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WESTMINSTER HALL


THE CEREMONY WAS unique in British history, reflecting both the extraordinary longevity of the Prime Minister and his continuing domination of the political landscape. On 30 November 1954 almost the entire membership of the Commons and the Lords, as well as several officers of state and other distinguished visitors, gathered in Parliament to mark the eightieth birthday of Sir Winston Churchill, the first premier since William Gladstone to have reached that milestone. The setting was the eleventh-century Westminster Hall, whose magnificent high-vaulted timber ceiling and mighty stone walls exuded an austere medieval grandeur. Out of respect for Churchill’s venerable age, special electric heating pads had been discreetly installed in his designated chair on the dais facing the audience.


Political strife had largely been forgotten for the day. The partisanship that usually animated Westminster was temporarily replaced by a mood of restrained pride. A hush descended on the guests as the beating drums of the Royal Household’s military band signalled the opening of the event. Just as the drum roll was completed, Churchill appeared at the top of the stone steps in his black frock coat, his distinctive, stocky frame silhouetted against the light flooding in from the window by the main entrance. With a broad smile, he turned to the audience and started to walk slowly down towards his chair, the Guards band now playing Elgar’s ‘Pomp and Circumstance’. His sometimes over-solicitous doctor Lord Moran described the scene. ‘As he began to descend the stairs his right leg shot out in the air before it came down on the step; he was not very steady. I held my breath but nothing happened. He took his seat sitting bolt upright, his hands laid flat on his knees, while wide-eyed he searched all around him.’ 1


As the audience settled, the wiry, slightly diffident, figure of Opposition Leader Clement Attlee moved towards the lectern at the centre of the dais. Expectations were not high, for Attlee was never the most captivating of speakers. But this time he rose to the occasion. Drawing on his personal admiration for Churchill, with whom he had shared so many momentous experiences over the previous decades, he delivered a fulsome tribute. In warm-hearted language, he highlighted some of the key landmarks in Churchill’s long career, especially his resolute leadership and inspirational speeches during the war. Having described Churchill as ‘the daring pilot in extremity’, he said that ‘we who had the privilege of serving under you during those long days of war know well what the country owes to you’. Attlee also praised Churchill’s record of liberalism in the Edwardian age and his imaginative military thinking during the First World War, inspired by his experience as a soldier in Queen Victoria’s army. Nor did he ignore Churchill’s talent for confrontation, which was clearly manifested during the years of Tory Opposition after Labour’s landslide victory in the 1945 General Election. ‘We of the Government endeavoured to sustain your attacks with equanimity, whether they were delivered with the gravity of the elder statesman or, as sometimes happened, with the impetuosity of the cavalry subaltern of long ago,’ he said. Attlee concluded that ‘I should be in breach of my duty as Leader of the Opposition were I to wish you long continuance in your present office, but I hope that you will live to see the beginnings of an era of peace in the world after the storms which has been your lot to encounter.’ 2 In the view of Labour MP Dick Crossman, normally one of Attlee’s backbench critics, the speech was ‘pleasant, dry and witty’.3


But Attlee’s duties were not complete. He also had to present Churchill with two birthday gifts from his fellow parliamentarians. The first was an illuminated book containing the signatures of all but 26 of the 625 MPs; the tiny number of MPs who refused to sign largely comprised Celtic nationalists or diehard socialists. Far more controversially, Attlee had to ask Churchill to accept an official portrait, commissioned by Parliament, paid for by subscriptions from the two Houses and painted by the artist Graham Sutherland. A former official war artist, Sutherland was chosen by a Westminster committee because of his impressive record as a portrait painter; Somerset Maugham and Lord Beaverbrook were among his previous subjects. Unfortunately for Churchill, he was also renowned for his raw, unflattering depictions of his sitters. Sutherland created the final work from charcoal sketches that he made during visits in August 1954 to Chartwell, Churchill’s country home in Kent. At first Churchill had been impressed. ‘No one has seen the beginnings of the portrait except Papa and he is much struck by the power of his drawing,’ wrote Churchill’s wife, Clementine, to their daughter Mary.4 But when he saw the finished product, shortly before his birthday, he was dismayed. He felt that, far from showing him as a dignified national leader, it represented him as a decrepit, seedy old man – ‘like a down-and-out drunk who has been picked up out of the gutter in the Strand’, he told one of his aides.5 ‘It makes me look as though I was straining at the stool,’ was another of his private comments.6 In fact, Churchill was so furious that he initially stated that the ceremony would have to go ahead without the portrait. Only the intervention of Clementine and the Conservative MP Charles Doughty, who told him that rejection would cause deep offence to the donors, prevented this drastic eventuality.


On the day itself, Churchill managed to handle the problem with a tactful euphemism. ‘The portrait is a remarkable example of modern art. It certainly combines force with candour,’ he said, prompting an outburst of laughter in the hall.7 Yet Churchill never saw the humorous side of Sutherland’s painting. He refused permission for it to be hung at Westminster, as originally planned, and instead had it hidden in a cellar at Chartwell. ‘It’s a horrible portrait – a horror and vile in colour,’ he said in 1955.8 Attlee shared this antipathy to Sutherland’s effort. ‘I tell people that it’s lucky he did not depict the Old Man in plus fours with loud checks with one foot in the grave. That’s his usual style,’ he wrote to his brother Tom.9 After her husband’s death, Clementine arranged with one of his former secretaries for the portrait to be cut up and burned on a huge bonfire. She too had grown to hate it, believing that it revealed ‘nothing of the warmth and humanity of his nature’.10


That quality of warmth shone through Churchill’s response to Attlee’s address. ‘This is to me the most memorable public occasion of my life,’ he began, adding that the celebration was an indicator of the health of the British parliamentary system and ‘the underlying unity of our national life’. He thanked Attlee for the ‘magnanimous appraisement he has given of my variegated career. I must confess that this ceremony, with all its charm and splendour, may well be found to have seriously affected my controversial value as a party politician.’ Referring to Attlee’s own long political career, Churchill pointed out that the two of them had been the only occupants of Downing Street since 1940. Indeed, ‘there are no other Prime Ministers alive’, he said with a triumphant if morbid flourish. But their alternating grip on power was another indicator, he claimed, of British democracy’s strength. ‘Mr Attlee’s and my monopoly of the most powerful and disputatious office under the Crown is surely a fact which the outside world must recognise as a symbol of the inherent stability of the British way of life. It is not, however, intended to make it a permanent feature of the Constitution.’ Churchill said he was grateful for Attlee’s praise of his wartime speeches; but, in a passage that justly became famous, he told the audience that he had only expressed the ‘remorseless’ and ‘unconquerable’ will of the British people. ‘It was the nation and the race dwelling all around the globe that had the lion’s heart. I had the luck to be called upon to give the roar.’ 11 When he resumed his seat, the applause was prolonged. On departing the Hall, Churchill, who was always inclined to lachrymosity, gave way to his feelings. ‘He had done his part manfully – he had promised he would not let his emotions get on top – but now, as he stumbled through the North door into the winter day, he could no longer keep back his tears,’ noted Lord Moran.12


In a poignant final part of his speech, Churchill had confessed of his premiership, ‘I am now nearing the end of my journey.’ 13 His prediction was soon to be realised. In April 1955, with a great deal of reluctance, he finally left Downing Street. A few months later Attlee gave up the Labour leadership after more than two decades at the helm. It was perhaps appropriate that these two titans should retire in the same year, for their public lives had long been interwoven. Sometimes turbulent, often fruitful, theirs was a relationship unprecedented in the annals of British politics. There have been long-running rivalries between party Leaders before and since. The 1870s were dominated by the feud between Gladstone and Disraeli, their political antipathy fuelled by personal dislike. The late 1960s and early 1970s saw Wilson and Heath fight four General Elections against each other, while the most prominent figures of the inter-war years were Stanley Baldwin and Ramsay MacDonald, who started as opponents and ended up as joint Leaders of the National Government, united mainly by their enthusiasm for procrastination.


