especially offensive to the court. It is a 
reasonable presumption that Lady Russell did not endorse these moves. 

In the autumn the political situation changed dramatically. The 
Popi sh Plot was revealed by the king at the opening session of Parliament 
on October 21, I 678. That revelation confirmed the parliamentary 
opposition in its worst fears. Some people, Russell among them, sin
cerely believed in the reality of the plot. 75 What Rachel thought is un
known. Others, especially Shaftesbury, were skeptical about the 
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genuineness of the plot, but saw it as a political weapon to be used 
against the government. However viewed, the Popish Plot became a 
cause celebre and the justification over the next three years for the cam
paign to exclude the duke of York from the succession. 

Lord Russell cooperated with Shaftesbury in the latter's efforts to 
exploit the Popish Plot in the service of removing the duke of York from 
the succession to the throne. 76 On November I Shaftesbury led the 
Lords in agreeing with the Commons that a "damnable plot" existed and 
on November 2 introduced a motion that the duke of York should be 
removed from the king's "Councils and publick affaires."77 Coordinat
ing strategy, Russell, two days later, introduced the same motion in more 
extreme form, asking that the duke be removed from the king's presence 
as well as his council. 78 In an "unusually able speech" using language 
close to that of Shaftesbury, William asserted that "all our dangers 
proceeded from the duke of York, who is perverted to popery, and from 
him only." Softening this audacious attack, he insisted that he had great 
respect for the duke, but declared that his virtues "did but enhance our 
dangers." Although enthusiastic support existed for the motion, 79 a
majority of M.P.'s were reluctant to proceed. Their reluctance revealed 
fissures in the ranks of the opposition and also the effectiveness of 
Charles's response to the motion: on November 9 in a formal ceremony 
in the House of Lords the king promised to do all Parliament might ask 
to protect the Protestant religion so long as the "right of succession" and 
the "descent of the Crown in the true I ine" were preserved. 80 The 
House declined to take action on Russell's motion.81 But his motion 
again demonstrated his willingness to advocate an extreme course of 
action. His courage and conviction won him the admiration of the 
House. 

In late November 1678 rumor reached the duke of York that 
Charles II's bastard son, the duke of Monmouth, had held "cabals" with 
Russell and "others of that gang" and talked of putting Monmouth for
ward as successor to the throne. 82 Whether the rumor was true or not, 
it could not have endeared William to James. If Lady Russell heard of 
these meetings, she left no record of them. 

William's prestige in the House was so high that he escaped severe 
damage when in December 1678 his meetings with de Ruvigny were 
revealed in the political cross fire between Danby and Montagu. 83 In 
the course of the dispute Danby unveiled letters written by Montagu in 
January about the de Ruvigny mission. His purpose was to demon
strate that the parliamentary opposition was in league with France. But 
his ploy boomeranged. Russell, the only one named in the letters, was 
not above using a duplicitous remark to protect himself. Appealing to 
the House, he said, "I defy any man alive to charge me with any dealings 
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with the French. My actions here have given sufficient testimony to the 

contrary."84 His remark, however, was unnecessary, for fellow M.P.'s 

rushed to exculpate him. Among them was Montagu himself, who in
sisted that he and his wife looked upon the de Ruvigny mission as a joke 

because they knew that the French could get nothing out of Russell. 85

The prevailing opinion was that the letters had been produced by the 

court "with some design against" Russell, and that William was "most 

remarkable in his affections to the good of the Nation." Members 

decided not to enter the letters in the House journal lest they draw a 

"dark paraphrase upon this noble Lord's actions." Thus, Russell es

caped what could have been a devastating blow to his political career. 

The outcome of this episode might have been different. A remark by one 
member suggests misgivings in some members' minds. Colonel Titus 

said, "All we here very well understand Lord Russell's character. But 

how after ages may understand it, I know not."86

William and Rachel do not seem to have blamed Montagu for this 

episode. Perhaps they reasoned that he was fulfilling his responsibilities 

as ambassador in reporting the de Ruvigny mission and accepted his 

assertion that he and his wife laughed at the thought that France would 

benefit from a meeting with William. The Russells apparently dismissed 
the rumor that Montagu had sought revenge for Russell's opposing his 

marriage. Russell probably applauded Montagu for helping to achieve 

Danby's downfall. There was certainly no rupture between the two fami
lies. Rachel even expressed sympathy for Montagu when she reported on 

January 4, 1679, that he had been summoned before the council to "see 
his cabinets opened." "The poor man," she wrote, "is delivered out of 

a peck of troubles, one may perceive."87

Within a fortnight of the revelations of the Danby-Montagu cor

respondence, on December 30, 1678, Charles II prorogued Parliament, 

and he dissolved it on January 30, 1679. A long-standing goal of the 

opposition had been achieved. The ensuing election of a new parliament 
and then the mounting excitement over Exclusion sealed until the eight
eenth century further interest in Russell's involvement with the French 

emissaries. 

The parliamentary elections that took place in January and February of 
1679 testify to William's newly elevated political status. There was no 
thought that Russell should stand for Tavistock in Devon, the borough he 

had represented for eighteen years. 88 He was nominated as knight of the 
shire for Bedfordshire and Hampshire and was returned for both coun

ties, an unusual honor. 
William and his associates worked hard to win this election. He 

visited both counties, spent considerable money for feasting and enter-
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taining, and almost certainly saw to it that campaign pamphlets and 

tracts were distributed. 89 Whether or not William presented a speech 
before the electors, a device that became a feature of elections in 
1681 ,90 is unknown, but in view of his verbal inaptitude it seems un

likely. Russell may have used underhanded methods to forward his 
chances in attempting to discredit his opponent in Bedfordshire. It was 

claimed by Thomas, Lord Bruce (eldest son of the earl of Ailesbury, the 
lord-lieutenant of the county), that before the "pretended plot" broke, 

Bedfordshire gentlemen had pledged their support to Bruce. But Lord 
Russell's "party," at Russell's "instigation," circulated a rumor that 

Bruce's father did not believe in the plot. Bruce blamed his defeat on this 
malicious gossip.91 The earl of Ailesbury was also furious at the "ill 
offices done him in the county."92 Whatever his means, Russell was a 
great success. He won handsomely in Bedfordshire, by five hundred 

voices, it was said. 93 Much to the relief of the Bedfordshire men-who, 

Rachel reported, were "ready to break their hearts" had the decision 
been different-William chose to represent Bedfordshire rather than 

Hampshire. 94 

Rachel attached great importance to the election. During 

William's absence, she made a concerted effort to collect election news 
for him, "coast[ing] the town," as she put it, making a "dozen visits" 
(including one at Whitehall), asking questions, dining at Shaftesbury 's 
house, and often dropping by Montagu House for the express purpose of 
uncovering political news. 95 The news she garnered kept William 

abreast of events that he could not otherwise have known in a timely way. 

For example, Rachel told him of Lord Ailesbury 's reaction to his son's 

defeat in Bedfordshire, of the Bedfordshire gentlemen's anguish that he 

might not represent them, and of the status of other candidates. She 
relayed the remark that Charles made upon learning that Shaftesbury 
had written his followers not to choose fanatics. In his amusing way the 
king said that "he had not heard so much good of [him] a great while." 

Rachel also provided William with sympathy, support, and 
encouragement. She comforted him with the thought that "the enjoy
ments at sweet Stratton, will recompense all." Referring to how difficult 
his situation would likely be "in town and country " because of some 
unidentified problem, she wrote, "My love, I am in pain, ... because I 
am sure you must have a great deal." When Russell received accolades 
of praise from fellow political leaders, Rachel reported all that they said, 
remarking that "my heart thinks abundantly more is due to my man." 
Her letters about the elections show strikingly how small a part she 
played in the process and how deeply interested she was. 

William's success on the hustings elevated his reputation with 
Shaftesbury and other opposition leaders. Russell had become so much 
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a part of the inner circle of opposition leaders that portions of a letter 
from William to Rachel were read aloud to Shaftesbury's dinner guests. 
Shaftesbury jocularly said to William Sacheverell that Russell was the 
"greater man," for Sacheverell was "but one knight, and Lord Russell 
would be two." Sacheverell rejoined that "if it were in his power 
[Russell] should be a hundred." Indicating his high opinion of Russell, 
Shaftesbury marked him "thrice worthy" in lists he made of parliamen
tary members he could trust. 96 

Lady Russell was undoubtedly with Lord Russell in London dur
ing the spring parliamentary session from mid-March to mid-May 1679, 
for no letters have survived from these months. Thus, there is no indi
cation of her reaction to the steps he took in the House. One move pro
vides an example of Russell's willingness to separate himself from 
Shaftesbury. The Commons faced the question of how to deal with 
Danby, who stood charged of treason because of the revelations in his 
correspondence with Montagu. Shaftesbury wanted to disable Danby by 
expedients short of an attainder. 97 The Lower House wanted to attaint 
Danby, in part to underscore their right to punish a minister, and Russell, 
remaining silent in the debates, went along with them. With Whig party 
stalwarts he was appointed on March 27 to the committee on the bill for 
summoning Danby to surrender himself or face attainder. 98 The upshot 
of subsequent maneuvering in both Houses was victory for the Commons' 
bill and the imprisonment of Danby in the Tower. The episode illustrates 
that Shaftesbury lacked firm control over the forces of the opposition. 

Another step Russell took during this session marked a watershed 
in his career. On April 27, deeply alarmed by news that the French 
intended to bring the duke of York back to England by force, members 
of the House opened the issue of how to protect the Protestant religion 
in the reign of the present king and "his successors."99 In this debate 
Russell made the most powerful speech of his career. 100 Charging the
House with "but trifling hitherto," Russell declared that "if we do not 
something relating to the succession, we must resolve when we have a 
prince of the popish religion to be papists, or burn." ''And I will do nei
ther," he said defiantly. He vigorously denied that his ownership of 
abbey lands had promoted his anti-Catholicism. Stressing his scorn for 
Catholicism and also revealing a capacity for coarse humor, he went on, 
"I despise such a ridiculous and nonsensical religion-A piece of wafer, 
broken betwixt a priest's fingers, to be our Saviour! And what becomes 
of it when eaten, and taken down, you know." Expressing hope that the 
present House would "neither be bribed, corrupted, nor cajoled, nor 
feasted into the giving up the grand concerns of our religion and prop
erty," he moved for the appointment of a committee to draw up a bill "to 
secure our religion and properties in case of a popish successor." Im-
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plied in the speech was a preference for limiting the power of the king 
rather than excluding York from the succession, 101 but Russell's speech 

was critically important in the movement towards the first Exclusion Bill. 
Russell's speech almost certainly had a dual purpose. It served 

also to reassure the House that he had not been co-opted by the king, for 

just a week before, on April 20, I 679, he had accepted a summons from 

Charles to become a member of the newly constituted thirty-member 

Privy Council. 102 It was the first administrative office of any conse

quence that he had held. His appointment testifies to the position he 

had achieved. This body was the brainchild of Sir William Temple, and 

one of its purposes was to bring in members of the opposition and in

volve them in the work of government. The king's announcement of the 

new appointments had provoked skepticism and scorn in the Lower 
House. 103 Further, on April 22, rumor circulated that Russell would be 

appointed governor of Portsmouth. 104 William may well have designed 

his forceful speech on April 27 to blunt the suspicion that preferment 

would silence him. 

The result of William's motion on April 27 was a resolution, 

passed unanimously, that the duke of York's religion and the expectation 
of his accession have encouraged conspiracies of papists against the king 

and Protestantism. Russell was selected to carry the resolution to the 

House of Lords for their concurrence. That same day the House in

structed the committee of safety it had appointed a month before to draw 

up an "Abstract of such Matters as Concern the duke of York" respecting 

the plot. 105 

The report of this committee on May 11 provided the context 

within which the first Exclusion Bill was introduced. Russell, who was 

not a member of the committee, inflated the evidence it presented of 

York's correspondence with popish leaders. William cited still another 
letter "of a more desperate style and matter of any of the rest." 106 He 

did not, however, reveal his position on limitations or exclusion, and the 

fact that he was not named to the committee to draw up the first Exclu
sion Bill suggests that his views were still ambivalent. 107 On exclusion, 
as on a number of other issues, the Whigs were not a monolithic body, 

as has sometimes been suggested. 
Russell had to make a decision on exclusion on May 21, when the 

House divided on the second reading of the Exclusion Bill. As a promi
nent member of the House, he could not absent himself to avoid the vote, 
as many members did. He voted for exclusion. 108 In electing exclusion 
over limitations, he took a position different from that of his best friend, 

Cavendish, and became closer than ever to Shaftesbury. He explained 

later in his scaffold speech that he chose exclusion because he believed 

that limitations smacked of republicanism. From this date on, excluding 
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York from the line of succession to the throne became the central goal 
of Russell's political activities. The matter was not put to the test in May 
I 679, for on the twenty-seventh the king prorogued Parliament. 

In the absence of Parliament, the Privy Council offered Whigs the 

only institutional forum within which to exert pressure on the king. 

Russell stayed a member for almost exactly nine months, until the 

end of January 1680, drawing upon himself the still deeper enmity of 
the king. He deliberately identified himself with Shaftesbury, who 

was made lord president, and, alone among councillors, followed 

Shaftesbury's lead in promoting the idea of exclusion. As Shaftesbury 
became increasingly isolated, so too was Russell. 109 Russell irritated 

Charles. On June 6, when the council was discussing the rising of the 

Covenanters in Scotland, Russell expressed wonder that the trouble had 
not occurred sooner, "since His Majesty had thought fit to retain incen

diaries near his person, and in his very Council." His meaning was that 

Lauderdale was to blame for provoking the revolt by his cruel rule. 
When Lauderdale made a move to leave the meeting, the king, in an 

oblique slap at Russell, said, "No, no, sit down my Lord. This is not a 

place for addresses." 110 And in a direct slap, Charles refused to dismiss 

his minister. 111 A month later, on July 10, Russell, Shaftesbury, and 

"two or three more" responded "with the greatest rage in the world" to 

Charles's announced decision to dissolve Parliament and summon 

another one for October 7. That summer Charles remarked to a friend 

that he would soon be parted from "Russell and his party." 112 

The parliamentary elections in September underscored anew 
Russell's standing in the country and Rachel's active interest. Despite 

the king's efforts through Lord Ailesbury to defeat him, William won 

reelection in Bedfordshire. 113 And, once again testifying to his great 

popularity, Russell also won reelection in Hampshire. There, the mar

quess of Winchester, allegedly without William's knowledge, proposed 

him when the freeholders met about the election. "Although at a great 

distance," he defeated Edward Noel, his brother-in-law. Word of 
William's success reached Southampton House while Russell was "cam
paigning" in Bedfordshire and Rachel opened the letter addressed to 

William, "curiosity inviting me," she confessed. The Hampshire elec
tion preceded that in Bedfordshire, and Rachel, believing that once 
elected, William could not be elected twice, wrote, "I know not how you 
are to behave yourself." She sought advice from her brother-in-law, 
Lord Alington, who reported that William could stand in Bedfordshire 
and would have a fortnight after the House convened to decline one of 

the elections. Alington predicted that if Russell declined in Hampshire, 

then Noel would win. 114 

Russell again declined Hampshire, and Noel was then elected. It 
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may have been that Winchester proposed William as part of a "deep 
stratagem": Russell would decline to serve, a by-election would be 
necessary, and a second Whig would be elected, a result which could not 
be assured on the day of the first poll. 115 If the stratagem in Hampshire 
had indeed been executed without Russell's knowledge, Rachel was 

among the first to see the complications for her husband. 
But Parliament did not meet in the fall. On October 14 Charles 

dismissed Shaftesbury as lord president of the Privy Council and on Octo
ber 17 prorogued Parliament to January 26, 1680. 1 16 Russell was again 
outraged, but his protests and those of others were turned aside, and 

rumors circulated that Russell and his friends Cavendish and Capel 
would resign.117 The last meeting of the council that Russell attended 
was on November 7, 1679, 118 but matters did not reach a climax until 
January. On January 26, the day Parliament was to have met, Charles 
formally prorogued it; and four days later-urged on by 

Shaftesbury 119-Russell, Cavendish, and two others resigned from the 
Privy Council in a body. Observers described the episode as "unprec
edented," "remarkable," and ominous. 12

° Charles openly displayed his 
delight in seeing these men go, granting them permission to withdraw 
"with all my heart." Privately he expressed contempt for them.121 

The next ten months of 1680 were difficult ones in the Russells' 
private and public life. Tension between the king and his critics con
tinued to escalate, with mutual suspicions deepening-of a government 
coup on the one hand, of an uprising on the other. Lady Russell's per
sonal life was somewhat disordered. The death of her sister, Elizabeth, 
in March filled her with sadness. The unexplained disharmony between 

her and William in June surely did likewise. Moreover, she was pregnant 

with her last child for much of the time, giving birth to a son on Novem
ber I, 1680. 

Yet, Rachel increased her efforts to serve as her husband's "in
former." Declaring her intention to "suck the honey from all that will be 
communicative," she enlarged her sources to include a privy councillor 
(unidentified); a "black coat" (meaning a cleric); Henry Sidney; Sir 
Thomas Cheeke, son-in-law of Philip Sydney, earl of Leicester; Lady 
Inchiquin, a lady-in-waiting to the princess of Orange; and perhaps Lady 
Harvey, Montagu's sister, who was deeply involved in politics. The 
result was that Rachel conveyed news that few people could have known 
about at the time. For example, she reported that the lord mayor of Lon
don had examined some men charged in the Prentices Plot; that the 
council intended to discuss the imminent reappearance of Monmouth, 
who, "great talk" had it, intended to raise a regiment; that there were 
rumors of a "new plot" involving Monmouth and Shaftesbury; that 
"most" people were predicting that following the meeting of the council 
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in June the king would convene Parliament.122 Of possible importance 
in reinforcing Russell's belief in the validity of the evidence that William 
Bedloe (Titus Oates's accomplice) had presented in the Popish Plot was 
Rachel's report that Bedloe, dy ing of fever, had declared on his deathbed 
to Sir Francis North that all he had told was true.123 Finally, she hinted 
in a letter that she had advised William to seek an accommodation with 
the duke of York. "I hear," she wrote in June, "you had the opportunity of 
making your court handsomely at Bagshot"-where James was staying 
-and she went on to observe rather ruefully, "if you had had the grace
to have taken the good fortune offered." 124 It is no wonder that by autumn
of 1680 Rachel regarded the times as "crazy" and offered the prayer that
God would preserve her and William from the "sharpest trials." 125 

Such cautionary sentiments at no time made an impression on 
William. Although his activities are clouded, he continued to meet with 
radical Whig leaders. In April rumor had it that Russell, Shaftesbury, 
Cavendish, and Monmouth were meeting in "cabails" at a different 
house each night to lay "their heads together to oppose [the king's] in
terest ... in Parliament or elsewhere." 126 In May when the king suffered 
another illness, they reportedly met to discuss contingency plans in case 
of his death, Shaftesbury telling the group that many eminent men in 
London had said that if Charles died and if he, Monmouth, and Russell 
would assist them, they would rise in revolt to prevent York from suc
ceeding to the throne. 127 In public William was appearing openly, in
deed provocatively, with radical Whigs. With Monmouth he attended a 
splendid dinner held in London in May where one toast was "The confu
sion of all pretending Popish successors!" 128 It could not have been just 
coincidence that much to Bedford's indignation the king pointedly 
declined an invitation to dine early the next month.129 Russell also 
signed a paper entitled "Reasons whereupon the duke of York may most 
strongly be reputed and suspected to be a Papist," the basis for present
ing James as a recusant to the Middlesex Grand Jury.130 Russell ap
peared with others in the Court of Requests on June 21 and again on 
June 30 to enter the information.131 Their effort failed, but it identified 
Russell with extremists. In July an observer described him as "a blind 
follower" of Shaftesbury, and as "great a Commonwealth man as Alger
non Sidney." 132

Rachel could not have been ignorant of the public events with 
which Russell was associated, but whether she knew of the private meet
ings of the "cabails" is unknown. She does not mention these episodes 
in her letters, but one would not expect her to refer to them; she was too 
astute for that. However, anxiety over William's safety threads through 
her letters, possibly reflecting knowledge of her husband's clandestine 
affairs. 
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Throughout the parliamentary session lasting from October 21, 

1680, to January 18, 1681, others deliberately tried to inflate concern 
about James's succession by linking the duke to the Popish Plot. To that 
end, Thomas Dangerfield (a man with a criminal record who since 1679 
had testified as needed about aspects of the Popish Plot) appeared in the 
House on October 26 and swore that James had tried to hire him to kill 
the king. It was within this context that Russell on October 26 delivered 

a speech that prepared the way for the second Exclusion Bill. With his 
usual rhetorical extravagance, Russell declared that "this Parliament 

must either destroy Popery, or they will destroy us; there is no middle 
way to be taken, no mincing the matter." His motion, that the House con
sider means to secure the government and religion, and "provide against 
a popish succession," passed unanimously.133

William was in the forefront of the tactical maneuvering that un
derlay the second Exclusion Bill. 134 He kept the issue before the House 
even while it debated other issues and then, on November 2, the day af

ter the birth of his son, took a direct initiative which resulted in a resolu

tion to bring in a bill to disable the duke from inheriting the throne of 

England. 135 William was the first man appointed to the committee to

draw up the bill, which meant that he served as chairman, if usual prac

tice was followed. So well prepared was the committee, which included 
many seasoned Whig leaders, that only two days later William presented 
the second Exclusion Bill for a first reading. 136

On November 6 Tories tried to derail the bill by arguing that it did 
not name a successor to James. The tactic aimed to divide the Whigs, 
who were far from united on a successor, and to embarrass them by 
charging that failure to name a successor implied an intention to set up 
a commonwealth. 137 But the House finally agreed to instruct the com
mittee to add a proviso to the bill that exclusion extended only to the 
duke. 138 The proviso that Russell brought back from the committee on 
November 8 read ambiguously that "the Crown shall descend to such 
person, during the life of the duke of York, as should inherit the same, 
in case the duke were dead." 1 39 The language preserved the right of
Princess Mary but did not specify her by name, nor did it deny the 
claims of others. 

Three days later, on November 11, the Commons passed the bill 
without a division and deputed Russell to carry it to the Lords. 140 The 
House's sense of urgency, well illustrated by their requiring the clerks to 
stay up all night to engross the bill, 141 was frustrated, for when Russell 

reached the Upper House that day, it had adjourned. For four days 
Shaftesbury and others engaged in complex negotiations to assure the 
success of the bill. On the fifteenth, William could contain his impa
tience no longer. Somehow he got the bill in his hands, and although 
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"many" M.P.'s wanted to delay still longer, Russell's "impetuous temper 
and exceeding ardour. .. hurried him with such violence that he run 
away with it." Seeing him depart, a "great crowd" of members followed 
him. In the crowd were the lord mayor of London and the aldermen who 
were M.P.'s, their presence underlining the support of the City for exclu
sion.142 When the bill was delivered to the peers about I l:00 AM., men
from the Commons "gave a mighty shout" and were answered by some 
peers with a "very great acclamation." 143

The defeat of the bill, accountable to the superior rhetoric of 
Halifax and the presence of the king throughout the long debate, which 
lasted until 10:00 PM , 144 was a severe disappointment to Russell. So
distraught was William that his language matched his impetuous action. 
He said that if his father had voted against exclusion, he would "have 
thought him an enemy to the king and kingdom" and concluded, "I hope 
that if I may not live a Protestant, I shall die a Protestant." 145 Such
language was suggestive of violence, as was that of some other M. P.'s, 
and it is possible that at about this time Russell, along with Monmouth, 
Lord Grey of Werk, and others, heard Shaftesbury recommend in
surrection. 146

At about this time Russell adopted an extreme position on the issue 
of the duke of York. He felt that James should be tried-and executed-as 
a traitor for his alleged activities in the Popish Plot. This solution, shared 
by "some others equally violent," went beyond even Shaftesbury, who, 
reasoning that the king would never let his brother be brought to the 
block, was content with exclusion and exile. But Russell argued that while 
York would not return in the earl's lifetime, "we who are younger" had 
reason to fear that he would "take revenge" on them. 147 At the time of his
arrest and trial Russell disavowed any thought of using violence against 
the king and his brother and brought in witnesses to testify to his charac
ter. Whig historians are agreed that he was incapable of violence, but, as 
we have seen, Russell had indulged in violence in his youth and chosen 
the army as a career. This idea of how to solve the problem of York really 
is not incompatible with his personality. 

News that William held this view circulated widely enough for 
Barrillon to report it to Louis XIV. 148 So it almost certainly was known
to Charles and James and would not have endeared Russell to either of 
them. It may be that the memory of this idea was in Charles's mind when 
he rejected Rachel's pleas for her husband's life with the remark that if 
he did not have Russell's head, Russell would have his. 

For the rest of the parliamentary session William and other Whig 
leaders contrived to keep exclusion alive while doing everything possi
ble to embarrass the government. One tactic was to charge royal minis
ters with promoting popery. From November 13 to January 7, l 68 I, 
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Russell participated in attacks on four crown officers: Sir George Jeffreys, 

then recorder for London; Sir Francis North, lord chief justice of the 
Court of Common Pleas; Sir William Scroggs, lord chief justice of the 

King's Bench; and Laurence Hyde, a lord of the Treasury, and York's 
brother-in-law. 149 

These men-Jeffreys, North, Scroggs, and Hyde-were all 

powerful individuals who remained in the king's favor. Some of them 
would play a part in Russell's treason trial two and a half years later. 
None could be expected to forget that Russell was prominent among the 
Whigs in the Commons who were determined to remove them. Russell, 
however, remained silent when Halifax, Rachel's kinsman, came under 

fire. 150 Perhaps Halifax's gratitude that Russell had no part in the reso

lution calling for his dismissal helps explain his sympathy towards 

Russell at the time of William's trial. 

A further tactic, aimed partly at refueling consciousness of the 
Popish Plot, was to bring to trial the five Catholic peers, including the 
aged William Howard, viscount Stafford, charged with complicity 
in the plot . On December 7, fifty-four peers, William's father among 

them, returned a verdict of guilty against Stafford.151 As was usual in 
the case of a peer convicted of treason, Charles commuted the barbarous 

sentence of hanging, drawing, and quartering to simple beheading, a 

step that moved the sheriffs of London to appeal to the House of 

Commons for a ruling. The grounds of the appeal were the apprehension 
that if the king could commute the form of the execution, he might be 
able to pardon the victim. Only after a couple of lawyers discounted this 

possibility did the Lower House agree to the commutation of the sen
tence. 152 These points are pertinent to Russell because rumor had it that 

he had objected to commuting the sentence. 153 The story gained cre
dence, and when Charles commuted the same sentence on behalf of 
William in I 683, he adverted to it. Assuming its accuracy, one must 
explain, as admirers of Russell have done, that surely the reason for 
William's objection was not bloodthirstiness, but rather the constitu
tional issue which had brought the London sheriffs to the House in the 

first place. 
Later in December, William and other Whig leaders turned to 

negotiating with the king to win him over to exclusion. Gossip circulated 
that during the Christmas recess, they and Charles reached a deal, 154 

whereby in return for the exclusion of the duke, the Whig leadership 
would bring Parliament to grant the king ample supplies and the power 
(such as Henry VIII had held) to appoint his own successor. The advan

tages to Charles would be financial security and power over his succes
sor, thereby making all claimants dependent upon him. Whig leaders 
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would win offices; Russell, for example, would be named governor of 
Portsmouth, a post earlier connected with his name. Shaftesbury dis
avowed these negotiations, once again illustrating Russell's independence 
and the absence of ironclad control over the Whigs. But the deal with the 
king collapsed. Charles prorogued the session on January 10 amid bitter 
exchanges with the Whig leaders. On the eighteenth he dissolved Parlia
ment and summoned a new one to meet at Oxford on March 21, 1681. 

This session of Parliament marked the apogee of Russell's politi
cal career. He was regarded as the "governing man" in the Commons. 
He addressed the House more often, rising sixteen times, and apparently 
spoke more effectively. For the first time in his life his speeches won 
praise. Indeed, it was said that only he and a handful of other former 
members could command the attention of the House. 155 His high stand
ing also won him more committee assignments than ever before. A phys
ical manifestation of his overwork and emotional strain during the 
session was indifferent health and nosebleeds. 156 

His contribution to the opposition was to move members along in 
face of doubts, indeed of retreat sometimes. He was always out in front 
on the issues, recommending an extreme tactic and showing no fear in 
his criticism of individuals at the highest reaches of government. His 
seeming willingness to sacrifice for his religion and government every
thing a man might hold dear-a devoted wife, a loving family, and great 
wealth and position-made him an inspiration to others. His steadfast 
adherence to certain political and religious principles further enhanced 
his reputation. 

Although Russell left no theoretical statement, as did his associ
ate Algernon Sidney, his speeches and actions reveal his views, and his 
scaffold speech reaffirmed many of them. Russell -wanted to restrict 
decisively the prerogative powers of kingship and shift authority to 
Parliament in such areas as foreign policy, appointing and dismissing 
royal ministers, standing armies, and calling and dismissing parlia
ments. He wanted Parliament-that is, men of substance-to exercise 
power. William believed in the right of resistance, a position implied in 
his parliamentary career and in the conspiratorial conversations with 
which he admitted a connection and reaffirmed when he was impris
oned. He was no republican or commonwealthman, whatever the sus
picions of some contemporaries. William expressed dismay when 
Slingsby Bethell, an acknowledged republican, was elected sheriff of 
London in 1680. 157 His decision to support exclusion over limitations, 
as already noted, rested on his conviction that limitations would leave 
the monarchy without sufficient powers. The French ambassador distin
guished Russell from the republican Sidney, say ing that William wanted 
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a king whom he would choose and a monarchy he would fashion. 158 

Still, if Russell's ideas on government had prevailed, a very different 

kingship from that of Charles II would have resulted. 
The energizing force in Russell's politics was his irrational hatred 

of Catholicism and dislike of High Church Anglicanism. The strong 

influence of Nonconformity and perhaps the fear (as his enemies 
charged and he denied) that a Catholic king would mean the return of 

monastic lands and the impoverishment of his family explain his atti

tude. The exclusion of York from the succession to the crown became a 

cause celebre in Russell's life. 
The recognition that Russell received in Parliament was matched 

by praise heaped on him by people outside. His enormous success in the 
elections testified to his widespread popularity; if the late seventeenth 

century had had approval ratings, Russell's would surely have stood very 

high on the scale. Personal letters, private toasts, and expressions of 

admiration over the preceding two years conveyed the same message. 
At least one printed tract singled him out for comment, calling him the 

"Tribune of the People," a title which, interestingly enough, Shaftesbury 
had applied to himself in the autumn of 1679. 159 So firm became his 
reputation as a champion of Nonconformity that in 1680 William Bates, 

a Presbyterian minister, dedicated a book to him, citing his efforts to 
achieve "union among all that agree in the substantial parts of doctrine." 
Bates heaped praise on William for his "excellent virtues," "inflexible 
integrity and courageous wisdom." 160 The publication of the book fur
ther identified Russell with the Dissenting community. But clearly his 

popularity extended beyond that; Burnet said that he "never knew any 
man to have so entire a credit in the nation" as William.161 

Russell's popularity in Parliament and country served him well in 

the elections to the Oxford Parliament in early 168 I. As before, Lady 
Russell kept him informed about election news. 162 He won again in 
Bedfordshire, but this time the Hampshire gentlemen made no effort to 
have him represent them. 

Lady Russell's anxiety mounted during these months over the 
dangers she felt William was courting. The result was a major quarrel 
between the two of them. The night before Russell left to attend the 
Oxford Parliament on March 18, they quarreled from seven in the eve

ning till nine the next morning. The next day Rachel wrote him con
tritely: "I hope my dearest did not [mis]interpret any action of mine .... 
I am certain I had sufficient punishment for the ill conduct I used, of the 

short time then left us to spend together, without so terrible an addi
tion .... I was really sorry I could not scribble as you told me you 

designed I should ... [for] I might have prevailed for the laying by a 
smart word or so, which will now pass current, unless you will oblige a 
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wife, after eleven years, by making such a sacrifice to her now and then, 
upon occasion offered." 163 In her voluble way Rachel probably urged 
her husband to follow a certain course of action at the upcoming Parlia
ment and met with his refusal. The letter demonstrates the strength of 
Rachel's convictions and concern for her husband's welfare and her 
unabashed boldness in haranguing him. 

Lady Russell followed the news of the Oxford Parliament closely, 
reading the king's speech in print before William had seen it, and report
ing the rumor (which she dismissed as groundless) that Shaftesbury had 
been impeached. Her concern for Russell continued. She wrote him 
anxiously, "Look to your pockets; a printed paper says you will have fine 
papers put into them, and then witnesses to swear." 164 Rachel's remark
must have referred to the efforts of the government to entrap its Whig 
opponents by planting incriminating papers on them.165 

Nothing untoward happened at the parliamentary session. 
Charles, who had entered into another agreement with Louis XIV for 
money in return for dissolving Parliament and not summoning another 
one, gave his Whig opponents little time to set out their predictable 
agenda. The first few days after the opening of the session on March 21 

were enlivened by the discovery of an alleged plot by Edward Fitzharris 
and some sharp exchanges about it. Russell was appointed to the com
mittee to draw up the impeachment against him. 166 On the twenty-sixth, 
the House turned to the central issue on the minds of all members, exclu
sion, and Russell seconded the bill proposed to eliminate the duke of 
York from the succession. The arguments and words he used sounded 
familiar. William recalled how long he had been of the opinion that 
"nothing but excluding the duke ... can secure us." "Should he come to 
the Crown, his power will be more .... Every day we see the sad conse-
quences of his power." Nothing else but exclusion would secure the 
nation. For the first time he justified his position on the grounds of his 
obligation to the county he served. After thorough debate, a resolution 
passed to bring in the third Exclusion Bill. 167 It was read a first time on 
Monday, March 28, and ordered read a second time the next day. But 
before further business could transpire, Black Rod knocked at the door 
summoning members to attend the king. Charles, arrayed in his robes of 
state, dissolved the Parliament. 

The dissolution of the Oxford Parliament deprived William and 
his Whig colleagues of a legitimate forum in which to press for exclusion 
and for changes in the ministry and in domestic and foreign policies. 
The new circumstances were exceedingly dangerous to anyone who 
infringed the law and defied the court. Lord Russell was indiscreet in 
public and private actions. What we know of Lady Russell shows her 
profound apprehension for his safety. 
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Briefly, the story of political developments from 1681 to 1683 
is this. 168 King Charles, with the enthusiastic cooperation of some 
Anglicans and Tories, continued an uncompromising campaign to 
remove his political enemies. His technique was to use the law to bring 
them to trial and to employ quo warranto procedures to gain control of 
local government and, through that, control of the House of Commons, 
should he ever decide to call another Parliament. The high-water mark 
of the government's campaign was its success in 1682-83 in achieving 
control over London by forcing the City to forfeit its charter and by the 
election of a Tory mayor and of Tory sheriffs, who would control the 
selection of juries. The court sought to depict itself as the champion of 
law and stability, whose policies would avert another Civil War. 

In the face of Charles's resurgent control and renewed popularity, 
Whig leaders sought to preserve the integrity of their party and embar
rass the court, and schemed about how to achieve their political goals 
using nonparliamentary and even violent means. Russell did not retire to 
Stratton, as his first biography declares, 169 but, rather, took a part in 
such activities. The role he played invariably aligned him with the radi
cal wing of the Whig party. In May and June I 681 he and a great many 
people-including Shaftesbury, Lord Howard of Escrick, and Grey
were present at the trial of Edward Fitzharris. 170 William probably had 
a special interest in the proceedings because during the Oxford Parlia
ment he had served on the committee charged with drawing up articles 
of impeachment against Fitzharris. At that time the House of Commons 
had tried to use Fitzharris to further their interests. The court regarded 
Fitzharris as potentially embarrassing and wanted him convicted, and 
thus the trial was seen as a test of strength between the court and the 
Whigs. In the event, Charles won, and the government used Fitzharris's 
testimony as grounds for arresting Lord Howard. 171 William was sin
gled out for notice as being present and, thus, marked again as a person 
opposed to the government. The results of the trial might well have 
warned a more cautious man. 

The next month, July 1681, Russell further irritated the court by 
meeting with the prince of Orange. The prince was visiting the king for 
the purpose, it was said, of reconciling him with his critics so that 
England would be in a position to aid the Netherlands in its ongoing 
struggle with France. With Charles's permission the prince had come 
to London, where Whigs, including Essex, Sir William Jones (the 
lawyer), and Russell, had approached him and arranged a meeting at 
Southampton House. 172 William's father was present and left an ac
count of what he himself said. Painting a picture of the nation's "most 
dismal condition" and expressing the idea that the prince's "interest and 
ours is the same," Bedford asserted that "a popish king must destroy 
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England." Implying support for helping Holland against France, he 
declared that England could "never be settled, great, nor considerable, 
but by being head of the Protestant party." 173

Unfortunately, the earl did not report the remarks of either 
Russell or the prince, but an anonymous letter to William dated August 3 
referred to the conversation. The writer noticed that there was much 
"contentment" to be derived from the "plainness" in Orange's views on 
international and domestic issues. But he felt that the prince would "not 
do us any good," because Charles's ministers had convinced him of the 
merits of the court's opposition to exclusion. 174 The comment is signifi
cant; if the prince opposed exclusion, he could not have won Russell's 
approval. Negotiations between Orange and the Whigs came to nothing. 

The prince declined an invitation to dine with the sheriffs of London, 
which would have identified him with the Whigs. Instead, he returned to 
Oxford, as Charles commanded him to do. 

The record of this encounter between William and the prince of 
Orange sheds little light on whom Russell favored as a successor to 

James. It does not rule out the prince of Orange, even though the talks 
were disappointing. Lady Russell's care in preserving the account 
implies that she regarded the interview as significant and, thus, that 
William did too. The attentions paid her by the prince's emissary after 

Russell's death, her friendship with Princess Mary, and the honors given 
the Bedford family after the Glorious Revolution suggest a commitment. 
Yet, William continued to be a friend of Monmouth and to be seen in 
public with him. 

In the autumn of 168 l William continued to be involved in politi
cal contests with the court. In September he was among a small group 
of men who "conjured" up opposition to Sir John Moore, the court
supported candidate for the position of lord mayor of London. These 

intransigent Whigs opposed Moore for many reasons, among them their 
concern about York's succession to the throne, for the lord mayor of 
London would play an important role in proclaiming the new king. The 
Whigs figured that if the king died soon, it would be essential to have a 
lord mayor sympathetic to their interests. 175 In the event, Moore was 
elected, his election marking another setback for the Whigs. 

Furthermore, Russell became more closely identified with 
Shaftesbury. The earl had been jailed in early July on a charge of trea
son, and on July 8 a grand jury, with Russell and other Whig luminaries 
in attendance, had refused Shaftesbury habeas corpus on grounds that 
the Tower was outside their jurisdiction. This ruling forced the earl to 
wait until the Court of King's Bench began its autumn term in mid
October to take further legal action. 176 Faced with an imprisonment of 
several months, Shaftesbury attempted in September 168 l to arrange a 
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deal with Charles for his release. 177 William was in London at about 
this time and may have consulted with Shaftesbury and his friends about 
the strategy. Since it failed, perhaps arrangements were then made that 
William should serve on the Middlesex grand jury. The Westminster 
panel-the list of names of men from which the grand jury would be 
chosen-was announced on October I by the radical London sheriffs, 
and it contained Russell's name. 178 

In mid-October Francis Charlton wrote William to urge him to 
return to London immediately for private business as well as for 
Shaftesbury's trial.179 Russell was back in London by October 20 and 
surely in court on the twenty-fourth when Shaftesbury petitioned for an 
immediate trial or release on bail. The court's ruling-that bail would be 
granted before the last day of term if there had been no prosecution
moved the government to decide to present evidence against Shaftesbury 
to a grand jury a month later, on November 24. 180 

These events deepened Rachel's concern for William's safety. In 
September she referred to "our enemies and ill wishers," and in October 
when Russell was in London attending the hearings about Shaftesbury's 
release, she wrote him anxiously, praying God to "direct" his consulta
tions and saying, "My dearest dear, you guess my mind. A word to the 
wise. I never longed more earnestly to be with you." Her remark sug
gests that she placed value on being present when Russell engaged in 
delicate political affairs. As the day drew near for the government to 
present evidence against Shaftesbury, her alarm intensified. On Novem
ber 22, Lady Russell cautioned Russell in these words, "One remem
brance more, my best life: be wise as a serpent, harmless as a dove." 181 

Her anxiety found further expression two days later when she wrote to 
Spencer to chastise him for failing to send her news and to express the 
wish that she were in London. 182 

Russell was not chosen a member of the Middlesex grand jury, 
but he almost certainly appeared at the proceedings against Shaftesbury 
when the grand jury brought in a verdict of Ignoramus, that is, refused 
to find a case against him. When Shaftesbury petitioned for release on 
November 28 in the Court of King's Bench, Russell and others put up 
£1,500 to meet the required bail. The size of his contribution testified to 
his commitment to the eari. 183 

On November 26 when William wrote Rachel of his intention to 
stand bail for Shaftesbury, he remarked that some of Rachel's friends 
thought that the "fair man" was "troubled" by the Ignoramus ruling. 
The "fair man" was almost certainly Monmouth, and his "trouble" may 
indicate alarm at what steps Shaftesbury might propose once he was 
released. This letter offers a frank and full accounting of political events 
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and provides further specific evidence that William not only kept Rachel 
informed but also confided in her. 184 

Russell apparently did little in the public sphere in 1682, but his 

known actions linked him still with radical Whigs. In July he was at 
Tunbridge Wells with a group of Nonconformist ministers and London 
citizens known for their vehement opposition to the government. They 
circulated printed tracts attacking the government. Among the papers 
was The Rights of the City, which was read aloud by a gentleman identi
fied as William's servant. 185 It excoriated the Tory lord mayor of 

London, Sir John Moore, for his alleged "misbehaviour" in the election 
of the City's sheriffs and warned him that Parliament, whenever it met, 

would call him to account. 
In September 1682 Russell was again visible, this time as one of 

many Whigs who joined the duke of Monmouth on his progress through 
northwest England. 186 Monmouth attracted large crowds, played the 
role of prince, and touched for the king's evil. Charles was incensed and 

ordered the duke arrested for causing a riot in Chester. Monmouth sub

mitted a habeas corpus and was released on bail, which was raised by 

Russell and other Whigs, who put up £2,000 apiece. 187 William's sup

port of Monmouth was, of course, known to the court. 
Finally, in the autumn of I 682 and the winter and spring of 1683, 

Russell engaged in secret conversations with Whig leaders who were 
considering the use of force to achieve their ends. The talks were either 
outright treason or close to it, and that William was present at some of 
them is indisputable. He himself admitted as much, and testimony to 
that effect comes from multiple sources. 188 Whether Lady Russell was 
aware of everything that her husband was doing is doubtful, but she may 

have known of meetings that were held at Southampton House. And she 

noted in her diary William's meeting with Colonel John Rumsey. 189 

Talk about the use of violence was not new, as we have seen. None of the 

plans was executed, and in angry frustration and to save his life, Shaftes
bury fled England for Holland, where he died in January 1683. 190 In 
his place, it was said, a Council of Six, of whom Lord Russell was one, 
continued in the spring of 1683 to engage in conspiratorial conversa
tions, but took no action. In the meantime, in March and again in May, 
reports of desperate plots against the king, involving Sidney and others, 
reached the government. 191 At the end of May, a man identifying him
self as privy to the plans of conspirators wrote Sir Robert Townsend an 

urgent letter begging him to persuade the government to take precautions 
to protect the king's life. He declared that the plan was to seize the king 
and the duke and to issue a declaration showing how the government had 
violated England's religion, laws, and liberties. The writer warned that 
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in every county and in all corporations there were men ready to "break 
out into a rebellion." 192 In June one of the conspirators, Josiah Keeling,
confessed all he knew to the government. William Russell and other Whig 

leaders were arrested and charged with treason. Within six weeks, Russell 
was dead, executed by Charles II's government as a traitor. 
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Trial and Execution 
of Lord Russell, July 1683 

lD 
On June 26, 1683, two years and three months after the Oxford 

"» Parliament was dissolved, William Russell was arrested and
sent to the Tower on suspicion of conspiring with other Whig 

leaders in schemes to raise rebellion by seizing the king's guards. On 
July 13 he was tried at the Old Bailey and found guilty of treason. On 
July 21 he was executed in Lincoln's Inn Fields. Lady Russell played an 
important role in these terrible events. Although she could have turned 
over to others the tasks she performed in her husband's behalf, she did 
not do so. Instead, using private and political contacts and personal 
appeals to the king and duke and calling upon the memory of her father's 
service to the royal family, she did everything she could, and assisted the 
efforts of others, to help prepare William for his trial and afterwards to 
save his life. 

