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			Chapter 1: The Wit and Wisdom of Sir Winston

			Sir Winston Leonard Spencer Churchill made an unconventional entry to this world. The son of Lord Randolph Churchill and Lady Jennie arrived prematurely in a small room, which was at the time serving as a ladies’ cloakroom, at Blenheim Palace, Oxfordshire on the night of 30 November 1874.

			After a life marked by frequent similarly unconventional incidents, he died quietly on the morning of 24 January 1965 in a bedroom at 28 Hyde Park Gate, London after a week’s coma caused by a stroke.

			Between those two dates, Churchill lived a life so extraordinary and made such an indelible mark on the history of the twentieth century that in 2002 the people of the United Kingdom voted him the greatest Briton who ever drew breath.

			Sportsman, soldier, orator, statesman, historian, painter, prophet and writer, he was also celebrated – perhaps more than for anything else – for his wit. Sir Robert Menzies, prime minister of Australia, noted as much when he spoke on the occasion of Churchill’s funeral: ‘Winston was a man of wit and chuckling humour.’

			The British prime minister Harold Macmillan agreed. ‘Perhaps the most endearing thing about Sir Winston Churchill in private talk, in cabinet, in the House of Commons, was his puckish humour, his tremendous sense of fun and the quick alteration between grave and gay,’ he said on the day of Churchill’s death.

			His wit manifested itself in many ways – puckish, infectious, hilarious, downright rude – but its one constant characteristic was that it could be unveiled anywhere, at any time, in even the gravest conditions.

			In this book you will find the best of that wit – ripe plums of humour taken from Churchill’s parliamentary replies and ripostes, prepared addresses, asides and off-the-cuff remarks – all revealing a trenchant sharpness of mind, fine appreciation of humour and devastating sense of fun.

			Perhaps the most searing examples of his razor-edged wit were directed at his parliamentary adversaries in the cut and thrust of the political scene. When Sir Alfred Bossom made his initial entry into the House of Commons, Churchill was heard to say: ‘Bossom? Bossom? What an extraordinary name … neither one thing nor the other.’

			When seriousness was demanded, however, Churchill rose to the occasion like no other orator. His defiant discourses to parliament, the British nation and listeners overseas during World War II have rightly passed into legend as brilliant examples of the speechmaker’s art, and a section of this book is given over to print versions of those speeches, so that you may follow – perhaps even commit to memory – the great man’s words.

			This book (this introduction, even) begs, borrows and steals, unashamedly, from The Wit of Sir Winston, compiled by Adam Sykes and Iain Sproat and published by Leslie Frewin in the year of Churchill’s death. Britain, and the world, have changed irrevocably since 1965, but even in today’s brave new world, Churchill’s wit and wisdom retain their startling originality and biting power. They are timeless.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2: Churchill on Churchill

			A prolific writer as well as a noted speaker, Churchill offered many an appreciation of his contemporaries – but also of himself.

			*

			‘I am not usually accused, even by my friends, of a modest or retiring disposition.’

			*

			Churchill became prime minister for the first time in 1940. He later wrote: ‘I felt as if I were walking with destiny, and that all my past life had been but a preparation for this hour and for this trial.’

			*

			His youth and education were not entirely happy experiences. ‘I was what,’ he once recalled, ‘people called “a troublesome boy”.’

			*

			‘Where my reason, imagination or interest were not engaged, I would not or I could not learn,’ he said of his school days.

			*

			Later in life, though, he admitted: ‘I am always ready to learn, although I do not always like being taught".

			*

			 "I am certainly not one of those who need to be prodded,’ said Churchill. ‘In fact, if anything, I am the prod.’

			*

			If staff or ministers received a memorandum from WSC bearing the words ‘action this day’, they knew delay was not an option. ‘I never worry about action,’ Churchill was heard to say, ‘but only inaction.’

			*

			‘I am easily satisfied with the very best.’

			*

			‘Although prepared for martyrdom, I preferred that it be postponed,’ said Churchill of his early life.

			*

			Of his wartime stewardship of Britain, he stated: ‘I was only the servant of my country and had I, at any moment, failed to express her unflinching resolve to fight and conquer, I should at once have been rightly cast aside.’