But there has never been a connection like that between Churchill and Attlee. Brought together in the perilous hour of 1940, they forged a partnership that transcended party lines for five years. So important was Attlee to the wartime Coalition that Churchill created a new constitutional position for him as Britain’s first-ever Deputy Prime Minister. In the last years of the war, Attlee became an increasingly powerful figure at the heart of Government, particularly in overseeing plans for national reconstruction. Once victory in Europe had been achieved, the two partners were opponents again, fighting a surprisingly acrimonious campaign in 1945, from which Attlee emerged as the overwhelming victor.


The man so often dismissed as a mediocrity turned out to be the architect of one of Britain’s most successful reforming administrations. Under his unobtrusive leadership, the Labour Government embarked on a wide-ranging programme of change, from the creation of the National Health Service to the award of independence for India. It is a measure of Attlee’s achievement that when Churchill regained power, in October 1951, he reversed little of Labour’s post-war settlement despite his frequent denunciations of socialism.


A five-year partnership between two Leaders, followed by a decade of political strife, is unparalleled and unlikely ever to be repeated. Attlee and Churchill led their respective parties for a combined total of thirty-five years, an aggregate unmatched by any other pair of opponents in the history of British democracy. What adds to the peerless quality of their long rule is the breadth of their success. Other dualities, like that of Bonar Law and Lloyd George in the First World War and its immediate aftermath, were mired in gloomy controversy and failure. But the premierships of Churchill and Attlee were among the most romantic, uplifting episodes in Britain’s story, when the nation clung on to its independence against overwhelming odds and then, having emerged undefeated from the exhausting struggle, embarked on the epic task of building a better society. If Churchill was the giant of the war, Attlee was the hero of the peace. In a sense, the two men represented different sides of the best of the English character. Churchill, quivering with martial spirit, showed that same courageous determination which had led to the victories like Agincourt and Waterloo; Attlee, on the other hand, embodied those quintessentially English qualities of decency, stoicism, fair play and dislike of ostentation.


It is a reflection of the lasting impact of these two Leaders that, more than sixty years after they retired, they both continue to exert a grip on the public imagination. Churchill is universally regarded as Britain’s greatest wartime Leader, his name revered throughout the world. Attlee is at the head of the pantheon of Labour giants, eclipsing other Leaders like Harold Wilson and Tony Blair. In a public poll conducted by the BBC in 2002, Churchill was voted the greatest Briton in history. Two years later, in a survey of historians and political scientists, Attlee was voted the greatest Prime Minister of the twentieth century.


Their relationship might appear incongruous, given that Churchill was such a vivid personality and Attlee so apparently prosaic. Yet there were striking similarities between the two men. Both were patriots whose fine military records demonstrated their love of their country. In fact, as an officer in the South Lancashire regiment, Attlee took part in the notorious Gallipoli campaign of 1915, for which Churchill had been the leading advocate in Cabinet. It was an experience that led Attlee, in contrast to the attitude of most politicians, to defend Churchill’s policy. ‘I have always held that the strategic conception was sound. The trouble was that it was never adequately supported,’ he later wrote.14 Both men also served on the Western Front in the First World War – Churchill after his post-Gallipoli resignation; Attlee after his recovery from wounds received at the Battle of Hanna in Iraq. Before the conflict, they had both been protagonists for social reform: Churchill as Liberal Cabinet minister operating in league with Lloyd George; Attlee as a welfare worker and Labour activist in the poverty-stricken East End of London. It was one of Attlee’s tasks in the East End to implement some of the social legislation that Churchill had helped to pioneer, such as the introduction of labour exchanges and National Insurance. In a sense, the establishment of the modern welfare state under Attlee’s 1945 Government was a continuation of Churchill’s Edwardian programme.


From his youth, Churchill never concealed his ferocious ambition to reach the top of politics; his sense of destiny fuelled his imperviousness to danger, his phenomenal work ethic and his frustration at obstacles in his path. ‘Curse ruthless time! Curse our mortality! How cruelly short is the allotted span for all we must pour into it,’ he said at a dinner party in 1906, when he was just thirty-two and still a young MP.15 But beneath his veneer of self-effacement, Attlee too had a strong desire for personal advancement. ‘Life in the army was only worthwhile if one was in command,’ he once told his brother, while his daughter-in-law Anne, Countess Attlee, said that he ‘certainly had ambition. But it wasn’t the kind of ambition that makes you go round, telling lies about people.’ 16 Both men were at ease with power and enjoyed its exercise. ‘I long for those boxes. I crave those boxes,’ Churchill told his son Randolph after his defeat in 1945.17 In the same vein, Attlee revelled in his position as post-war Prime Minister. ‘He had great self-confidence and a strong streak of ruthlessness, and although he was an administrator of ideas rather than a creative thinker, he knew exactly what he wanted to do,’ recalled Francis Williams, his Downing Street Press Secretary. 18 For all their ultimate success, both men were regularly written off as potential contenders for the highest office. ‘Attlee is a man I should say of very limited intelligence and no personality. If one heard he was getting £6 a week in the service of the East Ham Corporation, one would be surprised that he was earning so much,’ noted the newspaper proprietor Cecil King soon after Attlee had entered the wartime Cabinet. 19 It was an opinion shared by his Conservative colleague Harry Crookshank, who recorded in June 1940 that ‘Winston was to make a statement but he has gone to France so Attlee did – poor still. He will never be Prime Minister.’ 20 The same dismissiveness was often applied to Churchill, despite his more obvious talents and charisma. ‘With all his genius Churchill has got no judgement and that is why he will never get to the first place, unless he mends his ways,’ wrote Neville Chamberlain to his sister as early as 1920.21 When Churchill was marginalised within the Tory Party in the late 1930s because of his opposition to appeasement, his chances of ever holding office again looked bleak. The renowned Hollywood actor Douglas Fairbanks Junior, who ran into Winston and Clemmie at a London hotel in late 1938, said of their encounter, ‘I thought to myself what a shame that this brilliant old guy had missed the bus with every chance he’d had. I now agreed that he seemed too old and politically done for with hardly any useful future in sight.’ 22