Russell's trial and conviction play a role in English history and 
historiography that transcends the personal trauma that they represented 
to Rachel and William. Whig partisans and historians have charged that 
the court concocted what became generally known as the Rye House 
Plot, bribed the witnesses, and led them to implicate aristocratic Whig 
leaders so as to complete the destruction of the party. Russell's scaffold 
speech was the first printed piece to advance the notion that the govern
ment was guilty of his judicial murder. 1 That assessment became gospel 
thereafter in Whig political quarters. It underlay not only article 11 of 
the Bill of Rights (which held that jurors in treason trials ought to be 
freeholders), but also the reversal of Russell's attainder after the Glori
ous Revolution, the elevation of his father to a dukedom in 1694, and the 
Treason Trials Act of 1696. It was echoed in later Whig histories. Thus, 
for example, Rapin-Thoyras thought that Russell's death was "the most 
crying injustice, ever known in England." Charles James Fox concluded 
that Russell died not for his crimes, but for his virtues, and opined that 
when his memory ceased to be the object of "respect and veneration" 
then "English liberty will be fast approaching its final consummation." 
In a couple of sentences Macaulay expressed his conviction that Russell 
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knew nothing of plans for assassinating the king and that he had commit

ted no offense that fell under the law of treason. 2 In a variety of ways 

and for many reasons-personal, emotional, familial, and political

Russell was made into a martyr  who suffered at the hands of a tyrannical 
government, and so he has remained until today. No modern historian 

has studied Russell's trial closely, and only a few have raised doubts 

about the validity of such judgments. 3

Therefore it is essential to an understanding of both William and 

Rachel to try to reach a dispassionate judgment on whether or not 

Charles H's government was responsible for Russell's judicial murder. 

The basic question to be answered is, Did the government violate the 

laws of treason and criminal trial procedures, as such laws existed in 
1683? To do so one must bear in mind those laws, the substance of the 

charge, the treatment Russell received in prison and in court, the evidence 

against him and how it was gathered, the status of jurors and witnesses, 

and Russell's defense and the opportunities he had for preparing it. 
Russell's arrest came two weeks after the existence of a con

spiracy to murder Charles II and his brother James was revealed to the 
government. On June 12, 1683, Josiah Keeling, a London oilman and a 

"most perverse fanatic," who was overcome by guilt, remorse, and fear 

that someone might identify him as involved in discussions to that end, 
informed the government of what he knew.4 Alerted by Keeling's 
brother, Russell's Whig associates brought William word of Keeling's 

confession and at the same time urged him to give a signal for revolt. 

Russell declined to do so on grounds that "it was better some private 
men should suffer than the public be precipitated."5 This answer fore

stalled any uprising, and many of the principals fled England or went 

into hiding, one, Sir Thomas Armstrong, seeking haven in Southampton 
House. 6 A privy councillor was bewildered over how they could have 
been forewarned. 7 

During the next fortnight other informers and men they accused 
turned state's evidence, plea-bargained with the Privy Council to save 

their own skins, and implicated in the conspiracies aristocratic leaders 
of the Whig party, including Russell; Essex; Lord Grey of Werk; 
William Howard, baron Howard of Escrick; and Algernon Sidney. 

Keeling and his brother, John, who was brought in to testify, were 
the first to name Russell when they deposed on June 15 that they had 
been told that Russell had said that he "would use all his interest to 

accomplish the ... design of killing the king and the duke of York." 8 Ten 

days later, on June 25, Colonel John Rumsey, the nephew of a former 

major-general under Cromwell and himself a soldier in Cromwell's 
armies who had become a client of Shaftesbury's, claimed under exami
nation by secretary of state Sir Leoline Jenkins that in October or 
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November 1682 Shaftesbury had planned an insurrection. Responding 
to Jenkins' question about what persons of quality were to command in 
the uprising, Rumsey said that he had heard Russell named. 9 In a 
further undated confession, probably taken on the same day, Rumsey 
declared that Shaftesbury had sent him on November 2 to the house of 
Thomas Shepherd, a wine merchant and a probable relation of one of 
Shaftesbury 's gentlemen servants, 10 to meet Russell, Monmouth, Grey, 
Armstrong, and Ferguson to tell them that it was high time they came to 
a resolution about an uprising. Their answer was that their man in the 
west (John Trenchard) had said that things were not yet ready and that 
the rebellion should be postponed. Rumsey also deposed that he was told 
that Russell, Essex, Sidney, John Hampden, Robert West, and Robert 
Ferguson were in touch with people in Scotland and had committed 
themselves to raise £10,000 to buy arms in Holland. The plan was to 
begin the rebellion in Scotland and follow with uprisings in London and 
Taunton. Lord Howard, Rumsey said, was at first privy to the scheme, 
but later was left out because of his habit of indiscreet talk. 11 

This story was enough to move the Privy Council on June 25 to 
post a messenger to Russell's house in Southampton Square to prevent 
him from going out. Spy ing the guard, William dispatched Rachel to 
take counsel among unidentified "friends" about what he should do. 
Russell accepted their reading that to escape (which seemed feasible, 
since the back of Southampton House was left unguarded, perhaps on 
purpose to permit him to do just that) would "give the court too great an 
advantage" because it would "look like a confessing of guilt." This 
advice, reached after disagreement, apparently took into account that 
William (who later said that he had forgotten his encounter with Rumsey 
at Shepherd's house) was confident that there was no credible evidence 
against him.12 Notwithstanding Russell's confidence, it is certain be
yond doubt that by the end of the day, William's political papers had been 
destroyed. Otherwise, they surely would have been confiscated and used 
by the government, or, if they had been hidden so securely that govern
ment agents were unable to find them, Rachel would have preserved 
them as mementos of her beloved husband, as she did every scrap of 
paper his hands had touched. They have disappeared without a trace. 

What Rachel thought of the advice not to flee is uncertain. She 
may have favored flight, for in his scaffold speech Russell wrote that he 
had been "much pressed" to flee, and later Rachel was troubled by the 
thought that if "greater persuasions had been used" William might have 
escaped.13 

The next day, June 26, Russell was arrested and taken before the 
Privy Council. 14 The king, who participated actively in the interroga
tion, told Russell that he was not suspected of plotting to murder him, 
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but of being involved in schemes to raise an insurrection against the 
government. Russell appeared in "very great confusion," denied all 

knowledge of plans to raise a body of men in the west, and "refused to 

answer particular questions," but he did not deny knowledge of a general 
plot of rebellion. 15 Not surprisingly, he was sent to the Tower under

heavy guard. A privy councillor thought that Russell's situation was 

"very dangerous," his behavior before the king "very foolish," and his 

future prospects harder "than he may imagine." 16 But Russell appar
ently had no doubts about his prospects. He told a servant as he entered 
the Tower that he would not come out alive, and Rachel, so she said later, 
concurred with this assessment. 17 William's remark may, of course, be 
interpreted two ways, either as a comment on a despotic government or 

as a recognition of the strength of the case against himself. 
At least two of Russell's friends shared his reading of the serious

ness of his condition and offered to help him. Lord Essex, who was him
self under suspicion, decided not to flee lest that action strengthen the 
evidence against William. And Monmouth, who was in hiding to avoid 

arrest, a warrant for which was issued on June 28, offered to return to 
assist Russell with his defense. But William replied to the duke that it 

would be no advantage for his friends to die with him and declined the 
offer. 18 

The government continued to receive evidence linking Russell 

with a plot to raise an insurrection against the government. Between 
June 15 and July 11 a total of eleven witnesses incriminated Russell in 

depositions made before the Privy Council. 19 In addition to Keeling and 
Rumsey, men who named Russell included Colonel Thomas Walcot, a 

former lieutenant to Edmund Ludlow and one of Shaftesbury 's con
fidantes; Thomas Shepherd, the wine merchant mentioned by Rumsey ; 

and Lord Howard. Of them Howard's deposition was the fullest, most 
detailed, and most damaging. From the moment of his arrest, when he 
was found cowering in a chimney, Howard had announced himself eager 
to do whatever was needful to save his own life.20 His confession,
which was centrally important in convicting Russell and Algernon 

Sidney, achieved that aim. 

The interrogations of these persons were conducted by members 
of the Privy Council, often with the king himself and the duke of York 
in attendance. The available evidence shows that they were carried out 
in a fair manner, without browbeating or bribes.21 In contrast to proce
dures used a century before, prisoners were not brought before the coun
cil in chains nor threatened with or subjected to torture. One privy 
councillor, writing privately, asserted that at the beginning of the inves
tigations King Charles ordered that "all possible fairness" be used. 
No leading questions were to be asked that might prompt the prisoner to 
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accuse anyone. 22 A friend of Russell's, Dr. Gilbert Burnet, confirmed

this description, adding that the king insisted that witnesses must say all 

at once what they knew, to avoid "growing evidence," as Charles put it. 

The king "valued himself much" upon these methods, Burnet said. 23

Nonetheless, it must be recognized that these witnesses were 

themselves prisoners, that they were engaged in plea-bargaining to save 
their own skins, and that they had not as yet won a pardon. It is legiti
mate to think, therefore, that, although under oath, they might well have 

been inclined to tell the council what they felt would best help them

selves. At the same time, outright lies, without any substance in truth, 

would not serve either. The status of a plea-bargainer does not entirely 

discredit the testimony given, but it should weaken it. However, the 

practice of giving immunity to an accused person in return for evidence 
against others, called "turning king's evidence" in seventeenth-century 

England, was an old one, dating back to the Middle Ages and widely 

practiced since. The prevailing opinion then, contested by only one legal 

writer during the Restoration, was that no one better than an accomplice 

in crime could reveal the dimensions of that crime. Not until the eight
eenth century was it decided that the evidence supplied by plea
bargainers must be corroborated.24 So it is not surprising that at his

trial William sought in vain to discredit such witnesses and discount 

their evidence. It would have been a surprise had he succeeded. 

The general reaction of the court to the informations belies the 

charge that it concocted a story about plots to murder the king and the 
duke and to raise rebellion and set about to discover witnesses who 
would confess such schemes. As the revelations multiplied, the court 

displayed deep alarm, engaged in frenzied activity, and announced its 
determination to proceed only in ways according to law. The king 

hastened back to London from Windsor and appeared at Whitehall with 
a guard of 200 soldiers. 25 The Privy Council, frequently attended by 

Charles and the duke of York, met long hours almost every day. Charles, 

observers said, and the council, members declared, were genuinely per
suaded that a conspiracy to murder the king and the duke had existed.26

The lord keeper was so industrious that he neglected other legal busi
ness. For several weeks, nothing else got done at the highest reaches of 

the government. 27 Special attention was focused on London, the former

Whig stronghold; the lord mayor was asked to send a delegation to the 
king to report what had been done to disarm the disaffected in the City 
and to receive further assignments.28 Numerous instructions went out
to local officials in all parts of the country to keep a strict watch on all 

ports, bridges, and passes, and on all creeks in Surrey; to hunt down and 
arrest persons named by the informers and to investigate suspicious per
sons, especially those moving to and from Scotland, Ireland, or the 
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western counties; to send the government information about Richard 
Cromwell; to put the militia in readiness; to search for arms; and to dis

arm all disaffected persons. 29 Specific instructions were to proceed in 

these tasks "according to law" or in a manner "agreeable to law." 30 In 
searching for arms, local officials were told to avoid confiscating 

weapons such as fowling pieces or decorative swords that could not be 
used in an insurrection, and to dispose of the arms according to law. 

"The King's rule," explained the secretary of state, "is that this search 

be made with as little appearance as may be of military force."31

The treatment accorded Russell during the three weeks between 
his arrest and trial ( on July 13) was considerate. The picture of him 
shackled in irons in a damp cell, as a late-eighteenth-century dramatist 
would have it, is without foundation. 32 In response to Lady Russell's

petitions, which she cast in the most respectful and conciliatory terms, 

the government granted William an additional room in the Tower so that 
he might have greater privacy and a change of air, and permitted Rachel, 
William's father, his brothers and sisters, and his steward to visit as often 

as they wished "at convenient hours."33

More importantly, on July 3 the government agreed to allow 
Russell to consult four lawyers and a solicitor named by Rachel. Thus 
William, who was untrained in law, had the benefit of legal advice from 
Henry Pollexfen and Sir John Holt, both prominent, experienced, and 
highly regarded. 34 To be allowed to consult with counsel was, indeed, a 
favor, and it was noticed at his trial as a procedure "which hath not been 
known granted to any under [such] circumstances.''35 Russell's lawyers
actively assisted him. They recommended in writing that William 
should ask for a written indictment and challenge jurymen on grounds 

that they did not possess a freehold, and they supplied ideas for Russell 

to use in examining witnesses and composing his speech to be given 
before the court. As it happened-for Russell was, of course, kept under 
guard-his lawyers' papers titled "Advice to Lord Russell about his 
trial" were seized and sent to the council. 36 Thus the government had 
prior information about Russell's defense strategy, including his inten
tion to challenge the jurors on grounds of absence of freehold status. 
Such a challenge had not been entered before in a London trial. 

Counsel must also have told William that he would be tried upon 
one of two laws governing treason, 13 Charles 2, c. I, or 25 Edward 3, 
for William copied out the first in its entirety and wrote up the substance 
of the other. Further, counsel must have introduced him to Sir Edward 
Coke's interpretation of the law, for he also copied out verbatim portions 
of "Cook's" Institutes. He made careful notes on what points to argue, 
depending upon the law he was tried upon, on how to examine and 
attempt to discredit witnesses, and on what to say in his speech to the 
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jury. Such marginalia on his notes as "I may urge," "As to Rumsey I may 
observe," and "Something of this kind may be said" prove how carefully 
he prepared his defense. 37

Finally, Russell's lawyers advised him against telling the whole 

truth, on grounds that a full accounting of his actions would bring him 
within a charge of misprision of treason. Misprision of treason was the 
crime of concealing a treason, of failing to report it to the authorities, 
and it carried the penalties of life imprisonment and forfeiture of goods. 
Those penalties were certainly to be avoided if a person could hope to be 

found innocent. The fears of his counsel were well founded, for if 
Russell had given a full accounting of his actions, he would certainly 

have been convicted of concealing treason; indeed, in his scaffold 
speech he admitted that he was guilty of a "bare misprision" for talk 
about "making some stirs." 38 But it may be that the real reason his 
counsel recommended that he not tell the whole truth was because they 
feared, given the very fine line in law between misprision of treason and 
treason, that if he testified fully, he might prove himself guilty of trea

son. In fact, in cases in 1662 and 1663 a judge had sharpened the defini
tion of misprision of treason by ruling that a person was guilty of 
misprision of treason if he listened to conversation about a design 
against the king and, although disapproving, failed to report it. But he 
was guilty of treason if he came into the same company again, listened 
to such a design, said nothing, even disapproved, but yet concealed that 
knowledge. 39 King's counsel, Sir Francis North, in notes he made on 
Russell's scaffold speech, thought that the admissions therein alone 
were evidence of treason, not just misprision of treason. 40 

Still other advantages were allowed Russell prior to the trial. At 
the order of Chief Justice Pemberton, a list of the panel of jurors from 
which the jury for his trial would be selected was sent to him, the court's 

officer handing it to William's servant, who, in turn, gave it to Rachel.41

As we shall see, confusion over this jury panel delayed the preliminaries 
at William's trial. Still further, a committee from the council, including 
Sir Robert Sawyer and Sir Heneage Finch, who were to conduct the 
prosecution, interviewed William on June 28, over a fortnight before his 
trial, and possibly again on July 9.42 The questions covered meetings at 
Shepherd's house, talk about a rising in the west, plans for seizing the 
guards, and Russell's contacts with the Scots. Burnet recalled that al
though Russell answered his interrogators civilly, he said that he was 
preparing for his trial and expected there to answer everything they 
could ask.43 The record of William's responses shows that he denied all
knowledge of plans for an uprising or seizing the guards. He admitted to 

going to Shepherd's house "divers times" and to accompanying the duke 
of Monmouth there, but declined to say who else was present. He 



I IO • Lady Rachel Russell 

denied knowledge of a plot with the Scots but, still irrepressibly bold, 
declared that he had heard "general discourses of many distressed peo
ple, ministers and others of the Scottish nation that were fled and that it 
were great charity to relieve them."44 Such a remark must have irritated 
his examiners, who were in a position to recall Russell's performance at 
the Privy Council in 1679 over Lauderdale's handling of conditions in 
Scotland. As will be seen, there were discrepancies between his 
responses in the Tower and his remarks at his trial. 

William, Rachel, and his friends took the interrogatories seri
ously. They were especially concerned about the question of his dealings 
with the Scots to plan rebellion, and Rachel asked Burnet to try to dis
cover who had raised it. It is possible that she feared that the government 
would discover that she and William had raised £8,000 in a property 
transaction in 1682 and suspect that that money was related to the 
£10,000 Russell allegedly promised the Scots.45 Burnet wrote, how
ever, that the charge was a ballon d'essai to trap Russell.46

At his trial, William maintained that he had no idea of the charges 
against him and that he had heard only some general questions from his 
interrogators.47 If that were indeed true, his lawyers were grievously at 
fault in not alerting him to the significance of the interview. In effect, the 
questions were in the nature of an unwritten indictment, a substitute for 
a written indictment which was denied prisoners accused of treason at 
that time. The prosecution insisted at the trial that those questions were 
designed not only to elicit information but also to indicate to Russell 
what he might expect at his trial. 48 

Rachel assisted William in still other ways. She kept him in
formed of what was happening and wrote him notes, sending at least one 
enclosed in a cold chicken.49 She acted as the intermediary between 
Russell and his lawyers and with his friends. For example, William 
Harbord, who had been secretary to Essex when he was lord lieutenant 
of Ireland, wrote Rachel to offer his services upon hearing of William's 
arrest, and Dr. Gilbert Burnet did likewise. so Rachel arranged for 
Burnet to stay with William during his confinement and make a journal 
of everything that Russell did and said during his last days. She was in 
touch with Sir Robert Atkyns, the lawyer; with Hugh Speke, a radical 
Whig member of the Green Ribbon Club, who copied some material 
for her use; and with other unidentified persons who presented their 
"thoughts" about the trial. 51 Lady Russell heartily approved one scheme
that they devised, which was for her to appear in court to take notes for 
her husband. She eagerly wrote William about the idea: "Your friends, 
believing I can do you some service at the trial, I am extremely willing 
to try. My resolution will hold out. Pray let yours; but it may be the 
Court will not let me. However do you let me try."52 The purpose in 
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making Lady Russell visible in this unprecedented way was to remind 

the court, the king, and the public of the well-known marital felicity the 
Russells enjoyed and, equally important, of the services Rachel's father 
had rendered to both Charles I and Charles II. It took courage for an 
aristocratic lady to put herself forward in public in this unprecedented 
way, and Rachel's "extreme willingness" to do so is a measure of her 
strength of character and devotion to William. It also testifies to the high 
regard in which his friends held her. 

Still further, with the help of Rachel, family members, and 
friends, eleven witnesses were secured to testify for William. This may 
have taken some persuading, for, naturally, not all people who were 
approached were willing to come forward for an accused traitor. Philip 
Stanhope, the second earl of Chesterfield, sought the advice of Charles II 
when asked to speak in William's favor. Charles said that while he 
wanted Russell to have "as fair a trial as was possible," he thought that 
making "encomiums ... would do him no good," and that it would "look 
ill" for a privy councillor to appear on behalf of an accused traitor. So 
Chesterfield begged off. 53 Men who were willing to stand as witnesses 
included Russell's best friend, Cavendish; several clerics, among them 
Burnet and Fitzwilliam; a peer; and family friends and relations such as 
Rachel's cousin Spencer. An effort was also made to assemble evidence, 
but only to establish the contradictions in and hence the unreliability of 
Howard's testimony; this was the only substantive point offered by wit

nesses at the trial. No record has survived of efforts by Rachel or others 
to collect any other kind of evidence to assist Russell, as for example to 
prove that he was not in London on particular days, as he was to claim 
at the trial. The absence of such evidence weighs strongly against the 
presumption of his innocence. 

William's trial took place in the Old Bailey on Friday, July 13. It 
began at nine o'clock in the morning, and in keeping with common prac
tice not to adjourn criminal trials overnight, it lasted until five in the 
afternoon, when a guilty verdict was brought in. 54 The trial provoked
such great public interest that guards and trained bands were posted 
about the city and at the gates of Old Bailey. 55 Although it was a show
ery day with a fierce storm at about 4:00 PM., the crowd inside was so 
large that William's counsel (called in to argue a point of law) could find 
no place to sit. 56 Russell's popularity, his social status as heir to a great 
title and fortune, his former role as leader of the opposition in the House 
of Commons, and the usual interest in attending criminal trials must 
account for the crowd. There is no evidence that William's friends tried 

to bring out a large number of people. 
Members of William's family were there to lend him psychologi

cal support-his sisters and his servants for certain and probably his 
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brothers. It is a guess that his aging father and mother did not attend. His 

closest friend, Cavendish, and other friends such as Dr. Burnet and 
Spencer were also in the court to testify to his good character. Lady 
Russell was present from the very beginning of the trial, sitting next to 

her husband, ready to come forward upon signal if the court permitted 

her to do so. 57 Her presence was noted; when one John Tisard tried to 
speak to her, he was turned out of court. 58 Unfortunately she left no 

notes about the day, but a later comment confirms the high pitch of anxi
ety that one would expect her to have felt, especially in view of her con

viction that William was doomed. 59 

The presiding judge was Lord Chief Justice Francis Pemberton, 

who had frequently provided legal advice to the Bedford family, includ
ing Lord and Lady Russell. 60 Pemberton was even-handed, patient, 

even gentle, in dealing with Russell. Declaring at the outset that the king 

designed that Russell should have as "fair a trial as ever any noble per

son had," he conscientiously carried out his responsibility of assuring 

that the law was strictly observed and that Russell understood what he 

was expected to do.61

Seven judges assisted Pemberton, including the lord chief baron 

of the Exchequer, Sir William Montagu; Sir Creswell Levinz and Sir Job 

Charlton, both judges of the Court of Common Pleas; and Sir Francis 

Wythens, a justice of the Court of King's Bench. Sir George Treby, 

recorder of London, and the two City sheriffs, Sir Dudley North and Sir 

Peter Rich, were also present. 
Attorney general Sir Robert Sawyer, solicitor general Sir 

Heneage Finch, and king's serjeant Sir George Jeffreys managed the 

prosecution, assisted by king's counsel, Sir Francis North. They, too, 
were fair in the sense that the evidence their witnesses presented fol

lowed the lines of the questions put to William in the Tower.62 More
over, there were only two instances of what may be described as verbal 
abuse. Sawyer, exasperated with Russell's repeated assertions that he 
was being used "hard," expostulated, "Do not say so; the king does not 
deal hardly with you; but ... you would have dealt more hardly with the 

king: you would not have given the king an hour's notice for saving his 
life."63 Jeffreys, who was otherwise restrained (in contrast to his de
meanor at other trials), interjected gratuitously that there was not so 

much evidence against Lord Stafford as there was against Russell. 64 

None of these lawyers had had a friendly personal relationship with 

Russell in the past but, rather, had been on opposite sides of the issues 
debated in the House of Commons. Indeed, Russell, it will be recalled, 

had been prominently associated with the effort in 1680 to remove 
Jeffreys and North. It was a formidable array of legal expertise for 
Russell to face alone, as he repeatedly said, without counsel in court, 
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except to argue a point of law. But all persons charged with treason con
fronted that condition until the Treason Trials Act of 1696; it was not a 
situation unique to William. 

The charge against Russell set out in the written indictment was 

that he had conspired the "death of the king's majesty" by scheming to 

raise insurrection, specifically to seize the king's guards and, thus, in 

law, to kill the king. The overt acts said to prove the charge were his 

meetings with other men on November 2, 1682, and at other times both 
before and after that date to discuss and plot their plans. William was 
not, as Charles had told him in their first interview, charged with plot

ting to murder the king physically, and both Sawyer and Pemberton spe
cifically distinguished the plots to murder Charles and the one to raise 
an insurrection against the king's government. 65 The indictment rested,
as Russell found out during the trial, on 25 Edward 3, the nation's basic 

Jaw governing treason. That statute defined treason as, among other 
things, compassing or imagining the death of the king, or levying war 

against the king. Subsequent treason laws passed in profusion during the 

Reformation, treason cases, and judicial rulings about the definition of 
treason and the procedures to be followed in criminal trials left the 
meaning of treason law open to interpretation in 1683 . An issue at the 
heart of Russell's case was this: if the facts proved a man guilty of con

spiring to raise rebellion, but no rebellion followed, was that person 
guilty of treason according to the statute? 

The preliminaries to the proceedings showed how well Russell 
had learned his law lessons. Immediately upon the reading of the indict

ment, he insisted upon raising several legal technicalities, the effect of 
which was to divert the attention of the court and delay the proceedings. 

First, as his counsel had instructed, he asked for a written copy of the 
indictment, complained that he did not know what to answer to, and 
requested a postponement of a day. He also maintained that a prisoner 
was "never" arraigned and tried on the same day. But the fact is that a 
written indictment was not at that time allowed persons charged with 
treason, and the failure to provide one for Russell was a routine, rather 
than a special, hardship. Further, the prosecution scored in telling the 
court that the questions put to William in prison were designed in part 
as a favor to him that he might know what he would be asked in court, 
that he had been allowed advice of counsel to prepare his defense, and 
that he had had seven days' notice of his trial. Russell's first request for 
a postponement was denied, Pemberton pointing out what was true, 
namely, that arraignment and trial on the same day in cases of treason 
were common practice. 

Second, Russell asked for a copy of the panel of the jury, declar
ing that he required it to frame his exceptions. Pemberton, with obvious 



114 • Lady Rachel Russell 

surprise, said that he had ordered it delivered to Russell. He explained 
that the list contained sixty to eighty names because in treason cases the 
defendant may enter thirty-five challenges. An officer of the court and 
William's servant were called. Arriving after some time, the one 
declared that he had given the jury panel to the other, who insisted that 
he had handed it to Lady Russell. Thereupon, William admitted that he 
had received a paper with names on it, but asserted that he did not know 
what they meant. Russell must surely have contrived this misunder
standing, else his lawyers were guilty of gross mismanagement. They 
would have known the purport of the list of names, and as Jeffreys 
pointed out, Russell could have requested a jury panel if he had not 
received one. 66 But raising the issue in court delayed the proceedings 
and gave Russell another opportunity to request that the trial be post
poned. This second request won the endorsement of Pemberton, but the 
prosecution dissented; and since their approval was required, as 
Pemberton explained, a postponement was again denied. 

Third, to reinforce his request for a postponement, Russell said 
that he had a witness who had not yet arrived and would be unable to 
reach London before nightfall. Sawyer expressed doubt that there was a 
witness whose arrival was delayed. 67 Russell made no attempt to rebut 
the rejoinder. He did not name the witness, explain the delay, or other

wise raise the point again. The identity of this mystery witness remains 
a mystery. He was not mentioned thereafter by William or Rachel, who 
surely would have moved heaven and earth to get a person to London 
who might have helped William. William had three weeks to bring in 
witnesses and was able to produce eleven of them in time for the trial. 
It is a reasonable conclusion that his allusion to a witness who had not 
yet arrived was really a tactic to win a delay of the trial. 

Fourth, Russell asked for, and was allowed, the use of pen, ink, 
and paper as well as the papers he had prepared for his defense. He also 
asked if he might have someone to take notes to "help his memory." 
Pemberton said that any of his servants would be permitted to do that, 
specifying "servants" to prevent his using legal counsel. But William 
responded, "My wife is here, my lord, to do it."68 The court was 
clearly startled by this clever theatrical gesture, devised, as we have 
seen, by William's friends. Pemberton blurted out, "If my lady please to 
give herself the trouble," and Sawyer chimed in, saying that Russell 
could have two people to write for him, if he wished.69 Lady Russell
stepped forward and seated herself, presumably at a small table, to 
handle William's papers and take notes for him. 70 The defense was thus 
successful in its plan to play on the sympathies of the court. Lady Russell 
was a symbol for all to see of Russell's happy marriage and family life. 
She evoked memory of her father's services to both Charles I and 
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Charles II and of his reputation for moral rectitude, a reputation which 
was embodied in her. Her role in the trial remains a unique episode in 
the annals of British legal history, and she became the focus in the nine
teenth century of a painting of the trial by Sir George Hayter. 

The selection of the jury followed next in the proceedings, and 
immediately Russell challenged the first man called, querying whether 
he was a forty-shilling freeholder and arguing that the law required of 
jurors such status. This was a point, it will be recalled, that William's 
lawyers had suggested that he make. As accepted procedure required, 
Pemberton granted Russell's request that his legal counsel argue the law 
on the matter and summoned Pollexfen, Holt, and Ward to do so. 

Pollexfen and his colleagues presented a weak case in terms of 
prevailing law, and under close questioning, Pollexfen had to admit that 
the laws he was citing did not apply to cases of treason. He was met with 
a rebuke from Pemberton: "Unless treason, you do not speak ad

idem."71 All seven judges, whom modern scholars now feel cannot be 
regarded as legal incompetents, concurred that the defense plea was 
inadmissible. By contrast, the prosecution, which had had time to pre
pare an answer to the point, was notably effective in rebutting the 
defense plea that jurors in a treason trial should be freeholders. They 
cited overriding statutory law and common law principle, argued that 
such a challenge had not been entered before, and explained the 
reason-namely, there were very few freeholders in London because 
most of the urban property belonged to the nobility and corporations. As 
Jeffreys stressed,72 if such a requirement existed, treason could be com
mitted in the City, and there would be no way to try it. Their points were 
well taken because the fact was that although the principle that jurors 
must be freeholders (to prevent a poor man from being influenced) was 
generally accepted, the law on whether a juror must be a freeholder in 
a treason case tried in a city, especially London, was unclear.73 In fact,
it was not until the Bill of Rights was passed in the fall of 1689 that the 
principle that jurors in trials for high treason be freeholders became law. 
Clearly the court violated no law in disallowing Russell's plea. 

In an effort to reassure Russell, Pemberton insisted that he would 
not suffer, because the persons impaneled were men of "quality and sub
stance."74 The occupational status of the jury finally selected, after 
Russell, exercising his right, had made thirty-one challenges, would 
confirm that contention. Although the jurors did not, of course, share 
William's noble status, the foreman, John Martin, was a milliner with an 
establishment on the Old Exchange, and among the other jurors were an 
apothecary, four merchants, a haberdasher, a tobacconist, and a linen 
draper. The apothecary had a yearly income of between three and four 
hundred pounds, and one merchant was said to be worth between five 



I 16 • wdy Rachel Russell 

and six thousand pounds. 75 In other words, the jurymen were of the 
urban middle class, with incomes far exceeding 40 shillings, and not 
from the dregs of society, as was intimated. Yet, Russell's jury was not 
composed of esquires, gentlemen, baronets, or knights, as were all other 
juries in treason trials from 1678 to 1684. 76 The status of the jurors was

one basis for the reversal of Russell's attainder in 1689. 

These preliminaries settled, the prosecution, as was customary, 
went first to present evidence and argue law to prove Russell guilty as 
charged. The government's lawyers did not scruple to exploit the coinci
dence of Essex's suicide the morning of Russell's trial. In opening re
marks summarizing and elaborating upon the indictment, Sir Francis 
North made an opportunity to let the court know about the incident, and 
later Serjeant Jeffreys and a witness, Lord Howard, adverted to it. 77 

Contemporaries differed on the impact of this news on the jury, 78 but 

the implication that Essex preferred death to revelations of his guilt 
could not have helped Russell. Although the prosecution did not under

line the event, the crown lawyers were surely aware of what they were 

doing in alluding to it. Rachel believed that the announcement was what 
persuaded the jury of William's guilt. 79

The prosecution presented three witnesses-Colonel John 
Rumsey, Thomas Shepherd, the wine merchant, and William, Lord 
Howard of Escrick. Colonel Rumsey was sworn first. 80 Soft-spoken and 
seemingly reluctant, he told the court under questioning all that he had 
earlier told the Privy Council. He deposed that Shaftesbury had sent 
him to Shepherd's house, where a company, including Russell, the duke 

of Monmouth, Lord Grey of Werk, Armstrong, and Ferguson, were to 
meet to discuss what they proposed to do about a rising in Taunton. 
Rumsey asserted that Russell was in the room when he arrived and that 

the answer he received was that things were not yet ready, but that 
Russell agreed to the uprising. He said that there was some talk about a 
declaration to set out grievances and justify the uprising, but told the 
court that he was not certain about the details. He maintained that "all 
the company," Russell included, had discussed a plan to surprise the 
guards and that several of them-Monmouth, Grey, and Armstrong
had gone to inspect the condition of the guards. 

Pemberton allowed Russell to ask questions of each witness in 
turn, rather than waiting until all had testified, and upon William's direct 
query whether he, Russell, had given an answer to any message about a 
rising, Rumsey said positively that he had and that he gave his consent 
to the plan. Russell rejoined that it was "the greatest accident in the 

world" that,he had been at Shepherd's that night, that he came to taste 
wine, and that he heard no discourse about an insurrection. Rumsey's 
testimony was damaging, as were Russell's comments, for William ex-
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cused his admitted presence at Shepherd's on grounds of a coincidence 
that brought him there just to taste wine and simply denied what Rumsey 
said without offering contrary evidence or closely questioning the 

witness. 

Shepherd, the wine merchant, was sworn next, and he, too, like 

Rumsey, had to be prodded to speak up loudly. He testified that the con

spirators met twice at his house and that Russell was present when the 

talk centered on seizing the guards. Excusing himself on grounds that he 
was in and out of the room fetching wine, sugar, and nutmeg for the 
group, Shepherd confessed that he could not be sure if William was there 
when the group discussed a paper, in the form of a declaration, setting 

out the grievances of the nation and justifying rebellion. Further, in the 

ensuing "cross-examination," Shepherd admitted that he could not be 

certain of the dates of the meetings nor even if William were present at 
one or two meetings, although he thought two. Russell rejoined that he 

"was in the country" at the time of the meetings, but he made no effort 

at any point during the trial to prove his whereabouts in late October and 

early November. Russell also pointed out that Rumsey had mentioned 
only one meeting, an assertion which prompted Rumsey to admit that he 
could not remember whether there was one meeting or two at Shepherd's 
house. The confusion over how many times Russell met with the con

spirators at Shepherd's could have been turned to William's decided ad
vantage. He insisted in court that he had been at Shepherd's only once, 

although it will be recalled that in the Tower he admitted to going there 
"divers times." But Russell did not press this point during the exchange 

with Shepherd. 

Lord Howard was the third witness, and like Rumsey and Shepherd 

he began his testimony in such a soft voice that the jury could not hear 
him. Howard explained himself as overcome with emotion because of 

the news of Lord Essex's death-which, of course, had the effect of 
reminding the jury of North's allusion to that event. The question he was 

asked to address was what he knew of plans for an insurrection that were 
laid before Shaftesbury left England and were continued thereafter. In a 
long, rambling expose of events from early fall 1682 through spring 
1683, he deposed that although there had been earlier discussions about 
an uprising, the election of the London sheriffs reawakened interest, and 
Shaftesbury and others laid plans for men supplied with horses that were 

"kept in the most secret and blind stables they could [find]" to "pos
sess ... the gates [ of the City] ... and Whitehall by beating the guards." 
Howard said that Shaftesbury was angry at both Russell and Monmouth 
for obstructing these plans on grounds that their contacts in the country 
were not ready to mount a concurrent insurrection. Howard, professing 
a commitment to an uprising but unwilling to go forward unless the plot 
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was welf laid and Monmouth and Russell involved in it, undertook to 
reconcile Monmouth, Russell, and Shaftesbury and proposed that he 
arrange a meeting between them. So he went to Monmouth, who said 
that he thought Shaftesbury was "mad," and that he and Russell had told 
him "from the beginning" that there was nothing to be done "in the 
country at that time." Nevertheless, Monmouth agreed to see Shaftesbury. 
A meeting was arranged, but Shaftesbury, fearing discovery, postponed 
it, and Howard said he "supposed" Monmouth would have told Russell 
of this postponement. Continuing his narrative, Howard recounted 
that the plan to murder the king at the Rye House was disavowed by 
Monmouth and failed, and that an alternative scheme to dispatch 
Charles on November 17, the anniversary of Queen Elizabeth's accession 
to the throne, was postponed. After these disappointments, Shaftesbury 
fled to Holland. Thereupon, six men-Russell, Monmouth, Essex, the 
younger Hampden, Algernon Sidney, and Howard-fearing that it was 
unsafe to make a retreat because so many people knew of the scheme, 
formed a cabal in mid-January 1683 to coordinate future plans. They 
met twice for that purpose, once at Hampden's house and once at 
Russell's, Howard continued, where they discussed the problems of 
men, money, military strategy, and their relationship with Scottish dissi
dents, and agreed to send Aaron Smith to Scotland to settle affairs there. 
Under questioning, Howard insisted that Russell was present at these 
meetings, and that while no note was taken, the plans "went without 
contradiction" and that he understood that "all there gave their consent." 
When asked what Russell had said, Howard responded, "Every one 
knows my lord Russell is a person of great judgment, and not very lavish 
in discourse." 

Pemberton then invited Russell to ask Howard questions. 
Russell's initial response was that Howard's testimony was hearsay, a 
point that he had made earlier, interrupting Howard's narrative to 
introduce it. Pemberton, who had promised him then that he would not 
allow hearsay evidence to be used against him, now distinguished what 
Howard had said based on his own knowledge from what he had heard. 
He insisted upon that distinction when Sawyer pointedly queried it. 81 In
two other instances in the trial, Pemberton disallowed hearsay evidence, 
rulings which testify to his concern for fairness. 82 In fact, the admissi
bility of hearsay evidence had only begun to be doubted in the late seven
teenth century. Reservations about it had appeared in three trials before 
1683, and Russell's trial itself is regarded by one legal historian as 
advancing that concept. Yet, even in the early eighteenth century, some 
legal minds continued to believe that hearsay could be employed as 
background to or reinforcement of direct evidence. 83 It is impossible to
know whether or not the jurymen were able to discount in their minds 
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the portions of Howard's rambling narrative that did not touch Russell, 
and William was justified in complaining that he was charged with a 
crime that had been "intricated and intermixed with the treasons and 
horrid practices and speeches of other people."84 

Pemberton remained at pains to direct William's attention to the 
part of Howard's testimony that hurt him, so that, as Pemberton put it, 
"you may consider of it, if you will ask any questions." Twice he under
scored Howard's statement that a cabal of six men had met to discuss 
plans for an insurrection. Russell's response was that the six men did 
meet often to discuss public affairs and to listen to Howard, who was so 
fluent in discourse, talk about them. But he maintained that they had no 
"formed design."85

Howard's testimony and Russell's rebuttal were damaging to 
William's case. He and Howard were both sons of noble families who, 
by Russell's own admission, met often with others to discuss politics. It 
was Howard's word against Russell's as to what was said at those meet
ings, and Russell had no evidence to present to prove that the encounters 
were innocent. 

Other witnesses were ready to be brought forward, crown lawyers 
said, but when Pemberton disallowed the testimony of one of them 
(West) because it was hearsay, the prosecution decided to call no others 
and rested its case. 86 

It was now time for Russell to present his formal defense. To assist 
him, Pemberton laid out again, as he put it, the "things that [were] mate
rial" in the case, and that "press[ed]" him.87 Although Russell, with
aristocratic insouciance, had seemed inattentive during the time the 
prosecution presented its case, 88 he roused himself and responded with 
care. First, he appealed to the sympathy of the court, portraying himself 
as an unready speaker, untrained in the law, and bereft of counsel, stand
ing alone before the king's lawyers, who "took all advantages ... 
improving and heightening things against" him. Such an appeal echoed 
his repeated asides throughout the trial that he was being used hard. 
Second, he sought, as he had done earlier, to discredit Rumsey's tes
timony because it was that of a plea-bargainer. Third, William maintained 
that his acts, even if proved, did not constitute treason according to the 
law. Arguing that two witnesses to an act were needed to convict a man 
of treason, Russell insisted that Rumsey's testimony was not corrobo
rated by Shepherd, who had admitted that he was in and out of the room. 
Continuing, he claimed that even if Rumsey's testimony were true, it 
could not be used against him, because the statute of 13 Charles 2 speci
fied that prosecution must fall within six lunary months, and it was nine 
months since the meeting. Still further, he asserted that even if the facts 
were proved against him, they did not amount to treason according to 25 
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Edward 3. This argument rested upon a distinction between compassing 
to levy war against the king, said not to be treason unless accompanied 
by an overt act, and compassing or imagining the death or murder of the 
king, treason without an overt act. Thus, it could be said that admitting 
the facts against him, they amounted only to a conspiracy to levy war, 
which without an overt act was not treason. Russell asked to be told on 
what law he was being tried. Sawyer immediately answered that the 
prosecution rested its case on 25 Edward 3 and contradicted Russell's 
interpretation of that law. Implicitly acknowledging the idea of the king's 
two bodies, the one human and the other symbolic of political power, he 
asserted that to design to raise forces against the king was tantamount to 
compassing the king's death and thus treason within that act. Russell 
countered by asking that these legal matters be argued by his counsel. 

But this the court denied. Pemberton was adamant in ruling that 
Russell must admit that he had consulted with Rumsey and Howard, as 
they had testified, before counsel could be allowed to argue whether or 
not that was treason. He said, "To hear ... counsel concerning this fact, 
that we cannot do, it was never done, nor will be done. If your lordship 
doubts whether this fact is treason or not, and desire your counsel may 
be heard to that, I will do it." This ruling conformed to accepted legal 
procedure at that time, as the prosecution and one of the judges af
firmed. 89 But Russell, following the advice of his counsel, who teared, 
as we have seen, that he would convict himself surely of misprision of 
treason and perhaps of treason itself, refused to admit outright the fact. 
Yet, the legal points that Russell raised did draw comments from the 
prosecution lawyers in their summary statements, while Russell had nei
ther the legal expertise nor the opportunity to present a contrary reading. 

Pemberton continued to encourage William to present a defense. 
He urged him to ask questions and to call witnesses to disprove the tes
timony of the prosecution's witnesses, telling him flatly that if he could 
not "contradict [the crown's witnesses] by testimony, [their testimony] 
will be taken to be a proof." Russell's first response was to say that he 
could prove that he was out of town when one of the meetings was held 
and that the dates of the meetings were uncertain. But since he admitted 
that he had come to Shepherd's house with Monmouth to taste wine, and 
in any case did not bring forward a witness to prove that he was out of 
town, that line of argument did not advance his defense. Second, he dis
puted with Rumsey over which one of them was at Shepherd's first, 
claiming that Rumsey preceded him and discussed the plans for insur
rection before he got there, an account which Rumsey emphatically 
denied. 

Third, William sought to discredit Howard's testimony on 
grounds that he must have concocted it very recently, because earlier he 
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had protested to several people that he knew of no plot that Russell could 

have been involved in. To that end he turned to witnesses to reinforce his 
claim. It should be noted that witnesses for the defense in treason trials 
at this time gave their testimony without being sworn. Not until the Trea

son Trials Act of 1696 were witnesses for the defense placed under oath; 

before then, they were simply told to tell the truth out of fear of God. A 

legal historian, quoting contemporary sources, believes that their tes

timony was given the same weight as if it were under oath, but it is worth 
noting that the French ambassador did not think so. 90 Be that as it 

may, three witnesses-Lord Anglesey ; Mr. Howard, a relation of Lord 

Howard; and Dr. Burnet-confirmed Russell's point by recounting inter

views with Howard in which he had told them that he knew nothing of 

a plot, and especially nothing of Russell's connection with any plot. This 

testimony carried weight with the jury, and the foreman interjected a re
quest that Lord Howard answer. Howard readily admitted to having 

made such remarks, say ing that he had sought to protect himself and his 

friends and that, in his conversation with William's father, he had meant 

only to reassure him. At that time, he insisted, he had not intended to be 

in the position he now found himself. He also asserted that he distin

guished closely the two plots (one to murder the king, the other to raise 
an insurrection) so that he could honestly say that neither Monmouth 

nor Russell had any part in the design to murder Charles. It was a logical 

and reasonable explanation which the prosecution underscored in their 

summary statements. 

Finally, Russell called eight more witnesses to testify to his good 
character. Distinguished clergy men, Dr. John Tillotson and Dr. Thomas 
Coxe; a nobleman, the duke of Somerset, who was related to Russell by 

marriage; and personal friends such as Cavendish and Spencer, who 
could be said to know the defendant intimately, declared that Russell's 

moral character and virtue were such that he could not possibly be guilty 

of the crimes of which he was charged. Some of these encomia were fer

vently stated, but, of course, they did not address the specific charges 
against Russell, and as Charles II had predicted, such testimony did not 

do him much good. 
Russell's concluding speech to the court was not a strong one. He 

protested that he was a loyal subject who detested rebellion and favored 
redress of grievances only in a parliamentary way. 91 He said that it was
"unlikely" that he would try to raise an insurrection and that, even if he 
were inclined to do so, "by all the observation I made in the country, 
there was no tendency to it." What other "hot headed" men may have 

done was another thing. "A rebellion," he said, "cannot be made now as 
it has been in former times; we have few great men." Such remarks 
would seem to indicate that he had thought quite seriously about the pos-
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sibility of an uprising and had even gone so far as to make "observa

tions" about the feasibility of it. Russell placed himself in the hands of 

the jury, expressing the hope that the "heats and animosities" among 
them would "not so bias" them that they would convict an innocent 

man. Disparaging the integrity of the jurors may not have recommended 
William to them. Russell closed his speech with a call to heaven and 

earth to witness that he never "had a design against the king's life," that 

he was innocent, and that nothing at all had been proved against him. 

