
 
 
Sarah Churchill (1660-1744), Duchess of Marlborough  
 
Why a plaque:  

During the reign of Queen Anne, as her close confidante and advisor, Sarah Churchill became 
the second most powerful woman in Britain.  Sarah was extremely influential in both 
nationally and locally, and continued so after her husband’s death in 1722. 
 
Importance to St Albans: 

Sarah (neé Jennings) was born in St Albans. John and Sarah maintained their connections 
here, returning regularly to Holywell House. They exerted political influence in the town and 
purchased land.  Many streets in St Albans are named after her family, for example, 
Marlborough Road, Jennings Road and Spencer Street.  In 1685 they enlarged their house, 
requiring the diversion of Holywell Hill to create space. Although the house is long gone, this 
diversion still exists today as Grove Road.  One of her greatest legacies to the town was the 
Marlborough Almshouses, completed and transferred to a Trust in 1736 for 18 men and 18 
women, primarily veterans of her husband’s battles and servants, at a cost of £50,000 (the 
equivalent of £4million today).  The building was renovated in 1850, when new brickwork 
and the pediments were added.  
 
History: 

Sarah was born Sarah Jennings, probably at Holywell House, St Albans in 1660. She was a 
descendant of Sir Ralph Rowlett a wool merchant and daughter of Richard Jennings, 
landowner and MP for St Albans.  At the age of 13 Sarah followed her sister to the royal 
court and five years later married John Churchill, a young army officer, whom she met there.  
In the years that followed, Sarah and her husband became the closest advisers and friends 
to King James II’s youngest daughter, Anne who became Queen in 1702. John’s military 
successes led to him being awarded the title Earl of Marlborough by William III, elevated to 
Duke of Marlborough by Anne on her accession and they were also awarded the Manor of 
Woodstock, which became the site of Blenheim Palace. Anne rewarded them lavishly and 
along with John Churchill’s brother George and their friend Sydney Godolphin they became 
the four most powerful people in the country. So important was Sarah’s relationship with 
the Queen that, when they became estranged, due to Sarah’s overbearing manner and her 
trying to force her political and religious opinions on the Queen, both Churchill and 
Godolphin fell from power too. Following the accession of the House of Hanover Sarah 
played a key role in supporting the Whig party. 

Sarah was a businesswoman, investing her money to get the best return. This included 
lending money to the British government as well as buying shares in some companies that 
traded in slaves (e.g., The Royal African Company and the South Sea Company).  She also 

invested in land at a time when women had little power in financial affairs and became the 
wealthiest woman in England. 

SARAH CHURCHILL (1660 - 1744) 
Duchess of Marlborough  
COURTIER, POLITICIAN & LOCAL LANDOWNER  
had these almshouses built 1734-1736 

 



 
 

With her strong opinions, Sarah was not always popular and quarrelled with many.  The 
master mason responsible for the building of Blenheim Palace was Edward Strong, who lived 
at Sopwell House in St Albans.  He had to battle with the Churchills to retrieve the sum of 
£12,526. 1s. 6d owing to him - he fought his case over a period of three years and won. 

The residents of her Marlborough Almshouses had to be sober and pious and with an 
income of less than £20 per annum.  Rules for the residents included taking the sacrament 3 
times in the year, observing a curfew of 9pm in winter and 10.30pm in summer, keeping the 
premises neat, with no swearing and no sub-letting, and not leaving the almshouses for a 
period longer than three days.  

Sarah gave birth to seven children, four of whom survived to adulthood.  After the death of 
her son John, her family continued through the female line.  Descendants include Lady Diana 
Spencer, later Diana, Princess of Wales and Winston Churchill.   

She died in London in 1744, aged 84, leaving the bulk of her fortune, including the land in St 
Albans to her favourite grandson, John Spencer.  She is buried with her husband at Blenheim 
Palace 
 
 
 

 