The two men had other characteristics in common. Neither of them was a natural orator. Attlee was inhibited not only by his innate shyness but also his distrust of flamboyance. ‘There was nothing which his voice and delivery could not make uninspiring,’ said the politician and academic Lord Salter.23 Churchill’s case was more unusual. Part of his magnetism was built on his compelling performances at the Commons Dispatch Box and on the platform, yet these orations never came easily. They took hours of laborious preparation, redrafting and rehearsal, with Churchill usually sticking closely to his typed notes when it came to the actual delivery. ‘He strictly rationed his powers of improvisation and hardly ever set sail upon uncharted seas,’ recalled his Conservative colleague Oliver Lyttelton, later Lord Chandos.24 On Churchill’s ‘note-bound’ approach, Clementine was once in conversation with Sir Walter Citrine, the trade-union leader, who expressed surprise that ‘with his quick brain and knowledge of language it didn’t seem necessary for him to write out practically everything he said’. Clementine told Sir Walter that it was because ‘he liked to have every sentence ready’, though this meant that, in advance of a speech, ‘the whole household is in turmoil for days before. It is like having our baby.’ 25


In private, Churchill rarely had any trouble about the flow of his words, although he had a tendency towards indulging in monologues. But this articulacy did not make him always an easy conversationalist, partly because of his habit of self-absorption. ‘I am either sunk in sullen silence or else I am shouting the table down,’ he once admitted to Lyttelton.26 In his diaries, Lord Moran went so far as to describe Churchill as ‘the poorest hand imaginable at small talk or even being polite to people who did not interest him’.27 With his ingrained reticence, Attlee could be even more difficult. His favourite type of word was the monosyllable; his favourite subject was the sport of cricket. Beyond that limited range, silence was likely to ensue. ‘He just couldn’t mix,’ recalled the Labour MP Ian Mikardo.28 But Hugh Gaitskell, Attlee’s successor as Labour Leader, thought that this lack of sociability was the secret of his strength. Referring to a conversation in 1949 with a senior Cabinet minister who had revealed ‘the interesting and curious fact that he had never had a private meal with the Prime Minister since the Government was formed’, Gaitskell wrote, ‘of course the Prime Minister retains his authority partly because he stands above everything’.29


Another key source of security for Attlee was the happiness of his marriage. In this, he was again similar to Churchill. Both men were devoted husbands who were renowned for their fidelity. Attlee’s romantic spirit was far more concealed than Churchill’s, but nevertheless it was a strong part of his character, demonstrated in his fascination with the Italian Renaissance and his fondness for the poetry of Shelley. In their respective wives, both men found loving companions who gave them unflinching support throughout their political careers. Intriguingly, it seems likely that neither of them had much physical experience with women before they married. Attlee’s own daughter Janet suggested in an interview that his first and only attachment was with her mother, Violet. ‘I don’t think he had ever loved before. It is quite interesting; the one woman in his life, he loved and married.’ 30 According to Clementine’s latest biographer, she and Winston were ‘both certainly virgins’ when they spent their wedding night at Blenheim Palace, the Churchill family’s ancestral home, although Winston had enjoyed a number of intense, if chaste, liaisons before this union.31 The personalities of Violet and Clementine were not that different; both were fiercely loyal to their husbands, but were often exhausted by the strain of public life. Each suffered bouts of ill-health during their husbands’ leaderships, Clementine from neuritis, Violet from the legacy of sleeping sickness that she contracted in the 1920s. Neither of them instinctively shared their husbands’ political allegiances. Clementine was a lifelong Liberal, while Violet once confessed that she only joined the Labour Party five years after Clem became Leader. Family life was vital in both marriages, and, coincidentally, each couple raised three daughters and one son, though the Churchills lost another child, Marigold, in her infancy.


Yet all these similarities cannot disguise the far wider contrast between the two politicians. In several respects Churchill was almost the antithesis of Attlee. From his earliest years, Churchill had been hailed as a genius and an inevitable future Prime Minister. No one ever discerned such a prospect for Attlee when he entered politics. The surprise with Churchill was that he did not reach the top more quickly. The surprise with Attlee was that he reached the top at all. Where Churchill was bold and imaginative, Attlee was cautious and limited. Churchill’s mind was highly original, Attlee’s deeply conventional. Where Churchill embodied the spirit of the buccaneer eager for some new daring task, Attlee was like a headmaster bent on the strict enforcement of the rules. A prolific author, historian and journalist, renowned for his gifts of narrative and style, Churchill won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1953. The following year saw the publication of Attlee’s autobiography, As It Happened, which was described by the left-leaning New Statesman as ‘lamely written, clumsily constructed, much of it as boring as the minutes of a municipal gas undertaking. Mr Attlee is not Alcibiades or Churchill – not even a Pepys or a Trollope – and seldom has the absence of emotion been recollected in greater aridity.’ 32 For all his egocentricity, Churchill emanated generosity, humanity and humour, one reason he inspired such loyalty in his own circle. ‘We of his personal staff were completely devoted to him, even though he was inclined to be impatient. He was somebody who drew our deep respect and affection,’ recalled one of his secretaries, Elizabeth Layton.33 But the clipped, dry manner that Attlee universally adopted outside his immediate family made it difficult to establish any intimacy with him. One of his Labour colleagues, James Griffiths, said that he could be ‘aloof and brutal’. Similarly, the veteran New Statesman editor Kingsley Martin found him ‘cold and icy, with a sharp tongue’.34


The differences between them were also highlighted in their working habits. By the time of his wartime premiership, Churchill had developed his own eccentric routine, in which intensive activity existed alongside mornings in bed, siestas in the afternoon and discussions into the early hours. The approach suited him, but it often left his colleagues exhausted and exasperated. Nor was it conducive to the swift dispatch of paperwork. Attlee, on the other hand, was renowned for his orderly, systematic transaction of business. ‘He has a voracious appetite for papers and telegrams. He consumes them like a boa constrictor,’ recalled his wartime personal assistant Evan Durbin.35 If Churchill was an erratic hand at the wheel of the Government machine, Attlee was the safe, reliable driver. Just after the 1945 General Election, Alan Brooke, who had been Chief of the Imperial General Staff under Churchill, wrote to one of his relatives about his relief at dealing with the new Prime Minister, ‘Things have changed and I am no longer pulled out after dinner to see Winston. Work goes much quicker and I am no longer bombarded by a series of futile minutes. Life is much more peaceful from that point of view.’ 36 Born into the aristocracy, used to being surrounded by servants, Churchill never had any anxiety about ensuring that his own demands were fulfilled; whereas Attlee, who combined a middle-class upbringing with an ingrained modesty, was far more hesitant about imposing himself.