Since he was not charged with participating in a design against the king's 

life, this protestation may not have carried weight with the jury. 
Finch and Jeffreys summed up the case for the prosecution. First, 

the crown lawyers reviewed the evidence against Russell and sought to 

discredit his responses. For example, they ridiculed the idea that it was 
an accident that Russell found himself at Shepherd's house on the night 
of the conspirators' meeting, having gone there for the purpose of tasting 
wine. Finch made a telling point that Russell had admitted coming and 

going with Monmouth, and that Monmouth would not have allowed a 

person unconcerned in the affair to have accompanied him.92 In like
terms, Finch dismissed the idea that the six men said to make up the 

cabal met, as Russell admitted they did, just to listen to Howard com

ment on public events. Second, Finch undertook to answer the objection 

that Russell, a man of honor and integrity, could not have conspired trea
son. He said that Russell's reputation was a strong point in his favor, but 

that William had been puffed up by the popularity he enjoyed with the 
crowd and fallen prey to the temptation of pride and ambition. 

Third, the prosecution addressed the legal objections that Russell 
had wanted his counsel to debate. Their remarks suggest that had such 
a debate somehow occurred, Russell would not have fared well. Jeffreys 

contended that in a treason trial two witnesses to the same act were not 
required, only two witnesses to the same treason, a point illustrated by 
the trial of Lord Stafford.93 Modern legal historians confirm this read
ing of the law, their studies showing that it was not until the Treason 
Trials Act of 1696 that the principle of requiring two witnesses to the 
same act in a treason trial was established.94 Moreover, Finch emphati
cally denied Russell's reading of the law of 13 Charles 2 and 25 Edward 
3, saying that it was "plainly otherwise."95 He quoted the text of 13
Charles 2 to show that the clause requiring prosecution of a person 
charged with a criminal offense to take place within six months of the 
crime did not apply to treason. Most importantly, he commented in ex

tenso, citing cases and rulings on 25 Edward 3, in elaboration of the 

point that Sawyer had broached, namely that by that statute a conspiracy 
to levy war was an overt act testifying to compassing and imagining the 
death of the king and was therefore treason. Finch declared that Russell 
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had no part in the plan to assassinate the king but, rather, that he with 
others planned an insurrection which would bring the king within their 
power until he consented to certain changes, and that was treason. A 
legal historian concurs with this reading of the law. 96 These were the
lines of argument that Russell's counsel did not want to undertake to 
debate. 

As throughout the trial, Pemberton was even-handed in address
ing the jury. Although he justified the admission of plea-bargainers' evi
dence, saying that no one better than they could know what were the 
secret designs against the king, he carefully distinguished William's case 
from that of other persons charged with conspiracy, underlining that 
William's crime was not to consult to murder the king in person but to 
contrive rebellion to seize the king's guards. If proved, that act, he main
tained, was tantamount in law to a design against the king's life, and trea
son.97 In notes that she made later, Rachel recorded that Judge Wythens
spoke to the jury after Pemberton had completed his summing up. 
Wythens said twice that the jury "should notice that an intent of seizing 
the guards was the same thing as killing the king." Rachel declared that 
his remarks failed to appear in published accounts of the trial. 98

The jury deliberated a little over one hour. One juror had written 
out the proceedings in shorthand and read his account to the jury. 99 At
four o'clock the jury brought in a verdict of guilty of high treason. No 
evidence survives of the immediate reaction of Lord and Lady Russell to 
the verdict, but if their demeanor over the next week is any indication, 
they responded with quiet dignity. 

The immediate public reaction divided along partisan lines. 
Russell's defense declared his innocence and laid the foundation for the 
subsequent claim that the government had concocted the charge to 
destroy its enemies. "Every creature," Evelyn declared, "deplored 
Essex and Russell, especially the last as being ... drawn in on pretence 
only of endeavouring to rescue the king" from evil counsellors, 
Anglicanism from popery, and the "nation from arbitrary govern
ment." 100 On the other hand, friends of the court and also dispassionate 
observers thought that the trial had been fair. One said that Russell had 
made a very weak and inconsequential defense, and another, that the evi
dence against him was "full" and "most plain." 101 A third remarked 
that Russell's defense was simply to call people to give an account of his 
life "to make it unlikely" that he would contrive so horrible a design, 
while a fourth declared that the "evidence [was] so full and plain that im
prudence itself cannot gainsay it." 102 The astute French ambassador 
reported that Russell had not defended himself well, but that public sen
timent about his guilt was divided along partisan lines. 103 And so it has 
remained today. 
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Was the government guilty in Russell's case of violating the laws 

of treason and criminal trial procedures, as such laws existed in 1683? 

The answer must be no. As we have seen, treatment accorded William 

in the days after his arrest and prior to his trial was fair, even generous. 
He was allowed to have larger living quarters in the Tower, to receive 

visits from his wife and family, to consult with distinguished legal coun

sel, to enjoy the presence of a cleric, and to have the benefit of advice 

from his former political associates in preparing his defense. The proce

dures at his trial that he criticized as "hard" were, in fact, legal. No 

defendant in a treason trial was allowed a written copy of the indictment 
nor counsel to advise him during the trial except on a point of law. Free

hold status of jurors in a treason trial was not required by law until the 

Treason Trials Act of 1696. There was no requirement that there be two 

witnesses to the same act of treason, just to the same treason. The evi

dence of plea-bargainers was routinely admitted, even as it is today, and 

corroboration by another witness was not mandated until the eighteenth 
century. The presiding judge conducted the proceedings in an even

handed manner, with strict attention to the law and with care to see that 

Russell understood the law and what was expected of him. 

Was Russell really guilty, as charged? The evidence is certain that 

he had discussed the raising of an insurrection. He himself admitted as 

much after the trial. The advice of his lawyers not to tell the whole truth 
and his willingness to follow that advice weigh heavily against his inno

cence. His counsel obviously lacked confidence that the law would be on 

Russell's side. Russell was unable to present any evidence or witnesses 

to shake the testimony of the several witnesses for the prosecution. His 

reckless nature, his impatience, his earlier interest in the military, his 

fervently held belief that England was moving towards an absolute gov

ernment that would destroy the nation's laws and return it to Catholi
cism, help explain why he would have allowed himself to be drawn into 

wild schemes in the first place. To discuss such plans more than once 

and fail to report them to the authorities was clearly treason according 
to treason law in 1683. 

The next day Russell was returned to the bar to hear the sentence 
pronounced against him. Perhaps at the direction of his legal advisers, 

he asked to have the indictment read once more and interrupted the re

cital to renew his contention that he was not guilty under 25 Edward 3 
because to levy war against the king was not to compass his death. But 
the plea was denied, and Sir George Treby, the recorder of London, pro

nounced the usual horrible sentence for treason-to be hanged, drawn, 

and quartered. 

Lord and Lady Russell responded to his conviction in ways that dis-
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played their strong characters. Rachel threw herself into frenzied but 
purposeful activity to try to win for William a pardon or at least a re
prieve and, failing that, to assist him in writing his scaffold speech and 
preparing for death. Through it all she did not weep nor urge Russell to 
plea-bargain or to change his views so as to gain the king's favor. Digni
fied and restrained in William's presence, passionate in petitioning the 
king and the duke, Rachel showed strength of character and intelligence, 
winning Burnet's increased respect and admiration and heightening 
William's love and gratitude. William, who had been moved to Newgate 
Prison to await execution, professed to have no confidence in the success 
of her ende�vors, but he cooperated in every project that she undertook, 
wis�l,y recognizing that after his death she would take comfort in know
ing that she had left no stone unturned. He spent the week saying his 
farewells to family members and friends, preparing himself through 
prayer, reading, and conversation with Burnet and other clergymen for 
death, reaffirming his commitment to the idea of the right to resist in the 
face of efforts by Anglican clergymen to dissuade him, and writing out 
his scaffold speech. Burnet stayed with him and, at Rachel's request, 
kept a journal of all he said and did during these last days. 104 

The first step that Rachel and others took was to bombard the 
king, who alone held the power of pardon, with petitions; at the same 
time they appealed to the duke of York to move Charles to compassion 
for William. Two days after the sentencing, Rachel put William's peti
tion in the hands of the secretary of state, beseeching him to give it to 
Charles, and declaring that William stood ready to provide still further 
evidence of his submission. In the petition William humbly begged 
Charles's mercy and pardon, disavowed any design against the king's 
life, but admitted listening to conversations and failing to "decline 
them" as he might have done, offered to live in exile wherever the king 
should appoint, and promised never to "meddle" in England's affairs, 
unless the king should wish him to do so. 105 The next day the earl of 
Bedford put his pleas before the king. The earl, who had apparently been 
denied an audience, begged Charles to pardon his son, declaring in af
fecting terms that he would rather live on bread and water than to lose 
William. It was also rumored that Bedford offered Charles £50,000 and 
the duchess of Portsmouth£ 100,000 to intervene with Charles on behalf 
of William. Charles declined any such overtures. 106 

Rachel, using the good offices of Arthur Annesley, earl of 
Anglesey, also placed a petition in the king's hands. She too pleaded 
with Charles to spare William's life, describing herself and her children 
as helpless and promising that henceforth her husband would show so 
much obedience and submission to the king and royal family as to out
weigh his past acts. 107 At the same time, Lady Katherine Ranelagh, 
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whom Lady Russell had consulted, advised her to contrive to see the 

king in person, to beg if not for Russell's life, then a reprieve. 108 Ac
cordingly, on the afternoon of July 16, Rachel wrote another petition to 

Charles, asking only for a reprieve of several days, a thing "so com
monly granted," she said, that she was confident Charles could not deny 
it. She sought to strengthen her plea by begging him to remember her 
father's devoted service to his father and to himself, but Charles, as we 
have seen, had no special fondness for Rachel's father, and that appeal 
was not likely to impress him. Rachel also succeeded, despite reports 
that the king was avoiding her because he feared that he "could not 
deny" her, in winning a personal interview with Charles. 109 Lady 
Russell left no account of that meeting, except to refer to herself as im
portunate, but eighteenth-century historians described, without citing 
sources, a passionate interview in which Rachel threw herself weeping 
at the king's feet and implored him to grant her request. Charles was said 
to have responded that Russell, had it been in his power, would not have 
granted him six hours. 110 

Also on July 16 Rachel delivered to the duchess of York a petition 

from William addressed to the duke. Lady Ranelagh had advised that 
William's address to the duke should be in the form of a petition and 
counselled that the "sooner it is presented the better." 111 Russell had 
difficulty composing this statement to the man against whom he had 
fought for so long. He predicted that his letter would be circulated after 
his death as evidence of his submission. But he swallowed his pride, 
wrote that he had never entertained any personal animus towards York, 
and begged him to assist his case with the king. 112 Rachel followed this 

with the most "passionate letter to the duke that ever he read," reported 
a contemporary, but it was to no avail. 113 If the duke remembered 
Rachel's father's kindness to him sixteen years before, he did not allow 
that memory to influence his judgment respecting William. James was 
adamant that Russell should die. His attitude was not unreasonable in 
view of the evidence against William and the past history of relations be
tween the two men, which included, it should be remembered, William's 
idea that York be tried, condemned, and executed for his alleged activi
ties in the Popish Plot. Furthermore, it could not have helped the appeals 
for clemency that Russell's guard had informed the king that he had 
overheard William say that his sufferings were "but the procreation of 
the Popish Plot and that if he were pardoned the papists would assassi
nate him." The remark incensed Charles and would have angered even 
more the duke of York. 114 

Russell's friends and political associates also tried to soften the 
king's heart. Someone representing "that party who looked upon 
[Russell] as their head" used Fitzwilliam to get a message to Rachel to 
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meet him at the office of the secretary of state, there to pledge that the 
party would desist in criticizing the government if Russell were 
pardoned.115 The proposal was thought likely to carry weight with the 

king, but if Charles did hear about it, it too fell on deaf ears. Moreover, 
unidentified friends also offered Charles large sums of money, upwards 
of £50, 000, in return for a pardon for William, but Charles refused, as 
he had refused Bedford's bribe.116 

In addition, Rachel's French relatives tried to use their influence 
at the highest reaches of the French government. Her cousin, de Ruvigny, 
begged Louis XIV to urge Charles II to pardon Russell, and her old 
uncle won permission to come to England to plead with Charles and to 
be with Rachel. Barrillon showed Charles de Ruvigny 's letter on July 19 
and probably presented some guarded expressions from Louis XIV 

favoring mercy, but was met with a rebuff. Charles said that he would 
not prevent de Ruvigny from coming to London, but that Russell would 
be dead before he arrived. The king also remarked that he was sure that 
Louis would not advise him to pardon someone who would have given 

him no quarter. 117 

These efforts were not without hope of success, for people about 
the king were divided on whether or not to pardon or reprieve Russell. 
On the one hand, George Legge, baron of Dartmouth, sought to per
suade Charles to pardon William on grounds that he would otherwise 
antagonize the powerful Bedford family and that he owed something to 
Southampton's daughter and her children. The king dismissed such ad

vice, reportedly reply ing, "All that is true, but it is as true, that if I do 
not take his life, he will soon have mine." 118 Laurence Hyde, earl of 
Rochester, described as "very affectionate and helpful," undertook at 
Lady Ranelagh's urging to persuade Charles to grant William a month's 
reprieve. He also discussed the issue with the duke of York. 119 Halifax, 
Rachel's relative, displayed a "very compassionate concern" for William, 

and his help was acknowledged by both Lord and Lady Russell.120 As a
note in his hand testifies, Halifax believed in William's moral innocence 
and was persuaded that Russell never intended to use force to redress 
grievances. 121

On the other hand, Robert Spencer, the earl of Sunderland, 
Russell's relative, adopted a very severe attitude towards the conspirators 
in general and, possibly because of his dislike for Halifax, who was 
promoting Russell's interests, did nothing to save William.122 The duke
of York was, as we have seen, adamant that Russell must suffer the pen
alty of death. The king, it was said, might have succumbed to the impor

tunities for leniency that he received on all sides had it not been for his 
unwillingness to break with his brother. 123 Yet Charles at no point
showed a really conciliatory spirit. He had long ago formed an unfavora-
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ble opinion of Russell; he genuinely believed in the reality of plots 
against his life; his iterated comments that if he did not have Russell's 
head, Russell would have his, seem close to the mark of his true feelings. 

Although Charles was unmoved by pleas for a pardon or a re
prieve, he was not brutal. On July 19 he commuted the dreadful sentence 
the law imposed on traitors to simply beheading and, dismissing York's 
suggestion that the execution take place in Southampton Square in front 
of Russell's home, 124 ordered a scaffold to be erected in Lincoln's Inn
Fields. The king chose Lincoln's Inn Fields, as the warrant to the 
London sheriffs put it, "for certain considerations and in respect that 
[Russell] is the eldest son of a peer."125 The nature of the site would
have facilitated crowd control and distinguished Russell, the son of a 
peer, from three other convicted traitors, all commoners, who died the 
day before at Tyburn. Further, on the twenty-first the king ordered that 
after the execution William's body be handed over to Rachel or other re
lations for a private burial, thereby assuring that Russell's head would 
not be displayed, as were those of the three other condemned trai
tors.126 And, as we shall see, he did not claim Russell's personal estate, 
which normally would have been forfeited. 

William cooperated fully in every effort to secure a pardon, say
ing, however, that he did so to indulge Rachel, not because he had confi
dence in the outcome. But he resisted a scheme proposed by his good 
friend Cavendish whereby the two men, who were of similar height, 
would change clothes and Cavendish would take his place while he es
caped from prison. 127 Flight would have been taken as an admission of
guilt. Had he fled, he would have strengthened the king's hand and sac
rificed his own role as martyr. 

Throughout his imprisonment, Russell conducted himself with a 
dignity fully matching that of Rachel. His mind was much sharpened 
and his spiritual understanding clarified by impending death, and his se
rene demeanor and wise and sometimes humorous comments, which 
Burnet reported in copious detail, were the stuff of which martyrs are 
made. William was surely aware that this would be the case. Dr. Burnet's 
account and William's scaffold speech were gifts to Russell's wife, 
family, and political associates. They were designed not only to comfort 
them, but also to help keep the broken Whig party together, justify his 
role in politics, and lay the foundations for the idea that the government 
had contrived the charge of a plot against it to destroy its enemies and 
that Russell was a victim, a martyr, to Stuart despotism. 

Russell's conversations with Burnet ranged widely, touching such 
topics as the "state of Hungary and the affairs of Europe." William was 
also at pains to identify himself with his radical friends, perhaps to send 
a message that he still adhered to the principles that had united them. He 
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"spoke often and with great kindness" of John Hampden the younger, 
and commended Essex for his great concern for the public good.128 He 
reviewed aspects of his trial, suggesting that the jury was packed to 

assure his conviction and blaming Pemberton for crediting Howard's 

testimony. 129 

William also spent a good portion of his time examining the con

dition of his soul and reaffirming his devotion to Protestant Christianity. 

He read the Bible and Richard Baxter's Dying Thoughts, which John 

Hampden brought him as a gift from the author. He ran over the defects 

in his life, among which he placed failing to take the sacrament often. An 
extravagant streak he admitted, but he maintained that he had long ago 
decided not to change his style of life when he came into his inheritance 

but to devote his fortune to doing good. He professed a clear conscience 
about all he had done in public life, except for listening to some "in

decent discourses" and, as he admitted, being pleased with them.130 

Withal, he concluded that his sins had been mostly those of omission. 

Russell was able to forgive all of his enemies, he said, except for 

Howard, for whom he had never possessed high regard and whom he 

now heartily detested. He turned to Burnet for guidance on this point 
and took comfort from the fifteenth Psalm, where verses 3 and 5 excori
ated a person who "backbiteth" and "taketh up a reproach against his 

neighbor" and accepts a "reward against the innocent." William drew 
solace also from two sermons that Burnet preached to him and Rachel 

on the morning before he died. In one of them, on the text of Psalm 23:4, 

the good divine came close to comparing Russell to Jesus Christ and 
actually said that he was a martyr to the true religion.131 Thus fortified 
by his religion and by a kind of aristocratic chivalric code, he was able, 

he assured Burnet, to regard the coming execution as no more than a 

moment of personal exhibition and passing pain that would introduce 
him into life everlasting. He remarked that he had been more troubled 

by his son's illness some months before than by his own impending 

death.132 

His exuberant nature, of course, might have expressed itself in a 
very different attitude. Although he was outwardly composed, some 
physical symptoms betrayed his nervous tension. During his imprison
ment a rash broke out all over his body, and he reported himself as 
suffering from "heat in the blood," a sense of fullness, and a susceptibil
ity to fever. The day before the execution, he had two nosebleeds, just as 

had happened earlier during the Exclusion Crisis debates. With a 
characteristic effort at humor, he dismissed them with a laugh, saying 

that he should not need to be bled, for that would be done tomorrow. Had 
he lived, he said, he would have had to undertake a course of physic to 
restore his health, and he remarked how ironic it would have been if 
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Rachel's schemes for his release had enjoyed success, only to have him 
sicken and die within a short time. 133 Such symptoms as these, surely 
psychosomatic, reveal William's emotional tension and suggest the effort 
it cost him to preserve an outwardly calm and serene manner. 

William spent much time composing his scaffold speech. Accord
ing to Burnet, Russell decided to prepare the statement himself, a step 
that reflected sensitivity to the political uses of the printed word, an 
awareness he had shown earlier. 134 William took care to choose words
that expressed "exactly . . .  his conscience" and discussed portions of the 
text with Rachel and Burnet. He asked Burnet to provide "heads" that 
he might address and to suggest their order, because he was "unac
customed to draw such papers." Burnet insisted that apart from ordering 
the topics, suggesting that Russell clear himself of the charge of suborn
ing witnesses in the Popish Plot trials, and persuading him not to com
ment on slavery, he gave William no substantive guidance and that the 
ideas and language of the speech were Russell's. Rachel was also 
emphatic in averring that William wrote the speech himself. 135 Since,
as we have seen, Russell had displayed a talent for expository writing as 
a young man, these claims may be taken at face value. And, even if he 
had received assistance with the speech, the ideas in it were those that 
William wanted to leave behind as testimonial of his views. 

Printed as The Speech of the Late Lord Russel To the Sheriffs: 
Together with the Paper deliver'd by him to them, at the Place of Execu

tion, on July 21, 1683, the scaffold speech is the only extended state
ment of Russell's beliefs that has survived.136 In it he affirmed in print
views already discussed that were implicit in his speeches and actions. 
First, in the original draft of his speech, William categorically asserted 
his belief in the right of resistance, a position that his chaplain, the 
Reverend Samuel Johnson, had successfully reinforced against the 
efforts of Burnet and the Reverend John Tillotson to persuade him to dis
avow.137 Russell went so far as to say to Tillotson that unless the right of
resistance was acknowledged in England, the English government was 
no different from a "Turkish constitution."138 Belief in the right to
resist, obviously, justified the actions with which he had been charged 
and if made public in writing would have strengthened the charge against 
him. In the original draft of his speech, written in his hand and pre
served in the Bedford Record Office, London, Russell, while acknowl
edging that Burnet and Tillotson had argued otherwise, declared 
emphatically that a "free nation ... might defend both their religion and 
liberties when they are invaded and taken from them though under pre
tence and colour of law." 139 The concept was bold and such language a
sharp indictment of the court, which regarded the idea of the right to 
resist as seditious. Significantly, Russell used the word "invaded" with 
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respect to the nation's "religion and liberties," even as he had done in 

conversation with Tillotson. The same language had appeared in 1675 in 
letter from a Person of Quality to His Friend in the Country, a tract 
closely associated with Shaftesbury. It may be regarded as a part of the 
code language radical Whigs used to signify the tyranny of Charles II's 
government. 140 In employing it William apparently intended to signal to 
the Whigs his continuing commitment to principles they had shared. 

But this paragraph, with its especially damaging concept and lan
guage, did not appear in the printed version of the speech. In the manu
script copy at the Bedford Record Office, London, someone has 
underlined the paragraph in pencil; the paragraph in the manuscript 
copy at Chatsworth is inked out.141 The story of what had happened is 

this. Burnet and Tillotson construed conversations that each had had 
with William to mean that he was willing to disavow the principle of 
right of resistance. Thinking that such a disavowal would move the king 
to pardon him, Tillotson, at Burnet's urging, took the information to 
Halifax, who conveyed it to Charles. The king was impressed. But when 
Tillotson returned for further confirmation of his view, Russell said that 
he had been misunderstood, that he did believe in the right to resist. 

Thus, Tillotson found himself in an awkward position. Endeavoring to 

exculpate himself with King Charles, Tillotson wrote a letter to Russell 
dated July 20, in which he set out the errors of such a doctrine. After 
studying the letter, Russell concluded that his views of English laws and 
government differed from those of Burnet and Tillotson and refused to 

change the words in his speech; he would have to lie to do so, he said. 
But he added that "whatever his opinion might be in cases of extremity, 
he was against those ways and ever thought a parliamentary course was 
the proper remedy for all the distempers of a nation." 142 The night 
before he died he assured Tillotson that he had always believed that 
Parliament should be the instrument to redress grievances, yet he added 
that "it was once in their power to have overturned the Government," 143 

a remark which implied that he had been party to schemes that involved 
force to overturn the government. Russell, however, would not change 
the language of his paragraph on resistance. Tillotson therefore urged 
Burnet to prevail upon Russell to "dash out" the entire paragraph, and 
in the end Russell agreed to the compromise. Thereby he preserved his 
intellectual integrity on the issue, as a letter from Burnet to Bishop 
Henry Compton dated July 30 confirmed. Burnet declared that Angli
can divines had tried to persuade Russell to disavow resistance, but that 
he persisted in the belief. 144 Why, then, did he agree to omit the words 
in his printed speech? Almost certainly because he did not want to 
antagonize the court towards his wife and family. 

Tillotson expressed considerable anxiety after Russell's execution 
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over the possibility that he had offended Rachel by importuning her hus
band to change his mind on resistance. His anxiety is of importance, 

suggesting as it does that Rachel adhered to the doctrine of resistance 
herself. It took a couple of letters and several months before Lady 
Russell forgave him. 145 Thereafter, Tillotson and Rachel became close 
friends, and, as we shall see, they mutually supported each other after 

the Revolution of 1689. 

A second major point in the Speech concerned William's reli

gious views. Russell portrayed himself as a devout Protestant and a 
member of the Anglican church who could not accept "all the heights" 

of that communion and who called on all true Protestants to lay aside 
their differences and unite "against the common enemy," popery. His 

position on comprehension versus toleration is not made crystal clear, 
but the implication of his calling upon Protestants to unite is that he 

favored comprehension. What is clear is his violent dislike of Catholi
cism. He excoriated popery, as he had done in the House of Commons, 

describing it as an "idolatrous and bloody" religion. He explained that 

he felt himself bound in his "station" to do all he could against it, even 
though he expected to suffer thereby. Recalling his role in the Popish 
Plot and Exclusion, Russell intimated that a vengeful government had 

brought upon him his "present sufferings." Asserting that he had sin
cerely believed that there was a Catholic conspiracy against the nation, 

he declared that popery remained a danger and that many Protestants 
(meaning Anglican clerics) continued to advance it. Russell warned that 

the nation had "just reason to fear the worst" and expressed pessi

mism for the future, because of the boundless impiety and profaneness 

that prevailed. 

Third, Russell maintained that he had always believed that England's 
government was "one of the best in the world." He implicitly denied any 
connection with republican notions, explaining, as we have seen, that he 
had supported the idea of exclusion because a popish successor threat
ened England's religion, law, and government. Limitations, he felt, 
would have altered the government by removing the prerogative powers 
of a king. Russell believed that the result would be "perpetual 
jealousies." 

A fourth theme in the Speech was a "true and clear account" of 

his part in the conspiracies. William admitted that on the advice of his 
lawyers, who feared he might convict himself of misprision of treason, 
he had not been candid at his trial. But, in fact, his written account was 
far from a clear and full account. On the one hand he said that he knew 

of no plot against the king, and on the other admitted to participating in 
conspiratorial conversations at Shaftesbury 's house and at Shepherd's 
tavern. He confessed that he had not gone to the tavern just to taste wine, 
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as he had said at his trial. But he insisted that, along with the duke of 
Monmouth, he had opposed violent action, such as seizing the guards. 
He dismissed such conversations as just talk "about making some stirs." 
He admitted that there had been "discourse" at Shepherd's about the 
"feasibleness" of "securing, or seizing the guards," and even that 
"several times by accident, in general discourse elsewhere" he had 
"heard it mentioned as a thing might easily be done." But he insisted that 
he had abhorred the idea because, if successful, it would result in a mas
sacre. Russell conceded, however, that he was guilty of misprision of 
treason. As we have seen, according to the law of treason, as it stood in 
1683, ifhe had admitted so much at his trial, he would have been con
victed of treason by his own account. 

Fifth, Russell sought to exculpate himself further by saying that 
he would not accuse others to save himself and by arguing that clever, 
articulate crown lawyers had stretched the evidence to make "construc
tive treason" and convicted him "by forms and subtleties of law." This 
was judicial murder, the worst kind of killing. He was an innocent man, 
who wanted only to protect his beloved nation from popery and 
absolutism. Russell said that he forgave everyone connected with his 
"murder" -lawyers, judges, and especially the jurors. Significantly, he 
did not mention the absence of freeholders among the jurors, a point his 
lawyers had argued at his trial and which would be revived in 1689. 
William begged his friends not to revenge his death, saying that he would 
"offer up" his life "with so much more joy" if he could feel that the spill
ing of innocent blood would end with his own. Russell's speech was a 
powerful political statement which, as we shall see, deeply offended the 
court. 

Lady Russell was closely associated with her husband's speech. 
As already mentioned, William consulted her about portions of it. In 
view of her strong personality and the close relationship the Russells 
enjoyed, the final version undoubtedly represented her views and had 
her warm endorsement. Presumably to make certain that the paper 
should not fail to be printed, she and William wrote out, between them, 
five "original" copies which he signed the night before his execu
tion.146 The fact that the first edition of the speech bore the words 
"Printed ... by Direction of the Lady Russell" further supports this 
point. It is inconceivable that a person of her quick intelligence and 
political sophistication would have allowed herself to be connected 
with a printed document of which she disapproved. Her insistence after 
the execution that the paper faithfully reflected Russell's views does 
likewise. 

William's political associates undoubtedly assisted in the project 
of the speech. The duke of York had no doubt that Russell's "factious 
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friends" had published it. 147 Some unidentified person among them 
must have contacted the printer John Darby, a man described as a "true 
asserter of English liberties," delivered the manuscript to him the night 

before the execution, and seen to it that the tract was on sale in the streets 
"within an hour" of William's death. 148 

During these days, when she was not engaged in projects to rescue 
William, Rachel was with him in prison, helping him with his speech, 
talking, and eating with him. She followed Burnet's account of her hus
band's last days with avid interest, and, in keeping with her energetic 
nature, corrected it in one or two particulars to portray William in the 
best possible light. The account found favor with her, and she told 
Burnet firmly that she was prepared to swear to its accuracy. 149 Burnet 
formed a very high opinion of Lady Russell for her demeanor and 
actions this week, commending her for having acted "so noble a part" 
and declaring that she had earned a "great" reputation on her own. 
Thereafter, Burnet and Rachel remained close friends. 150 

On July 19 Russell wrote a letter to Charles II and gave it to Lady 

Russell to deliver after his death. He took great pains with the language 
to avoid offending the king. Thus, he declined to subscribe himself as a 
"loyal" subject, as inappropriate to a condemned traitor, and to include 
the thought that he had been devoted to the king's service, since he had 
resigned from the council. He begged the king's pardon, confessed more 
than he had in public, and declared that he forgave everyone connected 
with his trial. Barrillon could not imagine why Russell wrote this letter. 
The real reason lies in his appeal to the king to spare his wife and chil
dren the king's displeasure. In effect, he was laying the groundwork on 
which Lady Russell would build to recover a position for herself and 
their children. 151 Burnet suggested to Rachel that she get a copy to the 
king before William's death in hopes of moving him to pardon or re
prieve Russell. Colonel Russell, William's uncle, did that, but again 
Charles was unmoved. 

On Friday, July 20, the day before his execution, Russell said his 
farewells to friends, family, and Rachel, comporting himself in so com
posed a manner that everyone was filled with admiration. For example, 
when his brother James (the one with whom he had earlier engaged in 
boisterous horseplay) came for a last visit, William jokingly suggested 
that they should change places, saying to him, "Come, shall we change 
our clothes." To another visitor he said pleasantly, "You ever find me out 
in a new place." He saw his three children in the morning and again in 
the evening, but his last words to them have not been preserved. Rachel 
ate dinner with him. During the meal William took her by the hand and 
said, without any discomposure, "This flesh you now feel will soon be 
cold." 152 Their conversation was cheerful on several topics, especially 
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about their two daughters. During the meal a note addressed to Rachel 
was delivered; it laid out a new project to reprieve William, but he 
ridiculed and dismissed it. At about ten o'clock Rachel left him. Russell 
kissed her four or five times, and they parted silently without tears. 153 

It must have taken enormous self-control on the part of both, but espe
cially Rachel, to part so quietly. Later, she blessed God for enabling her 
to master her emotions so as not to increase William's suffering. 154 

William remarked to Burnet that now that he had said goodbye to 
Rachel the bitterness of death was behind him. Testifying to his deep 

love for his wife, he spoke at length of her, declaring that she had been 
the greatest blessing in his life. He described her as combining birth, 
fortune, great religion, and great kindness to him. He had been afraid 
earlier that she would not be able to bear their parting, and he was filled 

with admiration at the restraint she showed. Showing his understanding 
of her nature, he expressed concern that after his death, when the whirl
wind of her activities to save him were over, the "quickness of her spirit 
would act too powerfully within her." This was a prophetic judgment. 

Russell slept well from one to four o'clock the night before his 
execution, and upon awakening even fell asleep while his servant was 
lay ing out his clothes. He prayed with Burnet and Tillotson, sent word 
of his love to Rachel, and said a last farewell to Cavendish, who was 
waiting for him outside Newgate. Burnet and Tillotson accompanied him 
in his own coach, which was heavily guarded by trained bands marching 
on both sides and behind it, undoubtedly to forestall any attempt at a 

rescue, which in fact Cavendish had at one time proposed. 155 It was a 
special favor for William to drive to the scene of execution in his own 
coach. 156 As they drove along, William sang Psalm 119 and acknowl
edged the presence of several people whom he recognized on the street. 

He showed his emotion only once, when he looked towards Southampton 
House, where Rachel and his three children must have been keeping a 
vigil. 

The little party reached Lincoln's Inn Fields, where already 
assembled were a large number of people and ten companies of the 
king's guards drawn up around the scaffold and a troop of horse divided 
into four squadrons positioned about the area. 157 The government was 
taking all precautions against the possibility of a demonstration in 
Russell's favor. 158 As the coach turned into the Fields, Russell, appar
ently recalling the excesses of his youth, remarked to Burnet, "This has 
been for me a place of sinning, and God now makes it a place of my judg
ment." 159 William walked around the black-draped scaffold four or five 
times and then said a few words to the sheriff, addressing him as "Gen
tleman," because he did not believe that he was truly sheriff. He satis
fied himself that Captain Walcot had not incriminated him, disavowed 
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with some disingenuity any knowledge of a plot against the king's life or 

government, and called upon all Protestants to "love one another" so as 
not to encourage popery by their own dissensions. Russell gave Tillotson 

his ring and Burnet his watch, and adjured Burnet not to forget some 

messages that he wished delivered at Southampton House and Woburn. 

Characteristically showing his thoughtful nature, Russell included a 

word to one of Bedford's chaplains who adhered to the church's view of 
passive obedience. 160 He paid the executioner as Burnet had instructed 
him to do, so as to redeem his clothing and, after some moments of pri

vate prayer, removed his coat, waistcoat, and cravat, put on his nightcap, 

and placed his head on the block, all without any change of expres

sion. 161 At the very end of his life, Russell adhered to a chivalric code, 

showing customary bravado by refusing to be blindfolded. Burnet had 

told him not to turn his head once it was on the block and not to give a 

signal. The ax fell as William raised his arms, all untrembling in a last 

prayer. But since his eyes were uncovered, he apparently saw the ax 
coming and flinched, so that the first stroke was too high and caught him 
in the shoulder. It was fastened there as his body rose against it, and it 

took two more blows before his head was severed. 162 Russell died, all 

observers agreed, in a noble and courageous manner. Some people 

dipped their handkerchiefs in his blood, 163 a gesture suggesting that his 

martyrdom was already well under way. 

To forestall such a development, King Charles, who had gone to 

Windsor early in the morning, ordered Oxford University to burn the 

very day of Russell's execution certain books whose principles justified 
resistance theory. Among the books were those by George Buchanan, 
Hobbes, and two Dissenting ministers, both associated with Russell, 

Samuel Johnson and Richard Baxter. 164 In so doing the court reasserted 
the doctrine that unconditional obedience to a divinely appointed king 
was the duty of the subject and underscored the dangers of defying the 
government. 

As was customary, Russell's head was held up for the crowd to 
see, and then his head and body were put in a hearse and taken to the 

marquess of Winchester's house, where they were sewn together before 
being taken to Southampton House. 165 The reception that the body re

ceived there must be imagined. 
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& William's death was a shattering experience for Lady Russell. 

-..,. Lord Russell had feared that the "quickness of her spirit" would
bring on a terrible reaction after he was gone, and he was right. 

Rachel suffered torrents of grief and "wild and raging" thoughts which 
seemed to increase rather than diminish for several years and brought 
her close to an emotional breakdown. Yet, even in the depths of her 
despair, she was not so distraught as to be incapable of conducting her 
affairs intelligently and effectively. Sustained by the counsel and comfort 
of clerics, family, and friends, by deepening religious piety and the very 
act of writing, and by the responsibilities of raising her young children, 
Rachel developed into an even stronger and more independent person 
than she had been before. 

Despite her grief, she gave first priority to political and business 
matters. She was immediately drawn into a dispute with the government 
over William's scaffold speech. That speech had enraged the court. York 
fumed that there could not be a "greater libel on the government," 1 and 
a swift, powerful, and well-orchestrated campaign against it followed. 
The court interrogated people suspected of assisting with the speech. 
The day after Russell's execution, July 22, 1683, the Privy Council, 
with the king and the duke present, examined Burnet, Johnson, 
Tillotson, and the printer John Darby to determine what part they had 
play ed in writing and publishing the speech. 2 The interview with 
Burnet further angered the court, because in the course of it Burnet won 
permission to read his journal of Russell's last days, and deeply offended 
the assembled company with a eulogy stressing William's piety, devo
tion to Protestantism, love of wife and family, and willingness to die for 
his beliefs. 3 Burnet was so alarmed by their displeasure that he went to 
the Continent for awhile. The next day the Privy Council, again with the 
king and the duke of York in attendance, ordered that Lady Russell 
should be interrogated about whether she had sent 2,500 copies of 
Russell's Speech into Bedfordshire. 4 Unfortunately, a record of the 
interrogation has not survived, but such an encounter with authorities 
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who had just executed her husband was surely a threatening experience. 
The government also encouraged, if it did not originate, the 

rumor that Lord Russell was not the author of the speech that bore his 
name. It would have been in Lady Russell's interests to remain silent, but 

in conformity with her spirited nature, courage, and love of her husband, 
she escalated the dispute. A "few days" after the execution, she wrote a 
strong, indeed a bold, letter to the king.5 Beginning preremptorily, "I
find that my husband's enemies are not appeased by his blood, but still 

continue to misrepresent him," Rachel declared that it increased her 
grief "to hear your Majesty is prevailed upon to believe" that Russell's 
final speech was written by someone else. She averred that she was 
"ready in the solemnest manner to attest" that such a charge was untrue. 
Dismissing as "an argument of no great force" that some of the expres

sions in the paper had appeared in other pieces, she insisted that she and 
others who had visited him in prison had heard him say the things that 

appeared in the speech. Describing her husband as a man "who in all his 
life was observed to act with the greatest clearness and sincerity," Rachel 

begged the king to believe that William would not at his death "do so dis

ingenuous and false a thing as to deliver for his own what was not 
properly and expressly so." Lady Russell also seized the opportunity to 
"avow" that the papers Burnet read to the council were "exactly true" 
and written at her request. She declared that Burnet himself had been a 
"tender and conscientious minister" to William and also a "loyal sub
ject" to the king. Describing herself as incapable of consolation except 
to have Charles think better of her husband, she adverted to her "impor

tunate" interview when she pleaded with the king to spare her husband 

and reminded him once more that she was the "daughter of a person who 

served your Majesty's father in his greatest extremities." She excused 
anything in the letter that might displease him as "coming from a woman 
amazed with grief." She used her sex to protect her. Nothing about this 
letter could have pleased Charles, neither its strident tone nor its bold 
affirmations, but no record has survived of his reaction. He did not think 
better of Russell nor moderate the government's public efforts to dis
credit him. 

It is possible, however, that the evident distress the letter con
veyed helped to soften Charles towards Rachel's private situation. He 
granted her request not to confiscate Lord Russell's private estate, 
legally forfeitable to the state. And, urged by Lord Halifax, he also 
agreed in early August to her request to be allowed to set up an escutch
eon in William's honor. To place an escutcheon on the door of the de
ceased symbolized that a man of honor had died; to place an escutcheon 
on the door of a condemned traitor was unheard of, absolutely contrary 
to heraldic practice. An attainder voided a person's arms. In his careless 
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way Charles was clearly insensitive to the significance of what he had 

granted, but Lady Russell almost certainly was not. Nor were people at 

court, who made such a "stir" about the matter that Lord Halifax 
advised her in October to adopt a low profile. 6

The court and its friends also took the case against Russell's 
Speech to the public, using the pulpit and printed and iconographic 

material. On July 28 Charles II ordered to be issued a Declaration that 

described the conspiracies, summarized the evidence, and justified the 
government's actions. 7 The Declaration was read in all churches on a
day of Thanksgiving set for Sunday, September 9. Sermons accompa

nied the reading in many churches and reinforced its message. 8 More
over, within five days of William's execution, two pamphlets appeared 

and by the end of the year approximately fifty procourt tracts were in cir
culation. Their style and approach were various, and thus they appealed 

to many different people. For example, one "C.P." offered a poem con
gratulating the king on escaping death, while another writer composed 
a dialogue between a Whig and a Tory and laced his title with sarcasm. 9 

Someone arranged for a new edition of the Eikon Basilike to appear in 
1684, clearly for the purpose of reviving memory of Charles I, with 

obvious lessons for contemporaries. A versifier composed a ballad titled 

"Lord Russels Farewel," to be sung to the tune of "Tender Hearts of 
London City." The musical score and three illustrations, one depicting 
the execution in grisly detail, adorned the broadside, whose essential 

message was that ambition had drawn Russell into a "base inhumane 
plot." 10 Even a medal was cast to convey the terrible danger to the state 
posed by Russell and his associates in treason. The medal showed 

Charles II as Hercules warding off Hydra, whose seven heads included 

those of Russell, Howard, Essex, and Sidney. 11 

Other writers focused on denigrating Russell and besmirching his 

former reputation. Sir Roger L'Estrange, licenser of the press, sneered 
that Russell's Speech was a ridiculous attempt to "draw the character of 

a seraphical resigning Christian from the copy of a stomachful, huffing 
Cavalier." Another author called William a "Protestant-Jesuit" because 

of the "equivocations, tricks, and evasions" that he found in the 
speech. 12 Further condemnation of Russell appeared in unlikely tracts, 
as in the misleadingly titled A Vindication Of The Lord Russell's Speech 

and Paper, etc., From The Foul Imputation of Falshood, which was, in 
reality, viciously anti-Russell. 

Among the most effective tracts were those that dissected 

William's speech. Perhaps to assist pamphlet writers marshal a response, 
Francis North, the lord chancellor, prepared an eighty-point, nearly 

line-by-line critique of the speech, and probably another lengthy paper 
entitled "A Discourse of High Treason." 13 The substance of many of his
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comments appeared in printed tracts. Of them the most powerful were 

An Antidote Against Poison, probably written by Sir Bartholomew 

Shower, and Considerations upon a Printed Sheet, written by Sir Roger 
L'Estrange. 14 Expressing doubt that Russell himself had written the
speech, these authors insisted that the purpose of the paper was to em

barrass the government by painting William as a victim, to protect 

Whigs by dismissing the conspiracy as nothing more than talk about 

"making some stirs," and to encourage Whigs to remain true to their 

principles. In fine, the speech was intended to "do the work of the con
spiracy" and to arouse the "seditious rabble" to acts of "public venge

ance." 15 William's language was deliberately evasive and misleading. 16 

Further, procourt writers asserted that anyone who understood the law 

concurred that the evidence was incontrovertible. The author of Antidote 

emphasized that the actions to which Russell admitted in his speech 

were treason, not misprision of treason. Insisting that the trial had been 

conducted in an exemplary manner, L'Estrange ridiculed Russell's defense 
and denied emphatically that his prior political activity had influenced 

the proceedings. 17 

Finally, throughout the fall of 1683 the government continued to 

keep the public informed about its progress in dealing with the con

spiracy by issuing accounts of the trials and executions, a report on the 

conspirators in A List of all the Conspirators That have been Seiz 'd, (and 

where Committed) since the Discovery of the Horrid and Bloody Plot, 
and an "official" account of the plot under the lurid title A History of the 

New Plot: Or, A Prospect of Conspirators, their Designs Damnable, 

Ends Miserable, Deaths Exemplary. The striking pictures illustrating 

this tract must have excited interest. One shows a frog and a mouse "at 

variance which shall be king," while over them a kite prepares to swoop 

down and destroy both. An explicit moral was drawn: "So factious men 
conspiring do contend/ But hasten their own ruin in the end."18 In
sum, these pamphlets presented a carefully reasoned, logical rebuttal to 

the points offered by Russell. 
Lady Russell must have read many of these tracts, for she con

cluded that An Antidote Against Poison was the most damaging of them 
all and sought ways (without success) to counter it. Writing in great 
secrecy at the end of November 1684 to Sir Robert Atkyns, she asked 

him to send her his opinion respecting the "law part" of An Antidote 

Against Poison and promised to use it only privately and show it to 
others as he would approve. Presumably out of fear of being searched, 
she wrote, "I do engage, upon my honour, and all can bind a Christian, 

I will be secret," and she promised to transcribe any paper that he should 
send and either destroy or return the original, measures that would 

shield Atkyns' identification. She said that she had been so cautious that 
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Bedford did not know that she had written or meant to write him.19 But
Atkyns, who in July had expressed concern that his correspondence 
with Hugh Speke would endanger him, 20 did not, apparently, respond
to this entreaty and certainly did not publish anything in the fall. 