			*

			‘We are all worms. But I do believe I am a glow-worm.’

			*

			‘In the course of my life, I have often had to eat my words, and I must confess that I have always found it a wholesome diet.’

			*

			‘There is no such thing as a negative virtue,’ declared Churchill. ‘If I have been of service to my fellow man, it has never been by self-repression, but always by self-expression.’

			*

			‘For myself, I am an optimist. It does not seem to be much use being anything else.’

			*

			Churchill’s marriage to Clementine was a long and happy one, but he insisted: ‘My most brilliant achievement was my ability to be able to persuade my wife to marry me.’

			*

			‘I do think unpunctuality is a vile habit, and all my life I have tried to break myself of it.’

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3: Thoughts and Opinions

			It sometimes seemed that you could name any topic, and Churchill had thought about it, and could express an opinion.

			*

			A visitor once famously remarked on the likeness of one of his grandchildren to Winston, who, equally famously, replied: ‘All babies are like me.’

			*

			‘Politics are almost as exciting as war and quite as dangerous, although in war you can be killed only once, in politics many times.’

			*

			Hansard of 13 May 1940 reported this Churchillian musing on democracy: ‘Many forms of Government have been tried, and will be tried in this world of sin and woe. No one pretends that democracy is perfect or all-wise. Indeed, it has been said that democracy is the worst form of government except all those other forms that have been tried from time to time.’

			*

			In another pronouncement on democracy, Churchill remarked: ‘The best argument against democracy is a five-minute conversation with the average voter.’

			*

			‘Some men change their party for the sake of their principles; others their principles for the sake of their party.’

			*

			‘When the eagles are silent, the parrots begin to jabber.’

			*

			Paris in the years immediately following World War I was described by Churchill as ‘a terrible society, grimly polished and trellised with live wires.’

			*

			‘The press is easier squashed than squared.’

			*

			Churchill once described Europe between the two world wars thus: ‘Dictators ride to and fro upon tigers which they dare not dismount. And the tigers are getting hungry.’

			*

			Why, Winston was once asked, did he always seem to miss trains and aeroplane flights? ‘I am a sporting man,’ he replied. ‘I always give them a fair chance of getting away.’

			*

			‘A joke is a very serious thing.’

			*

			‘Trying to maintain good relations with the communists is like wooing a crocodile. You do not know whether to tickle it under the chin or beat it over the head. When it opens its mouth you cannot tell whether it is trying to smile or preparing to eat you up.’

			*

			‘I like pigs. Dogs look up to us. Cats look down on us. Pigs treat us as equals.’

			*

			‘A fanatic is one who can’t change his mind and won’t change the subject.’

			*

			When Churchill was in his seventy-sixth year, he was asked if he had any fear of death. His reply was quiet and considered: ‘I am ready to meet my maker. Whether my maker is prepared for the great ordeal of meeting me is another matter.’

			*

			‘Would you like to tell our readers, sir,’ a journalist once asked, ‘what are the desirable qualifications for any young man who wishes to be a politician? ’Churchill’s face took on its well-known ‘bulldog look’, and all those present assumed he was about to come out with a profound nugget of wisdom. ‘It is the ability,’ he rumbled thoughtfully, ‘to foretell what is going to happen tomorrow, next week, next month and next year.’ He stopped and glanced round the assembled journalists to make sure they had got all that down, and then added: ‘And to have the ability afterwards to explain why it didn’t happen.’

			*

			‘There is no finer investment for any community than putting milk into babies.’

			*

			Churchill was not sure of the benefits of some examples of twentieth century technology, and sometimes regretted the passing of equine power. ‘I have always considered that the substitution of the internal combustion engine for the horse,’ he remarked, ‘marked a very gloomy milestone in the progress of mankind.’

			*

			‘Broadly speaking,’ Churchill declared, ‘human beings may be divided into three classes: those who are billed to death; those who are worried to death; and those who are bored to death.’

			*

			‘Don’t argue about the difficulties. The difficulties will argue for themselves.’

			*

			Churchill might not always be perceived as having been receptive to criticism, but he stated: ‘Criticism may not be agreeable, but it is necessary. It fulfils the same function as pain in the human body; it calls attention to the development of an unhealthy state of things. A young man cannot expect to get very far in life without getting some good smacks in the eye.’