Abstemiousness was central to Attlee’s character but anathema to Churchill’s. The Labour Prime Minister did not drink much beyond the occasional glass of port or claret; for Churchill alcohol was an essential lubricating fluid. Throughout most of his life he averaged half a bottle of champagne a day in addition to a regular intake of whisky – although, contrary to the rumour-mongering by his enemies, he was rarely drunk. His enthusiasm for drinking was part of his expensive, luxurious lifestyle, which featured the best in food, cigars, houses, travel and clothes. ‘He was over-addicted to the good things in life,’ recalled his aide Jock Colville.37 But Attlee had neither the inclination nor the money for that sort of existence. Outside politics, his domestic routine was based on his family in his suburban home. Holidays for Churchill were often taken in Monte Carlo or the Riviera. For the Attlees, Frinton and North Wales sufficed. Churchill loved to sit up with friends late at night talking over the finest brandies. The highlight of Attlee’s evening was making the bedtime cocoa with Violet. Interestingly both men suffered such severe financial problems in the 1930s that they were forced to contemplate leaving politics. But the roots of their difficulties were very different: Attlee’s were the result of his reliance on the small salary then paid to MPs, whereas Churchill’s were caused by his extravagance, including ill-judged ventures in the stock market.


For all his embrace of socialism, Attlee on a personal level was far more of a conformist than Churchill. As the Australian statesman Sir Robert Menzies recalled, ‘Churchill, the Conservative, always looked and sounded like a crusader. Attlee, the Socialist, looked and sounded like a company director.’ 38 One of Attlee’s hallmarks was his fondness for almost every institution with which he had been connected, whether it be Haileybury School, the South Lancashire Regiment, the Labour Party or even Churchill’s wartime Government. It was one reason he was a good administrator, because he was comfortable in dealing with established methods. Yet, as an avowed reformer, his devotion to Britain’s traditional hierarchies, including the public schools, was surprising. Colville noted that in 1945, as the new Prime Minister, Attlee had chosen his new parliamentary private secretary Geoffrey de Freitas partly on the grounds that the young MP had gone to Haileybury. ‘I concluded that the old school tie counted even more in Labour than Conservative circles.’ 39 Churchill, in contrast, had always been rebellious since his youth. There was little of the social conservative about him. Unlike Attlee, he was always pushing at boundaries, challenging conventional wisdom. The senior civil servant Sir David Hunt, who served both men, once gave this insight into their differing attitudes:




When you approached Mr Attlee with a matter – not of the first importance, say a Lord Lieutenancy of a county – the argument you would use was, ‘Well, Prime Minister, this is the way we have always done it in the past.’


‘Very good,’ he would reply.


But you would never dare say that to Mr Churchill because he would instantly say, ‘That is a very good reason for doing it differently this time.’ He loved change for the sake of change.40





This spirit of rebelliousness led Churchill to change parties several times in his career – in direct contrast to Attlee, who remained steadfast to the Labour cause for six decades. Attlee always professed himself to be the servant of his party, whereas Churchill was never happy with the constraints of party structures. A central theme of his political life was his yearning for coalitions and new combinations, something that both his premierships achieved; it is often forgotten that his last Government was an alliance between the Tories and the National Liberals, the centrist group that broke away from the main Liberal Party in the 1930s. Attlee’s political consistency reinforced his image of iron integrity, which was a central factor in his long political success. As the Labour politician Douglas Jay argued, ‘It was this respect and trust, which strengthened steadily over time, that enabled Attlee to hold together, as nobody else could have done, the prima donnas in his Cabinet.’ 41 But Churchill’s inconstancy and defiance of his party’s whip helped to fuel suspicion right up until the Second World War. His drinking, finances, perceived lack of judgement, vaulting ambition and partiality to dubious figures like the volatile press tycoon Lord Beaverbrook only added to the fires of hostility. In 1922, at the downfall of Lloyd George’s post-war Coalition, the Tory MP Arthur Samuel described Churchill as ‘rogue’ and ‘an unprincipled and arrogant gambler with the national counters in the interests of his own fortunes’.42 Such views continued to be aired even after Churchill assumed the premiership in 1940.


In the context of Churchill’s ardour for coalition government, there are a number of paradoxes. One is that a key element in his long-standing call for unity between the Tories and the Liberals was his desire to keep the Labour Party from office, since he regarded socialism as a menace to the country. Yet it was the Labour Party in 1940 that ensured he came to power. In turn, his premiership served as a vehicle for bringing Attlee and his fellow socialists right into the heart of government, with unprecedented control over the economy, the workforce and society. Indeed, with its sweeping controls over everything from the railways to food supplies, Churchill’s administration was the most socialistic Britain had yet experienced. That is precisely how it helped to pave the way for Attlee’s landslide of 1945. By making widespread state intervention acceptable, Churchill inadvertently stoked demand for change and acted as a catalyst for the implementation of Attlee’s socialist programme. Moreover, by handing Attlee so much authority in war, he helped to give his rival the necessary credibility to win in peace.


It is these contradictions which make their relationship so interesting. Theirs was a long association of alternating conflict and co-operation, of high drama and low politics. The link stretched right back, indirectly, to their childhoods, but only came to real fruition in the 1920s when they faced each other in Parliament for the first time. It was a far deeper, more intensive relationship than is often supposed, and its nature is set out in the papers of the two men, as well as the voluminous public archives of their premierships and a wealth of contemporary commentaries. These records shed new light on so many crucial episodes of British history, like the abdication, the downfall of Neville Chamberlain and the creation of Britain’s own atom bomb, but they also cover less well-known incidents in the story of Churchill and Attlee, like the explosive Abbey by-election of 1924 or the row over a move to give them the joint Freedom of Leeds in 1949.


The two men could never be described as friends; their characters were too different for such closeness. When Jock Colville once suggested that Attlee should be put up for membership of The Other Club, an exclusive dining society, Churchill replied that ‘he is an admirable character, but not a man with whom it is agreeable to dine’.43 Churchill could also be sarcastic about Attlee’s reserve; at the height of a Labour crisis in 1953, when the party was riven by a major split and had lost some of its biggest figures, Churchill impishly said that Attlee ‘has had to fall back on resources of his own exuberant personality’.44 At other times, Churchill could be dismissive; he once privately told an ally that Attlee had been ‘feeble and incompetent’ over the handling of post-war nuclear negotiations with the USA.45 For his part, Attlee occasionally adopted his schoolmasterly tone with Churchill. ‘Winston was an awful nuisance because he started all sorts of hares,’ Attlee once said of the wartime Coalition.46 In a separate verdict on Churchill’s leadership, Attlee said he had ‘courage, imagination, a great knowledge of things, but he always wanted someone by him at a certain point to say, “Now don’t be a bloody fool.” ’ 47 Towards the end of the war, Attlee grew so frustrated by Churchill’s behaviour that he sent him a lengthy memorandum, typed by himself, full of complaints about Churchill’s failure to read his papers or to chair the Cabinet efficiently.