There really was very little that Rachel could do alone to combat 
effectively such an onslaught of the government and Russell's political 

friends were in no position to help her. Indeed, his friends confronted a 
disastrous situation in I 683. The Whig party was in near-total disarray, 
its leadership variously dead, in prison, in exile, or plea-bargaining with 
the state. The revelations of the conspiracies shocked many people and 
prompted an outpouring of devotion to the king. 21 Moreover, Charles II
continued to harass persons who were associated with Russell's speech 
and/or expressed approval of Russell and Whig principles. For example, 
Darby, the printer, was summoned again before the Privy Council in 
September and in February 1684 was "tampered with" to name the 
author of a tract, Julian the Apostate, which he had printed. That pam
phlet, written in fact by the Reverend Samuel Johnson, was a powerfully 

expressed affirmation of the right of resistance. The government fined 
Darby twenty marks and warned him to "take heed what he printed in 
future." He asked what rules he should follow and was told "not to print 
anything against the government."22 Also in February Sir Samuel
Barnardiston was brought to trial before Judge Jeffreys on a charge of 
seditious libel. The evidence was four printed letters which described 
the Rye House Plot as a "sham" and defended Russell and Sidney. 
Jeffreys, deploring that "such bloody miscreants, such caterpillars, such 
monsters of villainy" as Russell and Sidney should be regarded as mar
tyrs, fined Barnardiston the enormous sum of £10,000.23 Clearly, the
dangers of criticizing the government were very real. 

There were compelling reasons for memorializing William even 
if it meant risking the government's displeasure. Denying the reality of 
the plot and labelling Russell an innocent victim of Stuart despotism, as 

his Speech had implied, helped to preserve the integrity of the party, 
maintain interest in its principles, continue subtle criticism of the 
government, and imply the innocence of Whigs still present. Accord
ingly, Russell partisans nourished William's memory in private and in 
public. One anonymous admirer composed a Pindaric ode on William's 
death, which began with "Hush! And the dismal tidings shall be told," 
and wisely left it in manuscript. 24 Russell partisans managed also to 
take a few inconsequential public steps to counter the court's offensive. 
A paper found in the Guildhall as early as July 30 calumniated the 
government for entrapping and murdering the "eminent Protestants of 
England." L'Estrange received a "poison-pen" letter dated August 20 
vilifying him for writing Considerations upon a Printed Sheet. 25
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Rumors circulated in Holland in August that the Rye House Plot was 
"invented" by the government. 26 And talk flourished for over a year in 
England and on the Continent of "projects" to revenge Russell's 
death. 27 In addition, printed tracts appeared. One was purportedly 

William's last "affectionate and pious exhortations" to his wife and chil
dren, with an illustration showing the family in an affecting pose. 28 

Further, at least six unofficial accounts of his trial and execution were 
published, notwithstanding the government's order that none was to be 
printed without permission. 29 Such accounts nourished Russell's mem
ory, but they could cut both ways. The court also published a record of 
the trial in the expectation, James said, that it would persuade all readers 
of William's guilt. 3° For the same reason, James, who became king in 
February 1685, ordered Bishop Thomas Sprat to compile and publish 
information and papers about the late "horrid conspiracy" against his 
brother.31 

The most powerful pamphlet, however, remained Russell's 
Speech, and try as it might, the government was unable to deflate the 
pamphlet's wide popularity. Upon first appearance it sold "prodi
giously" and continued to do so.32 It had three editions in 1683 and was
also printed in London in 1683 under three other slightly variant titles, 
each by a different printer. Twenty-five hundred copies of the original 
pamphlet appeared in Bedfordshire by July 22, sent there, it was sus
pected, by Lady Rachel.33 There must have been at least 25,000 copies 

in circulation during the last five months of 1683. 34 Such a quantity vir
tually assures that the speech reached people in all social categories. No 
wonder the government was outraged. 

Still further, Rachel kept in touch with William's former friends 
and helped them financially. She remained especially close to Gilbert 
Burnet, storing his books for him while he was in exile, corresponding 
with him, sending him money, relaying greetings through her sister, and 
perhaps responding positively to his earnest appeal to help Lady Argy le, 
said to be living in destitution in London. 35 Circumspection in the cor
respondence was necessary; it was only when Burnet was confident that 
the bearer of the letter was "sure" that he felt comfortable in writing 
freely. 36 Rachel also gave at least £40 to political friends in Holland and 
provided the Reverend Samuel Johnson with a pension of like amount, 
a bold gesture in view of the government's burning of his books. In fact, 
her support of Johnson became known. 37 Other friends also kept in 
touch with Rachel and suggested steps that might be taken. For example, 
a letter of November 29, 1683, from an anonymous correspondent, 
thought to be Sir Robert Atkyns, brought Lady Russell the rumor that 
the duke of Monmouth, restored to his father's good graces, had told 
Charles that he had lost in William the "best subject he had" and that the 
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court now repented the execution of Russell. 38 The correspondent 

recommended that if such an intimation were made directly to Rachel, 

she should ask the government for permission to publish a book about 

William. Rachel received no such intimation. However, a flattering 
polemical biographical sketch of William was printed in 1684. There is 
no evidence of the author or that Rachel was consulted, but presumably 
a friend of Russell's wrote the account. 39

In truth, from 1683 to 1689, Lady Russell's life-style was more 
effective than anything else as a visible criticism of the government and 
a memorial to Lord Russell. As we shall see, she went into deep mourn

ing, suffered loss of weight and a near emotional collapse, and engaged 

in voluminous correspondence devoted largely to her grief over her hus
band's death. That correspondence was so powerful as to provide the 

basis for renewing Russell's martyrdom at the end of the eighteenth cen
tury. But until the Glorious Revolution, the Stuart government 
triumphed over the unhappy Lady Russell and the remnant of the Whig 
party. 

Financial and business affairs also laid claim on Lady Russell's 
attention, and despite the sharpness of her grief, she was able to conduct 

them effectively. Although she could have asked others to supervise her 
affairs, she gathered such matters into her own hands, and drawing upon 
her earlier experiences and the example of her father and father-in-law, 
she became a shrewd and careful manager throughout the rest of her life. 
Such a role was not new; from the time of her second marriage she had 
actively engaged in property management. But as a widow, her status at 
law was different from that of a married woman. No longer a femme cou

verte, Rachel needed no legal instrument to enjoy the same rights and 
powers over her property that men possessed. Lady Russell was not the 
only aristocratic woman to oversee her property; Anne, countess of 
Pembroke, is an example of another. But such women were a minority 
in late-seventeenth-century England, and Rachel Russell is not usually 

included among them. She should be. 
A number of matters required attention after Lord Russell's exe

cution. Whether or not the king would demand the forfeiture of 
William's personal estate, the legal penalty imposed on a convicted trai
tor, was an urgent question. The bulk of that personal estate was the 
Hampshire properties that Rachel had brought William at the time of 
their marriage. It was a lucky circumstance for Rachel and her children 
that, although Russell was heir to the Bedford properties, he obviously 
had not inherited them, for his father was still living. William had 
begged the king in his last letter to spare his wife and children the 
penalty of forfeiture, and Rachel had reinforced the request in a petition. 
Within "a very few days" of the execution, Charles sent Lady Russell 
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word that the personal estate would be hers, justifying the favor on the 

grounds of her father's former loyalty and services to the crown.40 In
this case, the evocation of her father's name had served Rachel well. The 

king's grant was of importance to her economic well-being. She would 
not have been destitute without it, for her marriage contract had reserved 

certain properties in trust to her, but the properties at issue were of 

value. In 1669 they had brought in about£ 1,000 per year, and they were 
almost certainly worth more than that in 1683. 

The legal process transferring Lord Russell's personal properties 

to Lady Russell was completed by the end of September. Rachel's 

response, two months after the bold letter about William's speech that 

she had addressed to the king, is significant. It marks the first step that 
she took to ingratiate herself with the court, her ultimate purpose being 
the preservation of the Bedford title for her son. She wrote to Halifax 
and to Lord Russell's uncle, Colonel John Russell, asking for advice on 

the most appropriate way to thank the king and enclosing a letter that 
might be given him. She had also asked her brother-in-law from her first 

marriage, Lord Vaughan, to stand ready to assist and had availed herself 
of the services of an officer in the office of the secretary of state, where 

the seals of the grant were affixed, promising him "satisfaction" when 
she had the grant.41 Halifax recommended that Colonel Russell deliver
her compliments orally rather than in writing. He explained that some 

people about the king were still irritated over the permission given her 
to set up the escutcheon and were using that to weaken his (Halifax's) 

position, so the less said about the grant of the personal property, the 
better. Her handling of this little project demonstrates her energy in 
marshalling a number of people in her behalf at a time when she was dis

traught with grief and illustrates her sound reasoning, which Halifax 
remarked. Had she not solicited advice, but rather gone ahead with a let
ter to the king, she might have undermined later steps that she and others 
took on behalf of her son. Her handling also reveals Lady Russell's 
knowledge of the patronage system that existed and her skill in drawing 
upon personal and familial contacts that had been built up over the years. 

Another matter of some urgency was to provide Lady Russell with 
cash. Steps were taken to draw upon the £2,000 a year due her by the 
terms of her marriage contract with William. On July 8 and 10, 1683, 
she received JOO guineas and later, in August, an advance in full of the 
moneys not due until Michelmas (September 29). On August 8, £100 
was advanced her on £400 annual interest due on the loan of £8,000 
made in 1682 from the earl of Bedford. It appears that the money was 

still intact, and Bedford now undertook to set it aside and pay Rachel at 
the rate of 5 percent per year. 42 Still further, Lady Russell had to make
arrangements to pay off her husband's debts. In the absence of the 
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Russells' household papers, the total amount of the debt is unknown, but 
it was apparently substantial. The earl of Chesterfield (who had declined 
to testify on William's behalf) entered a claim of £3,000 on Lord 
Russell's estate and petitioned the Treasury lords that the money be paid 
before the estate was settled. 43 In August 1684 Lady Russell borrowed 

£2,500 from her brother and sister-in-law, Edward and Margaret, to pay 

a debt owed to another brother-in-law, Lord Alington. 44 There must 
have been other creditors, for later, in 1699, Rachel wrote of having 

"struggled through so great a debt" that William had left. 45 

Rachel also enlarged her power over her Middlesex properties. 

Just four days after William's execution, she signed a deed revoking the 
trusts that had been appointed for the manor of Bloomsbury and the hos
pital of St. Giles in the Fields and reserving henceforth the "use and 
behoofe" of the properties to herself, her heirs and assigns. 46 Further to 
settle her properties in her own and her son's interest, Sir John Maynard, 

the well-known Whiggish lawyer, was called in on July 28 and 31 and on 

August l to provide legal advice. 47 

Despite deepening grief, Rachel continued to devote time to busi

ness affairs, sometimes giving them priority in her correspondence. 48 

Feeling that "some frugality" was advisable in her new circumstance, 
she reduced the number of officers in her household staff. She also 
replaced William's steward, Watkins, whom she suspected of an in
discretion and also a discourtesy to her husband. Still a sympathetic and 
considerate mistress, even as she had shown herself to be earlier, Rachel 

went to the trouble of finding Watkins other employment, but he 
rebuffed her assistance and secured a place on his own, which he kept 
a secret. Rachel generously insisted that she did not "take it ill from 

him," explaining away his behavior on the grounds that he was "not 
acquainted with the usual way of respectful proceeding in such 
cases."49 The little incident reinforces understanding of an aspect of
Rachel's personality and also provides a rare glimpse into "upstairs

downstairs" relations during the period. 
Lady Russell also showed independence of her father-in-law. She 

opened her own account with Child and Rogers, goldsmith bankers with 
whom Bedford had dealt for some years. 50 And she appointed her own
business manager to assist her in her affairs rather than depending upon 
Bedford's staff. The man she chose, in June 1684, was John Hoskins, 
Shaftesbury's relative and probably his former solicitor. She had met 

him some time before at the Shaftesburys' house and had formed a high 
opinion of him as a "very worthy and ingenious man." He admired her 
too, remarking that she would "require less help [in business matters] 

than most others."51 The appointment of Hoskins was a gesture of defi
ance to the court, for he was known as a close associate of Shaftesbury's. 
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The government had denied him permission to visit Shaftesbury when 

Shaftesbury was imprisoned in the Tower in early 1677, but Hoskins had 

attended the earl in 1681 when he was again imprisoned. 52 Such a close 

link between Lady Russell and Hoskins reinforced other signals she sent 

of her continued commitment to Whiggish principles. The business rela

tionship lasted until Hoskins' death, and a personal relationship devel

oped between the two families when in 1718 Hoskins' daughter married 

Lady Russell's grandson, William, the marquess of Hartington, son of 

her elder daughter. 53 

So deeply involved did Rachel become in business matters that 

she wrote in the spring of 1684 that her "design" was "to converse with 

none but lawyers and accountants."54 At this time she undertook the

responsibility of settling the trust that her sister Elizabeth had vested in 

William to raise portions for Elizabeth's daughters out of the manors she 

had inherited from her father. Rachel was anxious to make the proper 

arrangements for her beloved sister's children, whose "least concerns," 

she wrote in her warmhearted way, "touch me to the quick." She was 
also eager to take the steps that she thought William would approve. 55

To facilitate the transaction, she made plans in May 1684 to visit 

Stratton, despite reluctance to be in the place where she had enjoyed so 

much happiness with William. In the event, her plans were cancelled 

"by the lawyers" and the death of her mother-in-law, but that does not 

diminish the strength of character she showed in her willingness to go 
forward with a step that she was sure would cause her acute distress. By 

the end of July the terms of the new trust were settled to her satisfaction, 

and the decree filed in the Court of Chancery. 56 

Rachel supervised her properties conscientiously. New trusts for 

both her Hampshire and Middlesex properties were created in May and 
June of 1685. 57 She continued to develop Bloomsbury Square, signing 
twenty-five more leases between I 683 and I 699. The rents ranged from 

twenty shillings per year for a term of thirty-two years for a stable, to a 
high of forty pounds per year for a term of twenty-one years for property 

on High Holborn. She raised ten pounds a year from a twenty-one-year 
lease of a horse pond adjoining her, specifying that she and succeeding 
occupiers of Southampton House would have the right to wash and water 

their horses there. 58 

The increasing prosperity that she achieved from the effective 

management of her estate not only allowed her to live in great comfort 
but also put her in a position from which she would negotiate favorable 

marriage settlements for her three children. 

At the same time that Lady Russell was handling business and political 
matters, she was also suffering agonies of grief over Lord Russell's 
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death. It is testimony to the rationality in her nature that she was able to 
compartmentalize her emotions and function as well as she did. Rachel 
revealed the depth of her sorrow and her private struggle to master it in 
a voluminous correspondence that she carried on largely with male 
clerics, especially the Reverend John Fitzwilliam, her father's former 
chaplain. T hat she grieved was not, of course, unusual; other widows 
suffered deep sorrow when their husbands died and expressed their 
anguish in affecting terms. 59 Rachel's grief, however, is set apart by its 
intensity and duration. Accordingly, her letters and private papers and 
the letters and essays of her correspondents provide a rare picture of 
grief, its course, and, in twentieth-century language, its "management." 

In keeping with her passionate, spirited personality, Lady 
Russell's grief was intense and prolonged. Rachel struggled to rein in her 
emotions, but as twentieth-century studies show us is common in 
mastering grief, she would achieve some command over them only to 
suffer a setback. 60 In the weeks immediately following the execution, 
Lady Russell described herself as "amazed"-meaning crazy-with 
grief, and her first letter about her suffering reveals the sharpness of her 
anguish. Dated September 30, 1683, it came from Woburn, where with 
her children and William's parents she had retired to mourn. Appealing 
to Dr. Fitzwilliam for sympathy, Lady Russell began, "You that knew us 
both, and how we lived, must allow I have just cause to bewail my 
loss .... I want him to talk with, to walk with, to eat and sleep with: all 
these things are irksome to me now; the day unwelcome and the night so 
too." Christian consolations about the merit of eternal life did not con
sole her; the idea that her husband was in a better, happier place than this 
world she dismissed for lack of faith. Reason did not help. "My under
standing is clouded, my faith weak, sense strong, and the devil busy," she 
admitted. Torturing herself with the thought that she was so "evil and 
unworthy" as to be unable to receive God's mercy, she wrote distract
edly, "I most willingly forsake this world, this vexatious, troublesome 
world."61 Blaming God for not answering her earnest prayers to spare 
William, she was "very strongly tempted" at this time to curtail her 
prayers and Bible reading. 62 

Outward signs of her grief, carried to extremes over the years, tes
tified to her inward turmoil. In the first year of her widowhood she 
neglected her health, losing so much weight as to alarm her friends.63 

She went into mourning, of course. It was virtually obligatory for 
widows to wear black for a year, but Rachel continued to wear black for 
the rest of her life. All subsequent portraits of her, which she presuma
bly approved, show her dressed in black. In a portrait by Sir Godfrey 
Kneller, reproduced here as the frontispiece, her black gown is relieved 
only by white lace at the cuffs and neckline, her expression is infinitely 
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sad, her large eyes heavy-lidded and downcast. Further, Southampton 

House was draped in black, black ribbons were affixed to the trousers 

of grooms and the bridles of horses, and liveried servants wore black, 
all customary marks of mourning. 64 But for the rest of her life, Rachel

kept black crepe in her private rooms at Southampton House and at 

Stratton. 65

Her private expressions of grief were intense and long-lived. She 

was in virtual seclusion at Woburn for at least a year, vowing, as already 

mentioned, to see none but lawyers and accountants. Three years later, 

in 1686, when she had brought herself to return to Southampton House, 

she refused a proposal that her half-sister and her family live at 
Southampton House with her for a time on the grounds of her "sad cir

cumstances."66 Although initially angry with God, she almost immedi

ately returned to religion and thereafter led a life of piety far more 

rigorous than anything that she had followed before William's death. She 

rose at five o'clock in the morning and followed a regimen of thrice-daily 

prayers, meditation, and reading of religious texts. She regularly exam

ined her sins and kept a meticulous record of them. 67 Praying, meditat

ing, reading the Bible and religious works, and preparing for and, at the 

appropriate time, participating in the sacrament became central features 

of her life. One portrait of her as a widow shows her in a meditative pose, 

one hand supporting her head, the other holding a book, thus signaling 

her pious introspection.68

In the spring of I 684 Rachel's sorrow increased rather than 

abated. She was unable to escape the memory of and longing for her hus

band. "Where can I dwell," she cried, "that his figure is not present to 

me?"69 Despite her determination to recover her equilibrium in the face

of her son's illness in June, her condition worsened as the first anniver

sary approached of the three blackest days of her life-June 26, 
William's arrest; July 13, his trial; and July 21, his execution. On that 

first anniversary Lady Russell began a regimen that she followed, with 
few exceptions, for the rest of her life. She sanctified those days by 
prayer, reflection, and remembrance, aided by the rereading of Dr. 

Burnet's account of Lord Russell's imprisonment, and for several years 

saw no one but her children during this period and them late at night. 

Such a practice revived and sharpened her anguish every year at that time, 

as modern studies of grief confirm it naturally enough would do. 70

For the next five years or so, Lady Russell made only faltering 

progress towards controlling her sorrow. To her embarrassment tears 
were at the ready whenever she thought of her "calamity," which was 

often. 71 When she compared the richness of her former life to her pres

ent misery, self-pity overwhelmed her. "All relish is now gone," she 

complained in 1685. Never again, she said, would she know happiness 
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on earth. 72 In I 686 she began to accept social engagements, but that
same year she again expressed a longing for death, admitting, however, 
that if she really faced death, as in an illness, she would defer it if she 
could. 73 The separation from her husband was still "bitter" in 1687,
but she felt that although "not cured," her grief was less overwhelming 
than before. In 1688 when she was negotiating a marriage settlement, 
she went out to dinner frequently, but only for her children's sake, not 
for any pleasure it gave her, so she said. 74 Clearly, her sorrow revealed
a high degree of self-consciousness and, it must be said, selfishness. Its 
persistence tried the patience of some about her, even as it won their 
admiration and that of commentators later. 

Multiple reasons explain why her grief was so inveterate. Her sor
row owed much to her passionate nature. Lord Russell's death deprived 
her of companionship and friendly conversation, as she said, and of sex
ual fulfillment, as she implied. With notable candor, Lady Russell 
admitted that she had lived so long by the senses that she found it nearly 
impossible to live by faith alone. 75 The romantic view of her husband
that she had created and continued to perpetuate served to heighten her 
sense of loss. She looked back upon William as an "inestimable treas
ure," and upon her marriage as a time when she had known as "much 
happiness as the world ... can give."76 Social circumstances may have
prolonged her grief. As a privileged, wealthy, aristocratic lady, there 
were few duties that she had to discharge and much time for reflection 
and self-indulgence. Her grief became a kind of companion which she 
found difficult to give up. 77 The changes occasioned by the menopause,
to which she does not allude, but which coincided with the years of her 
most intense sorrow, may also have intensified her sense of loss. 78 Fur
ther, the suddenness and violence of Russell's death so appalled her as 
to suggest that she had heard of the butchery he endured on the scaffold. 
She tormented herself with the thought that if certain events, such as 
Essex's death, had not occurred, or if she had only managed things bet
ter, William would have been saved. 

Moreover, Lord Russell's attainder put at risk the social, eco
nomic, and political position of herself and her children and destroyed 
whatever ambitions she had had for her husband and through him for 
herself. So long as the present Stuarts reigned, there was only the slight
est chance of a change in that situation, although Rachel and others took 
steps prior to the Glorious Revolution to secure the right of her son to 
inherit Bedford's title. Furthermore, the public manifestations of her 
sorrow-the mourning clothes, wasted figure, isolation-were as effec
tive as anything done prior to the Revolution to keep alive the memory 
of her husband and subtly foster the idea that he was a martyr to a 
despotic government. If he was martyr, she was mourner, a kind of saint 
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in her distress. Lady Russell was too sophisticated politically to be una
ware of this. Her petition to display the escutcheon testifies to her sensi
tivity to the value of public symbols. Still further, grieving for her 
husband, as genuine as that grief was, must also have fed Rachel's sense 
of importance. In 1690 she admitted that "there was something so glori
ous in the object of my greatest sorrow, I believe that in some degree 
kept me from being . . .  overwhelmed ."79 Had she "cured" herself of 
grief soon after William's death, she would have lost an emotional 
crutch, a reason for self-importance, and a way to participate in politics. 

Yet, she needed comforting to combat the "fierce rages of grief" 
that she experienced. so Lady Russell's choice of Fitzwilliam as her 
major confidant sheds light on her personality and character. It might 
be expected that as a woman Rachel would have chosen a woman to con
fide in. But her beloved sister Elizabeth, whom she sorely missed, was 
dead. Her half-sister Elizabeth was in France, and although they cor
responded, Rachel did not dwell on her grief, at least not in the surviv
ing letters.81 None of her women friends possessed her intellectual
capacity or knowledge of religion. Her close friend, Lady Shaftesbury, 
could do no more than write letters of passionate condolences, full of 
pity and conventional advice, nor could her new friend, Lady Ranelagh. 
Men who had been friends and/or Lord Russell's political associates 
could do no more either. 82 She found companionship and sympathy in 
her father-in-law, and lived with him at Woburn for much of the time, but 
Bedford was aging and too grief-stricken himself by his son's death and 
by the death of his wife in May 1684 to offer Rachel the kind of assistance 
she needed. 

Rachel wanted someone able to discuss authoritatively the nature 
of God's Providence, the meaning of man's suffering, the relationship of 
the secular to the eternal, the meaning of eternal life, and the nature of 
sin. Like many women before, after, and contemporary with her, she 
looked to the clergy for help. 83 Among the "many" 84 clergymen with 
whom she corresponded were the Anglican clerics Burnet, Tillotson, 
and Dr. Simon Patrick, and Dissenting ministers Dr. Bates and the 
Reverend John Griffith (chaplain to Lord Cavendish). Their letters and 
essays, she declared, were the only thing that brought "momentary 
refreshment" to her "wounded spirit." 85 The exchanges with these men 
were conducted on a near-equal basis. While the clerics instructed and 
comforted her, they also admired the sentiments she expressed. Patrick 
asked her to send him her thoughts on passages in some books that she 
had recommended to him and declared that he would value her com
ments as "misers do their treasure." 86 Burnet praised her highly for her 
style of writing, which he declared he could not "come up to," and for 
her other "talents ... [that] distinguish[ed] her from most other women 
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in the world."87 Such marks of approval gratified her, for she candidly 
admitted that she coveted the praise of good people and took comfort in 
finding herself "esteemed by worthy persons."88 Her letters helped her 
to win such esteem and establish herself on an almost equal footing with 
male clerics. It was unusual for a woman to achieve such a relationship. 

She found the greatest solace in corresponding with Fitzwilliam. 
His ties with her and her family were intimate and long-standing, and he 
had responded to her first anguished appeal with a letter full of sympathy 
and advice.89 Thereafter, until his death in 1699, he regularly sent her 
letters, essays, prayers, and collects. 90 Not only was he genuinely fond 
of Rachel, but also, as he said at the outset, he hoped to publish his 
essays.91 Social and educational differences obviously separated the
mourning widow and the cleric, but Lady Russell sought to bridge the 
one,92 and Fitzwilliam ignored the other. He, of course, knew more the
ology than Rachel, but was not more intelligent than she. He turned to 
her for advice about lawyers and investments. 93 In his letters about
religion he addressed her as an intellectual equal. Drawing upon classi
cal myths and philosophers, the Bible, religious thinkers, and tales of 
Christian martyrs, he presented his message in vivid, memorable lan
guage. Although he offered practical advice-that Rachel should count 
her blessings, adopt a charity, and devote herself to her children
Fitzwilliam's message was essentially religious. The basic themes 
remained the same throughout the long correspondence, but he tailored 
them to suit Lady Russell's emotional needs, as he perceived them. He 
offered comfort, acknowledging that she had every reason to lament her 
loss; encouragement, praising the signs of faint improvement in her atti
tude; and understanding. He sympathized, as no one else did, with her 
stubborn determination to visit her husband's tomb at Chenies.94 From 
the beginning of their exchange, however, his counsel was stringent. 
Fitzwilliam maintained that in her passionate love for her husband Lady 
Russell had neglected God, that this was her "secret sin," and that Lord 
Russell's death in so dreadful a manner was her punishment. God's pur
pose was to teach her the vanity of loving secular things above Him. For 
her to question God's Providence was an offense, encouraged by the 
devil. God brought good out of evil: William's death would help to hum
ble her before God, "wean" her from secular pleasures, and fix her 
affections on God and eternal life. She should thank God for it rather 
than complain. Her immoderate grief testified to the "sensuality" and 
"earthiness" of her love, increased the "sin which ... brought on the 
punishment," and invited further punishment. She must happily accept 
God's will, and her comfort must be in the belief that she and her hus
band would be reunited in eternity. In the meantime, God would 
"cohabit" with her as husband, unless she obstinately refused. 95 
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It was a struggle for Rachel to accept all these points. She resisted 
the idea that she should regard William's death as a blessing in disguise 
to effect her own salvation. She preferred William to God as husband. 
She insisted upon her belief that philosophers dissembled in saying they 
felt no turmoil at the death of a truly loved one. She was skeptical of the 
notion that everything that happened was ultimately for good and 

alarmed that her grief might bring on a further chastisement, perhaps in 
the form of the illness or death of her children. She candidly told 
Fitzwilliam that she might not "always comply" with his counsel.96 

Yet, none of the discourses she received from others "more suited 

[her] humour" than his essays. "You deal with me," she wrote Fitzwilliam, 
"just as I would be dealt withal!." Insisting that she wanted her spiritual 

wounds rigorously searched so that "they may not fester," she repeatedly 
dismissed his anxieties that his message might offend her. 97 She read
and reread his letters, essays, and prayers. Sometimes she marked pas
sages that she particularly liked, such as one about the confidence in 
eternal life that true Christians should feel. Fitzwilliam wrote that true 

Christians will "be renewed like Eagles, and like Eagles mount up . . .  to 
meet the Lord coming in the clouds." Rachel thought that a "ravishing 
contemplation."98 She also took comfort from Fitzwilliam's analogiz

ing the death of a person to his "going out of a rotten, weather-beaten 

house, or putting off rags of flesh and blood, as a dismission from . . .  
attendance here, as the Emperor Antonine styles it." Rachel liked the 
phrase "dismission from attendance" and used it herself . 99 The assur
ance of life after death with God particularly comforted her. Gradually 

she embraced the main thrust of her friend's argument, agreeing that 
through God's grace she was learning to despise this world and long for 

His glory. In 1687 she wrote Fitzwilliam in terms that must have grati
fied him: "Tho' I walk sadly through the valley of death, I will fear no 
evil, humbling myself under the mighty hand of God, who will save me 
in the day of trouble: He knows my sorrows and the weakness of my per
son, I commit myself and mine to Him." She felt that she would have 
perished without Fitzwilliam's comfort and counsel in leading her to 
accept such a view. 100

Equally important was the role Fitzwilliam played as a faithful 
correspondent. Lady Russell needed someone who looked forward to 
receiving her letters, took them seriously, and answered them in a timely 
way. This Fitzwilliam did, and for years never failed to send a special 
message and prayer to comfort Rachel during the three blackest days of 
her life. Prior to her husband's death, Rachel had loved to write; after 
1683, writing became almost an obsession with her. She might write 
seven business letters one morning and, before turning to her "French" 
correspondence, dash off a letter to Fitzwilliam. It was not unusual for 
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her to be still writing personal or business letters at midnight or at 

one or two o'clock in the morning. 101 As before, she rarely used an 

amanuensis or made copies of any but the most important letters. But 

she kept a log of the dates and addresses of her correspondence. 102 She 

suited her style to some degree to the addressee, writing about politics 

and business matters in a businesslike manner, about domestic affairs, 

gossip, and the state of her emotions more openly. As before, she wrote 

with apparent ease, the words tumbling out on the page in a clear, legible 
script. She did not like to reread what she had written or correct any 
errors, and her unedited letters provide still further testimony to her 

intelligence and quickness. 
Letters connected her with the wider world when she was living 

in retirement nursing her grief. Writing letters gave definition to her day, 

importance to herself, and a sense of being in command of her affairs. 

In writing to Fitzwilliam, Rachel made him a surrogate for her husband, 
in that she kept him informed about family affairs, political events, and 

the condition of her grief. After four years of an almost weekly ex

change, she confessed that she was not "easy in [her] mind" until she 

had written Fitzwilliam once a week. Even when she was doubtful that 

her letter would reach him, she wrote anyway, saying that she could 

"willingly lose a sheet of paper of my scribbling." She also sent him her 
"own thoughts or exercises" on religion and, when he suffered the death 

of a close friend, her personal prayers, all of which won his praise. 103

Fitzwilliam's patience in the face of her persistent grief gave her confi

dence that he did not censure her weakness nor regard her as "tedious," 

and she wrote him with more freedom than she wrote to anyone else. 104

Lady Russell was, of course, aware that she and Fitzwilliam, a 

High Church Anglican, held different opinions on Anglican church 

policy towards Dissent. Throughout their correspondence, even at the 

height of her grief, she was strong enough to preserve her independent 

judgment, but, at the same time, she contrived not to offend her con
fidant. Disagreement over her choice of a chaplain arose in January 
1684 and moved her to write Fitzwilliam frankly. Assuring him that they 
could agree as to the "definition of a prudent person" and declaring that 
she regarded the Anglican church as "the best church, and best offices 
and services in it, upon the face of the earth that we know of," she 
affirmed her sympathy for Dissent. She insisted that she sought a man 

as chaplain who would be "so moderate, as not to be impatient and pas
sionate against all such as can't think so too." She wanted a cleric, she 

said, "of such a temper as to be able to converse peaceably with such as 
may have freedom in my family, tho' not of it, without giving offence." 
She held to this view and ten months later selected a chaplain on a tem
porary basis who was "conforming enough ... and willing to act that 
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prudent part" that she had outlined. '°5 After the Revolution of 1689,
certainly in the face of Fitzwilliam's disapproval, she reappointed the 
radical minister the Reverend Samuel Johnson, who had served her and 
William as chaplain from 1678 until the troubles of 1683. She also 
resisted Fitzwilliam's efforts to appoint his candidate as a tutor in French 
for her son, selecting instead a Huguenot refugee. In 1686 she decided 
on political grounds, after having agreed to the contrary, that she could 
not approve his design to publish the essays that he had written for her. 
She pointed out that his authorship and the occasion would become 
known and that the times were dangerous. "This is my highest objec
tion, and what I will not too easily pass over." 106 As we shall see, at the 
time of the Revolution she tried unsuccessfully to persuade him to take 
the oaths and accept the government of King William and Queen Mary. 

Lady Russell devoted herself to her three young children: Rachel 
nine and a half, Katherine six, and Wriothesley not quite three in the 
summer of I 683 (see the illustrations). Initially, the sight of them made 
her "heart shrink," provoking as it did memories of the delight she and 
her husband had shared in them. 107 But she loved them dearly, and the 
general supervision of their education and health was a powerful anti
dote to her sorrow. In early 1684 Lady Russell apparently undertook to 
instruct the girls herself, having turned aside a suggestion by Dr. Burnet 
that she employ a Frenchwoman, the sister of one of the ministers 
at Charenton. Parenthetically, Burnet's recommendation about this 
domestic matter holds larger interest in illustrating the close connection 
between the Huguenot community and the English political opposition. 
The woman's brother was a "great friend" of both Burnet and Hampden, 
and Hampden had intended to raise the matter with Rachel himself. 
Burnet approved of her decision to teach her daughters, saying that it 
would provide the "best diversion and cure" of her spirit. 108 How long 
Lady Russell served as "governess" for her children is unknown. Miss 
Berry thought that she did not at any time employ a governess for the 
girls. But that course seems unlikely, and the probability is that she 
called on John Thornton, Lord Russell's former tutor.109 Thornton cer
tainly prepared a catechism for young Rachel and with Hoskins and 
Burnet put questions to her at several times in 1685, when she was 
between ten and eleven years old. Her answers, written out in childish 
script and preserved, reveal how far she had come in handwriting, spell
ing, and understanding of Christian principles. For example, to the ques
tion "If there be a God, why may we not see him?" she answered, 

"Becose it is not his natur to be seen for he is a spiret." 11
° Furthermore, 

the tutors that Lady Russell engaged to teach her son almost certainly 
instructed her daughters as well. In January 1686, when Wriothesley 
was six years old, Lady Russell had the idea of employing a Huguenot 
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refugee as a French master. She met with resistance from Bedford, who 
thought the child too young, and, as we have seen, from Fitzwilliam, 

who had his own candidate for the post. But she implemented her design 
and, before the month was out, wrote that she and her children were "all 
well, exercising our French. Master sung a French song yesterday with 
music, but the girls are all silent." 111 

Her children's health was also a matter of anxious concern to 

Lady Russell. In May and June 1684 Wriothesley was so ill with teething 
problems and, according to his grandfather, a "humour," that Rachel 

and Bedford feared for his life. The illness forced Lady Russell to realize 
that she had more to lose and caused her to fear that her discontent might 
provoke God to punish her by her son's death. She reaffirmed her 

resolve to dedicate herself to her children, as "their most tender and lov
ing father" would have done. 112 Rearranging her plans, she took her 
son and elder daughter to Totteridge in Hertfordshire to be close to a 
London doctor, leaving Katherine with Bedford at Woburn. The boy 
improved, and putting aside her reluctance, Rachel planned to take him 

to Stratton to benefit from the country air. But the news that Charles H's 
court would be nearby at Winchester deterred her.113 Although she

regarded Woburn as the "most comfortable" place for herself, when a 

doctor said that London was best for Wriothesley, she decided to return 
to Southampton House for the first time since her husband's death for 

the winter of 1684-85. 
That decision was an act of psychological courage, because she 

looked upon her London mansion as a "place of terrour," a "desolate 
habitation," and expected to be assaulted by "several passions." 114 With 
that visit her reluctance to live at Southampton House subsided. Plans to 

go to Stratton the summer of 1685 were cancelled because of her uncle's 
arrival from Paris and it was not until the summer of 1687 that she 
returned to the place where she had been so happy with William.115

Thereafter Lady Russell fell into a pattern that lasted until old age of 
spending winters in London and the other months of the year at either 
Stratton or Woburn. 

Public events in 1685 sharpened Lady Russell's emotional dis
tress. In February the worst fears of former Whigs were realized when 
King Charles II died and the Catholic duke of York peacefully ascended 
the throne as King James II. Rachel expressed her dismay over James's 
accession and ensuing policies, writing in the fall that "the new scenes 
of each day" made her think that she was "devoid of temper and reason" 
to lament that William was dead. 116 The rebellion of the duke of 
Monmouth in June 1685, its failure, and the execution in July of the 
duke as a traitor were especially painful. Rachel wrote to Fitzwilliam, 
"These late confusions have afforded matter of tumultuous devouring 



156 • Lady Rachel Russell 

thoughts." 117 Her avowed tumult over the episode may have reflected 
her indecision over whether to provide money to unidentified conspira
tors, as they apparently hoped that she would do. Burnet reported that 
the conspirators blamed him for "prevail[ing] so effectually" with 
Rachel that she "resolved" not to have anything to do with them. 118 In 
the event, it was a wise decision. The identification of her husband with 

the rebellion caused her anxiety. Monmouth's Declaration justified the 
rebellion in part by the "murder" of that "loyal and excellent" Russell, 

thereby associating him with a treasonable enterprise that attracted 
limited support and was readily defeated. The Declaration also under
mined the effort to paint Russell as a martyr to the tyranny of the Stuart 
court, a man who abjured the use of violence. In her letter to 
Fitzwilliam, Lady Russell sought to dissociate Lord Russell from the 

uprising, writing that she looked upon it as a "wild attempt" and as a 

"new project" unrelated to "any former design." Admitting that if 
William were alive, great suspicion would fall on him, she insisted that 
he would not have "thought well of the late actings" and "most proba

bly" would not have participated in them. 
Another probable reason that Rachel regretted the association of 

William with Monmouth's rebellion was its coincidence with her initial 

effort to remove the effect of William's attainder on their son. In May 
Lady Russell arranged for eight well-known lawyers-including 
Maynard, Pollexfen, Pemberton, Holt, and Williams-to consider the 
following proposition: "A is baron of England. B, his son, is attainted 
of treason and dies. C, B's son, lives. A dies. Shall C have the barony, 

despite B's attainder and the barony being entailed?" Several of the legal 
experts believed that C might inherit A's title and lands, because B was 

never seised of the title. The title of "Lord" that B had borne was a 
courtesy title only, with no legal significance. But others held that an act 
of Parliament would be necessary to restore C to the blood. 119 A draft 
petition to Parliament for such an act survives in Rachel's own hand, 
and, as we shall see, such a petition was submitted to Parliament in the 
spring of 1689, following the Glorious Revolution. 

Another initiative to the same end was undertaken by Rachel's 
uncle, Henri de Ruvigny, who came to England in July 1685 for the 

express purpose of discussing the matter with King James II and his 
ministers. De Ruvigny met with the king; the lord treasurer, Laurence 
Hyde, earl of Rochester; and Sidney Godolphin, the chamberlain to the 
new queen. In arguing his case that the new government should favor 
Lady Russell and her children, de Ruvigny stressed her father's distin
guished service to the Stuarts and urged repeatedly that she be regarded 

not as Russell's widow but as Southampton's daughter. He described 
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Rachel as a woman who, in the midst of her tears, well knew her duty, 

was "very reasonable," and possessed a "just and wise disposition." 
Restoring the right of Russell's son to inherit the family title would offer 

signal evidence of the government's clemency and "facilitate the de
sign ... to reestablish the memory of the count of Stafford." Everyone 

with whom de Ruvigny spoke expressed admiration for Lady Russell, 
James II himself saying that she was "a person whom he much es
teemed." Godolphin, however, pointed out that the Bedford family were 

"great Presbyterians" who had long opposed the king and suggested that 
it would advance Rachel's cause if she sent her son to Oxford University. 
De Ruvigny rejoined that the boy was only four and a half years old and 

that Lady Russell professed belief in the Anglican church. The conclu
sion was that it was premature to act, but the court was sympathetic and 

would take steps at an appropriate time. 120

Later, the earl of Rochester called on Lady Russell. In their con

versation Rachel "positively affirmed" that she had not asked de 

Ruvigny to intercede for her, but at the same time she confessed that she 

wanted to do everything in her power to assure the well-being of her 
beloved husband's children. She expressed special concern that her son 
might not complain later that out of ignorance or negligence she had 

failed to secure the family title for him. She did not tell Rochester that 

she had obtained legal opinion on the matter. 121

This rather curious episode came to nothing as events leading to 

the Glorious Revolution overtook whatever favor James's court might 

have shown Lady Russell. Presumably de Ruvigny made the petition 
with Rachel's approval, and her remarks to Rochester imply that she was 

willing to be reconciled to the new government. Had these things been 
known, Rachel would have surely suffered embarrassment with her 
Whig friends. Moreover, it is possible that William's brother, Edward, 

who was, theoretically at least, next in line to the Bedford title and for

tune, would have objected. Rachel kept the matter secret. 
During de Ruvigny's visit an event occurred that "hurried 

[Rachel] into new disorders" and also testified to her fondness for her 
uncle. De Ruvigny had brought his wife and niece with him to England, 
and they stayed with Lady Russell at Southampton House. Rachel 
remained in London to receive them rather than take her children, the 

eldest of whom was recovering from an illness, to the country as 

planned. Shortly after their arrival de Ruvigny's niece was stricken with 
smallpox, forcing an exodus of Rachel and her "little tribe" of children. 
The niece worsened and died. In her warmhearted way Rachel hastened 
back to London to condole with her eighty-year-old uncle, calling him 
"as kind a relation, and as zealous and tender a friend as anyone ever 
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had." 122 He returned to France in October 1685, Rachel bidding him, 

she thought likely, a last farewell. Events in France, however, were to 

bring de Ruvigny back to England within three months. 

In October 1685 King Louis XIV issued the Revocation of the 

Edict of Nantes, a step that dismayed and angered Rachel. The edict, 
promulgated almost a hundred years before, in 1598, had afforded pro
tection and provided rights to the Huguenot community in France. With 

its removal, Protestant churches were razed; one of the first was the 

Temple at Charenton, which was burned to the ground, destroying the 

original records of Lady Russell's mother's baptism, her parents' mar

riage, and the death of her brother, Henry. The Huguenot community 
was persecuted and dispersed, many French Protestants seeking refuge 

in England. Lady Russell followed events closely and with mounting 

horror. Referring to Louis XIV as "that savage man," she reported that 

no more than 10,000 Protestants out of a total of approximately 

1,800,000 were left in France and that they would soon be converted to 

Catholicism or perish. Children were separated from their parents, 
wives sent to monasteries, and husbands to prison or the galleys. '"Tis 

enough to sink the strongest heart to read the relations [that] are sent 

over." Remonstrating with Fitzwilliam for his insistence that God's 

Providence eventuated in good, she exclaimed, "These are amazing 

Providences, Doctor! God out of infinite mercy strengthen weak be

lievers." 123 Kept informed by her sister, French newspapers, and French 

relatives, Rachel knew more about the consequences of the Revocation 

and conditions in France than did most English people. 

In January 1686, de Ruvigny returned to England with his family 

and servants. 124 The only Protestant nobleman to win permission from 

the French king to emigrate, he was well received at court by the king, 

queen, and dowager-queen. 125 De Ruvigny soon established himself in 
a house at Greenwich, and there, despite advanced years, became the 

leader of about a hundred French Huguenot refugees. He obtained the 
use of the parish church for them and assisted in conducting serv

ices. 126 The congregation was conformist-that is, members used the 

English liturgy translated into French. Later, de Ruvigny was responsi
ble for building a separate Huguenot chapel on London Street in 
Greenwich. 127 

Rachel saw him regularly, journeying to Greenwich in March 
1686 to be with him, thereby reinforcing her identity with Dissent. 128 

The presence of de Ruvigny (until his death on August 9, 1689) must 

have sharpened Rachel's interest in the plight of the French refugees. 