			*

			Churchill was loath to make prophecies. ‘It is a mistake to look too far ahead,’ he said. ‘Only one link of the chain of destiny can be handled at a time.’

			*

			On another occasion, he remarked: ‘It is always wise to look ahead, but difficult to look further than you can see.’

			*

			At a London meeting of the United Europe movement in 1947, Churchill proclaimed: ‘All the greatest things are simple, and many can be expressed in a single word: freedom, justice, honour, duty, mercy, hope.’

			*

			In 1948 he added these words to the debate on the unity of Europe: ‘We are asking the nations of Europe between whom rivers of blood have flowed to forget the feuds of a thousand years.’

			*

			‘Difficulties mastered are opportunities won.’

			*

			Churchill was well qualified to judge the courage of others, and did not hesitate to pronounce: ‘Courage is rightly esteemed the first of human qualities … because it is the quality which guarantees all others.’

			*

			On another occasion, he observed: ‘Courage is what it takes to stand up and speak; courage is also what it takes to sit down and listen.’

			*

			‘Healthy citizens are the greatest asset any country can have.’

			*

			‘If the human race wishes to have a prolonged and indefinite period of material prosperity, they have only got to behave in a peaceful and helpful way toward one another.’

			*

			‘If you are going through hell, keep going.’

			*

			‘If you have an important point to make, don’t try to be subtle or clever,’ advised Churchill. ‘Use a piledriver. Hit the point once. Then come back and hit it again. Then hit it a third time – a tremendous whack.’

			*

			‘It is a fine thing to be honest, but it is also very important to be right.’

			*

			‘Never hold discussions with the monkey when the organ grinder is in the room.’

			*

			‘Nothing can be more abhorrent to democracy than to imprison a person or keep him in prison because he is unpopular. This is really the test of civilisation.’

			*

			‘Perhaps it is better to be irresponsible and right, than to be responsible and wrong.’

			*

			At school, the young Churchill was often unhappy, and equally often unsuccessful. He found mathematics particularly difficult. He complained: ‘The figures were tied in all sorts of tangles and did things to one another which it was extremely difficult to forecast.’

			*

			‘Play the game for more than you can afford to lose … only then will you learn the game.’

			*

			Churchill laid out his hopes for the prosperity and well-being of humankind in a speech in Dundee as early as 1908: ‘What is the use of living, if it be not to strive for noble causes and to make this muddled world a better place for those who will live in it after we are gone? How else can we put ourselves in harmonious relation with the great verities and consolations of the infinite and the eternal? And I avow my faith that we are marching towards better days. Humanity will not be cast down. We are going on swinging bravely forward along the grand high road and already behind the distant mountains is the promise of the sun.’

			*

			‘Solitary trees, if they grow at all, grow strong.’

			*

			‘Some people regard private enterprise as a predatory tiger to be shot,’ commented the great man. ‘Others look on it as a cow they can milk. Not enough people see it as a healthy horse, pulling a sturdy wagon.’

			*

			Never one to hold back an opinion, Churchill was a master of the one-liner:

			*

			‘Success consists of going from failure to failure without loss of enthusiasm.’

			*

			‘Sure I am of this, that you have only to endure to conquer. You have only to persevere to save yourselves.’

			*

			‘The empires of the future are the empires of the mind.’

			*

			‘The longer you can look back, the farther you can look forward.’

			*

			‘The first quality that is needed is audacity.’

			*

			‘The power of man has grown in every sphere, except over himself.’

			*

			‘The price of greatness is responsibility.’

			*

			‘There are a terrible lot of lies going about the world, and the worst of it is that half of them are true.’

			*

			‘There is no such thing as a good tax.’

			*

			‘There is no such thing as public opinion. There is only published opinion.’

			*

			‘To build may have to be the slow and laborious task of years. To destroy can be the thoughtless act of a single day.’

			*

			‘Too often the strong, silent man is silent only because he does not know what to say, and is reputed strong only because he has remained silent.’

			*

			‘We are masters of the unsaid words, but slaves of those we let slip out.’
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