But beyond such sniping, there was a sincere admiration that ran through their relationship. The two men who shaped Britain in the mid-twentieth century shared a deep respect for each other, built on long experience through years of turmoil. Sir John Rogers, the Conservative MP for Sevenoaks, recalled how he was once at Chartwell after the war when he referred to the Labour Leader as ‘silly old Attlee’. According to Sir John’s account, Churchill asked him to repeat the remark. Thinking he had not heard it properly, Sir John did so, only for Churchill to deliver a thunderous response: ‘Mr Attlee was Deputy Prime Minister during the war and played a great part in winning the war. Mr Attlee is a great patriot. Don’t you dare call him “silly old Attlee” at Chartwell or you won’t be invited again.’ 48 In 1946 Lord Birkenhead, son of the late Lord Chancellor F. E. Smith, asked Churchill which of his former Labour Cabinet colleagues he most admired, anticipating that the reply would be Ernie Bevin. ‘He unhesitatingly said Attlee,’ recorded Birkenhead.49 Attlee’s feelings towards Churchill were even stronger. He described Churchill as ‘the greatest leader in war this country has ever known’, who stood ‘like a beacon for his country’s will to win’ and had ‘the capacity for being a symbol, a figure that meant something to the fighting man’. 50


This is the story of how their relationship was forged.
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BLENHEIM AND PUTNEY


THE BELL FROM the nursery rang in the servants’ quarters. Immediately a maid went to the room to find out what was wanted. On her arrival, she encountered a scene of tension between the governess, Miss Hutchinson, and her young charge, Winston Churchill. The maid asked Miss Hutchinson if she had rung the bell, only for Winston to say peremptorily, ‘I rang. Take away Miss Hutchinson. She is very cross.’ 1


Unable to tolerate Winston’s recalcitrant behaviour, Miss Hutchinson left not only the nursery but also the household. She had been employed by Winston’s father, Lord Randolph, to improve his education, but had found the job impossible. Soon afterwards, she took up a more amenable post as a governess with another family. By a remarkable coincidence, this was the Attlee household in Putney, southwest London, where Miss Hutchinson, it seems, did not actually teach the future Prime Minister but rather his older sisters. Clement, however, always enjoyed the strange fortuity of his childhood link through Miss Hutchinson to Churchill, as he wrote in his autobiography, ‘She could never have thought that the two little boys were destined in turn to be Prime Minister.’ 2 In a separate tribute to Churchill in 1965, he cited the role of Miss Hutchinson as evidence that ‘my own fate has been closely bound up with his’.3


Miss Hutchinson herself appears to have left no record of her thoughts about Clem, though she was reported to have described Winston as ‘an extremely strong-willed child’.4 Apart from that statement, there is little trace of her and indeed she does not even appear directly by name in the extensive Churchill archive or the more limited Attlee papers. Most histories of Churchill suggest that she must be the ‘sinister figure’ whom he described when recounting his experience of growing up in Dublin in the 1870s, where Lord Randolph temporarily served in the viceregal administration. With his family based in the official residence of Little Lodge in Phoenix Park, Winston claimed to be enjoying his Irish stay until his parents warned him of the impending arrival of his first governess. Such was his anxiety that, on her first day, he ran from the house and hid in the shrubbery that surrounded the Little Lodge.


Yet it is doubtful that the governess at Little Lodge was the Miss Hutchinson who later worked with the Attlee sisters. In the Churchill papers there are two letters, both sent in 1927, from a woman called Jane Graham, then living in the village of Tyrrells in County Westmeath. In them, she states explicitly that she was Winston’s only tutor in Ireland. ‘I lived in Dublin with your mother as nursery governess to you as a small boy and taught you your first lessons at the Private Secretary’s lodge in Phoenix Park,’ she wrote, expressing pride in Winston’s progress in politics.5 In the next, she declared that, ‘I was the only Resident Governess you had. You were very fond of history.’ Relations between them cannot have been as fractious as Churchill remembered, since Jane Graham also reminded him how, one night in the nursery, they had both blacked-up and put on fancy-dress costumes. ‘Lady Randolph said that we were like wild Indians.’ 6


It seems far more probable that Miss Hutchinson was recruited after the Churchills moved back to London in 1880, when Winston was still five years old. She may have tutored him not just in the family home but also on holiday. One of Winston’s letters to his mother, written at the age of ten from Cromer in Norfolk, reveals exactly the same kind of antipathy that led to his dismissal of Miss Hutchinson from his nursery. ‘The governess is very unkind and strict and stiff. I can’t enjoy myself at all. I am counting the days till Saturday and then I shall be able to tell you all my troubles,’ he wrote.7


The timing of Miss Hutchinson’s move to the Attlee family in the mid-1880s makes it likely that she was based in London. Indeed, research through the census records and street directories, as well as the reports of the School Mistresses and Governesses Benevolent Institution, points to the probability that the woman in question was Miss Caroline Hutchinson, who was born in Jarrow, County Durham, in 1857, the daughter of a mechanical engineer called Ralph Hutchinson. In the early 1860s the family moved from the northeast to Putney; and, on reaching adulthood, Caroline began to work as a governess there. Like Attlee himself, she was from a large family as one of eight children; her sister also worked as a governess. In later life, while still living in Putney, Caroline worked for Burke’s Peerage.


Whatever the truth about Miss Hutchinson, it is fascinating that Winston and Clem should have this juvenile connection. The coincidence is all the more arresting because the social backgrounds of the two men were so different. Whereas Clement hailed from the respectable middle class, Winston belonged to the patrician elite. The aristocratic nature of Churchill’s upbringing was illustrated by the fact that he was born, on 30 November 1874, in Blenheim Palace, one of the architectural wonders of England and the family’s ancestral home, built by the first Duke of Marlborough in the early eighteenth century to celebrate his victory over France in the Spanish Wars of Succession. Winston’s father, Lord Randolph, the third son of the seventh Duke of Marlborough, was a brilliant but wayward Tory politician whose charisma was undermined by his rampant opportunism and lack of judgement, two vices of which Winston was often accused. His erratic ascent, which saw him reach the Cabinet in 1885, was helped by his American wife, Jennie, the captivatingly beautiful daughter of the New York financier Leonard Jerome.


These riches and transatlantic exoticism were far removed from the world into which Clement Attlee was born on 3 January 1883. The family home was a nineteenth-century villa in Putney, which was then a much more rural London suburb than it is today. Attlee’s father, Henry, could hardly have been a more different character to Lord Randolph. A devout Christian in the High Victorian tradition, he worked as a solicitor in the City law firm of Druce & Attlee, where he rose to be a senior partner. Again in contrast to the eloquent Tory maverick Lord Randolph, he was an ardent Gladstonian Liberal who once considered standing for Parliament but was deterred by his ‘ponderous’ style of public speaking.8


Henry Attlee had to work hard at law in order to provide for the large family that he fathered. Whereas Winston had just one sibling – his younger brother, Jack, who was born in 1880 – Clem had no fewer than three sisters and four brothers, the eight children separated by a uniform two years’ interval. Clem was the second-youngest of the brood. Robert, the eldest, was born in 1871 – almost a year after Henry had married Ellen Watson, the daughter of the secretary of the London Art Union, a commercial organisation that distributed high-quality reproductions and prints to its subscribing members. A warm, gentle mother with a strong Christian faith, she ensured that Attlee’s early life was characterised by security, a quality absent from Churchill’s. Even by the cold standards of Victorian aristocracy, Winston’s parents were unusually neglectful. Randolph was too wrapped up in his politics, Jennie in her role as a great hostess and uninhibited socialite; among her many lovers were the Polish Count Charles Kinsky and the Prince of Wales. Of his mother’s remoteness, Churchill once wrote poignantly, ‘I loved her dearly, but at a distance.’ 9