Undoubtedly, through him she had access to privileged information 

about the English government's policy towards them. The law required 

that the permission of the king in council be secured before a subscrip-
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tion could be raised for charitable purposes. Early in November, the 
Privy Council approved such permission, but with the provisos that the 
beneficiaries conform to the Church of England and that the two arch
bishops administer the fund. 129 Rachel followed closely the progress of 
this "brief," or order, and reported that Chancellor Jeffreys was respon
sible for delaying it in January. In April she learned that Jeffreys was so 
strict about the qualifications of those who could receive help that many 
left him with "sad hearts." 130 She took some steps towards assisting the 
French refugees. It is likely that she contributed money to the relief 
fund, but there is no positive proof. It is a reasonable assumption that 
she encouraged their settlement on Bedford's property at Thorney, 
although the number of individual communicants there did not grow. 131 

Finally, despite opposition, as we have seen, from Bedford and Fitzwilliam 
she hired a French refugee as a tutor for Wriothesley, in part to help out. 
As she put it, "So shall I do a charity and profit the child also, who 
should learn French." 132

The year 1686 also saw Rachel's participation in marriage negoti
ations involving members of her elder sister's family and of William's 
family. That people turned to her for advice and active assistance on 
such a personally and financially important matter underlines the repu
tation she had developed as a woman of uncommon intelligence and 
good sense. In February 1686 Lady Digby asked Rachel to act as inter
mediary in proposing a marriage between her son and Rachel's niece, 
the second daughter of Rachel's sister Elizabeth and Edward, now earl 
of Gainsborough. Protesting to Fitzwilliam that she was "unfitted for the 
management" of such things, Rachel undertook the task. She reported 
with evident satisfaction that the proposal was accepted and that her 
brother-in-law had provided well for his daughter. 133 

The following year the Dissenting minister John Howe asked 
Rachel for her candid opinion of Edward Russell, William's next youn
ger brother. Howe was interested in promoting a marriage between 
Edward and a widow whom he knew, but before any steps could be 
taken, the woman wanted-preferably from Rachel, whom she admired
some testimony about Edward's character and religious convictions. 
Those things first, then the size of his estate, concerned her, Howe 
insisted. 134 Rachel's response was an enthusiastic endorsement of 
Edward (as a man of courage and good nature) and of the Bedford family 
(as the "easiest to converse or live with that ever I have known, or could 
observe"). In her practical way, she gave Howe the name of the person 
who could tell him about Edward's financial prospects and went so far 
as to vouch for Bedford's prompt discharge ofall his obligations. She 
concluded by promising to take on any part of the negotiations in the 
future that properly fell to her and to keep Bedford informed. 135 
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Howe's appeal provides early evidence of Rachel's emergence 
as the central figure among Bedford's children. After all, there were 
several other blood children-James, Diana, and Margaret, to name but 
three-who might have been seen as the person to whom a prospective 
marriage broker would turn. Further, Rachel's volunteering to keep the 

earl apprised of developments may suggest a closeness between them on 
such matters. The closeness was to deepen over time. To anticipate, 

early in 1688, when Rachel was in the middle of negotiations leading to 
the marriage of her elder daughter (discussed below), William 
Wentworth, earl of Strafford, sought the hand of Margaret Russell. 
Rachel was drawn into the affair from the start and wrote to Fitzwilliam 

of her desire to "do her duty" to her sister-in-law as "cordially as to 

[her] children." 136 Discussions between Strafford and Bedford dragged
on for a year and came to nothing. Apparently Rachel had played a sub

stantial (but unidentified) role in them. In her kind-hearted, warm way 

she wrote in March 1689 to ease Stratford's pain over his failure and to 
advise him to seek a bride in another quarter. He was full of admiration 

for all that she had done for him and expressed to a friend his particular 
obligation to her. 137 Such affairs as these gave Rachel experience prior
to managing the marriage contracts of her own children. They also add 

evidence about the role a woman could play in arranging marriages. 
Early in 1687 Lady Russell received a mark of respect from the 

prince and princess of Orange in the form of a visit from their envoy, 

Everhard van Weede, Heer van Dijkvelt, who was on a special mission 
to King James II's government. 138 Dijkvelt carried specific instructions
to pay a call on Lady Russell, which he did on Thursday, March 24, 

I 687. Rachel recounted that Dijkvelt, speaking in French, conveyed the 
condolences of the prince and princess of Orange on her loss, asserted 
that they had lamented Lord Russell's execution as a "blow to the best 
interest of England [and] the Protestant religion," and recounted that 
Bevil Skelton, then the English ambassador to Holland, had remarked 
that the king "had taken the life of one man, but he had lost ... thou
sands by it." Dijkvelt also stressed the prince and princess's desire, 
should the power ever lie in their hands, to grant whatever Rachel should 
ask. With regard to the question of "reestablishing" Wriothesley, 
Dijkvelt said he spoke not as a private person but as a "public minister" 
in asserting that what Rachel "should at any time see reason to ask, 
would be done in as full and ample manner as was possible." 139 

Dijkvelt's conversation with Rachel holds significance beyond his 
professed support for restoring Wriothesley to the Bedford title. The 
iterated expressions of the prince of Orange's respect for Russell may 
reveal a closer connection between William and the Dutch court in the 
early 1680s than the surviving evidence from those years shows. Be that 
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as it may, the interview indicates concern to establish a friendly contact 

with Lady Russell and shows that four years after her husband's death 
she was still regarded as a symbol of the former Whig opposition, whom 

it was advantageous to cultivate. Rachel's careful notes of the meeting 
suggest that she thought it important. In the spring of 1687 it was 
assumed on all sides that Mary, princess of Orange, the presumptive heir 
of James II, would one day inherit the English crown, and it must have 

given Lady Russell satisfaction and optimism for the future to hear in 
what esteem she and her family were held. Perhaps Dijkvelt's visit also 
contributed to a lessening of Lady Russell's grief. At any rate, she was 
able to report in June 1687 that although she was "not cured, [her] ill 
was less inveterate." 140 

Rachel took steps to forward this new relationship with the Dutch 
court. She had not met Princess Mary before, but she asked Dijkvelt to 
deliver a letter to her. The princess replied in a letter of July 12, l 687, 
excusing the delay on the need to send letters safely and entrusting this 
one to the wife of Arthur Herbert, later earl of Torrington. Repeating the 
esteem in which she and the prince held Lady Russell and sympathizing 

with her loss, Mary expressed the desire to do "any kindness" in their 
power to Rachel and the earl of Bedford. She concluded with the hope 
that Lady Russell "should be one of my friends." 141 Significantly, 
Rachel kept up the correspondence. In February 1688 Mary excused 

herself for not answering three letters from her. In May 1688 Rachel sent 
a letter with her kinsman Admiral Edward Russell, who made a secret 
visit to the Dutch court, and the princess entrusted him with her affec
tionate answer. 142 

This exchange between Lady Russell and the princess has impor

tant implications. It shows that Rachel knew that Admiral Russell was 
bound for a secret meeting with the prince of Orange, else she could not 
have given him a letter for the princess. How much more she knew is 
impossible to say. Her written comments on the deteriorating political 
scene in England in the spring of 1688-including James ll's Declara
tion of Indulgence and the trial and acquittal of the seven bishops-are 
circumspect; and if Admiral Russell dropped any hint that he had 
secured the prince's agreement to participate in the English conspiracy 
against James II, 143 she was too sophisticated to record it. Further, the 
letters contributed towards the development of a friendship between 
Rachel and the princess and prince of Orange which continued after the 
Revolution of 1688-89. 

Before that, Lady Russell became deeply preoccupied with a per
sonal matter: the marriage settlement of her elder daughter. Her attitude 
towards the marriage was, paradoxically, in view of her romantic notions 
about love, almost entirely conventional. At a time when the trend in 
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noble families was to give major weight to the personal preferences of 
their children, 144 Rachel's major concern was to get the best possible 
financial and social alliance that she could. She was as serious about 
such matters as any conventional male head of family would have been. 
After that she took into account the personal inclination and character of 
the potential partners. Working out the marriage contract required the 
talents of a diplomat, lawyer, and accountant, and Rachel showed that 
she possessed a measure of each. She was so successful in the contracts 

for each of her children that she secured the social and financial position 
of their families for generations to come. Whether the unions also 
secured the emotional and psychological fulfillment of her children it is 
not possible to say. 

Lord Devonshire, Russell's former best friend, proposed in the 
fall of 1687 that his son and heir, William, marry young Rachel. 145 The 
union would unite two families of like social status and political views, 
and such thoughts, as well as the affection Devonshire and Lady Russell 
bore each other, must have animated both parties. Five months of hard 
bargaining over the terms of the settlement ensued. Devonshire wrote 
her as an equal, and she responded in kind; their letters are the same 
in tone and reflect equal understanding of the law and the effect of the 
settlement on their properties. 146 Lady Russell prepared herself care
fully for these negotiations, making notes herself on papers regarding 
Devonshire's holdings and on a lawyer's interpretation of his propo
sals. 147 Despite his "well-bred" manner and friendship, Lord Devonshire 
was "inflexible," Rachel said, "if the point [was] not to his advantage. 
Among the points on which he was inflexible was that the dowry should 
be £25,000, paid in a lump sum. Rachel said that that figure was more 
than she had intended and objected to a lump-sum payment. She 
reported that the lawyers put "hard difficulties" in her way and that she 
felt alone and sometimes "doubtful," but she declared that she was 
determined to go forward slowly so that she would understand every 
detail in the bargaining. 148 By the middle of March an agreement was 
reached. In essence, Devonshire undertook to provide the couple an 
income of £2,500 a year and a jointure of like sum. Lady Russell agreed 
to a dowry of £25,000; she put up £10,000 herself and persuaded 
Bedford to match that sum. 149 But she insisted that the remaining 

£5,000 be paid over a number of years, out of the income from her 
London properties, and Devonshire accepted that arrangement. 150 

As an expression of his pleasure at the union of their two families, 
Devonshire presented Rachel a present of a pair of diamond pendants. 151 

Both children were underage, the bride fourteen years old and the 
groom fifteen, younger than the partners in most noble marriages. 152 

There is no evidence that their personal preferences were considered. A 
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legal union would take place, after which the young people would com
plete their education, Rachel at home with her mother, and William 

Cavendish abroad. Young Rachel, who had suffered a severe eye infec

tion in the fall, contracted measles at the end of March, and therefore the 
marriage ceremony had to be postponed. It was celebrated on June 21, 

1688, in the chapel at Southampton House. Lord Devonshire had 

insisted on the date, probably forgetting that it was the anniversary of 
William's arrest. He had hurried the arrangements along because of 
plans to go to Bath, so it was said. 153 That may be, but political events 

may better explain the earl's haste. A fortnight before, on June IO, a boy 
had been born to King James II, thus assuring the perpetuation of a 

Catholic monarchy if steps were not taken to prevent it. A fortnight later, 

on June 30, a letter inviting the prince of Orange to come to England was 
signed by seven men, Devonshire among them. The letter was carried to 
Holland by Admiral Russell. This step forecast the landing of Prince 

William of Orange in England on November 5, 1688, the opening move 

in the Glorious Revolution. 

Apart from her dismay over the date, the wedding of her elder 

daughter was a happy occasion for Lady Russell and marked a turning 

point in the mastery of her grief and in her self-image. To unite her 
daughter to the heir of the Devonshire title and fortune was, as she put 

it, a "glimmering of light I did not look for in my dark day." To achieve 
it she had engaged in many social activities which she professed to dis

like but suffered for the sake of her child. Whatever her attitude, the fact 

remained that her social life was livelier. Further, Lady Russell was 

gratified by her success. "When I contemplate the fruits of the trial and 
labour of these last six months," she wrote to Fitzwilliam, "it brings 
some comfort to my mind, as an evidence that I do not live only to 

lament my misfortunes." She was confident that William would have 
approved, and pleased at the fulfillment of her belief that the children of 
the just are blessed. Reflecting her renewed sense of confidence, she 
candidly remarked that William was among the just, and "if my heart 
deceive me not, I intend the being so [too]." Such thoughts were a com
fort, she said, especially "as the clouds seem to gather and threaten 
storms." 154 Her reference was to the deepening political tensions that 
had followed the acquittal of the seven bishops, the birth of a son to King 

James II, and the rippling rumor that the baby was a fraud. 
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William, fifth earl and first duke of Bedford ( ! 6/3-1700). 
Attributed to Sir Godfrey Kneller. 
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771e Honorable William Russell (1639-1683). about 1659. By Claude Lefevre. 
By kind permission of the Marquess of Tavistock and the 

Trustees of the Bedford Estates. 

• 168 •



Lord William Russeff. Attributed to Mary Beale. 
Present location unknown: photograph at National Portrait Gallery. 

Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery. 
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Miniature of'Lady Rachel 111111.:han. Drawn by W. Derby. 1829. 
from an original by Samuel Cooper. 
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Miniature of the Honorable William Russell. Drawn by W. Derby, 1829 [?], 
from an original by Samuel Cooper. 

By kind permission of the Marquess of Tavistock and the Trustees of the Bedford Estates. 
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Lord William RussC'II in mat11ri1r. Engraving by James Fittler. 
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Bcdfiml House, k110H'11 as Sowha111pro11 House ll'hc11 occupied h_,, 
Lad,· Russell and herfi1111il_,·. 

Located on the north side of Bloomsbury Square. 
By permission of London Borough of Camden Local History Library. 

North ji-0111 of Bcdf<ml House, B/00111sh1ir,· Square. 
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Woburn Abbey, Bedfordshire, home <!l the earls and dukes <!l Bedford. 
By kind permission of the Marquess of Tavistock and the Trustees of the Bedford Estates. 

• 175 •



Letter of Lady Rachel Vaughan to the Honorable William Russell, February I I, I 675. 
Devonshire Collections. Courtesy of Trustees of Chatsworth Settlement. 
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Lefler of lord Russell to lady Russell, November 26, 168/. 

Devonshire Collections. Courtesy of Trustees of Chatsworth Settlement. 
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Lord Russell's last interview with his family, in the Tower, July 20, 1683. 
Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery. 
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Rachel a11d Katherine Russell, daughters o
f 

lord and lad,· Russell. By Sir Godfrey Kneller. 
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Wriothesley, son of Lord and Lady Russell. By Sir Godfrey Kneller. 
By kind permission of the Marquess of Tavistock and the Trustees of the Bedford Estates. 
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Chats11'orth, Derhvshire, hm11e of Lad,, Russe/1'.I· daughter Rachel, 

duchess of' De\'011shire. 
Courtesy of Trustees of Chatsworth Settlement. 

Belmir Castle, Leicestershire, home (d'Ladr Russell's daughter Katheri11e, 
duchess <d' Rutla11d. 

By kind permission of the Duke of Rutland. 
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Lady Rachel Russell in old age. By Sir Godfrey Kneller. 
Present location unknown: photograph at National Portrait Gallery. 

Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery. 
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Prime Years, 

1689-1702 

& The Revolution of 1688-89 renewed Lady Russell's social and 
� political position. The flight of King James II, her husband's

archenemy, cleared the way for the ascent of the prince and 
princess of Orange as king and queen of England and for the restoration, 
at least for a time, of the Whigs. In these national events Rachel played 
a discernible, although of course a minor, role. But with the reversal of 
Lord Russell's attainder in the spring of I 689 and the elevation in 1694 
of his father to a dukedom, largely on the grounds of Lord Russell's 
suffering, Rachel assumed an assured and respected place as "Grand 
Dame" of the Whigs. Until about 1702, when she was sixty-five years 
old, she exercised personal influence in elections and in political and 
ecclesiastical appointments. She also maintained her role as head of her 
family, successfully negotiating favorable marriage settlements for her 
second daughter and her son. and overseeing their religious and secular 
education. All these activities she undertook despite failing eyesight. 

Lady Russell spent most of the fall of 1688 at Woburn observing, 
reporting, and soliciting news of public events. Unidentified sources 
kept her fairly well informed. On a visit to London in early October she 
found everyone "in amaze, all talking of the same matter" -namely the 
weather, the wind, and when Prince William of Orange would set sail for 
England, which she reported could not take place before October 5. She 
also learned of meetings King James was holding with Anglican bishops 
a week before an account of the discussions was "leaked" to the press. 
She lacked confidence in the outcome of a possible invasion by Orange 
and expressed fear not for herself but for her children.' Prudently cir
cumspect about committing herself publicly, she refused at the end of 
October to persuade Bedford to come up to London as his daughter 
Margaret (now married to Admiral Edward Russell) urged her to do. 2 
The earl warily decided that if the prince of Orange landed in the north, 
he would move to Chenies, his estate in Buckinghamshire, and thus min
imize the chances of being forced to declare himself. 3 Rachel indicated 
no dissent. A move to Chenies proved unnecessary, for the prince landed 
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at Torbay on November 5, I 688, and for the next three weeks was 
encamped in and about Exeter. During these days, Rachel, still cautious 
in the face of a yet unsettled and dangerous situation, and fearful of 
bloodshed, confessed to Fitzwilliam that "one is in prudence confined 
not to speak of matters one is strangely bent to be talking of."4 

As the prince of Orange made his way east towards London, 
Rachel's confidence in his eventual success grew. She became increas

ingly impatient for news and for the opportunity to discuss unfolding 
events with a friend of like mind. 5 On December 8 she could contain
herself no longer and wrote several letters designed to find out precisely 
what was happening and also to affirm her support of the prince. One 
letter addressed to Dr. Burnet, a member of the prince's party, she sent 
by messenger so that she might have a prompt reply. "I would see some
thing of your hand writing upon English ground," she wrote, "and not 
read in print only, the labour of your brain." Praising Providence for the 
wonderful events that had occurred, Rachel expressed hope that a 
"happy success" would attend the prince's affairs. She wrote an even 

more impatient letter to an anonymous addressee. Complaining of the 
suspense she was under, she confessed, "I every day hoped that you 
would have found some way or other to let me hear from the quarters you 
are in, but I believe, a prudent caution has kept me ignorant." Affirming 
her best wishes for the success of the prince's enterprise, she declared, 
"If I could see how I could do more than wish or pray for it, I would 
readily make it appear how faithfully I would serve him and his 
interests." Lady Russell sent off still another letter to an anonymous 
addressee, almost certainly the Reverend Samuel Johnson, expressing 
unequivocal approval of and commitment to the changes underway. "I 

have had more mind to scribble a few lines to you than I ever had in my 
life," she declared. "My religion and my country are dear to me, and my 
own hard fate will ever be as a green wound. I need say no more to you. 
I have been but too impatient to say so much. I have fancied it a sort of 
guilt not to do it, and want of ingenuity not to find an opportunity; yet 
I met it not until now." Observing that some people think that recent 
events are only a dream, Rachel asserted that the changes were no 
dream, but rather "so amazing a reality of mercy as ought to melt and 
ravish our hearts" into thanks to God. 

Rachel returned to London with the earl of Bedford perhaps in 
mid-December, certainly in time for the meetings of the Convention, the 
body elected to settle the government of the nation. 6 The Convention 
opened on January 22, and for the next three weeks Tory and Whig 
members engaged in strenuous debates in and between both Houses. 
Discussion focused on the state of the nation, the headship of the state, 
the justification of James H's removal, the grievances and rights of the 
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nation, and, once a decision was made to make Prince William and 
Princess Mary of Orange king and queen of England, the succession to 
the crown, It must have gratified Rachel that the memory of Lord 
Russell was evoked in these debates, In fact, she may have known that 
the way had been prepared for the Convention to cite as a grievance the 
proceedings in Lord Russell's trial, for on December 22, 1688, the earl 
of Devonshire and Henry Booth, baron Delamere, had announced their 
intention of investigating the trials of former Whig leaders, including 
Lord Russell's,7 A tract from Windsor dated that same day, A Letter To 

A Gentleman at Brussels, containing An Account of the Causes of The 

Peoples Revolt from The Crown, directed the Parliament to take note of 
certain juries that deserved censure, among them Lord Russell's, The 
memory of Lord Russell's trial animated the committee of the House of 
Commons charged with drafting a statement of the grievances and rights 
of the nation. On that committee were several of William's former politi
cal colleagues, such as Capel, Sacheverell, and John Hampden, and his 
defense lawyers in 1683, Holt and Pollexfen.8 It was charged that
Russell's jury had been packed and that men who were not freeholders 
had served on it. These points appeared in the draft statement of the 
nation's grievances and rights that was sent up to the House of Lords, 
and thus, Bedford, who was present when that statement was debated, 
knew of them and surely apprised Lady Russell. 9 They were preserved 
in the final version of the Declaration of Rights as a grievance against 
King James II (no. 9) and as a right of the nation, article 11 reading: 
"That jurors ought to be duly impaneled and returned, and jurors which 
pass upon men in trials for high treason ought to be freeholders." Lady 
Russell mentioned none of this in her surviving letters, but one may pre
sume that these initial steps in vindicating her husband pleased her. 

The memory of Lord Russell figured in another way in the poli
tics of the Convention. It will be recalled that Sir George Treby, recorder 
of London in 1683, had pronounced the dreadful sentence for treason 
against William and had signed the warrant for his execution. Treby 's 
part in William's execution still rankled with Bedford and Devonshire, 
and to avenge Russell's death they blocked Treby 's appointment as one 
of the legal counsel to the peers. It took intervention by Pollexfen 
(Russell's counsel in I 683)-who explained that Treby was only fulfill
ing his duties and had not signed the death warrant until reassured by 
Russell himself-to restore Treby to the good graces of the lords. to The 
episode provided a striking example of the restored political power of 
former Whigs. There is no evidence that Lady Russell was apprised of 
this incident. 

During these weeks Rachel was among a handful of aristocratic 
women, both Whig and Tory, who had some influence on the course of 
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events. 11 Her most important role during the meetings of the Conven

tion was to help persuade a reluctant Princess Anne, Princess Mary's 

younger Protestant sister, to accept a place after Prince William in the 

succession to the throne. It appears that Sarah Churchill, Princess 

Anne's close friend and adviser in 1688-89, sought the advice of 

"several persons of undisputed wisdom and integrity, and particu
larly ... Lady Russell of Southampton House and Dr. Tillotson" as to the 

course the princess should follow in respect to that issue. Both urged the 

princess to give way to Prince William. Reluctantly Anne agreed. Her 

announced decision on February 6 to that effect moved the Convention 
along to a resolution. That Lady Churchill linked Lady Russell with 

Tillotson clearly indicates that Rachel was regarded as one of the most 
respected and influential Whigs in London. 12 

By February 12 a compromise agreement between Tory and 

Whigs had been reached which elevated Prince William and Princess 
Mary of Orange to the throne of England, declared the rights of the 

nation, and settled the succession to the throne to four removes, the 

whole set out in the Declaration of Rights. In a carefully contrived 
ceremony held in the Banqueting Hall on Wednesday, February 13, the 

Declaration was read and the crown of England offered to both William 
and Mary. Responding for himself and Mary, Prince William accepted 

the crown and acknowledged the statement of rights. That ceremony, fol

lowed by a party that evening at Whitehall, brought the most critical 

stage of the Revolution to an end. 
Whether Lady Russell was among the crowds of people who wit

nessed the procession to the Banqueting Hall or attended the party that 

evening is unknown, but her elder daughter, Rachel-married, it should 

be remembered, to the son of the earl of Devonshire-was present and 

she left an account of both events. Following in the footsteps of her 

mother, young Rachel, now seventeen years old, reported in detail the 
settlement and the ceremony. She was "much pleased," she wrote, "to 

see Ormanzor and Phenixana [names she gave to the prince and princess 
of Orange] proclaimed king and queen of England, in the room of King 
James, my father's murderer." The mob's wonderful acclamations of joy 
also delighted and at the same time frightened her. That evening she 
kissed the hands of the new king and queen, describing him as "homely 
at first sight" but with "something in his face both wise and good" if one 

looked closely, and her as "altogether very handsome." 13 Young 
Rachel's presence at these splendid events testified to her father-in-law's 

role in the Revolution and to a change in the position of Lady Russell and 

her family. 
Within three weeks of the settlement, on March 7, 1689, a bill to 

reverse the attainder of Lord Russell was introduced in the House of 
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Lords by the earl of Bedford and Lady Russell. Rachel played an active 
role in this effort. As we have seen, an undated draft petition to achieve 
the reversal survives in her hand. Perhaps as a result of the friendly rela
tionship with the new monarchs that Rachel had been at pains to estab
lish since 1687, someone showed the bill to King William III before it 

appeared in the House of Lords, and on the eleventh of March the Lords 

sent the bill reversing Russell's attainder to the House of Commons. 14 

There, it received a warm welcome, provoking a debate full of encomia 

for Russell, near tears on Sir Robert Howard's part at the very mention 
of William's name, an explanation by Finch respecting his role in 
Russell's trial, and an assertion that the issue transcended the personal 
interests of the earl of Bedford and Lady Russell. "All the nation is con
cerned in it," asserted an M.P.15 A second reading followed immedi
ately, and the bill was sent to a committee that included Russell's former 
friends. Five days later, when the Lords sent down the engrossed bill, 

this committee offered an amendment to destroy all records relating to 
Russell's attainder so that "the same may not be visible in after-ages." In 

that way they hoped to do "right ... to the memory of the deceased Lord 
Russell." With this amendment the reversal received the royal assent on 

March 16.16

The reversal of Lord Russell's attainder was promoted and 
defended in a quantity of tracts. As early as February 28 there appeared 
A Defence Of the Late Lord Russel's lnnocency, a pamphlet which must 

have held special interest for Rachel. The author, Sir Robert Atkyns, de
scribed his "Defence" as letters that he had written in 1683 in response 

to a request for advice from William's friends and relations. 17 One may 

recall that despite Rachel's efforts Atkyns' advice in 1683 was minimal 

and that he declined to publish anything then. Another piece on the in
justice of Russell's trial, available before March 11, was written by Lord 
Delamere, who felt a special sense of obligation to the Russell family. 
Two more pamphlets were printed by Sir John Hawles, a lawyer. 18 

These tracts sought to prove that Russell's trial was a travesty of justice 
and, in contrast to those printed in 1683, focused on the absence of free
holders on the jury, the illegality of the king's guards, the need to have 
two witnesses to the same act of treason, and the inadmissibility of the 
testimony of "plea bargainers." Other printed material was also put into 
circulation. To reinforce the view that Russell was a victim of Stuart 
despotism, his Speech was reprinted in a collection of scaffold speeches 
of eminent Protestants who had suffered under the late-Stuart kings. 
The preface asserted that the Rye House Plot was a "mere sham
contrivance" concocted by papists "to bring an odium on Protes
tants." 19 Printed lists of the jurymen and the judges who were con
nected with the trials of the Whig martyrs sought further to persuade the 
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public that William had been unjustly condemned. 2° Finally, to make

certain that people "all over the kingdom" should have no doubt about 

the legitimacy of the reversal of the attainder, an anonymous partisan 

published a broadside before April 9 justifying it. 21 Only Sir Bar

tholomew Shower, who had probably written An Antidote Against Poison 

in I 683, undertook a direct response to these defenses of William. 22

Rachel does not mention these tracts, but in view of her lifelong habit of 

reading polemical literature, she almost certainly was aware of them. 

And since Bedford purchased the pieces by Atkyns and Hawles, they at 

least were readily available for her perusal. 23

No direct comment by Lady Russell on the reversal of her hus

band's attainder survives. Gratified she must have been, for the reversal 

opened the way for achieving a goal towards which she had worked for 
at least four years, namely the transfer of the Bedford title to her son. 

Still, a sober, even melancholy letter to Lady Essex written just three 

days after the reversal received royal assent on March 19 suggests that 
she felt no great sense of elation. 24 Probably the attention given the trial

in Parliament and in the press over so many weeks had revived memories 

of her husband and his suffering and precipitated a return of active 

grieving. 

During the early years of the new government, Rachel's position 

in public affairs underwent a transformation. The change owed much to 
the honors and high offices the men in her family received. Her father

in-law became a privy councillor and lord lieutenant of the counties of 

Bedford, Cambridge, and Middlesex, while the earl of Devonshire also 

became a privy councillor, lord lieutenant of Derbyshire, a knight of the 

garter, and lord steward of the King's Household. She must have taken 

satisfaction also from the fact that at the coronation of the new monarchs 
on April 11, 1689, Bedford bore the Queen's Scepter with the Dove and 

Devonshire acted as lord high steward of England. And even more satis
faction must have been hers in 1694 when both men were elevated to 

dukedoms, especially because Bedford's letters patent specifically justi
fied his promotion on grounds that the earl was father to the Lord 
Russell, "the ornament of his age," who preferred "love to his country 
before that of his life."25 As a result of Bedford's promotion, Rachel's
son was given the courtesy title of Lord Tavistock, the first time that a 

courtesy title was used by a grandson. 26 

Lady Russell's new position also owed something to the strengths 
she herself possessed. She was on friendly terms with King William and 
Queen Mary. She had long since established a reputation for intelli

gence, courage, good sense, piety, and loyalty. From past experiences 
and lifelong observation of the political process, Lady Russell was well 
informed about how to win favor for one's family and friends in both 
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church and state. She liked being close to the center of power, as she can

didly admitted. Above all, she became a surrogate for her husband, a 

symbol of the best of the former Whigs. As William became a Whig 

martyr, Rachel became a Whig saint, mourning her beloved husband. 

This role decisively strengthened the position given her by wealth and 
the political power of men in her family. 

Concurrently Lady Russell's self-confidence and command of 

her grief over her husband's death grew. Using her influence in the com

plicated patronage network of late-seventeenth-century England on 

behalf of her family and friends to advance worthy Whigs contributed to 

her sense of responsibility, enlarged her social position, and fed her 
sense of self-importance. Her activities provide a glimpse of the strate

gies used by a woman to achieve some goal. 
In view of her position and the influence she was thought to pos

sess, it is not surprising that both men and women sought Rachel's 

favor. For example, on February 19, 1689, Lady Ranelagh implored her 

to help Lord Rochester escape the vengeance of the House of Commons, 

which she had heard intended to punish people who had served on 

James H's Ecclesiastical Commission. Lady Ranelagh, who had assisted 

Rachel in 1683, shrewdly remarked that the wheel of fortune had now 

reversed their roles. Reminding Rachel that she owed a debt to Lord and 

Lady Rochester for their efforts in 1683 to win a reprieve for William 

and to Lord Rochester later for supporting petitions respecting her hus
band's personal property and the title for her son, she asked Rachel to 

use her influence and to persuade Bedford to use his "with your friends 

in the House of Commons in my Lord Rochester's behalf ." 27 In the

event, the House investigated James's Ecclesiastical Commission and 

decided to spare Lord Rochester, but no record of Lady Russell's inter

vention survives. 28 Lady Sunderland also appealed to Rachel to inter
cede with the new government on behalf of her husband, who was in 

disgrace on the Continent. Rachel had earlier resisted overtures of 

friendship from Lady Sunderland, in part because Sunderland had done 

nothing to save Lord Russell in 1683 and in part because she simply did 

not like her. 29 After receiving several importuning letters from her,

Lady Russell pointedly declined to help. 30 As it happened, Sunderland

was condemned by the House of Commons for his part on the Ecclesi

astical Commission, but by April 1690 King William had allowed 

Sunderland to return to England and thereafter depended upon his 

advice.31

Fitzwilliam, who disavowed the new government and refused to 

take the oaths imposed on the clergy, also turned to Lady Russell for 

assistance in securing a pass to go abroad. Temporizing on the pass, 

Rachel undertook to persuade Fitzwilliam to reconsider his position 
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respecting the oaths. Her letter has not survived, but judging from 
Fitzwilliam's admiring response, it advanced carefully reasoned argu
ments, based on history, the law of Henry VII, the meaning of the words 
"abdication and vacancy" (which had been used to justify the removal of 
James II), and a practical consideration that if Cromwell had become 
king, as Rachel said her father feared, then he, Fitzwilliam, would have 
been chaplain in a family that had accepted a de facto monarch. 32 The
discussion about oaths continued through the spring, with Rachel hurt
ing his feelings by saying that his boggling at one oath that clashed with 
another was an "unnecessary scruple."33 Rachel tenaciously reopened
the question in August. In a vigorous manner, she began, "I am very 
sorry the case stands with you as it does in reference to the oath; and still 
wonder (unless I could find kings of divine right) why it does so!" Con
tinuing unsympathetically, she declared, "All this is the acceptation of a 
word which I never heard two declare the meaning of, but they differed 
in their sense of it. You say you could have taken it in the sense some 
worthy men have done. Why will you be more worthy than those men? 
'Tis supererogation." Saying that when her wishe� were "earnest" she 
"spoke without reserve," Rachel went on to predict, prophetically, that 
the refusal of able men to serve would weaken the church and the Protes
tant religion all over the world. She counselled him to admit that passive 
obedience "went too high" and to accept the new government. 34

It was to no avail; Fitzwilliam refused to take the oaths. Display
ing generosity of spirit and knowledge of church politics, Rachel con
tinued to assist him. In 1691, for example, she discussed the possibility 
of an appointment for him, forthrightly advising him to be more circum
spect, and pointing out that his identification with a high Tory bishop 
could not help him. "You should be a little more wary," she wrote. "One 
should be wise, tho' harmless as doves."35 In 1696 Rachel acknowledged
her defeat in the struggle over his conscience, saying that she could not 
"manage the argument" any longer but then adding, in ways that reveal 
her personality, that she might yet convince him if she "had the fight 
[she] once had."36 Lady Russell's lifelong sympathy for Dissent, her
rationalism, her pragmatism, and her approval of the Revolution left her 
incredulous that Fitzwilliam would not conform. 

Rachel also used her influence to win the appointment to govern
ment posts of family members and friends, but only those, she insisted, 
who were well qualified. Some positions were of moderate importance. 
Thus, her first effort, in March 1689, was a petition for the appointment 
of a cousin by marriage to be clerk of the presentations. 37 Or again, in
1690, Lady Russell sought the assistance of Lady Ranelagh for help in 
placing one Sir Francis Wingate, a distant relative, in a post at the Prize 
Office, about to be vacated by the imminent death of the occupant. She 
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contrived for Lady Ranelagh to see Lord Devonshire and tell him that 
the request came from Bedford and, as Rachel put it, "on my own 
account." Then to reinforce the effort, she wrote Devonshire herself.38 

Lady Russell also aimed much higher in influencing appoint
ments. On April 15 she wrote Halifax, lord privy seal in the new govern
ment, to ask his help in securing the appointment as king's counsel of 
William Cowper, whose father had been closely associated with 
Shaftesbury. Cowper was a promising young lawyer of twenty-four only 
recently called to the bar, who had early declared himself for William 
of Orange. His youth, however, was an obstacle to his appointment. 
Explaining that Lady Shaftesbury had engaged her to help secure the 
appointment, Rachel reminded Halifax that in the past he had expressed 
willingness to oblige Lady Shaftesbury. She also told him that she had 
spoken to Pollexfen, now the attorney general, who had responded unen
thusiastically. Halifax brought Rachel's request to King William, who 
granted it as a favor to Lady Russell and Lady Shaftesbury, signifying 
thereby that the appointment was irregular because of Cowper's youth. 
When the appointment was held up in the attorney general's office, Lady 
Russell wrote to Halifax again. Assuring him that she and Lady 
Shaftesbury were ready to accept the appointment as a "concession" 
from the king, she reported that "several eminent men of the law" whom 
she had consulted had assured her that many men as young as Cowper 
had served as king's counsel. She said flatly that there must be a deeper 
reason for objecting to the appointment. Rachel also wrote to Pollexfen. 
She told him frankly that she had William's promise, that she and Lady 
Shaftesbury had been too much trouble, and that she did not "love to be 
baulked." Peremptorily she asked him to keep her informed and 
announced that she would bring Cowper's mother to see him.·19 Cowper 
was appointed. 

Halifax's willingness to assist Lady Russell at a time when many 
such requests were flowing into his office requires explanation. His 
cooperativeness was surely accountable not only to his admiration for 
and familial link with Rachel but also to his own political situation.40

Halifax held high office and the confidence of the new king at this time, 
but he did not enjoy the favor of either Tories or Whigs. The Tories 
despised him for abandoning during the Convention debates a Regency 
proposal which would have preserved James H's title. They also disliked 
his championing the interests of the Dissenters. The Whigs hated him for 
defeating Exclusion. Debates in the House of Commons in March on the 
Rye House trials and in May and June on an indemnity bill revealed how 
vulnerable Halifax was.41 His friendly interest in a request that came
from two woman who symbolized the former Whig leaders could have 
helped his position with the vengeful Whigs in the Lower House. In July 
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1689 he acknowledged Rachel's favor and "the protection" of her good 
opinion. 42 

Reports of Lady Russell's favor helped to protect Halifax in the 
fall of 1689, when Lord Russell's trial again became the subject of inves
tigation. Then the trial was even more deeply enmeshed in the partisan 
politics of revenge. On November 2 a motion was introduced in the 
House of Lords to consider "who were the advisers and prosecutors of 
the murders of Lord Russell, Colonel Sydney, Sir Thomas Armstrong 
and others." The underlying purpose of the move, it was widely recog
nized, was to destroy Halifax.43 A committee of peers, referred to as the 
Murder Committee, examined the written record and called witnesses, 
among them Tillotson. Peers questioned him about the part Halifax had 
played respecting the letter Tillotson had written to Lord Russell in 1683 
to urge him to disavow the doctrine of right of resistance. Tillotson was 
at pains to exonerate Halifax, declaring, in response to a question about 
the opinion of the Russell family, that Rachel, with whom he had mostly 
talked, had never said anything against him.44 By the end of November 
it was doubtful that a case against Halifax could be made. 

That fact makes all the more curious a petition to the Lords that 
Lady Russell submitted on December 6, 1689. She thanked them for the 
investigation and prayed that the "just inquisition of blood" might be 
pursued.45 The petition is out of character for Rachel. There is no sur
viving comment to explain it. Presumably vengeful Whigs persuaded 
her to present it and regarded it as sanctioning the work they had done. 
Vengeance found further encouragement in London street theater that 
featured Lord Russell's trial. On December I 8, the first anniversary of 
the arrival of the prince of Orange in London, a great bonfire was 
arranged in Fleet Street at Temple Gate, and the London "mob" came 
in "three pageants" carrying effigies of the three foremen of the three 
juries in the cases of Russell, Sidney, and Cornish. The mob held a 
mock trial of the foremen, found them guilty of high treason, hanged 
them on the gibbet, then burned them in the bonfire.46 Two days later, 
on December 20, the Lords Committee presented its report condemning 
former ministers, including Halifax. 

Apparently Rachel knew the contents of the report, for she wrote 
immediately to her half-sister regretting the steps her brother-in-law 
Montagu and others had taken against Halifax and expressing renewed 
grief (as had happened in the spring when Lord Russell's attainder was 
reversed) over her husband's death. Elizabeth impatiently replied that 
the punishment of men responsible for William's death should be a com
fort to Rachel. In doing so she failed to take into account the friendly 
relationship between Rachel and Halifax.47 In the event, the report died. 

Lady Russell's influence was also felt in the filling of ecclesiasti-
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cal offices. They too varied in importance. For example, in the spring of 

I 689 she interceded with Bedford for Fitzwilliam, who feared that the 

earl would appoint clergy sympathetic to Nonconformity. She assured 
her clerical friend that Bedford would make no changes in the personnel 
of the Bedfordshire clergy that would disappoint him.48 Also in 1689 

she championed the interest of the Reverend Samuel Johnson and 
secured him not a living, but a grant of money, a life pension for him and 

his son, and a place for his son.49 In thus identifying herself with the 
radical cleric she reaffirmed her belief in the right of resistance, the 
principle Johnson had promoted for so long. 

Still further, when the rectory of St. Paul's Covent Garden became 

vacant in September 1689, Tillotson wrote to Rachel that the king would 

not appoint a replacement until Bedford, the patron of the rectory, gave 

his approval. The dean asked if she and Bedford would favor one Dr. 
John More. Bedford apparently left the choice to Rachel, and she 
handled the correspondence. Lady Russell vetoed More for his lack of 
talent as a preacher. Tillotson invited Rachel's opinion of other candi

dates and shared with her his "free thoughts of them."50 Tillotson's
second choice won the appointment. 

Also, in September 1689 Tillotson solicited Rachel's advice on 

whether he should accept the post of archbishop of Canterbury. With 

unusual frankness he expressed his misgivings about his abilities and 
his fears of jealousies of others. In 1690, with the issue unresolved, 
Tillotson appealed again to Lady Russell, writing in early October, 

"Madam, what shall I do? my thoughts were never in such a plunge ... I 
hope that I shall have your prayers, and would be glad of your advice." 
In response, Rachel adverted (surely with secret pleasure) to his effort 
in 1683 to persuade her husband to accept the doctrine of nonresistance, 
asking him to "put anew in practice that submission you have so power
fully ... instructed others to." She cited his duty to the king, talent for the 
position, and responsibility to the church as reasons why he should 
accept the appointment. "I see no way to escape it; you must take up the 
crosse, and bear it." Tillotson followed her advice. Thanking Rachel for 
her help, he expressed his "great regard and deference for [her] judg
ment and opinion" and also promised to assist her in whatever way 
she might command. 51 Lady Russell's relationship with the man who 
occupied the highest position in the Anglican church is a measure of the 
respect she commanded. Few other people, whether male or female, 
were on such friendly terms with the archbishop. Few would have had 
the knowledge, the self-confidence, or the respect to address church 
leaders as she did. 

Tillotson's dependence on Rachel repays scrutiny. Just as Halifax 
had political reasons for assisting her, so too did Tillotson. In 1689 
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Tillotson's enemies, both Whigs and High Tories, sought to make capital 
of Tillotson's letter to Lord Russell urging him to disavow the doctrine 
of right of resistance. A High Tory partisan of James II printed a tract 
titled A Letter formerly sent to Dr. Tillotson, and for want of an Answer 

made publick and now Reprinted whose poin! was that Tillotson should 
practice in I 689 what he had preached in 1683 and assist others in 
restoring King James. Whig peers in the fall of I 689 questioned him 
closely about the letter, as we have just seen. The radical Whig, the 
Reverend Samu,el Johnson, who had been furious with Tillotson over 
his 1683 letter and had written Julian the Apostate in answer to it, con
tinued to upbraid him for his moderate principles. In September 1689, 
Tillotson told Rachel that Johnson's sharpness with him was tantamount 
to "railing."52 In 169 I several more libels against Tillotson appeared.
Citing damage to Lord Russell's reputation, Tillotson decided in June 
1691 to appeal to Bedford to bring an action against the perpetrators of 
the tracts.53 Under the circumstances it was in Tillotson's interests to
have Lady Russell, Lord Russell's widow, as his ally and confidante, and 
it is impossible to think that he was not acting in part upon that consider
ation in turning to her for advice and in representing her interests. 

Lady Russell's favor was also sought by Whigs in parliamentary 
elections. On October 9, 1691 , Lord Devonshire wrote Rachel that 
interest was brewing in having his son, Cavendish (now returned from 
his travels), stand for the House of Commons in a by-election for the 
borough of Westminster. He said that he could not answer the principals 
without "first begging to know [Rachel's] opinion," for he was certain 
that his son had no hope of success unless Rachel and Bedford approved. 
With some extravagance Devonshire said that he would always submit 
his and his son's concerns to her "direction and advice."54 Rachel made 
herself busy in this matter. She wrote on October 23 to Thomas Owen 
(c. 1637-1708), a possible candidate for the seat, in terms that show her 
firm knowledge of the political process and the identity and interests of 
possible candidates. Without mincing words she asked Owen to with
draw from the race. Candidly she said that the task of contacting him had 
fallen to her because she knew him better than "any of the Devonshire 
family." Presumably Rachel's contacts with Owen dated back to the 
reign of Charles II, when Owen, a member of an Independent congrega
tion, had shown sympathy for the Dissenters. 55 Owen felt close enough 
to Rachel to have asked her earlier to speak to Bedford about supporting 
him in the election. She had.done so and conveyed the earl's enthusiastic 
endorsement. But now that Bedford and others had shifted their support 
to Cavendish, Rachel frankly asked Owen how strong he reckoned his 
chances were. In her forceful and logical way Lady Russell itemized the 
strengths of her son-in-law's candidacy: the cordial endorsement of 
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Bedford, the withdrawal of some candidates (among them Sir Stephen 
Fox), the approval of many people of quality and of the king, and the 
memory of his father's role in the House when he was Lord Cavendish. 
Further, as she shrewdly put it, "It will not hurt his interest that he is 
married to my Lord Russell's daughter." Declaring that she "would fain 
have it come to a fair tryal of skill between the two partys, which it can't 
so well do if Lord Cavendish be not singly at the head of one of them, 
and that I reckon he will be if you desist," Lady Russell forthrightly 
asked Owen to "tell [her] ingenuously" his view of the situation and "if 
you please, [give] your reasons against my Lord's standing, and for your 
own."56 Owen decided to remain in the race and was badly defeated in 
the election on November 9 by Sir Stephen Fox, who had reentered the 
contest. Although Rachel did not prevail in shaping the election as she 

wished, the episode shows how close she was to Whig party strategy and 
planning and how unabashed she was in using her influence in partisan 
politics. 

That Rachel's public reputation had grown significantly is indi

cated by an honor she received in 1691. The Dissenting minister Dr. 
William Bates dedicated The Last Four Things to Rachel, prefacing the 
book with a flattering epistle dedicatory. It was not unusual for a woman 
to receive such a mark of respect. It was the first time Lady Russell had. 

The gesture reinforced her identification with Dissent. 
Lady Russell also took advantage of the friendship with Queen 

Mary and King William that she had so carefully nurtured. She turned 
to the queen in 1691 to help her win the position of auditorship of Wales 
for Sir Richard Vaughan, a distant relative from her first marriage. Con
fessing to Tillotson that the award would "please me on several 
accounts," she asked him to deliver her petition directly to the queen, 
but then expressed some misgivings, writing, "I am not versed in the 
court ways, 'tis so lately since I have loved them. Therefore be free, and 
do as you think most fit." Not satisfied with those instructions, Rachel 
wrote Mary directly that same day. In response, Queen Mary promised 
to put the matter before the king and assured Rachel that if the place were 
not already filled, her petition would find favor with the king. 57

Lady Russell did not abuse the favor that she enjoyed w'ith the 
queen. In 1691 one Miss Mortimer, who was connected with one of 
Lady Russell's sisters, appealed to her to promote some concern with the 
queen. Lady Russell demurred. In 1692 she again denied Miss 
Mortimer's request for assistance. 58 By using such discretion, Rachel 
undoubtedly preserved her credit at court for more important matters. 

Interestingly enough, Queen Mary also turned to Rachel for 
assistance. Mary acted as queen regnant during many months of the 
early years of the joint monarchy because of King William's absence 
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fighting against Louis XIV and James II. Lady Russell's cousin by mar
riage Admiral Edward Russell played a prominent role in the naval bat

tles and became a national hero. Like Lord Russell, the admiral was an 
impetuous and headstrong man whom the queen found difficult. In one 
trying situation, Mary sought Rachel's help in persuading him to come 
to her and in a letter to the king credited her with doing so. She wrote, 
"To this hour [the Admiral] would not have asked to have spoke with me, 
had not I told Lady Russell one day I desired it."59

Mary's death in December 1694 deprived Lady Russell of a warm 

friend, and although no comment by her has survived, Rachel's sense of 

loss was surely acute. She would have taken satisfaction at the public 

acknowledgment of the friendship between her and the queen by John 
Howe's dedicating to her his A Discourse Relating To the Much-lamented 
Death and Solemn Funeral, Of Our Incomparable and most Gracious 

Queen Mary. This was the second book dedicated to her in four years 
and is further testimony to the high regard in which she was held. 

These instances of Lady Russell's involvement in partisan politics 

and in patronage projects testify to the influence in politics that she pos
sessed and illustrate the indirect political power an intelligent, well
placed woman might exercise in a society that denied females legal polit

ical rights. Rachel used the access to power that family members and 

friends gave her, appealing to Devonshire, Godolphin, Halifax, Tillotson, 
and Lady Derby and Lady Ranelagh. She capitalized also on the friend

ship she enjoyed with the queen. That her petitions were well received 
owed much to her wealth, contacts, and role as surrogate for her hus
band, the Whig martyr. 

Lady Russell's strengthened self-confidence and sense of self also 
informed her private life. The passage of time, the comforts of religion, 

the marriage of her elder daughter, the success of the Revolution, her 

revived political role, business activities, and the responsibilities of her 
children combined to assuage her grief. It is true that a melancholy 
strain still appeared in her letters, especially in those to Fitzwilliam or 
about the death of a family member or friend; moreover, she continued 
to memorialize the three days of William's arrest, trial, and execution, 
and events, as we have seen, still had the power to revive her grief. But 
her mourning was less intense, and lapses into black despair were less 
frequent. By I 69 I she was keeping "visiting days," playing cards, and, 
upon her own admission, losing too much money at it. 60 The change in
her attitude found reflection in a letter written to Tillotson on July 14, 

1691, a time heretofore marked by intense mourning. Significantly, the 

purpose of the letter was to seek his help in winning a government 
post for a friend, but in closing she declared that she had been quite re
vived recently by the "many public and signal mercies" the nation had 
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received and that despite the "black and dismal scenes which are con

stantly before me" she was trying to "raise my spirit all I can."61 More

over, she no longer imposed her grief on others or expected them to 

grieve also, as she had done as late as 1687. 62 Rather, in the summer of

1693 she expressed relief that July 13 fell on a fast day so she could retire 

to remember William without exciting comment and declared that she 

took care not "to affect" in doing so. And that summer she spent a holi

day at Bath. 6J 

Rachel, moreover, seems to have reconciled herself rationally to 

the passionate side of her nature and to have become more comfortable 

with her own interpretation of Christian grief. She ruefully wrote in 

1692 that her warm friendships and passionate attachment to her hus

band were at the root of all her "joys and troubles." Yet, to live and not 

love would make life insipid, and moreover, the delight of love in this 
world prepared one to know the greater bliss of it in the next. 64 She also

elaborated the point in a draft paper in which she rejected the thought 

that a true Christian should "pluck out the eye, and cut off the hand, 

[and] lay aside every thing that may be an impediment in running our 

Christian race." If one loves nothing but God and fears nothing but sin, 

there will be no sorrow in a person's life. But in her view "flesh and 
blood recoil" from such a prospect. 65 She was confident enough to tell

Fitzwilliam candidly that she could not live by his rules and that she felt 

she might grieve without sinning. 66 

This more secure command over her emotions and confidence in 
God did not mean that she had lost the capacity to grieve. The deaths in 

1690 of her half-sister Elizabeth; of her nephew, the son of her sister 

Elizabeth; and of her cousin, a son of her uncle de Ruvigny, left her dis

traught. In commenting on Elizabeth's death, she observed with a touch 
of bitterness that on earth whatever is the "object of our love will 
become the matter of our sorrow." The idea of her young nephew dying 
before her she found hard to bear. "It is harder to be borne than a bigger 
loss, where there has been spun out a longer thread of life ... Me thinks 

'tis a violence upon nature." But she felt a little time would restore her 
to her "settled state of mourning; for a mourner I must be all my days 
upon earth."67 

Greater confidence in God's love helped Lady Russell confront 

the most serious physical affliction of her life-the appearance of cata
racts on both eyes. Because she enjoyed reading and above all the physical 

act of writing, failing eyesight was an especially hard blow. She first al
luded to the condition in the summer of 1688, but it was not until 1692, 
when she was fifty-five years old, that she felt severely impaired. "I can 

hardly see what I write, and my eyes won't endure to do it by a candle," 
Lady Russell confessed. 68 In August 1692 Katherine wrote in great



Prime >ears, /689-1702 • 199

anxiety to her sister, Rachel, over the fact that their mother had lost so 
much sight in the past three or four weeks. Katherine shared Lady 
Russell's fears that she would go blind. 69 In September Rachel could
read very little, but she persuaded herself that writing did not hurt her 
eyes, so she continued to do it, but correspondence in her own hand was 
severely curtailed. 70 

Rachel's reaction to this impairment illuminated her strong 
character. "I hope I do not repine," she wrote Fitzwilliam, "but on the 
contrary rejoice" that total blindness had not yet overtaken her. 71 Fur
thermore, she decided to undergo an operation-a decision that took 
great courage in the late seventeenth century, when procedures and 
anesthesia were primitive. The operation was not new to late-seventeenth
century England, since the procedure dated back to the twelfth century, 
but dramatic improvements in it did not come until the middle of the 
eighteenth century. 72 An operation was performed on Rachel's right eye 
in the summer of 1694 and on her left eye the next summer; both opera
tions were successful. 73 No information has survived about her doc
tor(s), about where the operations were performed and the exact dates, 
nor about what anesthesia and other procedures were used. It is also 
unknown whether or not Lady Russell was fitted for glasses. A portrait 
of her in old age (see the illustrations) does not show her wearing them, 
but it would seem likely that she did, the more so because Bedford, 
whose eyes were poor, used spectacles himself. 74 Rachel appears to
have made a rapid recovery from each operation. In August 1694 her 
sister-in-law wrote of her happiness in hearing how much Rachel's eyes 
had improved. In August 1695 Lady Russell wrote herself, "I venture to 
write this much with my first eye. My new one does not alter much 
though I think I do see better than at first, but there is something still 
before it."75 The next month she was able to write a "letter upon busi
ness" without damage to her eyes and follow it with a lengthy letter to 
her daughter Katherine. 76 After the operations, her handwriting, which
had deteriorated in the early 1690s, was restored to its previous legibility 
and strength, and although she used an amanuensis as necessary, she 
resumed writing many letters herself. Lady Russell's eyes were never 
strong again, but she suffered no further serious problems with them. 

During the years when her eyesight was failing, Rachel not only 
attended to public matters, as we have seen, but also gave devoted atten
tion to the interests of her three children. A woman of fifty-four in 1691 
with children ranging in age from eleven to seventeen, Lady Russell was 
an older parent, certainly older than most aristocratic mothers. That 
biological fact plus her energy, intelligence, and sense of obligation to 
her husband's memory combined to create an overanxious, oversolici
tous attitude towards her children, especially her son. As her children 
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grew into adolescence and beyond, Rachel continued to make herself 
actively involved in their lives, even to the point of intrusiveness. 

Lady Russell was particularly concerned about the religious edu
cation of her children, and she took steps, as many contemporary fathers 
but few mothers did, to set out in writing advice on the subject. She 
would have known of Carbery's letters of advice to her first husband, for 
it is through her that they came into the Bedford family. Possibly they 
inspired her to the same exercise. In any case, when her children 
received the sacrament for the first time, Rachel presented to each of 
them a paper setting out "all the passages" of the child's life to that point 
in time, providing a record of his or her strengths and weaknesses. 77 A 
lengthy letter of general advice on the religious life and a paper of 
detailed instructions for taking the sacrament followed in 1691; 78 they
were probably addressed especially to Wriothesley and Kate. Signifi
cantly, Lady Russell did not turn to Fitzwilliam or any of her other cleri
cal friends to perform this service, but undertook to counsel her children 
herself .  The letter and papers reveal a high degree of self-consciousness 
and self-confidence. 

Rachel recommended to her children a rigorous religious regimen 
based upon her own daily habits. It included morning, afternoon, and 
evening prayer; reading; and written self-examination on a daily, weekly, 
and monthly basis. She explained how to keep such a record of one's 
sins. 79 She chose certain passages in the Bible for her children to memo
rize and supplied specific pages in devotional material written by Taylor, 
Patrick, and others for them to consult. She stressed the conscientious 
confession of their sins and offered her own failings as a model. Declar
ing that nothing (barring religion) touched her so deeply as their con
cerns, Rachel exhorted her children, "When I have the least jealousy 
that any of you have ill inclinations, or not so good as I would, gladly 
have them, or fear that you tread, tho' never so little out of the right path, 
0 how it pierces my soul in fear and anguish for yours-if you love or 
bear any respect for the memory of your father, do not endanger a sepa
ration from him and me in the next life."80

Although Rachel wrote didactically, rather like a schoolmistress, 
and anxiously, much like Carbery, she was also a sympathetic guide. 
Recognizing that her regimen might seem difficult in the beginning, she 
reassured her children that practice would make it easier. But easy or 
hard, for people who mean to be "serious in religion" such a procedure 
was "hugely more satisfying to the mind, than a more careless, loose 
way of living, and no settled method." 81 Moreover, in conformity with 
her lifelong sympathy for Dissent, Lady Russell was at pains to soften 
the dogmatic strain in her writing. She insisted that her recommenda
tions for religious texts were not intended to restrict her children's 
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choice, but rather were "the best" that she could offer as a help at first. 
No one, she declared, may prescribe for another. Nonetheless, the 

standards that she set forth in these written materials must have seemed 

rather rigid and unattainable to an adolescent. Clearly Rachel sought 
to be a powerful presence for religion and morality in the lives of her 
children. 

A prominent feature of these papers is the repeated evocation of 
the memory of Lord Russell. Rachel seemed determined that her chil

dren should not forget their father. But significantly she made no refer
ence whatsoever to the political principles for which he stood in either 
these or any other surviving papers. In adulthood, only her elder daugh
ter seems to have shared her interest in public affairs. Her son, who, as 
second duke of Bedford, might have made a mark in politics, did not 
develop an interest in public affairs. 

Lady Russell took steps to advance the worldly as well as the 

spiritual interests of each of her children. Young Rachel was now living 
with her husband (who had returned from his travels and whose interests 

we have already seen Lady Russell promoting), and through the 
influence of her father-in-law, Lord Devonshire, she was invited to 
become one of the queen's ladies-in-waiting. Lady Russell was fearful 
that harm might befall her daughter in this role, and accordingly she 

appealed to Lady Derby, Queen Mary's mistress of the robes, for help. 
Remarking that her daughter was inexperienced, having never been 

parted from "too fond a mother," Rachel explained that Lord Devonshire 
had introduced her to court life earlier than she would have wanted. 
Since the queen desired her presence, Rachel would make no objections, 
but only seek Lady Derby's protection. 82 Lady Russell's love, anxiety,

busyness, and connection with court figures are all reflected in this let
ter. Whether Lady Cavendish knew about it is unknown. 

For her second daughter, Katherine, Lady Russell bent her ener
gies in 1692 and 1693 towards achieving a favorable marriage settle

ment. Rachel did not initiate this project. Rather, John Manners, the 
ninth earl of Rutland, approached her in early 1692 with a proposal of 
marriage between Katherine and his son, also John, styled Lord Roos. 
The two families enjoyed equal social status. The Rutlands had won 
great wealth, high honors, and much land in the sixteenth century, and 
although their fortune and lands were less large in 1692, they remained 
powerful in Midland counties and in Yorkshire. Their principal seat was 
Belvoir Castle in Leicestershire, and among other estates they held 
Haddon Hall in Derbyshire. 83 Their politics were compatible with
those of Lady Russell too. Although not prominently involved, the earl 
had been a supporter of the Revolution, joining with Devonshire and 
others in raising troops for the prince of Orange and giving Princess 
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Anne refuge at Belvoir Castle when she fled London in 1688. 84 Rachel 
realized that from a social and economic point of view this match was 
highly desirable, but initially she was unenthusiastic. The reason was 
that in 1670 the earl, then known as John Lord Roos, had won a divorce 

in church courts from his first wife on grounds of adultery. An act of 

Parliament, which became a cause celebre, disabled the children of this 
marriage from inheriting his lands and honors and gave him the right to 
marry again. 85 Rutland had proceeded to do that; his second wife died 

without issue; his third wife, Catharine, daughter of Baptist Noel, 
viscount Campden (and thus related by marriage to Rachel's sister 
Elizabeth), was the mother of the prospective bridegroom. Rachel 
finally satisfied herself that the divorce was "just, as agreeing with the 
word of God" and that her "religious scruples" were "imaginary." This 
conclusion persuaded her that the earl's present marriage was also just 
and, hence, legal, so that Lord Roos's inheritance was not threatened. 
With these religious and economic reservations settled and the young 
man's character approved by others, Lady Russell was willing to enter

tain the idea of the marriage, but only, as she put it confidently, if 
Rutland agreed to her terms. 86 

Lady Russell handled the negotiations respecting the property 

settlement herself, as she had done the marriage contract of young 
Rachel. Although the discussions lasted over a year and involved several 
meetings of the parties and their lawyers, the bargaining with Rutland 
was apparently less tough than it had been with Devonshire. Rutland was 
apparently eager for the match, perhaps in part because in 1692 he had 

provided his daughter with a £15,000 dowry and hoped to recoup the 
money by marrying his son.87 Rachel displayed an intimate knowledge 
of the value of her properties, a sharper understanding than Rutland of 

the relative value of London and Hampshire holdings, and skill in 
presenting her case. Rutland's position was that he wanted the same con
tract that she and Devonshire had agreed to. On August 30 Rachel sent 
him an abstract of that settlement, and they seem to have worked from 
it. 88 Disagreement between them centered on the size of Katherine's 
dowry, the security for it, and the method of payment. Initially Rachel 
had offered a smaller dowry, "because it was too hard on me to do so 
much," but Rutland persuaded her to provide the same dowry of £25,000. 
Rutland preferred a lump-sum payment, but agreed finally to accept pay
ment in installments. The security for the money was Lady Russell's 
ground rents from her London properties, whereas initially Rutland had 
asked for land in Hampshire. Insisting that she wanted to please Rutland 
in everything, without "extreme inconvenience" to herself, Lady 
Russell repeatedly argued that the ground rents were of greater value and 
better security, for they brought in £6,000 a year and would increase in 
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value when they expired. 89 When Rutland finally agreed, Rachel per

sisted in iterating that the arrangements were the best for both of 
them. 90 Lady Russell liked to win an argument, and her knowledge of

her business affairs and her skill in writing enabled her to do so. 

Lady Russell did not defer to her daughter's wishes in the mar

riage any more than she had done with young Rachel. She declared that 

she would not unite her child with a person of ill repute, no matter what 

his wealth, but given the candidate's moral integrity, his wealth and 

social position weighed heavily with her. She seems to have quieted her 

own conscience by insisting that the young couple meet several times at 
Woburn so that they might, as she put it, "at least guess at each other's 

humour before we venture to make them (as I hope they shall be) a happy 

couple," but these encounters took place while the property negotiations 

were in progress. 91 

Whatever Katherine's view of Lord Roos, Rachel found him to be 

a "pretty youth," "virtuously bred," and with "no disposition in him 
that is blameable." She recommended that he should go to university, 

where in her view, "our nobility should pass some of their time; it has 
been for many years neglected."92 This opinion did not prevail in the

case of Lord Roos, but it anticipated Lady Russell's decision to send her 

son to university. Lady Russell frankly wrote to Fitzwilliam that 
although she was "apt" to say that the wedding would not go forward 

unless the pair were happy in each other, she found a distinction between 

their "happiness" and God's approval. Confident of the latter, she con
cluded that the union was highly desirable. Candidly, she expressed sat

isfaction in the thought that she had joined her daughters to the "two best 
fortunes in England."93 She was as mercenary in her view as any patri

arch of a noble family. 

The wedding took place at Woburn on August 17, I 693. No 

description of the celebration there has survived, but a lengthy account 

of the reception young Lord and Lady Roos received when they journeyed 

to Belvoir Castle, contained in a letter to Lady Russell, provides a rare 
glimpse of country social customs. The high sheriff of Leicestershire 
and all the country gentlemen greeted the couple when they first entered 

the county, and the following day "thousands" of people joined the gen
tlemen to pay their respects. The crowds increased as the party ap

proached Belvoir Castle, with aldermen and corporations in attendance, 

as well as clergymen who presented congratulatory verses. A twentieth
century visitor to Belvoir Castle may readily visualize the progress of 

the cavalcade across the flat plain to the castle, which stands on a low 

hill, and the welcome at the gate by four and twenty fiddlers, trumpeters, 

and ladies, altogether seventy-two people who ushered in the pair with 
music. After an "exceeding magnificent supper," everyone, led by the 
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bride and bridegroom, went in procession to the great hall, where an 
enormous cistern provided sack-posset for the drinking of toasts, first in 

spoons, then in silver cups, and then, with the family on their knees, in 
brim-full tankards. All this lasted until past midnight. 94 The account

must have vivified the scene for Lady Russell, who, because of her poor 

eyes, was not part of the party. She followed her daughter to Belvoir after 

two or three weeks and stayed there for about a fortnight. 95

After the marriage Lady Russell remained a presence in the life 
of her daughter, writing her regularly, arranging for visits, and sending 
her advice and admonitions. 96 Lady Russell also advised her daughter 
on more serious matters. In 1695 something went awry in Kate's life, and 

she turned to her mother. In response Rachel, writing in her own hand, 

urged her to remember her "former promises" to accept God's provi

dences cheerfully. She reminded her of her duty to her husband and baby 
and adjured her to "act your part and glory in it." If she were happy now, 
she might be less well prepared for eternity. Inevitably Lady Russell 
adverted to her own years of "bitter grief " and declared that life was a 

"continual labour checkered with care and pleasure." The difficulty, she 

assured Katherine, would pass in time. Presumably the sympathetic, 

warm, and wise tone of Rachel's letter comforted Lady Roos, perhaps 

the more so because of the contrast offered by her sister's postscript, 
which read, "I am so out of charity with you that I will not add one word 
to this, but leave you entirely to my mother's good council."97 The post

script is worth noting, for it indicates what other letters demonstrate

that, in contrast to Lady Russell's lifelong loving relationship with her 

own two sisters, young Rachel and Katherine did not get on well.98

Lady Russell was also at pains to create a warm relationship with 

the Rutland family, just as she had done throughout her life with respect 
to every family to which she was allied. She sent Kate a portrait of her 
mother and received with pleasure her son-in-law's portrait.99 She con
tinued to write to Rutland (rather than to the countess) and, as we shall 
see, was actively involved in winning a dukedom for him. 

Lady Russell gave particular attention to the rearing of her son. 
She evidently felt a special sense of responsibility for him. Thanks to her 
energy and skill and the effects of the Glorious Revolution, he was 
presumptive heir to the Bedford title and fortune. Undoubtedly she saw 
in Wriothesley a reflection of her beloved husband and the possible ful
fillment of the aspirations they had shared. Up to his coming of age in 
1701, she carefully supervised all aspects of his moral, social, and 
intellectual development. After that she continued to advise him. With
out her skills and indulgent love, there is no doubt that his prospects 
would have faltered. 

Wriothesley was a coveted match in English society, and as in the 
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instance of his sisters; Lady Russell received, rather than initiated, 
proposals of marriage with him. When he was still thirteen years old, in 

I 693, the Reverend John Howe, the Dissenting clergyman, brought a 

proposal from Sir Josiah Child, the wealthy merchant and officer of the 

East India Company, for a union between Wriothesley and Child's 
granddaughter, the Lady Henrietta Somerset, the daughter of Charles, 

marquess of Worcester. The young woman's fortune was enormous, but 
for unknown reasons Lady Russell rejected this suit. Indignant at the 

rebuff, Sir Josiah confided to Howe that he believed that either Lady 

Russell did not understand the "considerableness" of his proposal or 

had made other arrangements for her son. The excuse given-namely, 

that the two young people were still being educated-was no bar to dis

cussing marriage when great fortunes were involved. Recognizing that 
both parties would inherit large wealth, Sir Josiah declared that he 

wanted the fortune of his granddaughter to come into the "best and most 

pious noble family " in the land. 100 Lady Russell reconsidered. Over 

the past six years she had encumbered her estate and also paid out large 

sums of money for the dowries of her two daughters. To win for her son 

a bride of great wealth, even though the family was not landed nobility, 

would go far towards recouping that money. Whatever the reasons, 

negotiations were reopened. By the summer of 1694 negotiations lead

ing to the marriage of Wriothesley, now Lord Tavistock, to Elizabeth 
Howland, another granddaughter of Child, and the only daughter of 

John Howland and Elizabeth Child Howland of Streatham in Surrey, 

were far advanced. The prospective bride, aged fourteen, was a fine 

match from an economic point of view, for she stood to inherit from her 

grandfather, deceased father, and her mother, and was reputed to be 
worth upwards of £100,000. IOI

Once again, as in the case of her two daughters, Rachel managed 

the marriage settlement. No evidence has survived to show that the boy 

was consulted. As we have seen, Lady Russell placed high priority on 

the social and economic benefits that accompanied uniting her children 
with great families. In the case of her son she chose great money over 
ancient lineage. 

Lady Russell and Mrs. Howland were the principals in settling 
the marriage contract, the negotiations for which took over a year to com
plete. In August 1694, in one of the first letters that she wrote following 
her cataract operation, Rachel discussed with Mrs. Howland the matter of 
some land in Cambridgeshire that would pass to Wriothesley. With cus
tomary shrewdness and attention to detail, Rachel sent her steward to as

certain the value of the property and arranged to employ Mrs. How land's 
attorney, who was better known in the area than her own lawyer. 102 A 

portion of the marriage treaty was ready in November 1694. 103 So 
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much property was involved that a parliamentary act was required to set
tle matters, and the Tavistock Estate Act passed on April 22, 1695. 104 

That achieved, the parties completed the final document, dated May 20 
and 21, 1695. The essential feature was that Mrs. Howland paid Lady 
Russell the enormous sum of £50,000 as dowry for her daughter. For her 
part Lady Russell conveyed to trustees properties that would provide the 
couple an income of £2,500 per year until Bedford's death. The money 
was to be paid first at Christmas 1695, with £1,200 going to Elizabeth 

Howland until the couple cohabited. Then Elizabeth was to have £1 ,000 

a year for her separate use, apparel, ornaments, and wages for two ser
vants. 105 As part of the arrangements at the time of her son's marriage, 

Lady Russell mortgaged Southampton House to the earl of Rutland for 

£10,000 and also put some of her Middlesex property in trust to raise 

further sums, not to exceed £20,000, as needed. 106 At her death those 

arrangements were to play a part in the settlement of the estate. 
Negotiating the marriage settlement brought Rachel and Mrs. 

Howland together and they remained friends thereafter. As she had done 

with her daughters, Lady Russell made friends with the family with 

which her son was united. Rachel and Mrs. Howland shared an interest 
not only in the education of their children 107 and later in their grand
children but also in religion and in business affairs. A business letter of 
January 3, 1696, illustrates the easy relationship between them and 
Rachel's shrewd business sense. Referring to the payment of rent due her 
from Mrs. How land's father on a London property, Rachel wrote, "I will 
put him in mind to pay his rent, for I think 'tis good to take men's money 
when they have it to give." One may imagine that Mrs. Howland read 

this comment, written by an aristocratic lady but reflecting a practical 
attitude towards money, with some amusement. Continuing the letter 

about some property in which the two women shared an interest and 
apparently desired to sell, Rachel declared that she would make no deci
sion on an offer she had received until she heard from her friend. "I do 
hope you will consider if we are like to do better, and if not, my opinion 

is to close with him," she wrote. 108 

The wedding ceremony uniting Elizabeth and Wriothesley was 
conducted by Bishop Burnet in the chapel at Streatham on May 23, 
1695. The event is notable for a charming, perhaps apocryphal, story 
about the two youngsters, who slipped away from the adult company to 
play. The consequence of their running and sliding was that Elizabeth 
ruined her costly gown, which "petrified " both of them. Tavistock reap
peared among the adults affecting innocence, while Elizabeth sought 
haven in the straw in the barn. 109 After the wedding both youngsters 
returned to their mothers to complete their education. Elizabeth was 
tutored privately. It was intended that Tavistock, in conformity with the 
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advice his mother had offered Lord Roos, should enter Cambridge 
University, where his father had been educated. 

But before that happened an opportunity developed for Tavistock 
to perform a service for the Whig party. On October 3, 1695, Lady 
Russell received a letter written by Sir James Forbes on behalf of the 
lord keeper, Sir John Somers, and the duke of Shrewsbury, importuning 
her to allow her son to stand for knight of the shire for Middlesex in an 
upcoming general election. These men insisted that Tavistock need not 
actually serve in the House of Commons, and thus his election would not 
interfere with his education nor his plans for travel. He would appear but 
once on the hustings, attended by several hundred gentlemen on horse
back and for that day would be known as "Lord Russell," to evoke mem
ory of his father. His running mate would be Sir John Wolstonholme, a 
man recommended by Somers, who had connections in Bedfordshire. 
Their election was regarded as a certainty and the only way to defeat 
"two notorious Tories." Even if Tavistock was not present in the House, 
the Whigs figured that they would have three extra votes, because they 
would keep out two Tories and bring in at least one Whig, Tavistock's 
running mate. Allowing Tavistock to stand for election, Forbes argued, 
was for the honor of the Bedford family. 110 

A flurry of letters ensued, aimed at persuading Rachel and 
Bedford of the wisdom of the proposal. One man asserted that several 
other underage sons of great men planned to run on the same terms as 
Wriothesley, and that Tavistock would look less out of place than they 
because he was taller! 111 Plans were laid to canvass the views of 
voters. 112 Suggestions were aired as to how to deal with a man who was 
much offended that Bedford had withdrawn support from his candidacy, 
switching it to Tavistock. The solution proposed by Edward Russell, 
Rachel's brother-in-law, was for Bedford to excuse himself by shifting 
the blame to Lady Russell, saying that the importunity of great men 
prevailed with her. 113 The idea seems to have died, perhaps because
Rachel persuaded Edward that it insulted her political integrity. 
Although for a time it looked as if Rachel and Bedford would agree, 
Lady Russell finally decided not to allow her son to stand. The 
announced reason was that such an election would interfere with his 
education and plans for travel. Another reason is suggested in a letter 
Rachel wrote to Edward. Showing shrewd political sense, she declared, 
"It is clear to me that my Lord Shrewsbury had no original thought in 
this business; nor, I verily believe, any further approbation than through 
compliment to his friends." Fearing defeat, she asserted that it was "very 
late for two persons of uncertain interest to set up against two that know 
theirs, and no doubt have been effectually labouring in it." 114 As it hap
pened, Edward Russell decided to run with Wolstonholme, and both 
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were elected on November 14, 1695.115 Some weeks later Lady Russell 
expressed mild regret that she had not allowed Tavistock to stand.116 

Probably the memory of her husband's political career in the 1670s and 
her ongoing interest in public affairs had created ambivalence in her atti

tude. But when it came to making a choice that might have resulted in 
embarrassment and surely in some disruption of plans, Lady Russell put 
the welfare of her son above political considerations. 

Rachel had gone forward with plans to take Wriothesley to 

Cambridge, where she intended to rent a small house until he was settled 
in.117 A "snag" occurred when she heard that smallpox had broken out 
in the town. Admitting to Mrs. Howland her fear that she was being "too 
fussy," she decided to cancel the arrangements. She learned that Oxford 
was free from the disease and, acting upon this assurance, enrolled her 

son there. 118 Thus it happened that Tavistock attended Oxford Univer
sity rather than Cambridge. 

Lady Russell accompanied Lord Tavistock and his tutor, John 
Hicks, to Oxford in April 1696 and stayed there for several months.119 

She thoroughly enjoyed herself. Friends and relations came through the 
town, and she entertained them and was entertained in return. People 
from the university, such as Dr. John Wallis, a well-known mathemati
cian and writer on philosophical and theological subjects, called. She 
also saw her son, never failing, at both dinner and supper, and received 
gratifying reports of the progress he was making in his studies. 120 

Moreover, the academic atmosphere reinforced her usual reflective atti
tude. One letter that she wrote to T hornton is of special interest because 
in discussing her son's studies she comes close to suggesting personal 
ambitions. Rachel declared, "Whatever further progress I make [towards 
virtue and knowledge] ... must content my ambition, but on my son's it 
does not; I desire he may aspire higher."121 

Enthusiastic accounts continued of Tavistock's attention to work, 
liking for logic, and independence and excellence of judgment. 122 But 
Rachel, who knew her son well, was skeptical. She warned Hicks that 
he might expect from Tavistock "great promises and small perfor

mances" followed by "a full blush and some soft words in excuse for non
performance of promise." 123 She was correct in her judgment. Tavistock 
was not really inclined towards scholarship. He resisted reading a book 

more than once, and when Hicks recommended a new and advanced text 
in logic, Wriothesley said that he had had enough of logic. 124 But he 
developed a reputation as a gambler, as Hicks reported to Lady Russell. 
Tavistock wrote in anxiety to his mother that he thought it hard that a 
"little gaming, such I mean as would not hurt one," should have harmed 
his reputation. He begged her not to worry about "my loving play," and 
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declared that he was "certain" that he would never be guilty of losing a 
lot of money. 125 

When Tavistock had completed a year of study, Rachel sent him 
abroad to travel. She made arrangements for the trip with great care. In 

October 1697 Rachel won Bedford's approval of her choice of Hicks as 

tutor and traveling companion. The duke wrote that he had admonished 
Wriothesley to follow Hicks's advice. He also urged that his grandson 
not stay abroad long nor visit Italy. 126 Rachel also engaged a Mr. Fazio 

to be part of the party. She secured letters of introduction from her cousin, 

Henri de Ruvigny, now earl of Galway. Almost certainly because of her 

connections at court, arrangements were made for the group to embark 

with the king's convoy going to Holland at the end of October 1697. 127 

Tavistock stayed in Europe for two years, covering much the same 

ground as his father had done forty years before: the Netherlands, the 

German courts, France, and, despite his grandfather's objections, the 

Italian courts and cities. But there was a difference: whereas William 
Russell had been a younger son of a family of no great distinction, 

Wriothesley was the acknowledged heir to a magnificent fortune and to 

the title of duke. He arrived on the Continent preceded by the reputation 

of his father; his uncle, Admiral Edward Russell; his cousin, the earl of 

Galway; and even of his mother, a copy of whose portrait was found in 
a collection in Italy. 128 Everywhere he stopped he was received with 

ceremony and welcomed into the highest ranks of society. His mother 

must have felt special pleasure in knowing that at his first stop, The 
Hague, he was presented to King William III, who was there on his way 

back to England, following the signing of the Peace of Ryswick. 129 This 

and many other marks of favor were a heady experience for a young 

man, and it is not to be wondered that he took pleasure in describing 

them. 

The high society that he moved in offered the temptation to gam
ble, and Tavistock succumbed immediately at The Hague. He was over

come with remorse, especially because Rachel apparently indicated to 

him that the expense was an inconvenience. He promised not to play 
anymore-except for the little money he had on him, which he declared 
was "as good as not playing at all." 130 Perhaps Lady Russell blamed 
Fazio for this lapse; perhaps Hicks did too. Rachel dismissed Fazio and 

appointed in his stead one Mr. Sherard, whose responsibility was to 
manage finances and accommodations. Fazio retaliated by bringing 

back poor reports of his former charge. 131 

The place that Tavistock loved the most and stayed in the longest 

was Rome. He particularly liked riding about Rome at midnight in an 
open calash. The routine of his days included listening to music, fencing 
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(with the best master in Italy), going out to take the air, practicing 
Italian, and attending social events. He became friends with cardinals, 
especially Cardinal Ottoboni, the nephew of the preceding pope, 
Alexander V III; with a Catholic priest, Father Coemus, who supplied 
him with further introductions; with the Imperial Ambassador and his 
wife; and with a host of other high-born Italians. This Roman Catholic 
community, because of the pope's dislike of Louis XIV, professed to 
applaud the Glorious Revolution and to admire the English, especially 
King William and Admiral Russell. 132 They were pleased to shower 
Tavistock with attention, inviting him to dinners, lunches, and the opera. 
News of his reception reached Lady Russell by diverse sources, includ
ing a private letter to her goldsmith. She was so proud of comments 
about what a fine, deserving gentleman Tavistock was that she wrote 
about his triumphs to Lady Roos. rn 

Tavistock's letters would have made it abundantly clear to Rachel 
that her advice set out in 1691 recommending a regimen of thrice-daily 
prayer, reflection, and reading of religious texts had fallen on deaf ears. 
Clearly, Wriothesley was exulting in the freedom from the dour 
atmosphere of Southampton House and his mother's high moral and reli
gious standards. The trip helped him to find his own tastes and interests: 
music, opera, art, and collecting rare and beautiful objects. He spent 
money lavishly. Sherard estimated that Tavistock's expenses for the year 
would come to about £3, 000 and noted that Wriothesley "did not care 
being denied anything that he has a fancy to." 134 Hicks believed that the
only way to achieve retrenchment in expenses was for Lady Russell 
emphatically to command that it be done. "Orders from England are 
what we want, and nothing will go well without them," he advised. 135 

No such order was given. 
Wriothesley's unrestrained extravagance reveals how indulgent a 

mother Lady Russell was. Tavistock sought to justify himself on grounds 
that his expenditures were "absolutely necessary " to maintain his posi
tion and that of his family. T he money was well spent because his 
experiences in Rome would "improve" him as nothing else could. He 
was confident that his mother would not "grudge" the money, but rather 
pay the bills. 136 She did. Tavistock once took financial matters in his
own hands by secretly drawing a bill for £200 on his mother's account 
to pay for some presents and other things he "had a great mind to have." 
He explained that his brother-in-law, Lord Hartington, owed him £ 120 
and that if Rachel would get that sum from him, she would be out of 
pocket only £80. But if Hartington would not pay her, Tavistock was sure 
that under the circumstances his mother would pay the entire bill. He 
begged her not to tell Sherard or Hicks about the matter. Two months 
later, perhaps in response to a reproving letter from Rachel, Tavistock 
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described himself as in such a state of grief over the matter that much 
more sorrow would hurt him. He declared that if Sherard found out what 
he had done, he would lie to him, saying that the money was his in 
England, from the debt owed him by Hartington. He promised on his 
word and honor that if his mother had to go into debt he would repay her 
when he returned, even if it meant living in the country for ten years. He 
wanted to return to England to be a comfort to her and, choosing his 
words carefully, to "follow in some things ... the steps of my good 
father." He ended this contrite letter by telling her that he had spent £ 100 
on two pairs of fancy embroidered stockings, one for her and one for 
Lady Tavistock. 137 Rachel paid. 

An even more reprehensible weakness in Tavistock was his addic
tion to gambling. Repeatedly he lost money; repeatedly he wrote his 
mother contrite letters promising before God not to gamble again. 138 In 
September 1699 the matter reached a crisis when Rachel wrote him an 
apparently sharp letter saying that Galway had heard rumors that 
Tavistock had left Italy without paying Cardinal Bouillon the gambling 
debts he owed him. 139 In response Wriothesley confessed himself guilty 
of concealing several "misfortunes," but he maintained that it was 
"absolutely false" that he owed Bouillon anything. He closed by saying 
that his head hurt too much for him to write more. Four days later, hav
ing received a letter from Rachel suggesting that perhaps he had been 
cheated, Tavistock agreed that such was probably the case. He recounted 
the "facts how it was," namely that he had been able to pay only half of 
his gambling debt to Bouillon, and that a "monk" had said he would pay 
the other half, as he had done at other times, and that he had heard no 
more of the matter until the rumor surfaced. He recognized that the 
"monk" was a cunning fellow and the people at Cardinal Bouillon's 
"very sharp." With this realization firmly in mind, he begged his mother 
that she and Galway agree quickly what should be done. 140 

Tavistock's imminent arrival home was further marred by another 
rumor. In great agitation, Admiral Edward Russell relayed to Lady 
Russell on September 19, 1699, gossip that Tavistock had converted to 
Catholicism. Russell declared that Wriothesley could not live as duke of 
Bedford and be Catholic. 141 The rumor came as no surprise to Rachel; 
she had heard it before and been reassured by her son that it was non
sense. 142 In her level-headed and protective way, she apprised T hornton 
of the situation and advised that everyone remain quiet about it. To avoid 
speculation about who originated the gossip, she excised names in 
Tavistock's letters before showing the letters to anyone else. 143 Hicks 
confirmed Rachel's good judgment, describing the charge as a "down
right falsehood" that would die of its own accord, which in the event 
proved correct. 144 
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Tavistock's gambling debts, however, were another matter. Upon 

his arrival in England, it was revealed that he had lost more than £3,000 

in Italy. Fortified by Galway's insistence that gambling was the least seri

ous of sins to which a young man might succumb, 145 Rachel took steps 

towards arranging for repayment. On Friday, December 22 , I 699, Lady 
Russell wrote Bedford a masterful letter about the situation. She told 

him how much money was involved, stressed Tavistock's grief, and 

stated the problem: how to repay the money secretly so that Wriothesley's 

reputation would suffer no further damage. Next, she outlined her pro
posal in a logical, straightforward manner showing her grasp of finan

cial matters and her intelligence and integrity. She asked that Bedford 

stand surety for a bond for £3,000 for which she and Tavistock would be 

the principals. "I will find the money," she declared. Bedford would run 

no risk, for the rents of their estates would soon pay it off; if either one 

died, the result would be the same. The bond "can at no time come to 
be paid by you," she assured the duke. Only the family steward need 

know of the bond, and he need not be apprised of its purpose. Lady 

Russell declared that she felt obliged to help her son "this one time, and 

no more." She also recalled the "debt [his] excellent son" had left her 

and ended rhetorically, "Who should I apply to besides yourself?" 146

The duke complied, and with Galway orchestrating the project, the 

money was sent secretly to France. 147 For years thereafter interest on 

the debt was paid until the principal was repaid at Wriothesley's death in 

17 11. T hus Lady Russell rescued her way ward son and preserved his 

reputation. She was too shrewd not to perceive his weaknesses and too 

loving a mother not to assist him. 

Rachel took other steps to advance Tavistock's interests. In early 

1699 she and Galway discussed making him a naturalized French citizen 

(her own status, it may be remembered) so that he might inherit property 
in France from her and Galway. 148 Nothing came of this idea, but it is 
worth noting, for it shows that long before his death, Galway and Rachel 
were concerned over how claims on his property, which had been for

feited when he joined the prince of Orange in the Revolution of 1688-89, 

might be pursued. Later, as we shall see, after Galway's death in I 720 , 

when she was eighty-three years old, Lady Russell sought to claim her 
family's French property. "Some days" after the duke of Bedford died on 

September 7 ,  1700 , Rachel wrote to King William to announce the 

duke's death and to tell him that, as Bedford's executor, she had his 

"George" (meaning the insignia of the Order of the Garter) in her hands. 

Confessing ignorance of the proper procedure in such matters and beg

ging the king to forgive a woman's troubling him, Rachel respectfully 
requested that he confer on her son, now the second duke of Bedford, his 

grandfather's Garter. "I know," she wrote, in terms that reflect her cen-
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tral position in the Bedford family, "the whole family would always look 

upon it as a mark of your grace and favor to them and if anything could 
make them show greater zeal for your service than they do now it would 
be the honor you bestow on this young man." 149 On September 23 King 
William responded in a letter written in his own hand in French. He sent 
condolences on the death of the duke, assurances of favor to Bedford, 
and expressions of admiration for her, but he neither awarded nor 
promised to award the order to Wriothesley. 150 Nevertheless, Rachel's 
overture laid the groundwork for the subsequent award of the honor. The 

next year, when Bedford reached his majority, he won appointment as 

lord lieutenant of Middlesex and of the counties of Cambridge, Bedford, 
and Middlesex. 151 Young Bedford's title and honor he owed to his 
mother. 

The fact that Bedford made Rachel executor of his will requires 
special remark. It testifies to the fond place she held in the duke's affec
tions and to the respect she enjoyed as a woman who understood busi

ness affairs. Even before his death, as he aged, Bedford gradually 

relinquished to or shared with Rachel the responsibilities associated 

with being the head of a family. After his death she unquestionably oc
cupied that position. Such a role did not just happen; there were several 
blood sons and daughters of the duke. That it did develop underscores 
Rachel's intelligence and integrity and reveals the love and respect that 

Bedford bore her. 
Although preoccupied with Lord Tavistock's affairs during these 

years, Lady Russell continued to take an active part in business and 
public matters. She took seriously her responsibilities as patron of 
churches on her Hampshire estate, as a letter to Sir Robert Worsley writ
ten perhaps in 1696 demonstrates. Writing in a businesslike manner, she 
sought his opinion of a candidate, one Mr. Swayne, for the rectory at 
Kingsworthy and the vicarage at Micheldever. Displaying a sense of con
fidence and of personal status, she asked Worsley, whom she thought 
favored the candidate, to respond honestly about his qualifications out of 
regard to the "weight of the matter and to me who ask it from you." She 
set out the terms of the contract: the stipend (which Lord Russell had 
increased and whose increase she proposed to honor) and also the 
requirement of a bond to perform the conditions she specified. Without 
the bond, she explained, she would have no remedy. Lady Russell asked 
Worsley to "discourse Mr. Swayne" and then have an instrument drawn 
up "to the purposes I have signified."152 At about this time the church
wardens at Micheldever church acknowledged Lady Russell's interest 
and her business acumen by placing in her hands the money raised for 
a bond to help the poor of the parish. 153 Her devotion to the church at 
Micheldever found expression in 1703, when she presented it with an 
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unusually large silver cup, perhaps as a thanks offering that her son and 

daughter-in-law had escaped injury in the violent storm that ravaged 
England in November 1703 . 154 

Now that the sharpest sting of her grief for her husband had sub

sided, she seemed to enjoy Stratton once more and to take an interest in 
her tenants and in the condition of the estate. For example, in 1700 she 

asked Bedford to bestow a living on one of her Hampshire tenants. The 
man's family had been tenants of her father, and as she put it, "I would 
not deny them to do thus much on their behalf." 155 There is no indica
tion that Lady Russell made improvements to Stratton House, but she 
did improve the estate by buying two "little" parcels of land in 1698 and 
by starting in 1699 on a small scale a herd of fallow deer, which grew in 
number and in value to £250 by I 730. 156 She dealt with the severe 
storm of 1703, which had thrown corn and hay up into the treetops and 

torn up fir trees by their roots, by immediately dispatching her steward 

to assess the damage and take steps towards repair. 157

Other business matters show Rachel's persistent attention to 

details. She took steps to protect the value of her London property by 
entering a petition on March 20, I 70 I, to confirm the patent that 

Charles II had granted her father to hold markets in Bloomsbury. 158 She 

continued to deal directly with Rutland regarding the business affairs 

between them. In 1702 she wrote to apologize for a delay in his receiving 
information from her. "The error," she explained, "lay in speaking 

first to a servant, who did not so well remember my settlements as 
myself." 159 In 1707 she was still handling the correspondence herself, 

writing that her steward had not replied to a letter from Rutland's agent 
because she wanted to do it herself. 160 

Rachel's interest in political gossip and issues remained strong. 
Even before Fitzwilliam's death in 1669, and especially thereafter, she 
poured out news of events in letters to her daughter Katherine and to the 
earl of Rutland. For example, in August 1697 she regaled Katherine with 
a story of the barbarous eating habits of Czar Peter of Russia, who was 
visiting England as part of his famous journey to the west. He "spit of
ten," Rachel reported; and when he finished his meal, he "whistled" for 
an attendant who swept up the room with a broom. Lady Russell also 

noted that Peter was an excellent carpenter. 161 She may also have writ
ten to her son about the czar, for in December of that year Tavistock, 

traveling through Holland, was at pains to tell her that Peter had become 
more "sociable" in polite society, while at the same time he was learning 
Dutch and working every day with common seamen. 162 Another exam
ple of Rachel's ongoing enthusiastic interest in public affairs may be 
found in a letter she wrote to Rutland five years later, in 1702. Lady 
Russell was so eager to report the actions of the House of Commons that 
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she waited until evening for the latest news, and because her eyes would 
not permit her to finish the letter by candlelight, she had her daughter do 
it for her. 163 

Lady Russell was more than a mere observer of public affairs. As 
she entered the sixth decade of her life, she continued to exercise her 
influence on appointments at the national level. Although some of the 
posts in which she was concerned were of little significance, they hold 
interest because they show that the major contact Rachel used was the 
duke of Devonshire. 164 Devonshire had been named one of the lord
justices to whom the government was entrusted after the death of Queen 
Mary when the king was out of the country and, clearly, was a powerful 
friend. For his part, Devonshire used Lady Russell's influence in a case 
that claimed his interest, that of Donough Maccarty, the fourth earl of 
Clancarty, Sunderland's son-in-law. Clancarty, who held huge estates in 
Ireland, had converted to Catholicism during the reign of James II, 
fought with him, been captured, and had his estates confiscated. He fled 
to the Continent. After the Treaty of Ryswick he returned home to be 
united with his wife and to beg pardon from the king and permission to 
go into exile with his wife and to be forgiven. But Sunderland and his 
son, greedy for Clancarty 's lands and despising his past politics, not 
only refused to champion him but also arranged for his arrest. Probably 
because of political infighting as much as sympathy for the couple, 
Devonshire and Bedford took up his cause. Rachel, moved, perhaps, by 
the romantic story, agreed to help. In January 1698 Lady Russell, 
accompanied by Lady Clancarty, delivered a petition directly to King 
William on behalf of the earl of Clancarty. As Macaulay tells the story, 
William so esteemed Rachel that he pardoned Clancarty and granted 
him a small pension on condition that he and his wife live in exile. 165

In further exercise of her influence, Rachel, always concerned to 
promote the interests of her family, undertook to win a dukedom for the 
earl of Rutland. She probably initiated this project in 1701 , for a draft 
letter to the king dated February 1702 thanked him for noticing that she 
had not yet formally presented her petition and announced that she had 
put it in the hands of Lady Derby to present to him. 166 She followed this 
with a letter "about the first of March" which was found in the king's 
pocket at his death. In it she thanked him for promising to honor Lord 
Rutland and his family, "in which," she wrote, "I am so much interested." 
The act would lay an obligation on the family, she assured the king. 
Then, assuming a role as spokesperson for the entire family, a most 
unusual part for a woman to play, Lady Russell asked to be allowed to 
"answer for all those I am related to" and pledged them to his service. 
Further, always eager to put forward her son, Rachel seized the opportu
nity to remind William of her hope that he would bestow the Order of the 
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Garter on her son. In so doing she reinforced the written record she had 
earlier created. 167 But William did not live long enough to respond. He

died from complications following a hunting accident on March 8, 1702, 

without awarding Wriothesley the Garter or making Rutland a duke. 
For Lady Russell the "prime" of her life in terms of her influence, 

authority, and achievement came rather late, when she was about fifty to 
sixty-five years old. During these years she conquered the raging grief 
over the death of her husband that had nearly incapacitated her and 
emerged as a public figure, the symbol of her martyred husband. This 

role, in addition to wealth, the powerful positions of the men of her 
extended family, and her friendship with the new monarchs, enabled her 
to exercise influence on public affairs and to participate in the patronage 

system in state and church. Her requests carried weight partly because 
those in a position to forward them saw advantage to themselves in doing 

so. Her activities during these years illustrate in striking fashion the pub
lic dimensions of family connections and the part that a woman might 

play in public affairs. 
Lady Russell also assumed the role of matriarch of the Bedford 

family, taking precedence over her brothers- and sisters-in-law. It was 
Rachel rather than one of them whom the duke chose as his executor. 