The characters of the two boys were as different as their upbringings. Winston was such a boisterous, energetic boy that he regularly had to be chastised for his poor behaviour. ‘A most difficult child to manage’ was Jennie’s description of him,10 though his sense of adventure and wild vitality appealed to other young children. ‘We thought he was wonderful because he was always leading us into danger,’ said Shane Leslie, recalling how Winston led bird-nesting expeditions or attacks on makeshift garden forts.11 Attlee was the opposite. Painfully shy, he never ended up in scrapes, never caused trouble. Even his one vice, a quick temper, he learned to control with the aid of his mother. As Clem’s sister Mary remembered, ‘She was so successful that, if he saw her coming, he would bury his head in a chair. This was known as “Clem penting”, or in ordinary language, “Clem repenting”.’ 12


Their contrasting natures were also reflected in their schooldays. At the age of seven, Churchill was sent to St George’s School in Ascot, a bleak institution whose boasts of high standards in the classics hid a culture of sexual perversion generated by the sinister headmaster, the Reverend H. W. Sneyd-Kynnersley, who was such a sadist that he would beat pupils until they bled or lost control of their bowels. Winston’s regular misconduct made him a prime target for Sneyd-Kynnersley’s brutal ministrations. ‘How I hated this school and what a life of anxiety I lived there for more than two years,’ he recalled.13 This tale of cruelty was later contradicted, however, by one of Attlee’s post-war ministers, Douglas Jay, whose father was a contemporary of Churchill’s at St George’s. ‘My father recorded quite different memories, put most of the blame on the mutinous young Winston and remained an admirer of the headmaster. The clearest memory which my father had of young Winston was his vivid language, reputedly picked up from the stable boys at Blenheim.’ 14


After a spell in a much less severe preparatory school in Brighton, he went at the age of thirteen to Harrow, as preparation for entry to the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst. Contrary to historical myth-making, he was not a failure there. With his natural talent for language and powers of concentration, he excelled at English, and history, even winning a school prize for the tremendous feat of reciting 1,200 lines from Macaulay’s Lays of Ancient Rome. He was also a fine swimmer and a good enough fencer to win the Public Schools Championship, while he revelled in every aspect of the School Rifle Corps, from the smart grey uniform to the mock battles. Despite his pleasure at such activities, Churchill did not enjoy his days at Harrow. His reluctance to submit to authority, combined with his unruliness, meant he was in regular conflict with teachers and fellow pupils. His housemaster Henry Davidson once felt compelled to ask Jennie to reproach her son. ‘His forgetfulness, carelessness, unpunctuality and irregularity in every way have really been so serious that I write to ask you, when he is at home, to speak very gravely to him on the subject.’ 15 Nor did Winston inspire respect among the older Harrow boys. ‘He was a snotty little bugger, uppity but damn near useless,’ recalled Archie MacLaren, the future England cricket captain, for whom Winston acted as a fag.16 His troubles at Harrow were worsened by his parents’ continuing remoteness and indifference. Jennie still put her energetic social life before her son’s needs, while Lord Randolph did not even write to Winston until he had been there for three years.


Attlee had a much less oppressive experience. Until the age of nine, he had been taught at home by his mother, partly because he was a shy child with a delicate physique, and partly because Ellen Attlee was an excellent tutor: bright, widely read and knowledgeable in several subjects. But his sheltered life could not last. In the summer of 1892, just as Churchill started on his penultimate term at Harrow, Attlee was enrolled at the preparatory school of Northaw Place in Potters Bar, Hertfordshire. Housed in a seventeenth-century mansion set in extensive parkland, the school was run by a clergyman, the Reverend F. J. Hall, whose two main interests were the Bible and cricket. In contrast to the reported sadism of St George’s, Northaw was gentle and nurturing. The matron was kindly, the food excellent, the healthcare attentive. ‘I certainly had a very happy time there,’ Attlee wrote in his autobiography.17


In the spring of 1896, he left for Haileybury, the Hertfordshire public school with which his family had strong connections. It was a spartan place, with primitive facilities and mediocre teaching. Attlee excelled at neither his studies nor sports, though he showed an embryonic gift for leadership as a lance corporal in the school cadet force, one contemporary recalling that he ‘ran things with unobtrusive efficiency’.18 His greater self-confidence in his final period at Haileybury also resulted in his appointment as a prefect. ‘I believe him a sound character and think he will do well in life. His chief fault is that he is very opinionated, so much so that he gives very scant consideration to the views of other people,’ read his final housemaster’s report.19 Again unlike Churchill, Attlee was rarely in trouble with the authorities. The only time he received a thrashing was when he and most other pupils, defying the orders of the liberal-minded headmaster Edward Lyttelton, held a patriotic demonstration to celebrate the relief of Ladysmith in February 1900 during the Boer War. Unable to cane the entire school for this act of insubordination, Lyttelton picked out seventy-two boys from the upper school, Attlee among them, to expatiate for the sins of the rest. Fortunately for Attlee, the headmaster ‘was tiring when he got to me’.20


On leaving their respective schools, Attlee and Churchill followed very different paths. The thrusting, restless intent that so consumed the latter was entirely absent from the former. In that passive manner that characterised much of his early life, Attlee simply accepted without question that he should try for a place at Oxford, largely because his elder brothers had been there. Therefore, after passing the entrance exam, Attlee went up to University College in October 1901 to read history. Just as at Haileybury, he was an average student who made no great mark on the institution, his chronic self-consciousness inhibiting his participation in many student activities. He joined no political party or club, rarely discussed politics with his university friends, and displayed no political ambition. Although he became a member of the Oxford Union, the breeding ground for so many future politicians, he was too shy ever to speak there. His detachment, however, did not extend to his work for his degree. ‘He is a level-headed, industrious, dependable man with no brilliance of style or literary gifts but with excellent sound judgement,’ wrote one of his tutors, a verdict that could have come from his fellow ministers decades later.21 In his final year he worked so intently that another of his tutors felt he might gain a first. Had he done so, the history of twentieth-century British politics might have been very different, for in such circumstances, Attlee would probably have followed an academic career.


Given his mixed academic record, there had never been any question of Churchill trying for university after he left Harrow in 1892. Instead, he went to the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst as a cavalry cadet. Far from congratulating him on his acceptance, his father launched into a cruel tirade: ‘If you cannot prevent yourself from leading the idle, useless, unprofitable life, you will become a mere social wastrel, one of the hundreds of public school failures, and you will degenerate into a shabby, unhappy and futile existence.’ 22 But his father’s predictions about his studies were wrong. Sandhurst gave Churchill liberation. No longer trapped in the drudgery of subjects he hated, he savoured most aspects of his training, including horsemanship, musketry, fortifications, trench-digging, drill and military tactics. In the two years he was at the academy, he proved an able student, graduating in twentieth place out of his class of 130.


When Attlee left Oxford, he reluctantly followed the obvious course of going into his father’s profession, though as a barrister rather than a solicitor. He admitted to his sister Mary that he ‘was not greatly attracted to the law, but he was going to read for it’.23 His diligence and application meant that he passed his Bar exams without difficulty in the summer of 1905. Impressed with his son’s progress, his father then took him into Druce & Attlee. But Attlee soon became bored with the dreariness of his office and his duties, which largely consisted of taking notes during partners’ meetings with clients. The experience fed his concerns as to whether he was cut out for legal work at all.


Infused with an elevated sense of his own destiny, Churchill had never been assailed by such lack of confidence or doubts about his personal mission. While Attlee maintained his tranquil existence at Haileybury and Oxford, Churchill embarked on a life of adventure after Sandhurst. His determination to make a name for himself was given further impetus by the death of his father after a long physical and political decline. Lord Randolph had reached the zenith of his career in 1886 when he was appointed Chancellor of the Exchequer, but his quixotic resignation a few months later over military estimates had precipitated his slide into the shadows, made all the worse by a mysterious illness that may actually have been caused by an inoperable brain tumour, though syphilis was widely suspected. As the years went by, the symptoms of his malady grew worse. Always ill-tempered, he suffered from severe fatigue, acute high blood pressure and bouts of black despondency.


On 24 January 1895, Lord Randolph fell into a coma and died, with Jennie, Winston and Jack at his bedside. His premature death at the age of forty-five was a seminal event for Churchill. Out of filial loyalty, he dedicated himself to vindicating his father’s life. His study of Lord Randolph, published to acclaim in 1906 and later described by Attlee ‘one of the finest biographies ever written’,24 was part of that process of rehabilitation, as was his determination to follow his father into public life. ‘I took my politics unquestioningly from him. He seemed to possess the key to oratory and political life,’ he wrote.25


Yet his father’s death also brought freedom for Churchill. No longer subject to continual paternal reprimand, he could now chart his own course. Furthermore, the fact that his father had died so young infused Churchill with a deep sense of urgency, fearing that he too might not have long to fulfil his ambitions. This new mix of independence and haste was soon demonstrated in his decision to join, not the 60th Rifles as his father intended, but the 4th Queen’s Own Hussars cavalry regiment. Churchill, though, never one to be bound by convention, did not contemplate a normal officer’s career with regular promotions up the regimental hierarchy. What he wanted from his time in the army, apart from the excitement of action, was fame and money so that he could launch the political career he now planned. He therefore came up with the ambitious scheme of combining his military service with work as a war correspondent and author. This dual role took him across the world to scenes of conflict as disparate as Cuba, the North-West Frontier in India, and the Sudan, where, with a temporary commission in the 21st Lancers, he participated in the triumphant climax of the campaign at the Battle of Omdurman when the British under Horatio Kitchener overwhelmed the brave but ill-equipped local Dervish tribesmen.


In these early imperial adventures, Churchill displayed not only his incredible courage but also his instinct for lucrative writing. As well as reporting for the press, he produced two well-received books that won him praise for his ‘unhesitating candour’ 26 and ‘abundantly keen powers of soldierly observation’.27 Churchill’s literary talent had been honed during his time with the Hussars, where he filled his hours away from his limited duties with intensive study, particularly of literature, history and politics. In this impressive programme of self-education, he devoured masses of books sent to him from England by his mother. Having performed inconsistently in his schooldays, Churchill was in a sense a highly accomplished autodidact. But, because his reading was not directed by any tutor, there were odd gaps in his knowledge and he did not always grasp what weight to attach to different evidence. Writing about Churchill as a historian, Attlee himself said that, while he ‘admired his prose’, he feared that ‘somebody would get a curious idea of what has been going on in this country for the last 2,000 years if they had to get it all from Winston. He leaves too much of the important stuff out.’ 28


When the Boer War began in October 1899, Churchill seized the chance to add further lustre to his name, securing both a well-paid contract with the Morning Post, at £250 per month, and a commission in the Lancashire Hussars. His exploits in South Africa saw him rise to new levels of fame, particularly after his daring escape as a prisoner-of-war on the Natal front. The ingredients of that dramatic enterprise included his breakout from a Boer jail, an exhausting struggle through the veldt without a map or food, his concealment in a mine shaft, and a sixty-four-hour journey on a goods train to neutral Mozambique, all against the backdrop of a manhunt that featured the reward of £25 for his recapture ‘dead or alive’. Churchill’s saga made headline news in Britain, serving as a tonic for the country amid the litany of military setbacks at the start of the South African campaign. But Churchill was never one to relax. On 24 December 1899, the very day after his return to British territory, he enlisted in the South African Light Horse. For the next six months, he fought in the war as a cavalry officer and covered it as a journalist, producing two more books based on his reports. As always, his instinct for adventure saw him in the heat of several of the fiercest clashes, including the relief of Ladysmith, the event that had led to Attlee’s only caning at Haileybury. Attlee later recalled ‘in my last year at school’ hearing ‘of this remarkable young man who had already seen five campaigns and had written books about them’.29










TWO
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LANCASHIRE AND STEPNEY


BOTH CHURCHILL AND Attlee first rose to ministerial office as progressive politicians, yet each of them was a Tory when they were young. Unlike his Liberal father, Attlee was an ardent believer in the British Empire and the established social order. At times, there was a self-satisfied priggishness about his juvenile political stance. His first published poem, which appeared in the Haileybury school magazine in 1899, amounted to a sneer at striking London cabmen. As an Oxford student, he was shocked when his father subscribed to a fund for locked-out strikers at a Welsh quarry. He described the Liberals as ‘waffling, unrealistic have-nots’ and condemned ‘those damned radicals’.1 Recalling his school and Oxford days later, he said he had been ‘a good old-fashioned imperialist conservative’ 2 with an inclination towards ‘ultra Tory opinions’.3


In contrast to Attlee, Churchill followed the political allegiance of his father, the leading advocate of the populist new creed of ‘Tory democracy’, which held that the Conservatives should embrace reform rather than oppose it. Winston’s first proper platform speech was delivered in July 1897 at a fete near Bath held by the Primrose League, the Tory organisation founded by his father and several allies in 1883 in honour of the late Conservative Leader Benjamin Disraeli, whose favourite flower was the primrose. Galvanised by its maxim ‘Empire and Freedom’, the Primrose League had grown into the biggest political movement in the country by the late 1890s, with more than 1 million members helping to cement the Tories’ hold on power. In keeping with the approach Churchill adopted for the rest of his life, his speech was written out verbatim and carefully rehearsed, but on the day itself he delivered it with a vitality that betrayed neither nerves nor inexperience. Even at this point, he presaged many of the themes that were to dominate his early political career, like his belief in ‘the splendour of the Empire’ and the virtues of free trade, as well as his fear of a deepening clash ‘between Capital and Labour’, which would only be ended by enabling workers to embrace the fruits of prosperity.4


Churchill’s youthful commitment to the Tory cause deepened in July 1899 when he was selected as one of the party’s candidates in Oldham, a two-member constituency where a double by-election was imminent after the death of one of the sitting Conservative MPs and the retirement of the other on grounds of serious ill-health. His late father’s popularity in Tory Lancashire, where his brand of patriotic radicalism had a particular appeal to the large nonconformist electorate, was a crucial factor in this decision. More unconventional was the choice of the other Tory candidate, James Mawdsley, who served as general secretary of the local Cotton Spinners’ Union and was therefore thought to have a special connection to the working-class voters in Oldham. It was an incongruous alliance that led the press to nickname the pair ‘the Scion and the Socialist’.