Thanks to her business skills, she increased the value of her properties 
and used her holdings to negotiate favorable marriages for her children, 

linking the girls with landed families of wealth and standing and her son 
with one of the wealthiest commercial families in the nation. Despite her 
own romantic view of love and marriage, she arranged these unions with 
little or no consideration of the personal inclinations of the partners. 

Thanks also to her understanding of finance, she was able to rescue her 
son from potential embarrassment. As she entered the seventh decade of 
her life, Lady Russell could take satisfaction in her personal position and 
achievements. 



. 9 . 
Declining Years and 
Death, 1702-1723 

Old age came gradually to Lady Russell, and no specific year 

marks its onset. One may select 1702 as the beginning of her 

seniority; it was the year in which she turned sixty-five, King 

William III died, and Anne, Queen Mary's sister, succeeded to the 

throne. For the next several years Rachel suffered little diminution in 

vigor, keeping in close touch with her children and grandchildren, fol
lowing public affairs, monitoring her business interests, devoting herself 
to piety, visiting and receiving friends. She did not show strong signs of 

declining powers until the end of 1711, the year in which her friend 

Rutland and her son and second daughter died, her children within six 

months of each other. Living thereafter mostly at Stratton, Rachel 
became even more introspective and reflective than before, and occupied 
herself in writing meditations and short essays. Age and imperfect eye

sight did not dampen her enthusiasm for "scribbling." Her cousin, the 

earl of Galway, became her closest confidant, but in contrast to earlier 
periods in her life, she seemed to have more friends among women. 
During these years she achieved a serenity of spirit that testified to her 
success in reconciling herself to sorrow and in accepting God's provi
dence. She virtually disappeared from the written record after 1718 and 

died at Southampton House five years later, in 1723, at the age of 

eighty-six. 

Lady Russell's longevity requires comment. To live to age eighty

six is an achievement in any society, the more so in Stuart England, 
when life expectancy at birth, across the population, was thirty-two 
years. That rate, however, jumped significantly for individuals who 

were members of the rural elite and survived to age twenty-one; their 
average age at death was early sixties, except during the late seventeenth 
century. 1 The age at death of many of Rachel's family and friends con
forms to this statistic and makes her long life seem remarkable rather 
than extraordinary. Several people in her blood and extended family 
lived beyond sixty-her paternal grandmother to eighty-one; de Ruvigny, 

her uncle, to eighty-six; Galway, her cousin, to seventy-two; Devonshire 

• 217 •
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to age sixty-eight; Rutland to seventy-three; and Bedford to eighty-seven. 
Some of her friends also lived to advanced age. For example, Fitzwilliam 

lived to sixty-one years of age, Lady Shaftesbury to sixty-six, and Lady 

Essex to eighty-one. If one looks more widely, one finds that of the 267 

men listed in Who's Who in History, 1603-1714, 63 percent attained the 
age of sixty or over. 2 The group in which Lady Russell was probably an

outstanding exception is women, and in particular noble women, but 

there are no studies to confirm that hypothesis. 

Lady Russell's longevity may owe something to biological tend

ency among both her French and English ancestors. But even more im

portant surely were the moderate level of her fertility, which shielded 

her from yearly pregnancies, and her obvious ability to withstand mis
carriages and the experience of at least five childbirths. Still further, her 

recovery from measles and smallpox during her twenties provided im

munity which protected her from those dread diseases. Moreover, her 

wealth and intelligence served her health. She herself noted that she was 

prompt to seek the best medical advice when illness struck members of 

her family or herself. In her view medicines should be prepared only by 
skilled hands. She admitted that she had been "timorous" in face of the 

plague in I 665 and had left London. 3 Furthermore, Rachel's longevity

may have been promoted by her love of walking and her active, vigorous 

personality, which induced her to stay busy long after she had reached 
advanced years. She alluded to the need to stay occupied in one way or 

another in 1698, remarking that "so one is doing 'tis well enough."4 Her 
attitude towards aging may also have encouraged long life. She does not 

seem to have thought of herself as "old" until she was nearly seventy. 

The first time she alluded to her old age was in 1706. Writing to her son 

she confessed, "I feel the decays that attend old age creep so fast on me, 

that, although I may yet get over some more years, however, I ought to 
make it my frequent meditation, that the day [of death] is near."5 In 
fact, she continued to enjoy good health, suffering from only minor 
infirmities, such as shortness of breath in 1709, "a sort of rash" in 1714, 
and, in view of her dislike for cold weather, undoubtedly the common 
cold.6 In about 1717, when she was eighty, she complained to her

granddaughter of cold weather, writing in words that show that she had 

not lost her command of felicitous expression: "Cold winds make your 

old mama shrink."7 In the same year, she commented upon her "easy
health," saying that she was as free from infirmities as anyone her age 
could hope to be and possessed of enough memory to enjoy hearing sto
ries of her family. 8 But the last few years brought significant changes-a

tremor in her handwriting and then an absence of letters and memora
bilia, testifying to further dimming of her sight and slowing of her men

tal faculties. 
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From I 702 to about I 707 Lady Russell maintained interest in and 
exercised modest influence on public affairs. Although the death of King 
William and the accession of Anne to the throne find no comment in 
Rachel's surviving correspondence, one may be sure that she regretted 
the passing of a monarch who had consistently favored her petitions and 
advanced the interests of members of her family. As a Whig matriarch 
Lady Russell approved the terms of the Act of Settlement and expressed 
impatience with anyone who did not drink to the late king, the princess 
of Hanover, and the queen.9 If she was not on such friendly terms with 
the new queen as she had been with Queen Mary, still she had known 
Anne for years, and the relationship was apparently cordial. Although 
Anne preferred Tories to Whigs in the early months of her reign, she 
detested factionalism and was prepared to honor worthy Whigs. 10 

Within six days of the change of monarchs, Anne showed Rachel the 
high regard in which she held Lady Russell's family by implementing 
the arrangements left by King William to create the young duke of 
Bedford a Knight of the Garter. 11 Rachel must have taken huge satisfac
tion in knowing that the initiative she had undertaken two years before 
was finally realized. Equal pleasure would have been hers when her son 
served as lord high constable of England in the coronation ceremonies 
on. April 23, I 702, and was named a privy councillor. 12

Emboldened perhaps by these marks of favor, Lady Russell lost 
no time in apprising the new monarch of another piece of leftover per
sonal business, that of a dukedom for Rutland. On March 29 her daugh
ter Katherine wrote regretfully to Rutland that everything "we knew to 
be so near a conclusion" was now stopped because of the king's death. 
Asking him to keep the letter private, she inquired if he would approve 
of her mother's plan to tell the queen that the king had promised the 
honor and beg her to make it good. 13 A fortnight later, on April 14, 
Rachel informed Rutland that she had taken the matter out of her daugh
ter's hands "to save her trouble." Apparently Lady Russell had already 
approached the queen, for she reported that Anne was firmly deter
mined not to promote anyone so as to avoid anger and disappointment 
among those not honored. Expressing confidence that Rutland would be 
among the first promotions when they came, Rachel assured her friend 
that she would continue to promote his interests. If she failed, it would 
not be "from negligence," for she had followed the best advice she could 
think of getting. 14 But the first honor Anne conferred, on December 2, 
1702, went to the earl of Marlborough, who was raised to a duke. 15

Later in the month, Lady Russell had an audience with the queen but, 
showing her good judgment and restraint, refrained from reopening the 
matter of Rutland's promotion. Reassuringly, she explained to Rutland 
that Marlborough's elevation was designed to assist him in his dealings 
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with foreign states. 16 Within three months Rachel had won Anne over, 

and in March 1703 Rutland was created duke of Rutland and marquess 

of Granby. Thereafter, his son bore the title of Lord Granby and Katherine 
became Lady Granby. Deserving Rutland was, but he owed his new title 

in large measure to the efforts of Lady Russell. 
Rutland's dukedom is the only example of her influence on a 

major appointment at the national level during Queen Anne's reign. 

There are hints, however, that Rachel still retained a reputation as a per
son of influence. In 1711 Lady Cowper ( whose son Rachel had assisted 

in 1689) apparently asked her to facilitate a meeting between Lord 
Cowper and Rachel's son-in-law, the duke of Devonshire, which Lady 
Russell did. 17 In 1712 she assisted the dowager duchess of Bedford (her 
daughter-in-law) in getting a place for a man at East India House. 18

But, clearly, her role had declined from what it had been between I 689 
and 1702. The ebb and flow of parties during the reign of Anne, the 
death of Devonshire in 1707, which removed the most powerful contact 

that she had at court, and perhaps her advancing years account for the 

fading of her role. 

Her influence on appointments to local church offices, however, 

continued. She did not hesitate to address the first earl Cowper, who was 

in her debt for her promotion of his appointment as king's counsel in 
1689. Accordingly, in April 1706 she appealed to him to favor a Mr. 
Bolton for a small living in Bedfordshire, declaring that his doing so 
would be a great obligation on "our family, particularly" herself. 19 In
February I 7 I 5 she again wrote Cowper respecting a dispute over a parish 
in Leicestershire and pressed for the appointment of her candidate. 20

In the meantime Lady Russell sought to persuade Rutland to 
accept the post of lord lieutenant of Leicestershire, a position he had 
held during the Restoration. Disarming him by saying that if what she 
wrote was displeasing it was because of her "zeal," Rachel declared in 
a letter of 1702 that his refusal was a secret and "kept very faithfully, yet 
I have got it." Protesting that she would not attempt to try to change his 

mind, she proceeded to do just that. "Upon my knowledge," she wrote, 
the queen had received solicitations for the post, but had chosen 
Rutland. If he declined, the opportunity would go out of his family, 
whereas if he accepted, it could be "lasting for generations." Rachel dis
missed the reason for his pique (apparently he did not like it that the 
queen had named gentlemen on the commission without consulting 
him), saying that "you great men should bear with things you disapprove 
for the public good." She wanted him to permit her to discuss the matter 
with Devonshire, but promised that she would not approach Devonshire 
unless Rutland empowered her to do so. 21 Rutland rejected her impor
tunities, but declared that he regarded her as a "faithful friend." In 
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response Rachel, true to her nature, expressed enthusiastic pleasure at 

his remark, averring that she would "make it my business all my life 

upon all occasions to show I am so indeed." But she did not like to lose 

the argument with him and iterated and reiterated her disappointment at 
his decision. 22 Rutland finally accepted the post in 1706, and at his

death in I 711, it passed to Rachel's son-in-law. One cannot read the 

letters about this appointment without sensing how much Rachel ful

filled her own, perhaps subconscious, ambitions through the men in her 

family. 
Lady Russell exploited her connection with Rutland in an effort 

to help Lord Hartington, her son-in-law, in his campaign in July 1702 

for a parliamentary seat in Yorkshire. She took it upon herself to engage 

Rutland to support Hartington. Writing on the ninth of July, at a time 

when earlier she would have been in deep distress remembering the trial 
of Lord Russell, she apologized for Hartington's negligence in ap

proaching Rutland himself and asked Rutland to forgive him. She stated 

that Kate had told her that Rutland had said Hartington could have his 

support for the asking. Writing in tones appropriate to a male head of 

family, she declared, "I dare answer for him that he will be careful never 
to forfeit that honor of friendship." Rutland did as she requested, and 

perhaps because of his influence, Hartington was elected. 23

Advancing years and retreating influence did not diminish 

Rachel's deep interest in public affairs. "Sources" close to the center of 

events, newspaper accounts, and her own position served to keep her 

well informed. She relayed news of domestic and foreign affairs to 
Rutland and to Lady Granby, her most faithful correspondent during 

these years. For example, she followed the deterioration in the queen's 

health, reporting in November 1702 that Anne could not set foot on the 

ground and had had a special chair made to convey her into her coach; 

Lady Russell declared in 1703 that the queen, despite her infirmity, was 
determined to be present in the House of Lords. 24 Her notices of other
national affairs were often elliptical; she referred to angry speeches 
against the queen in the House of Commons, predicted that the union 
with Scotland would be difficult to negotiate, and mentioned that in 
1707 the House of Lords had not returned thanks for the queen's 
speech. 25 One looks in vain for mention of the fate of the bill against 

occasional conformity, an issue in which her interest may be presumed. 
High Tories introduced the bill to prevent Dissenters from attending 
Anglican services on the odd occasion only to qualify for office. It must 
have grieved her that her son voted for it in the House of Lords. 26

The War of the Spanish Succession, diplomatic negotiations, and 
the progress of the Peninsula Campaign seem to have held special fasci
nation for Lady Russell. For example, in 1703 she provided Katherine 
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with a lucid account of a discussion in council respecting whether Spain 

should declare war against Portugal immediately, and whether to lay 
waste the land. 27 In July 1707, when she was seventy years old, she 

wrote with what may be called a youthful intensity that "every post day" 

filled her with "an inexpressible curiosity," and that the consequences of 

a battle were so great that her "heart pound[ed] on the post comes." "I 

keep the post bag in my pocket," she said. 28

Lady Russell directed a large portion of her still considerable 

energies towards keeping in touch with her three children and their 

growing families, who now lived apart from her. Until 1712 her resi
dences were Southampton House and Stratton House, whereas her elder 

daughter, although often in London, lived at Chatsworth in Derbyshire, 
her second daughter resided either at Belvoir Castle in Leicestershire or 

Haddon Hall in Derbyshire, and her son, after about 1703, lived at 

Woburn or at Streatham Hall with Mrs. Howland. (Photographs of 

Chatsworth, Belvoir Castle, and Woburn Abbey are reproduced in the 
illustrations.) In various ways she tied her children to her-inviting 

Wriothesley and his wife to live with her in Southampton House for the 
first few years of their married life, lending Southampton House to her 

elder daughter and her family, encouraging their visits, being present at 

the births of her grandchildren, and, above all, writing by almost every 
post to one or the other of them. "I wrote last post to your brother, not 
to you. Now it is to you, and not to him," she explained to Katherine. 29 

She was too intelligent not to be sensitive to the fact that her advice might 

be resented. Indeed, she was not above employing a stratagem to per

suade her son and his wife not to visit Streatham, where she had heard 

that smallpox had been prevalent. Instead of writing him directly, she 
urged her daughter Rachel, whom she knew intended to visit her son, to 
open the matter with him. "Any caution from me," she explained, "may 
not take."30 And to Katherine she disarmingly confessed that much of
her advice "might be omitted, if I did not like so well to be scribbling 
when I am doing it."31

Diverse reasons explain why Rachel tried to bond her adult chil
dren to her. Those reasons further illuminate her personality. Her anx
ious surveillance of their affairs as adults simply continued her anxious 
care of their affairs as children. Her love for them as the offspring of her 
dear husband combined with a deeper sense of the importance of family. 
She took special pleasure in her grandchildren not only because they 
were attractive little people, but also because they were the link to suc
cessive generations. Moreover, in advising and importuning her chil
dren, Rachel avoided loneliness and created the feeling that she was 
being useful to people she held dear. The act of writing letters was as 
important to her during her advanced years as before. Finally, maintain-
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ing these ties preserved her role as matriarch of the family and her sense 

of importance in it. 
Lady Russell dearly loved each of her children, and no estrange

ment between her and them ever occurred. With her eldest child, 
Rachel, she seems to have exchanged few letters, probably because Lady 
Hartington lived part of the time in London, and the letters that were 
written have with few exceptions failed to survive. Rachel was not always 
as attentive as Lady Russell would have liked, and at least once answered 
her "very quick," but the relationship was apparently harmonious. 32 

With her youngest child, Wriothesley, Lady Russell encountered disap
pointment. Although the second duke of Bedford wa:; not dissolute, he 
did not come up to his mother's high standards of conduct. In 1703 she 
wrote of her dismay that he and her son-in-law, Lord Granby, had lost a 
"great deal " at Newmarket. She had hoped that he would go to the races 
"better resolved," but resignedly concluded that "what must be must 
be."33 Not only did Bedford gamble, but he also was rumored in 1703 
to have offered to settle £600 for life on the actress Anne Oldfield. 34 

Rachel does not mention this gossip, but it is not unreasonable to think 
that it reached her ears, so well informed was she about London society. 

Still further, despite his wealth Bedford found himself short of 
cash. He failed to pay his mother rents due her when he occupied 
Southampton House. And he borrowed money from her at least twice. 
In 1701 Rachel lent him £3,500, £1,500 of which remained unpaid at his 
death, and in May 1707 the hefty sum of £16,000. It was not until 
Bedford's untimely death that the financial matters between him and his 
mother were mostly settled. The rents due on Southampton House 
appeared as still unpaid at her own death. 35 Lady Russell does not men
tion these loans, but if they concealed her son's profligacy, they must 
have saddened her. 

A further reason for disappointment may have been that she and 
her son did not share the same interests. As we have seen, Bedford devel
oped a love of music and of collecting rare books and manuscripts, tastes 
for which Lady Russell showed no inclination. From 1702 he employed 
in his household at a salary of one hundred guineas a year two musi
cians, Nicola Cosimi and Nicola Haym, the latter a violoncello player 
and composer, who promoted Italian opera in England. Bedford's 
patronage was important to the development of musical tastes in 
England. 36 Lady Russell does not refer to the musical soirees at 
Southampton House nor to Bedford's underwriting performances at one 
of the theaters in London. At no time in her life did she seem to take 
pleasure in music. Bedford was also deeply interested in horticulture and 
in improving the landscape at Woburn, going to the trouble to import 
many rare plants, especially ranunculi from Crete, "never before seen in 
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England."37 Rachel left no comment on these projects either. 

The fact is that Bedford's interests did not extend to politics, the 

subject that absorbed Lady Russell. As we have seen, she had not made 

an effort in Wriothesley's youth to inculcate the political principles that 

had animated her and Lord Russell, and in the absence of a father who 

might have guided him, Bedford cultivated interests in a different direc
tion. Despite the high offices that he held, Bedford was perfunctory in 

his attention to public affairs and not very faithful in his attendance at the 

House of Lords and the Privy Council. 38

On the other hand, he took seriously his duties as patron of the 

borough of Tavistock. In 1702 the vicar of the church in Tavistock 

refused to submit to episcopal jurisdiction. Bedford, surely out of the 
same concern for the welfare of the Anglican church that had underlain 

his vote against occasional conformity, gave orders that the minister 
should be told that his actions were not the "way to please me."39 This

minor matter takes on significance because of Lady Russell's involve

ment in it. The vicar remained impenitent, and later, at an unspecified 

date, the bishop reopened the problem, this time writing directly to 

Lady Russell. In response she stated that she knew about the difficulty 
because just after the old duke's death his steward had come to her with 

a letter from the vicar. The vicar had charged then that the bishop was 

persecuting him and expressed alarm that the new duke would not sup

port him as the old duke had done. Rachel recalled that her son was at 

Newmarket, and that, in his absence, she had replied, saying that 

Bedford would support him in all things that were just and reasonable. 
Following this exchange, Lady Russell, with her customary attention to 

detail, spoke to the bishop's chancellor about the matter in hopes of 

resolving it amicably. Her position was that the vicar should observe the 

rubric and the bishop's injunctions, but she also said that she and her 
family opposed punishing people for not conforming to the ritual of the 
Church of England. She emphatically objected to keeping up a "dissen
sion, when the reason of it is ceased."40 Not only did Lady Russell's 

actions in this little incident show that she still commanded a role in the 

affairs of the Bedford family, but also her views testify to her continuing 
sympathy for Dissent at a time (about 1708) when it was falling out of 
favor nationally. 

In 1706, when the duke was twenty-six years old, his mother sent 
him a lengthy letter of exhortation and admonition. Writing from 

Stratton in July, a time of withdrawal and contemplation, Lady Russell 

veiled strong sentiments in imploring and loving language. She began, 
"My dear child, I pray, I beseech you, I conjure you, my loved son, con
sider what there is of felicity in this world, that can compensate the haz
ard of losing an everlasting easy being; and then deliberately weigh, 
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whether or not the delights and gratifications of a vicious or idle course 
of life are such, that a wise or thoughtful man would choose or submit 
to." Confirming her belief in eternal life and of the need to prepare for 

it while on earth, Rachel argued that there was no hardship in the virtu
ous life and that "when we have moderated our irregular habits and pas
sions," subduing them to reason and religion, life on earth is pleasant. 
The result is the assurance of eternal life. "Remember," she warned, 
"that to forsake vice is the beginning of virtue; a virtuous man need have 
no fear of either this life or death."41 There is no evidence of what 
prompted her to write in these terms, but the letter shows her deep con
cern for Bedford's spiritual and moral integrity. 

In 1708 a problem arose whose nature is unknown but which 

probably concerned money. On August 3, Bedford wrote his mother 
from Woburn to ask for advice "what to do in this case." He said that he 
could not come to a resolution on a proposal made respecting his wife 

and Mrs. Howland, but that he had no intention of doing anything but 

what was just and good. Since the matter was urgent he was confident 

that he would be excused for troubling her. He ended by saying that he 
expected his elder sister and family to arrive from Chatsworth later in 
the month. 42 Whatever its nature, this problem deeply disturbed Lady
Russell, for a fortnight later in a letter to her daughter Rachel, she 

lamented that there was but one subject to think or speak of, "one that 
is not to be cast off, nor yet digested. For my part, I can bring no serious, 

thinking, considering thought; but, turn it all ways ... it is dismal." "I 
throw it away as often as I can," she continued, "since no result is so 
taken from my opinion."43 The inference is that Bedford rejected the
advice that he had requested and thereby offended his mother. But that 

he should have brought the problem to Lady Russell in the first place 
underscores the respect in which he continued to hold her. 

As Bedford approached his thirtieth year, he seems to have modi

fied his behavior. Edward Russell, the earl of Orford, spent a week at 
Woburn in 1708 and reported that the duke and duchess were practicing 
great economy and regularity in their domestic affairs. With great pleas
ure, augmented perhaps by the memory of his former doubts about the 
integrity of his nephew, he wrote Rachel that her son was deeply 
involved in improving the grounds of his estate. He was "business 
itself," so much so that Orford feared that he might grow covetous! Orford 
went so far as to advise him not to pay off his debts but to borrow more 
to complete the improvements that he had in mind. Rachel may not have 
approved of Orford's advice, but she must have delighted in his account 

of life at Woburn.44

Lady Russell would have taken further satisfaction in 1710 when 
Bedford identified himself with the Whigs and voted against Dr. 
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Sacheverell.45 And she could hardly have failed to approve her son's 

contributing to the pub I ication of Dr. Burnet's History of My Own Times, 

which appeared finally in 1724-34, long after Bedford's death. He also 
subscribed to John Strype's The life and Acts of Matthew Parker, the 

Ji rst Archbishop of Canterbury, pub I ished in 1711 . 46 These books were 
so far removed in character from those that Bedford usually purchased or 

promoted as to suggest that Lady Russell may have urged his sponsorship. 
In the spring of 1711, ignoring earlier advice not to visit 

Streatham because of the prevalence of smallpox, Wriothesley and his 
family arrived at his mother-in-law's estate for a visit. In May he was 
stricken with smallpox. Dr. Hans Sloane was brought from London to 

treat the duke, but to no avail. Lady Russell, because of her immunity to 
the disease, was the only member of his close family who could safely 

stay with him. Aided by two "diligent waiters," John Hobson and Peter 
Bramston, and a nurse, Mary Sell wood, Lady Russell kept a vigil at his 
bedside.47 Professing devotion to God and love of his wife, children, sis
ters, and mother, the duke died at the age of thirty on May 26, 1711. 

"Alas! my dear Lord Galway," Rachel wrote distractedly, "my 
thoughts are yet all disorder, confusion, and amazement ... I did not 
know the greatness of my love to his person, 'til I could see it no more." 
But with fortitude built up over twenty-five years, Lady Russell was able 
to command her grief and believe that once "nature, who will be mis

tress, has ... with time relieved herself," God would, through His grace, 
help her to understand the wisdom of His providence.48 She must have 
felt exquisite emotional pain at the death of her only son, on whom she 

had lavished so much care, for whose advancements she had worked so 
hard, and in whom she looked to find the embodiment of her husband. 

Lady Russell seems to have felt special warmth for her middle 
child, Katherine. In all periods of her life, Rachel needed a faithful cor
respondent, and in this stage Kate seems to have filled that role. Rachel 
wrote so often to her daughter that she felt obliged to reassure her that 
it did not matter that she might receive two of her mother's letters before 
she had answered the first.49 Katherine seems to have treasured her 
mother's letters, for she preserved many of them, including one or two 
to her children. 

Rachel poured out a steady stream of letters to Lady Granby con
taining family and public news; comments on problems with the butler, 
the nursery maid, the wet nurse, and the laundrymaid; advice about ill
nesses and medicines; and admonitions to Kate not to ride horseback 
unless she was sure that she was not pregnant. 50 Rachel did not lose her 
ability to vivif y a scene or tell a good story. For example, revealing her 
boundless curiosity, she reported that she had touched Lady Cartwright's 
tumor, which caused the lady to jump, and had asked her many ques-
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tions about it. 51 Or she recounted the story about Lady Salisbury, who

was "mightily frenchified in her dress." On her way to Hatfield in a 

party of two coaches and six horses, Lady Salisbury met a man on the 

road and, lifting up the curtain of her window, spoke in French to "ask 

how far 'twas to Hatfield."52

Lady Russell took special interest in the education of her grand

children and for several months in 1707, when she was seventy years 

old, made a project of finding a French tutor for the Rutland children. 

She consulted Lord Halifax and Lord Sunderland, among others, on the 

matter and arranged to interview candidates so that she might ask them 
all the questions on her mind. She held firm views on the differences 

between English and French methods of instruction, which she ex

plained in detail to her daughter. The French, she said, teach by rote, 

whereas the English establish a rule, so that if a student forgets some
thing he will know where to go to find it. The French do not know as 
much Latin as the English. The French are not so harsh on their pupils 

as the English. Students trained in the French method often face 

remedial work when they enter university. 53 Sound advice, fussy inter

ference, and loving concern characterize her letters to Lady Granby. 

Lady Russell also corresponded with her grandchildren, and a 

few letters to the Rutland children survive. They show her ability at 

tailoring her remarks to fit the interests of a young person. To James, the 

eldest, she wrote a little sermon, expressing the hope that he would 
always "think of your old grandmama as a friend that wishes you all the 

good qualities [that] make one useful to his country and happy to himself 

and then he can't be only wise but a good man, too, which is true wis

dom." She wished Thomas luck in answering all the hard questions put 
to him by his father. To Lady Frances she sent best wishes for success 

in the current lottery and hopes that her father's horse should win in an 
upcoming race. 54 She won their confidence and love, expressed later in

the naming of their children after her or her family and by their asking 

her to stand as godmother for a great-grandchild. 
In the fall of 1711 Katherine, now the duchess of Rutland follow

ing her father-in-law's death, was five months pregnant with her ninth 
child, when serious complications set in. Lady Russell was with her at 
Belvoir and in early October wrote frantically to Dr. Sloane in London 
to send Dr. Chamberlain or his son to Leicestershire. Rachel feared a 
miscarriage, and if not that, danger to her daughter's life. There had 
been no movement of the fetus for twelve days, and her daughter had 
suffered retching, but had eaten a boiled chicken each day to keep up her 
strength. A few days later, begging him to excuse her haste and illegible 
handwriting, Rachel again appealed to Dr. Sloane to send Chamberlain 
"as soon as possible. All of us here are full of fear. She is very dear to 
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us all."55 Her anxious letters vivify the sense of helplessness that con
fronted women and those who loved them when something "went 

wrong" in pregnancy and the birth process. 

What happened next is clouded, but Katherine apparently rallied, 
at least enough to make the journey to Southampton House, where the 

best medical attention was readily available. There she was delivered of 
a son and died on October 30, 1711. 56 Tradition has it that Lady 
Russell went from Katherine's bedside to that of her elder daughter, who 
was also about to give birth. Resolute in her determination not to tell the 
duchess of Devonshire about the duchess of Rutland's death, Lady Russell 
assumed a cheerful air and answered Rachel's inquiries about her sister 
by saying, "I have seen your sister out of bed today." Her remark was, 
strictly speaking, true, for she had seen Katherine placed in a coffin!57 

Lady Russell recorded but did not comment on this terrible fur
ther blow that she had to endure in the year 1711. One hopes that she 
took comfort from the high praise given her daughter by William 
Burscough, who preached the funeral sermon, and by others who cele

brated the duchess's "sweet temper," "virtuous education," and "wit."58 

One must assume that Rachel was prostrate for a time with grief in the 
winter of 1711-12. In one year she had lost her friend Rutland, her only 
son, and her second daughter. 

After the death of her daughter, Lady Russell changed her principal place 
of residence. From 1712 to 1719 she lived mostly at Stratton, with only 
occasional visits to London, to friends living elsewhere, to her daughter

in-law at Woburn, and undoubtedly to her daughter at Chatsworth. The 
reason for this change was an event that illuminates still further aspects 
of Rachel's character-generosity of spirit and practical business sense. 
Within less than a year of Katherine's death, the duke of Rutland decided 
to remarry. Rachel handled what could have been a difficult situation with 
tact and kindness. Charlton had brought her the rumor of Rutland's in
tentions and of his "anxieties" over how to tell her. Rachel first satisfied 
herself that he had provided well for each of his children, adding to every 
younger child's portion, and then concluded that his remarriage was "the 
most solid instance of his respect and love" for Katherine that he could 
give. She decided that it would be "wrong" for her to take offense and 
instructed Charlton to let him know that she would willingly receive him. 
The interview "put us both in some disorder," she reported, but on a 
friendly footing. 59 So friendly were they that on July 3, 1712, Lady
Russell leased the "great part" of Southampton House to Rutland for 
seven years at a rent of £300 a year, plus taxes and the requirement to 
keep everything in good repair. 60 Rachel apparently retained some rooms 
in Southampton House for her own use and presumably occupied them 
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on her trips to London. There is no indication that the lease was renewed 

nor that Southampton House was again let during the last years of 

Rachel's life. Presumably she was in London more regularly and for 

longer periods of time after 1719. She was there at the time of her death. 
An undated portrait painted at about this time reveals her appear

ance in old age (see the illustrations). It depicts a handsome woman with 

white hair, dressed in widow's weeds, her face showing faint lines about 

the mouth and eyes. The rounded face and full upper torso suggest that 
Rachel had gained weight. The most striking features of the portrait are 
the set of the firm mouth and the confidence of the large, dark eyes. The 
portrait is of an intelligent woman who has achieved serenity of spirit, 
knowledge of self, and peace with God and the world. 

This impression finds confirmation in what is known of Lady 

Russell in the last decade or so of her life. Her interests and activities 

remained much the same: public and business affairs, religious contem
plation, friends and family. Naturally, her command of and concern for 
politics and finance declined. 

Yet, Rachel did not lose touch with local affairs. She took an 
interest in local politics in Hampshire and almost certainly contributed 
money to the 1712 election in Bedfordshire.61 Further, in an act that
showed her sense of fairness for her tenants in Hampshire and also 
surely her desire to protect her own interests, on January 6 ,  1712, she 

"ordered" her agent in Hampshire to hold a "court according to custom, 
for the manor of Micheldever." To do this presented problems, for the 

records of the estate had disappeared with the disappearance of one 
"Mr. Pitman." But there existed a "Survey Book, which was taken in the 

Year 1677 ," which could serve as a basis for the proceedings. Lady 
Russell also ordered the agent to hold "all other courts as are needful 
from time to time" until she directed to the contrary. 62 Thereafter,

manorial courts, called in her name as the lady of the manor, were held 
each year until the end of Rachel's life. 63 It would be unlikely that Lady 
Russell ever appeared in such a court, but there is no evidence on the 
point. That the court was kept busy is suggested by the fact that the ten
antry of the estate underwent change during the decade as people died or 

moved away and others took their place. Lady Russell signed a total of 
thirty-one leaseholds and/or copy holds during this period. 64 

In May 1712 Lady Russell, with the help, of course, of her law
yers, took a decisive step in resolving a situation with respect to her 
steward that had given her "many terrible waking hours."65 The se
quence of events is unclear, but it is known that John Spencer, who had 
served Rachel as "chief" agent for "diverse years," was suspected of 
having embezzled upwards of £10 ,000 of her money. He had been 
responsible for holding "very great sums of money" for her from her 
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rents and the profits of her securities. He also assisted her in her role as 
sole executrix of the first duke of Bedford's estate and served as chief 

agent for the second duke. Her lawyers suspected him of having stolen 

the money, but did not have iron-clad proof. Their fear was that if she 

filed suit in the Court of Chancery, Spencer might be able to hold up a 
settlement for years. An unidentified "great lawyer" whom she con
sulted beyond the four attorneys who were advising her implored her to 
settle out of court. Accordingly, Lady Russell and Spencer signed an 

instrument dated May 30. Spencer was required to submit an inventory 

of his estate in land, leases, debts, and so forth and convey the whole to 

Lady Russell. In return Lady Russell agreed to hand back sufficient 

property to provide subsistence income for Spencer, his wife, and his 
children. Spencer won protection from any lawsuits that might arise 
respecting his duties as chief agent, and Lady Russell got title to any debt 

owed to Spencer that might surface in the future. 66 The settlement of

the matter was a great relief to Rachel. From then until her death, 
Thomas Sellwood was her devoted and admiring steward. Naturally 

enough, as she grew older, Rachel increasingly depended upon Sell wood 
to assist her in managing her affairs. In 1718 she wrote him with respect 
to some business matter, "l leave it to you to act as you find it proper."67

She repaid Sellwood's skill and loyalty by leaving him a handsome 

legacy at her death. 

Another matter that claimed Lady Russell's attention was the 

drawing up of a new will to supersede that of May 21, 1695, a step 
necessitated by Bedford's death. 68 Signed on March 12, 1712, the will 
named as executors men of her extended family, her sons-in-law 

William, duke of Devonshire, and John, duke of Rutland; a relative from 
her first marriage, Richard Vaughan; and John Charleton, an unidenti

fied friend. It specified a number of legacies and bequests that testify to 
Lady Russell's thoughtful nature and continuing commitment to Dis
sent. Thus, she left money to the poor in Middlesex and to the Charity 

School there for teaching poor children to read. The parishes of Michel
dever, East Stratton, and Chenies were to receive a legacy. She remem
bered the "poor French Protestants in this kingdom," her cousin 
Galway, her grandchildren, and relatives from her first marriage. 

The heart of the document concerned her London properties. She 
had in 1704 transferred to Bedford the properties from which her por

tion was derived, reserving the income to herself for life, so they were 
not at issue. 69 The will provided that Lady Russell's Middlesex proper
ties were to be placed in the hands of trustees and be used to raise money 

to repay the £10, 000 mortgage on Southampton House due the duke of 
Rutland. It also ordered that at her death Southampton House, its 
gardens, appurtenances, and pastureland should be sold at the price of 
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£6,000, with right of refusal to be given to the eldest living son or other 
descendant of her daughter Katherine. If that person did not wish to pur
chase the property at that price, it was to be sold for the highest price 
possible and the money used to pay off debts. Her London properties 
then descended to the duke of Bedford, her grandson. 

The residue of all the transactions mentioned in the will was to go 
to Rachel, duchess of Devonshire, "alone and without her husband." 
The language was unequivocal. It was Lady Russell's intention that the 
property "may always be and remain in her separate use and absolute 
power and disposition exclusive of her husband." Rachel's sensitivity to 
the restraints on a married woman's legal rights over property and her 
patent determination to use the law to nullify those restraints are found 
further in a clause of a codicil to the will, dated May 24, 1718, whereby 
she gave to her "cousin Green, one of the daughters of Sir Edward 
Vaughan, deceased" £100 "for her sole separate and personal use." The 
text declared that her husband was to be "excluded from any benefit 
thereof and the said sum be not subject to his debts and encumbrances." 

That Rachel's role as matriarch of her extended family continued 
into her old age finds confirmation in an episode that occurred in 1713. 
In that year her niece Lady Elizabeth Norton (the daughter of her sister 
Elizabeth) and her husband, Richard Norton, Esq. , separated on 
grounds of incompatibility of temper. Norton turned to Lady Russell to 
recommend the terms on which they would part. Writing in reply in 
strictest confidence-she said no one "upon earth knows any word of 
[this letter]" -Rachel asked him to "accept of my plain way of express
ing my meaning" and proceeded to suggest a detailed property settlement 
which proved satisfactory to both parties. Norton expressed his deepest 
appreciation, and Lady "Betty" must have felt likewise, because she be
came a frequent visitor of Rachel's. 70 The services that Lady Russell
performed for the couple required knowledge of her niece's fortune and 
settlements and of Norton's estate in terms of present and prospective 
value. Few women in early-eighteenth-century England would have been 
equipped to execute such a project. That she was able to do so testifies 
to her high intelligence, and that Norton sought her advice underscores 
her reputation for fairness and integrity. 

Lady Russell became even more introspective and self-conscious 
in old age. In 1713 she noted that she had "looked in my other papers 
of each year before."71 She clearly took pleasure in marlcing the subject
matter on the outside of her essays and the name of the correspondent, 
the date, and the topic on the outside of letters. Undated essays, prayers, 
scattered reflections, notes on reading, and biographical fragments, 
written in a handwriting that grows increasingly tremulous, survive 
from these years. 72
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Lady Russell's self-consciousness was highly enough developed 

for her to undertake in two forms the beginning of an autobiography, but 

not so highly developed that she finished either project. Some auto

biographical fragments are in the form of a diary. In these papers Rachel 

simply recorded the dates of her marriages. of the births and deaths of 
her children and her miscarriages, of the removes from one country 

house to another and to London, and the illnesses and deaths of mem

bers of her family. She made two attempts to set down such a skeleton 
outline of her life, one covering her life from about age fourteen to the 

marriage of her daughter Rachel in June 1688, the other starting at the 
same time and breaking off in 1714. In neither case did she provide com
ments. The second effort at autobiography took the form of an essay in 

which she reviewed her life up to her second marriage in terms of her 

own shortcomings. The paper begins, "Vanity cleaves to me, I fear, 

0 Lord! in all I do. In all I suffer, proud, not enduring to slights or 
neglects, subject to envy the good parts of others, even as to worldly 
gifts." As in the case of her confessions Lady Russell faulted herself for 
such weaknesses as pride, enjoyment of worldly pleasures when she was 

a young woman, sharp temper, desire for recognition, failure to train her 
servants properly in religion, and loving her second husband too pas
sionately at the expense of her awareness of God. By condemning her

self for these "sins" she purged her conscience. Such self-abnegation 

was not unusual in the diaries and private papers of seventeenth-century 
women.73

Lady Russell's "paraphrases," as she described them. of books of 

history and religion show what a conscientious and intelligent reader she 
became. They shed light on Rachel's study habits and the seriousness of 

her inquiries. She diligently took notes on such books as Taylor's Holy 

living and Holy Dying and copied out passages from an unidentified his
tory book. Such notes also suggest the limited intellectual sophistication 
that she brought to the task, which, in view of her education, would be 
expected. She was not trained as a scholar nor as a student of religion or 
philosophy, and she did not possess a first-class creative intellect. 
Rather, she remained into old age a highly intelligent, deeply religious, 
and reflective woman who enjoyed reading and taking notes on what she 

had read. Although not unique, Rachel stands out among other edu
cated, serious-minded aristocratic women of her age in exemplifying 
such characteristics. 

Lady Russell's surviving essays are short pieces on such topics as 
charity, friendship, duty to brethren. affliction, and marriage. Often she 
related the topics to her own shortcomings. These essays are her own 
work, the fruit of many years' reflection. For example, in discussing the 
subject of "duty to brethren" she wrote that the "spiritual bond of reli-
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gion should of all others the most closely unite our hearts; forgive me if 

my love to Christians as Christians is not such as it should [be]." Or 

again, with respect to friendship, she confessed that she had been negli
gent in admonishing those she loved, because she did not want to dis

please them. 

The most carefully developed essay that has survived is titled 
"Instructions for Children." In it Rachel set out her views on how to 
teach a child to know and love God. Lady Russell's first recommenda
tion was to lead a child to think of God as a spirit: without end, good, 
powerful, and merciful. Showing sound pedagogical understanding, she 

went on to suggest that this and other religious principles be illustrated 
from the Bible and given application in the child's life "as his or her 

capacity will bear." As her use of the feminine pronoun demonstrates, 
Rachei envisioned her recommendations as applying to both girls and 
boys. Revealing the impact of Calvinist-inspired Dissent on her thinking, 

Lady Russell stressed the corruption of human nature by sin and the 
need to "break children of their wills," to make them humble and willing 

to accept God's providences for themselves. But testifying to her com

mitment to Anglicanism, she made no reference to the idea of the Elect, 
and instead asserted that with God's grace and help, man may redeem 
himself from sin. Drawing upon her own experience, she cautioned 
against loving the secular pleasures of this world, including the things of 

the mind. "The great propensity we have to love the world and the crea
tures in it hinders the advances in religion," she asserted. Only when one 

loves God completely and accepts His will wholeheartedly may one find 
happiness on earth. Although she taught that reason was one way to 
know God, she insisted that one should form a child's heart before his 
mind. Piety, truthfulness (for a pure mind was essential to under
standing), humility, gentleness to neighbors, acceptance of God's 
Providence-these were the characteristics in a child that Lady Russell 

commended. On them, God could build great things, she said. Man's 

understanding, as Rachel herself had discovered, "is extreme[ly] curi
ous, active, light, exorbitant, apt to judge, precipitate in judging." "Take 
care [children] do not become idolaters of reason; it leads too many to 
atheism, but if you would have them comprehend things by reasoning, 
make them give a divine reason for things." She completed her essay 
with a kind of catechism, posing such questions as "Why had God cre
ated the world?" and supplying appropriate answers. 

What use Lady Russell envisioned for this material, beyond her 
own satisfaction in writing down her thoughts, is unclear. In 1712 or 
1713, the earl of Galway appears to have raised the question of giving 
"her writings" a wider audience. She responded to the notion with an 
uncharacteristically self-deprecating remark, declaring that her writings 
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"were not worth your reading nor the postage" and that no one other 
than himself and her niece (Lady Norton) would find them of interest. 

But she admitted that she "often" felt herself "willing to relieve my 

thoughts so apt to reflect upon times past."74 Perhaps Galway's interest 
reinforced her own inclination to look over her papers in 1713 and to 

write down her thoughts on various subjects. The fragmentary nature of 

most of the material suggests that it was meant to be private, but the care 

with which she set out her ideas on instructing children to lead a reli

gious life may indicate the hope that this essay would be read by others 
and perhaps would serve as a guide for instructing her grandchildren. 

She preserved even the fragments. They were in the "trunks of writings" 

and the "strong box" containing writings that were sent to Chatsworth 
after her death. 75 Who is to say that this woman who took such pleasure 

in writing and in the good opinion of people she admired did not believe 

that her essays would find favor with them? 

All during her life Rachel enjoyed friendships with both men and 

women. Reflecting upon friendship in old age, she declared that her 

"biggest blessing" was "loving and being loved by those I loved and 
respected." 76 In her declining years she appears to have been more in 

the company of women than men. She refers to upwards of fifteen 

women in her circle of correspondents and/or visitors, including Lady 

Essex; Sarah, duchess of Marlborough; Lady Vaughan, her sister-in-law 

from her first marriage; two French ladies, Madame Chavernay and 
Madame de Cosne, perhaps distant relatives, who paid her a visit; her 
niece Elizabeth Norton; and her daughter, said in 1718 to be "often" 

with her. 77 She took pleasure in their company, in visiting, talking, and 

playing cards. She also delighted in the times when a grandchild found 

time to dine with her, as noted on February 13, 1718. 78

But, as before, her closest confidant was a man. At this time, her 
cousin, the earl of Galway, filled that role. Galway and Lady Russell had 
much in common: a family connection, personal sorrow and suffering, 
and commitment to public affairs and to religion. They had kept in touch 
with each other over the years during his absence in the wars, when he 
had been severely wounded, losing an arm 79 and an eye. In 1704 he had 
purchased an estate, Rookley, in Hampshire, not far from Stratton, and 

lived there whenever he was in England. The cousins clearly admired 
and liked each other. Galway found in Rachel's letters more wisdom and 
comfort, he declared, than contained in one of Tillotson's sermons. 80 

For her part, Rachel must have admired him for the same reasons as did 
a contemporary who described Galway as "a man of honour and hon

esty, without pride or affectation," one whose talents "fitted [him] for 
the cabinet as well as the camp." 81 Lady Russell wrote Galway with a 
freedom and confidence that testified to her fondness for him. In 
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August 1712 she confided that in writing him, the "amusement is more 
agreeable to myself, and I assure myself you will make it so to you." Two 
and a half years later, she began a letter to him, "There is no post-day 
I do not find myself readily disposed to take my pen, and dispose of it 
as I now do." 82 The two aging cousins exchanged visits as well as let
ters, and in 1720 on a visit to Stratton House, Galway died. The walk 

along which his coffin was carried to the church is still known today as 
"Coffon Walk." In testimony to the high regard and affection in which 

he held her, Galway left his entire estate to Rachel. With his death the 
circle of Rachel's immediate family narrowed to her daughter, Rachel, 
and her grandchildren. 

Lady Russell becomes a shadowy figure in the last five or six 

years of her life. The glimpses that we have of her still show four aspects 
of her character-love of family, rationality, interest in politics, and 

sharp business acumen. The last letter in her hand to have survived was 
written on June 17, 1718, when she was eighty-one years old. It is to 
acknowledge the invitation of her grandson (Katherine's son) that she 

stand as godmother to her great-grandchild. 83 No account of the baptis
mal ceremony follows, but one may be certain that the event brought 
great joy to Lady Russell. Another glimpse of Rachel comes from a 
story preserved by her steward, Thomas Sell wood, that she had told him 
herself. Lady Russell had been reading in her "closet" at Southampton 
House, when the candle and candlestick jumped off the table, and a hiss
ing fire ran across the room, leaving some papers in flames. She rose 

and kicked the papers into the fireplace and, unperturbed and without 
calling for help, settled down in the dark to consider what could have 
caused this unusual incident. The windows and the door were locked 
and the only opening to the room was through the chimney. "That some
thing should come down there, and strike my candle off the table in that 
strange manner, I believed impossible," she told Sellwood. Unable to 
think of a rational explanation she called in her servant-in-waiting. In 

great embarrassment the man declared that by mistake he had given her 
a "mould candle with a gunpowder squib, designed for sport with other 
servants on a day of rejoicing." Unfazed by the possible danger to her
self, she readily accepted his apology, saying that she had no interest in 
the matter other than to discover the cause. 84 

Rachel continued to take an active interest in politics and to enjoy 
the reputation of being a concerned and well-informed person. For 
example, in July 1717 John Hough, the bishop of Litchfield and Coventry, 

wrote her about the new king, George I, and of the continuing breach 
between the king and the prince. Acknowledging that Lady Russell was 
kept informed of the "most important" matters by well-placed people, 
he commended the public welfare to her prayers. 85 Five months later, in 
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December, in one of Rachel's few surviving letters about public matters 
from these years, Lady Russell wrote Galway of her grief over the divi
sions at court. Finally, in I 720 the duchess of Chandos noted with pleas
ure Rachel's support for a project in which her husband had an 
interest. 86 That the opinion of an eighty-three-year-old person should 
make any difference at all implies that high regard in which that person 
is held. 

Business affairs still claimed Lady Russell's attention. From I 720 
to 1723 she signed fifteen leaseholds and/or copyholds for her Hampshire 
estate, three of them dated August 1723. 87 Moreover, she lost no time
after Galway's death in laying claim to the property in France that he had 

willed her. In I 720 Rachel petitioned King George I for help. She laid 

before him the details of her claim, declared that she intended to start 
legal proceedings in France, and asked him to order the English ambas

sador to "espouse" her interests. George I responded with a letter dated 
December I, I 720, to the due d'Orleans in which he introduced Rachel 
and asked for protection for her. 88 There is no evidence that Rachel 

journeyed to France to pursue the matter; a Mr. Robertson apparently 
represented her interests.89 Rachel's claim rested upon Galway's will, 
her French lineage (which made her Galway's next of kin), and her 

naturalization papers, dated 1641 and confirmed in 1721, which made 
her a naturalized French citizen with a dispensation from living in 
France.90 She confronted counterclaims from her distant French rela
tives, including the relatives of Marie Tallemant, Rachel's uncle's wife, 

and from others who declared that Louis XIV had given them her cou
sin's property when he entered the service of William of Orange.91 At
her death the complicated legal case was still moving through four 

different French courts, and in 1739 her descendants were still engaged 
in the litigation.92 Lady Russell's energy, initiative, and interest in
enlarging her estate in all possible ways are admirably displayed in this 

last major business venture that she undertook. 
Lady Russell had prepared her affairs carefully in anticipation of 

death, adding two codicils to her will. One in 1718 dealt with further 
legacies to her servants. Thus, the two men and one woman who had 
nursed her son in his fatal illness received a sum of money. Rachel also 
decreed that her housekeeper, Frances Cooke, and other servants were 
to have the contents of the rooms they occupied as well as a portion of 
her silver plate. She also provided in this codicil for her cousin Green, 
mentioned above. Finally, her steward was well rewarded with money 
(£1,000), furniture, horses, and a lease on property in Bloomsbury 
Square. Another codicil was added to her will in I 720 simply to provide 
a legacy for Lucy Sellwood, who had become her housekeeper at the 
death of Cooke. Rachel also left instructions that she be buried at 
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Chenies next to her husband and that the funeral be carried out "without 

escutcheons or funeral pomp further than decency may require."93 

Sometime in the third week in September 1723 while at 
Southampton House, Lady Russell apparently suffered a stroke. Her 
health must have declined precipitously in early September, for begin
ning at that time "sitters up" or "watchers" were employed. Her old 
friend Dr. Hans Sloane and "Mr. Brown," a surgeon, attended her in 
this last illness.94 On September 26, 1723, her granddaughter, Lady 

Rachel Morgan, wrote from Chatsworth to her brother, who was touring 
Europe, that the "bad account we have received of Grandmamma 
Russell has put us into great disorder and hurry." Their mother had left 
immediately for London, hoping to reach Lady Russell before death 
claimed her. It would be a satisfaction to both of them, Lady Morgan 
felt, for she had heard that her grandmother had asked for her mother. 95 

But the duchess of Devonshire was too late. Four servants, including 
Lucy Sellwood, were with Rachel during her last hours, and one Mrs. 
Morrell sat up with her through the night. Lady Russell died at five 

o'clock in the morning on Sunday, September 29, 1723, Michaelmas 
day.96 As she wished, Lady Russell was buried at Chenies, probably on 
October 8. The funeral arrangements cost £154, with the obligatory 
mourning livery for approximately thirty servants an added £194, sums 
that suggest that the funeral was conducted without pomp, as she had re
quested. 97 It may be presumed that her daughter, daughter-in-law, and
all of her grandchildren who were in the country attended the funeral 
services, as well as her servants and the few remaining people whose 
lives she had touched over her long life. It is only a guess that the service 
was held in the chapel at Southampton House. 

Lady Russell died a wealthy woman, thanks to her skill in manag
ing the property that she had inherited from her father. A different result 

was, of course, possible, and she deserves credit for shrewd and prudent 
oversight of her affairs. Her landed properties had substantially in
creased in value, with the Bloomsbury rentals bringing in close to 
£3,000 per year and the Hampshire rentals worth also about £3,000 per 
year. 98 Those sums represented an increase in value of about one-third 
for the Bloomsbury properties and of about two-thirds for the Hampshire 
estate. Moreover, Rachel left a personal estate of about £24,000, which 
included South Sea Stock and annuities, perhaps her only unsound in
vestment. 99 It also included charges of £250 a year due from her grand
son for the use of goods and furniture at Southampton House, a sum 
showing the continued practice of the Russell family to charge relatives 
who visited them. Although Rachel was not unique among aristocratic 
women who took an interest in business affairs and estate management, 
she is not usually named among them; she should be. 



238 • uidy Rachel Russell 

Lady Russell also left quantities of household goods and silver 
plate. The former provided legacies for her servants with the remainder 
being sold. The bulk of the silver went to her daughter and to the duke 
of Rutland, who sold his share. The diamond pendants-the gift of the 
earl of Devonshire in 1688, it will be recalled-are not mentioned, nor 
is any other jewelry. Also curiously missing from the inventory is a 
reference to books; only her "papers" are mentioned as being sent to 
Chatsworth. Yet, it is clear that she had a library of religious works 
which she read regularly. Probably she disposed of her jewels and books 
prior to her death. 

Lady Russell's death excited little public notice. She had outlived 
the many family members and friends who had known and admired her 
as Russell's wife and widow, as loving mother, and as a woman of deep 
piety and sharp political sense. Neither Wriothesley nor Katherine, 
Bedford nor Devonshire, Galway nor Rutland, Burnet nor Fitzwilliam, 
were alive to mourn her passing and provide testimonials. Accordingly, 
only brief notices appeared in the Weekly Journal, or British Gazetteer 

on October 5, 1723, and in the London Journal on October 12, 1723. 
The former also carried a poem in her honor, calling her a "relict wor
thy" of him who "fell a martyr to his holy faith" and commended her for 
not remarrying but remaining devoted to her husband's memory, as he 
had remained unshaken in commitment to political and religious princi
ples.100 This poem is the only surviving comment that linked Rachel, 
even indirectly, to public affairs, and it did so by commending her for 
remaining a widow in honor of her martyred husband. No mention was 
made that she too had adhered for forty years to the political and reli
gious principles that had earlier animated her and her husband. No 
reference appeared to evoke memory of her role as William's political 
"eyes" and confidante, her unprecedented presence at her husband's 
trial, her leading part in the deliberate creation of Russell as a "martyr," 
her role in the Glorious Revolution, and her position for many years as 
a Whig matriarch who exercised some influence in the patronage system 
of both church and state. Such roles well illustrate the limits of what a 
well-placed, well-regarded, intelligent aristocratic woman might achieve 
in public matters. 

Rachel's only surviving daughter, the duchess of Devonshire, did 
not express deep distress at her mother's death. Writing to her son 
James, who with his brother Charles was touring the Continent, the 
duchess confirmed that her "good mother" had died and added, " 'Tis 
always hard to part from our friends, but her great age made me expect 
it, and after a life so well spent, 'tis surely for her a most happy change." 
She counselled him and his brother to go into mourning and left it up to 
him whether his servants should adopt mourning livery. In February 
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1724, she wrote again about observing the customary marks of mourn

ing and advised him to follow the custom of the country he was in, but 

cautioned him not to spend too much money on it. 101 The duchess

recognized that her mother was set apart by her goodness and her well
spent life, but she did not take steps to preserve her memory in any 
special way. There is no evidence, for example, that she read her 

mother's religious essays nor that Rachel's most carefully written 
"Instructions for Children" found its way into the hands of her grand
children. It was not, apparently, until 1815 that anyone noticed the 

essays. It was then that Mary Berry, in the course of preparing for publi

cation Rachel's personal letters to her husband, came across the essays 

and deemed them worthy of comment in the biographical sketch of Lady 
Russell that she wrote. Rachel has not been counted among seventeenth
century women who wrote essays and treatises on religious subjects, but 
she deserves a place among them. 

Lady Russell's personal letters, thanks to Mary Berry, appeared 

in print in 1819, just about a hundred years after her death. Love letters 
to her husband, written during the years of deep marital fulfillment and 

happiness, they met with approval throughout the nineteenth century, as 

repeated editions prove. Today they give historians rare insight into 
aristocratic home life and the interpersonal relationships of wife and 

husband, parents and children, sister and sister, and other members of an 
extended family network, and friends, both male and female. Open sen
suality, warm friendships, and indulgent, loving parenting characterize 
those relationships. The extent to which they represent the norm in late
seventeenth-century English life remains to be established. 

It was left to Lady Russell's steward Sellwood to go through the 

"trunks" of Rachel's papers that were sent to Chatsworth from Stratton. 

Among those papers he found the letters that Rachel, as a grieving 
widow seeking solace and the comfort of religion, had written to 

Dr. Fitzwilliam. These Fitzwilliam had returned to Rachel in hopes that 
they would be printed for the "benefit of the public." 102 Also in the
trunks were the letters Rachel had written to Galway, preserved by him 
as testimony to his affection and respect, and correspondence between 
Rachel and Burnet and Tillotson, which they too had kept. Twenty-five 
years later, in 1748, it was Sell wood who urged John, duke of Bedford, 
to publish the letters as a tribute to Rachel herself, a woman whose 
character Sell wood described as "great." For unknown reasons, nothing 

came of Sellwood's project then. But his ordering of her letters made it 
possible at short notice to put them in the service of her husband's repu

tation. Thus, in the absence of Russell's papers, Rachel's letters were 
printed in 1773 as a way of rebutting the damaging revelations of 
Dalrymple. That Rachel's letters played a part in rehabilitating the name 
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of her adored husband would have pleased her. It was, after all, an 

unusual role for a woman's letters to play. 

In the meantime, in 1723, Sell wood composed a carefully 

thought-out encomium in the form ofa long poem. He praised Rachel's 

"arts," "wisdom," and "brighter genius," noted her courage in public 

affairs, and stressed how well in both trouble and prosperity "her great 
soul acted." He remembered her for acts of "piety and charity, love, 

honour, friendship, [ and] hospitality." 103 The tribute came close to

evoking Rachel's strong, lively personality and to noticing the themes 

that had defined her long life-passion, politics, piety, and property. In 

working closely with her for twelve years Sellwood had perceived the 

richness of her character and personality. He, more than anyone else at 
the time of her death, would surely have concurred with Burnet's judg

ment that she was, indeed, "one of the best of women." 
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THE FAMILY OF LADY RACHEL RUSSELL 

Thomas Wriothesley, 
4th Earl of Southampton 

1608-1667 

(1) Hon. Francis Vaughan
1638-1667 

Rachel 
1674-1725 

Madame Rachel Massue de 
Ruvigny de la Maison Fort 

1603-1640 

LADY RACHEL WRIOTHESLEY 

1637-1723 

William Cavendish, 
1673-1729 

Lord Cavendish 
1673-1694 

Marquess of Hartington 
1694-1707 

2nd Duke of Devonshire 
1707-1729 
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Katherine 
1676-1711 



John Manners 
1676-1721 
Lord Roos 

1679-1703 
Marquess of Granby 

1703-1711 
2nd Duke of Rutland 

1711-1721 

William Russell 
5th Earl and 1st Duke 

of Bedford 
1616-1700 

(2) HON. WILLIAM RUSSELL

1639-1683 

Wriothesley 
1680-1711 

Marquess of Tavistock 
1694-1700 

2nd Duke of Bedford 
1700-1711 
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Lady Anne Carr 
d. 1684 

Elizabeth Howland 
1682-1724 





Abbreviations 

and Short Titles 

The following abbreviations are used for frequently cited loca

tions and sources. The place of publication is London unless 

otherwise indicated. 

Berry, Some Account 

BIHR 

BL 

Bodl. 
BOL 

BROB 

Burnet, HOT 

Chatsworth 
CJ 
Cobbett, Trials 

Complete Peerage 

CSPD 
CSPD, 1683 [J-S] 

DNB 
Foxcroft, Supplement to 

Burnet 
FSL 
Grey, Debates 

Mary Berry, Some Account Of The Life Of 
Rachael Wriothesley Lady Russell . . .

(1819). 
Bulletin of the Institute of Historical 

Research 
British Library 

Bodleian Library 
Bedford Office, London 

Bedfordshire Record Office, Bedford 

Bishop Gilbert Burnet, History of His Own 
Time, 6 vols. (Oxford, 1832). 

Chatsworth House 
Journals of the House of Commons 
Thomas B. Howell, ed., Cobbett's Complete 

Collection of State Trials and Proceedings 
for High Treason, 34 vols. (1809-28). 

Vicary Gibbs et al., eds., The Complete 
Peerage of England, Scotland, Ireland, 
Great Britain, and the United Kingdom, 
2d ed., 13 vols. (1910-40). 

Calendar of State Papers, Domestic Series 
Calendar of State Papers, Domestic Series, 
July 1 to September 30, 1683. 
Dictionary of National Biography 
H. C. Foxcroft, ed., A Supplement to Burner's

History of My Own Time (Oxford, 1902).
Folger Shakespeare Library 
Anchitell Grey, Debates of the House of 
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Hamp. RO 
Hert. RO 

HMC 
HOC 

Letters of Lady Rachel 
Russell ( 1773) 

Letters of Rachel Lady 

Russell ( 1854) 

LJ 

PRO 
Univ. Nott. 

VCH 

Commons, from the lear 1667 to the lear 

1694, IO vols. (1763). 

Hampshire County Record Office 
Hertfordshire County Record Office 

Historical Manuscripts Commission 

Basil Duke Henning, ed., The History of Par

liament: The House of Commons, 1660-

1690, 3 vols. (1983). 

Letters of Lady Rachel Russell; From The 
Manuscript in the Library at Woburn 

Abbey (1773). 

Lord John Russell, ed., Letters of Rachel 

Lady Russell, 2d ed. (Philadelphia, 1854). 
Journals of the House of Lords 

Public Record Office 
University of Nottingham Library 

W. Page, H. A. Doubleday, et al., eds.,

Victoria History of the Counties of

England (Westminster, 1900- ) .
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Fitzharris, Edward, 97 
Fitzwilliam, Rev. John, 31, 60, 111,126 

Rachel's assistance to, 190-9 I, 194 
as Rachel's confidant, 150, 151-54 

Fontaine, Madelaine de, dame de 
Caillemotte, 6 

Forbes, Sir James, 207 
Fox, Charles James, 103 
Fox, Sir Stephen, 196 
French citizenship, Rachel's, 16, 236 
French language and culture 

Rachel and, 16-17, 40 
Rachel's children and, 154-55 
Rachel's grandchildren and, 227 
William and, 40 

friends, Rachel's xix, xxii 
in Hampshire, 52 
men as, xxii-xxiii, 25, 26, 30, 

151-54, 234-35
her sisters as, xxii, 13, I 8-19, 

35-36, 67 
in widowhood, 142, 217.234 
women as, xx, 217, 234 

Gainsborough, earl of. See Noel, 
Edward 

Galway, earl of. See Ruvigny, 
Henri de 

gambling 
Rachel and, 65, 197 
Rachel's father and, 7, IO 
Rachel's son and, 208-9, 211, 212 

George I, king of England, 235, 236 
Glorious Revolution (1688-89), 157, 

163, 184-87 
Godolphin, Sidney, 156, 157 
Golden Grove, Carmarthenshire, 

Wales, 20-22 
cultural and intellectual life at, 

22-25
Granby, Lord. See Manners, John, 

second duke of Rutland 
grief and mourning, Rachel's 

for half-sister Elizabeth, 198 
popular perceptions of, xxiv, xxv 
for sister Elizabeth, 67 
for son and daughter, 217, 226, 

228 
for William, 137, 143, 146-53, 

161, 163, 189, 190, 193, 
197-98, 216; clergy and,
150-54; depth and duration of,
148-50; sets up escutcheon in
his honor, 138-39, 144, 150

Griffith, Rev. John, 150 
Guizot, Frarn;ois, I..:4mour dans le 

mariage (Love in Marriage), 
XXVII 

Haddon Hall, Derby shire, 201, 222 
Halifax, marquess of. See Savile, 

George 
Halkett, Anne Murray, Lady, 15 
Hamilton, Elizabeth, 44 
Hampden, John (the younger), 105, 

129, 154 
Hampshire properties of Wriothesley 

family, 2-3. See also 
Micheldever manor; Stratton 
manor; Titchfield Abbey 

churches, chapels, and clerical ap
pointments in, 51-52, 213-14 

income from, at Rachel's death, 
237 

inherited by Rachel, 36 
in marriage contract, 46 



not forfeited by William's death, 
143-44

privileges granted by James I, 4-5, 
11, 50 

Rachel increases, 214 
royal control of portions, 11 
storm of 1703, 214 
William increases, 54-55 

handwriting, Rachel's, 16, 59, 199, 
218,231 

Hartington, William, marquess of 
(Rachel's grandson), 146 

Hartington, William, marquess of 
(Rachel's son-in-law). See 
Cavendish, William, second 
duke of Devonshire 

Hayley, William, Lord Russell, A 
Tragedy, xxiv-xxv 

Hayter, Sir George, painting of 
William's trial, xxvi, 115 

head of family and household, Rachel as, 
xxi, 63,184,213,216,223,231 

health, Rachel's 
cataracts, 198-99 
her longevity, 218 
measles (1657), 26 
pleurisy (1652), 19 
1702-11, 217-18 
1670s, 63 
smallpox (1660), 26 
stroke (1723), 237 

Henrietta Maria, queen consort of 
Charles I, 6, 9 

Henry VII, king of England, 2, 37 
Henry VIII, king of England, 2, 3 
Hicks, John, 208, 209, 211 
Holles, Denzil, first baron Holies of 

lfield, 80, 81 
Holt, Sir John, 108-9, 115 
Hoskins, John, 77, 145-46 
Hough, John, bishop of Litchfield 

and Coventry, 235 

House of Commons. See Parliament, 
House of Commons 

Howard, Sir Robert, I 88 
Howard, William, baron Howard of 

Escrick, 104, 106, 111, 116, 
117-19, 120-21, 139

Howard, William, first viscount 
Stafford, 94 

Howe, Rev. John, 159, 205 
dedicates his Discourse on Queen 
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Mary's death to Rachel, 197 
Howell, James, 23 
Howland, Elizabeth, duchess of 

Bedford, marriage settlement 
and ceremony, 205-6 

Huguenots 
persecution of (1685), 158 

in Rachel's maternal ancestry, 1-2, 
6-7; Rachel and, 17; Rachel's
father and, 9, 11

as refugees in England: Rachel 
and, 154-55, 158-59, 230; Rus
sell family and, 39, 67 

Temple at Charenton (France), 
1-2, 17, 158

Hyde, Edward, first earl of Claren
don, 13, 14, 28, 29 

Hyde, Laurence, earl of Rochester, 
94, 127, 156, 157, 190 

illnesses. See health, Rachel's 
intellectual and literacy interests, 

Rachel's, 25, 26, 30, 63, 64, 
65-66, 232

James I, king of England, 4, 5 
James II, king of England (formerly 

duke of Y ork). See also Exclusion 
Crisis 

accession to throne (1685), 155 
conspiracy against, 101-2, 104 
Rachel pleads with, for William's 

life, 29, 125, 126, 127 
son born (1688), 163 
Southampton and, 29 
William and, 93; Catholicism of 

duke of York, 73, 81, 84; con
flict over woman (1665), 43-44; 
Rachel and, 9 I 

Jeffreys, Sir George, 94, 112, 122, 
141, 159 

Jenkins, Sir Leoline, 104 
Johnson, Rev. Samuel, 66, 130, 137 

Rachel and, 66, 142, 154, 185, 
194 

written works of, 66, 136; Julian 
the Apostate, 141, 195 

Jones, Sir William, 53, 98 

Keeling, John, 104 
Keeling, Josiah, 102, 104 
Kelly, Joan, xvii, xviii 
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Laud, William, archbishop of 
Canterbury, 9, 12 

Lauderdale, duke of. See Maitland, 
John 

Lawes, Henry, 24 
Legge, George, baron of Dartmouth. 

127 
Leigh, Elizabeth, 13, 18, 26 
Leigh, Robert. 35 
Lely, Sir Peter, 28, 165 
L'Estrange, Sir Roger, Considera-

tions Upon a Printed Sheet. 139. 
140, 141 

letTer from a Person of Quality. 
(1675), 131 

letters, Rachel's, xx, xxiii 
her pleasure in writing, xx, 

152-53, 222
publication of, xvii, xxiii-xxiv, 

xxvi, 239 
in widowhood, 143; to her chil

dren, 200-20 I, 214, 221-22, 
226-27; with Fitzwilliam.
150-53, 239; with Galway. 
234-35; to her grandchildren,
227; on her grief, 147; with
Mary of Orange, 161

about William, 68-70 passim; to 
Charles II, 138-39 

to William, 69, 70, 91, 96-97, 
100, 176; in courtship, 31-32; 
love letters, 56-61, 239; politi
cal, 75, 78, 81, 83, 86, 91 

Lincoln's Inn Fields, London, 
William's execution at (1683), 
128, 135-36 

Locke, John, 77,279 
London properties of Wriothesley fa

mily, 3, 5. See also Bloomsbury 
estate; Saint Giles manor and 
hospital; Southampton House, 
Bloomsbury ; Southampton 
House, Holborn 

assignment of, in Rachel's will, 
230-31

improvements in: by Rachel, 
55-56; by Southampton, 11-12,
28-29

income from, 29, 206 
inherited by Rachel, 36 
and marriage contract, 45-46 
Rachel revokes trusts for, 145 

sale of portions, 55-56; raised 
money in 1682, 55, 110 

longevity, Rachel's, 217-18 
Long Parliament (1640-42), 13, 37 
Louis XIII, king of France, 6 
Louis XIV, king of France, 7, 74, 

79, 80, 81, 97, 127, 158 
Ludlow Castle, Shropshire, 22, 23, 

25 

Macaulay, Thomas Babington, first 
baron Macaulay, xxvi, 103-4, 
217 

Maccarty, Donough, fourth earl of 
Clancarty, 215 

Maitland, John, duke of Lauderdale, 
74, 89 

management. See Business affairs, 
Rachel's management of; Estate 
and property management by 
Rachel 

Manners, Catherine Pollock, Lady 
Stepney, Memoirs of lady 
Russell and lady Herbert, xxvi 

Manners, John, first duke of Rutland 
(formerly ninth earl), 201-2, 
214, 220-21 

Rachel and his dukedom, 215, 
219-20

Manners, John, second duke of 
Rutland (formerly Lord Roos and 
Lord Granby) 

marriage settlement and ceremony, 
with Katherine Russell, 201-4 

remarries, 228 
Manners family, 52 
Manton, Thomas, 39 
marriage(s), arranged, 298 

Rachel's, to Vaughan, 20, 21 
Rachel's views on, 21-22, 162-63, 

203,205 
marriage, Rachel's views on, 32-33 

her father's influence on, 30 
Jeremy Taylor's influence on, 23, 57 

marriage contracts 
for Rachel's marriages: first, 21 , 

35, 267-68; second, 44-46 
of Rachel's parents, IO 

marriage contracts, arranged by Rachel 
for her children, xxii, 146,216; 

for Katherine, 201-3; for Rachel, 
161-63; for Wriothesley, 205-6



her participation in negotiations for 
extended family, 159, 160 

marriages, Rachel's. See Russell, 
William, Lord Russell; mar
riage; Vaughan, Francis 

Mary II, queen of England (formerly 
princess of Orange), 80, 92 

accedes to throne, 186, 187 
death (1694), 197 
Rachel and, 160, 161, 189, 196-97 

Massiie, Daniel de, seigneur de 
Ruvigny et de Rainval (Rachel's 
grandfather), 6 

Maynard, Sir John, 145 
men, as Rachel's friends, xxii-xxiii, 

26, 30 
Fitzwilliam, 151-54 
Galway, 217, 234-35 
Vaughan (John), 25, 26 

men's roles, Rachel in. See Head of 
family and household; Marriage 
contracts and negotiations, ar
ranged by Rachel 

Micheldever 
church, Rachel and, 213-14, 230 
manor, Hampshire, 3, 36, 46 

Middlesex properties. See London 
properties of Wriothesley family 

misprision of treason, 109, 120 
Monmouth, duke of. See Scott, 

James 
Montagu, countess of. See 

Wriothesley, Elizabeth (Rachel's 
ha! f-sister) 

Montagu, Ralph, first earl and first 
duke of Montagu, xvi, 55, 65, 
75, 82, 84-85, 193 

Moore, Sir John, 99, IOI 
Morgan, Lady Rachel, 237 
mourning, Rachel's. See Grief and 

mourning, Rachel's 
music 

Alice Egerton and, 24 
Rachel and, 16, 25, 223 
Wriothesley and, 223 

Nicholson, William, 23 
Nidd, Rev. John, 39 
Noel, Edward, xvi, 22, 3 I, 45, 55, 

76, 89 
Nonconformity. See Dissent and 

Dissenters 
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North, Sir Francis, 91, 94, 109, 112, 
117, 139-40 

Northumberland, countess of. See 
Wriothesley, Elizabeth 

Northumberland, earl of. See Percy, 
Joceline 

Norton, Lady Elizabeth, 231, 234 
Norwich, Lady Jane, 69 

old age, Rachel's, 217-40 
Oldfield, Anne, 223 
Orange, Princess Mary of. See 

Mary II, queen of England 
Orange, Prince William of. See 

William III, king of England 
Orford, Lord. See Russell, Adm. 

Edward 
Osborne, Dorothy, xxii, 59 
Osborne, Thomas, earl of Danby, 75, 

80, 83, 84-85, 87 
Owen, Thomas, 195-96 
Oxford Parliament (1681), 68, 77, 

96-97
Oxford University, 157, 208 

Palmer, Sir Geoffrey, 45 
Parliament. See also Elections, 

par! iamentary 
1640, 12-13, 37 
1640-42, 23, 37 
1660, 44 
1661-79, 44 
1681, 68, 77, 96-97 

Parliament, House of Commons 
William as opposition leader, 74, 

75, 82-83, 86-87, 95, 98, 99 
William's career in, 44, 72, 77-78, 

79 
passion, Rachel's 34 

and her grief, 67, 149, 198 
and William, xxii, 48, 56-57 

Patrick, Rev. Simon, 150 
Paulet, Charles, sixth marquis of 

Winchester, 52, 89-90 
Pemberton, Sir Francis, 45, 54, 109, 

112-23 passim, 129
Penn, William, 25 
Percy, Elizabeth, countess of 

Northumberland. See Wriothesley, 
Elizabeth (Rachel's half-sister) 

Percy, Joceline, eleventh earl of 
Northumberland, 22, 45 
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personality, Rachel's. See character 
and personality, Rachel's 

Peter I, czar of Russia, 214 
Philips, Katherine, 24 
piety. See Religious beliefs and prac

tices, Rachel's 
Pinot, Magdelaine de (Rachel's 

grandmother), 6 
political interest and activities, 

Rachel's, xxi, 71-72 
with Carbery family, 25 
her children and, 201 
in old age, 229, 235-36 
in widowhood, 137-43, 184-90. 

195-97, 214-16; her commit
ment to Whigs, 146, 161,
184-87, 190, 195-96; and elec
tions, 195-96, 221; influences
appointments to government
posts, 191-92, 196, 215, 219-21

during William's political career, 
71-102; her contacts, 71, 75,
76-77, 90, 125-28, 283; as his
informant, 71, 74-75, 78, 86,
90; her opinions and advice. 74,
78, 81-82, 83, 91

Pollexfen, Henry, l08-9, 115, 186, 
192 

Popish Plot (1678), 72, 77, 79, 
83-84, 91-94, 126, 132

portraits of Rachel, 33, 133, 172 

Kneller's, ii, 147-48, 183 

Lely's (1662), 28 
in old age, 183, 199, 229 

property management. See Estate and 
property management by Rachel 

property of Wriothesley family. See 

Hampshire properties; London 
properties 

Protestantism. See Anglicanism; Dis
sent and Dissenters; Huguenots; 
Puritans and Puritanism 

Puritans and Puritanism, 9, 19, 23 

Ranelagh, Katherine, countess of 
Ranelagh, xxi, 125-26, 127, 
190, 191-92 

religious beliefs and practices, 
Rachel's. xxi 

Anglicanism, 19, 29, 153, 157, 
233 

and her children, 200-20 I, 225, 
233 

deaths and illnesses and, 19, 
26-27, 67

Dissent/Nonconformity, 29, 
66-67, 153-54, 191,196,224

education in, 15, 17 
during her marriage to William, 

66-67
in widowhood, 148, 151-54, 185 

Reresby, Sir John, 40 
residences, Rachel's. See also 

Southampton House, 
Bloomsbury ; Stratton House and 
manor; Woburn Abbey 

in childhood, 11 
in first marriage, 22 
in old age, 222, 228-29 
in second marriage, 52-53 
in widowhood, 155 

resistance, right of 
Johnson on, 66, 130, 141 
Rachel and, 194 
Tillotson and, 130, 131, 193, 195 
William and, 125, 130-31 

Restoration of Stuarts, 27, 38 
Revolution of 1688-89, 157, 163, 

184-87
Rochester, earl of. See Hyde, 

Laurence 
romantic love 

Rachel and, 30, 31, 32-33,47, 56 
Rachel's parents and, 7, 31 
William's parents and, 31, 256n.3 

Roos, Lord. See Manners, John, sec
ond duke of Rutland 

Rumsey , Col. John, IOI, l04-5, 
116, 119 

Russell, Anne, 60 
Russell, Diana. Lady Alington, 63, 

65, 78, 79 
Russell, Edward (William's brother), 

42, 207-8 
Rachel and, 63, 159 

Russell, Adm. Edward, earl of 
Orford, 161, 185, 197,211,225 

Russell, Francis (Frank), 3 I , 38, 40, 
44, 45 

Russell, Francis, fourth earl of Bed
ford, 37, 38 

Russell, James, 42, 63, 134 



Russell, Colonel John 
and Rachel, 74, 75, 144 
and William, 44, 69, 134 

Russell, John (first earl of Bedford), 37 
Russell, John (sixth duke of Bedford), 

xxvi-xxvii, 239
Russell, Katherine, duchess of 

Rutland (fonner/y Lady Roos and 
Lady Granby; Rachel's daughter), 
xvi, 180 

birth ( I 676), 60 
death (171 I), 217, 227-28 
and father, 62 
marriage settlement for, 201-4 
and mother (Rachel), 198-99, 221,226 

Russell, Margaret, 63, 160, 184 
Russell, Rachel, duchess of 

Devonshire (fonnerly Lady 
Cavendish and Lady Hartington; 
Rachel's daughter), xvi, 180 

birth (1674), 60, 74 
in childhood, 61 
letters to her father, 62, 178 
her marriage settlement and 

ceremony, 161-63 
her presence at court, 187 
Rachel and, 201,223,237, 238-39 

Russell, William, first duke of 
Bedford (fonnerly fifth earl), 167 

death (1700), 212; Rachel as his 
executor, 2 I 3, 230 

on meeting with William of Orange 
(July 1681), 98-99 

and Nonconformists, 67 
political career, 37-38, 189 
and Rachel: as her political inform

ant, 75; and raising her children, 
155, 212; relationship, 63, 145, 
160,213 

his title and honor to Wriothesley, 
212-13

and William (son): arranges mar
riage contract, 45; pleads for 
son's life, 125; sponsors reversal 
of attainder, I 88 

Russell, William, Lord Russell 
appearance (physical), 36, 38, /68, 

169, 171, 173 
arrest (June 1683), 102, 103, 104, 

105; memorialized by Rachel, 
148, 163, 197 
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his attainder, 138; its effect on 
Rachel, 149; reversal of, 103, 
156-57, 184, 187-89

character and personality, 38, 
40-44, 63; audacity, 74, 79, 82,
84, 95; extravagance, 43, 64;
recklessness, 42, 64, 72, 79, 81,
93, 95, 97; tenderness and
generosity, 65; womanizing,
43-44, 69, 70

and his children, xxiii, 48, 61, 62, 
65 

death (July 1683), 72, 103, 
135-36, I 93; his preparation for, 
125, 128, 129, 134-35; Rachel
and, 143, 149-50; Rachel's ef
forts to avert, 125-28; Rachel's
response to (see Grief and
mourning, Rachel's); tracts on,
139-40, 188-89

debts, 144-45 
and duels, 43 
education, 38-40 
execution of, 135-36; sentence 

commuted to beheading, 128; site 
of, 128 

family background, 36-38; table, 

242-43
finances, 43, 64 
friends, 40, 52 
health, 62-63, 95, 129-30 
and law, 39 
his letters: to Charles II, 125, 134, 

143; to duke of York, 126; about 
European travels, 40-41; to 
Rachel, 59, 75, 87, 100-101, 
176 

literary and intellectual interests, 
41, 63, 65 

marriage to Rachel: contract, 
44-46; courtship, 31-33; discord
in, 68-70, 90, 96; domestic life,
48-70; their farewell (20 July
1683), 134-35, 179; their per
sonal relationship, 47, 48, 52,
56-59, 64, 65, 70, 135, 149;
Rachel's contributions, 33-36,
45-46; her recollections of, 149;
wedding (August 1669), 31,270

marty rdom, xxiv, xxv-xxvii, 
103-4, 128, 136, 139-42,
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Russell, William-continued 
188-89; Rachel and, xvii. xxiv,
143, 148-50, 197, 238-40

military interests, 42, 93, 124 
political career and activities, 

71-102; early (1660s), 44; elec-
tions, 44, 85-86, 96; as opposi
tion leader in Commons, 74, 75,
82-83, 86-87, 95, 98, 99;
papers of, 105; on Privy Coun
cil, 88, 89, 90; Rachel's contacts
and, 71, 75, 76-77, 90, 125-28,
283; Rachel's role as his inform
ant, 71, 74-75, 78, 86, 90; trea
sonous or conspiratorial
activities, ascribed, 101-6,
109-10, 113, I 16-19, 132-33

religious beliefs and practices, 
38-39, 41-42, 65; Anglicanism,
66, 96, 132; anti-Catholicism,
39,41, 66, 73, 81, 87, 92, 96,
132; during imprisonment, 128,
129, 132

speeches: April 1679, 87-88; Jan
uary 1674, 74; 1660[?], maiden 
speech, 44; November 1678, 84; 
October 1673, to Grand Com
mittee, 73-74; his political views 
expressed in, 95-96; scaffold 
speech, 88, 103, 109, 128, 
130-34, 137-42, 290, 292-93;
at his trial, 108, 121-22

his title, xv, 38, 79 
his trial (July 1683), 103, 111-23; 

his defense, I 19-23; depositions 
and witnesses providing evi
dence, 102.104, 106-8, Ill, 
I I 6-19, I 21; Hayter's painting 
of, xxvi. I I 5; his interrogation 
prior to, 109-10; jurors in, 103, 
109, I 13-14, 115-16, 129, 133, 
I 86, I 88; legal disagreements, 
108-9, I 13, I 19-20, 122-23;
plea-bargainers and, 104, 107,
119; his preparations for, 
I 08-11; prosecution's case,
I 16-19; Rachel and, 103, 105,
110-11, 112, 114-15; sentenc
ing, 124; treason vs. misprision
of treason in, 109, 120, 124;
verdict, 123; Whigs' later
charges concerning, I 86, I 88, I 93

and violence, 93, IOI 
Russell. Wriothesley, second duke of 

Bedford (.frmner!_,. Lord 
Tavistock; Rachel's son) 

Bedford title for: Dutch support 
for, 156-57, 160; Rachel's ef
forts for, 144, 149, 156-57, 189, 
204 

birth (1680), 60, 90 
in childhood, 61-62, 154-55, 181 

courtesy title awarded ( 1689), I 89 
death ( 1711), 2 I 7, 226 
education, 154-55, 206-7, 208 
his extravagance, 210, 212, 223 
as gambler, 208-9, 211,212,223 
his health, 155, 226 
interests and avocations, as adult, 

223-24
as Knight of the Garter, 212-13, 

215-16, 219
his marriage settlement and 

ceremony, 205-6 
and public affairs, 20 I, 207, 219, 

224 
Rachel and, 204-13, 223-26 
religious beliefs, 211, 225 
travels abroad, 209-I I 

Russell family, 37-38 
and Huguenot refugees, 39, 67 
Rachel's relationship, 63 

Rutland, second duchess of. See 
Russell, Katherine 

Rutland. first duke of (earlier, ninth 
earl). See Manners, John 

Ruvigny, Henri de (Rachel's uncle) 
career and reputation, 6-7 
in England: as Huguenot leader, 

158; visits, 66-67, 156-58 
and Nonconformity, 66-67; and 

Rachel. 7, 16, 17, 79, 82, 157-58 
and William, 75, 79 

Ruvigny, Henri de, first earl of 
Galway (Rachel's cousin), 79-80 

death (1720), 212,235; buried at 
East Stratton, 51 

Rachel and, 7, I 7, 82; in old age, 
2 I 7, 234-35; proposes to pub
lish her writing, 233-34 

and William, 79, 80-81, 84-85, 127 
Ruvigny de la Maison Fort, Rachel 

Massiie de, countess of 
Southampton (Rachel's mother), 164 



character, personality and beauty 
of, 8-9, 11 

children of, births, 11 
her death (1640), 8, 12, 19 
her dowry, 9-10 
her family, 2, 6 
her first marriage, lO 
her Huguenot faith, 2 

her marriage to Southampton, 1-2. 
6, 7-11 

Rachel and, 8-9, 12 

Rye House Plot, l03, 141,142,188 

Saint Claire, Sir William, 7 
Saint Giles manor and hospital, 

London, 5, 36,45,46 
sale of portion ( 1682), 55 
trust for, revoked by Rachel, 145 

Salisbury, earl of. See Cecil, Robert 
Savile, Anne, countess of Carbery, 

25, 26 
Savile, George, first marquess of 

Halifax, 94, 127 
and Rachel, 138, 139, 144, 

192-93
Savile, Henry, 64, 75 
Sawyer, Sir Robert, l09, 112 
Scott, James, duke of Monmouth 

and plots and schemes, 84, 90, 91, 
l06, I 16-18 passim 

his rebellion and death (1685), 155 
and William, 69, 99, IOI, 106, 

142-43
Scroggs, Sir William, 94 

Sellwood, Lucy, 236, 237 
Sellwood, Thomas, xxiii, 230, 235, 

239-40 
servants, Rachel and, 53-54, 145 

her legacies to, 236-37, 238 
Shaftesbury, duchess of. See Spencer, 

Margaret 
Shaftsbury, earl of. See Cooper, 

Anthony Ashley 
Shepherd, Thomas, 105, 106, 116, 

117 
Short Parliament (1640), 12-13, 37 
Shower, Sir Bartholomew, 140, 189 
Sidney, Algernon, 95, 101, 105 
Skelton, Bevil, 160 
Sloane, Hans, 61, 226. 227, 237 
Smith, Hilda, xvii, xx, 261 
Smythe, Philip, 40 

social life, Rachel's 

1660s, 29, 34 
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during marriage to William, 65 

as widow, 163, 184, 197-98 
soldiers, maintenance of, 27, 73, 74, 

75-76, 80
Somerset, Lady Henrietta, 205 

Southampton, countess of. See 
Ruvigny de la Maison Fort, 
Rachel Massiie de 

Southampton, earls of. See 

Wriothesley 
Southampton House, Bloomsbury, 

28-29, 35, 52, 53-54, 174,222
disposition of, in Rachel's will, 

230-31
in marriage contract, 45-46 
mourning shown at, 148 
Rachel inherits, 36 
Rachel leases, 228-29 

Rachel mortgages, 206 
Rachel returns to ( 1684-85), 155 

Southampton House, Holborn, 3, 5, 
36 

speech pattern 
Rachel's, xix, 33-34, 66 
William's, 38, 73, 86, 95 

Spencer, Dorothy, countess of 
Sunderland, 190 

Spencer, John, 229-30, 307 
Spencer, Margaret, duchess of 

Shaftesbury, 22, 76-77, 192 
Spencer, Robert, second earl of Sun

derland, 21, 44, 77, 111, 121, 
127 

Spencer, Thomas, 21 
Stafford, viscount. See Howard, 

William 
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