With typical panache, Churchill threw himself into the battle, campaigning hard even in hostile wards. He ran proudly as a Tory Democrat who emphasised the link between the strength of the British Empire and the need for domestic progress. ‘We must have an imperial stock. That is why we are in favour of social reform. The Radicals would have no empire at all. We would have one, and let all share in the glory,’ he argued on the trail.5 But his message failed to win over the voters. Both Churchill and Mawdsley were defeated by around 1,300 votes. Churchill’s brief nineteenth-century partnership with a representative of the labour movement had proved much less effective than his later, much longer twentieth-century association with Attlee.


Churchill was more successful, however, in his second attempt to win the Oldham seat, at the General Election in September 1900, helped by his Boer War gallantry. His large personal following meant that he split the Liberal duo, finishing in second place with over 400 votes more than his Tory running mate. At the age of just twenty-five he had become an MP. ‘He simply radiates self-confidence. From what I have seen, he will never be content to be a backbencher,’ wrote the American journalist R. D. Blumenfeld.6 Watching Churchill’s Oldham triumph from distant Haileybury was Clement Attlee, still just seventeen. ‘I recall his election to Parliament when I, then a young Conservative, hailed him as the rising hope of our party,’ wrote Attlee later.7


But during the Edwardian age, both Churchill and Attlee grew profoundly disillusioned with Toryism. Even before he entered Parliament in 1900, Churchill had been drawn to liberal ideas, including universal education, payment of MPs, a progressive income tax, and the extension of the franchise to all adult males. In a revealing letter to his mother, from India in 1897, he wrote, ‘I am a Liberal in all but name. My views excite the pious horror of the Mess.’ 8 Once he became an MP, his move towards Liberalism became more pronounced. He deepened his interest in social questions and the need for greater welfare, heavily influenced by Seebohm Rowntree’s groundbreaking 1899 study of poverty in York. ‘I see little glory in an Empire which can rule the waves and is unable to flush its sewers,’ he said after reading Rowntree’s book.9 At the same time, he developed an enthusiasm for the idea of a Liberal–Tory coalition. ‘I confess that the idea of a central party, fresher, freer, more efficient and above all loyal and patriotic, is very pleasing to my heart,’ he wrote to Samuel Smethurst, a Lancashire Tory businessman. This aspiration was partly driven by his concern about the growing influence of socialism, as he told Smethurst: ‘Sooner or later the best of the Liberals will have to fight with us against the great cosmopolitan labour movement, anti-national and perhaps communistic.’ 10


In a letter to his late father’s friend, the ex-premier Lord Rosebery, in the summer of 1902, Churchill spoke of his disenchantment with Tory rule: ‘I cannot work up the least enthusiasm on the Government’s behalf.’ 11 But the real breach with his party came the following year, when the Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain embarked on his crusade for tariff reform, based on the theory that duties on imports from outside the British Empire would boost manufacturing and promote imperial unity. Protectionism appalled Churchill, who supported free trade in principle, believing that it lowered food prices and encouraged enterprise. As the Chamberlain creed grew in influence over the Tory Party, Churchill soon recognised that, if he were to have any future in politics, he would have to transfer his allegiance. He therefore made the journey to the Opposition benches, formally sitting as a Liberal from 31 May 1904. The switch was cemented when he accepted an offer to fight Manchester North West at the General Election as a Free Trade candidate with Liberal support. In his grandiloquent adoption speech, Churchill denounced Tory policy as ‘the greedy gospel of material expediency’ that would lead to ‘extravagance at home and aggression abroad’, whereas the Liberals would advance through ‘well-tried English methods towards ancient and lofty ideals of citizenship’.12


With the Conservative Government of Arthur Balfour in deep crisis throughout 1905, Churchill sensed that political change was coming. ‘We are on the eve of a gigantic political landslide,’ he told the Duke of Devonshire, the elder statesman of Liberal Unionism.13 For Attlee, too, change was on the horizon. In October that year, still a disgruntled lawyer without a sense of purpose, he made a visit that was to transform his life and put him on the road to supporting the very doctrine that Churchill despised. His destination was the Haileybury House Boys’ Club in the East End borough of Stepney, which was supported by his old school and acted as the D Company of the 1st Cadet Battalion of the Queen’s Regiment. Catering for working boys aged fourteen to eighteen and open five nights a week, the popular, well-run club offered a range of activities, from swimming to gymnastics.


Attlee had few expectations of his visit as he journeyed by train from Fenchurch Street Station to the East End. He had gone only because his brother Laurence had asked him to accompany him, playing on the family sense of duty that saw many of Attlee’s relatives involved in philanthropy; two of his other brothers helped at London boys’ clubs and his mother was a district visitor for the Church of England. Furthermore, with his spirit of institutional loyalty, Attlee always struggled to resist anything that had a connection to Haileybury. Besides, he was dissatisfied with his pupillage for the Bar, despite his undemanding, comfortable lifestyle in Putney and the City. He wanted some kind of distraction. To his surprise, he found it at the club. Immediately, he was taken with the earnestness and camaraderie of the boys. Amid all the privations of the East End, here was an oasis of fellowship. He decided to return. ‘I became interested in the work and began making the journey from Putney to the club one evening a week,’ he recalled.14 So deep was his interest that he soon took a commission as a second lieutenant in the club’s battalion, showing the same fondness for military routine that he had demonstrated in his membership of the cadet force during his schooldays. ‘I think the key to him was that he was a conventional military man,’ the Labour MP Barbara Castle once said in trying to explain Attlee’s character.15


Even more importantly, in terms of his political future, the experience of Haileybury House forced him to learn about social conditions outside the middle class. For the first time, he was directly confronted with the problems of poverty, unemployment and inadequate housing. Some of his preconceived ideas, formulated in his prosperous, Anglican upbringing, no longer seemed relevant. He learned that middle-class charity could be condescending, that competition could translate into sweated labour, that the East End working class were more inclined towards generosity than thrift, that the slums were full not of the dregs of society but of decent people who had been denied fair opportunities. ‘From there it was only a small step to examining the whole basis of our social and economic system,’ he said.16 The seeds of his socialism had been sown.


Nominally, he was still meant to be heading for a career as a barrister. His progression appeared steady. In March 1906 he was called to the Bar, a step that was followed by a spell in the chambers of Sir Henry Dickens, the son of the great novelist. But Attlee soon found that there was not much demand for a reserved, inexperienced barrister with only a half-hearted interest in the law. Nor was he under pressure to make money. Living at home with his parents in Putney, he still received the same £200-a-year allowance from his father that he had been granted at Oxford, generous enough for him to enjoy an easy bachelor existence. His sister Mary recalled that, after his graduation, he ‘became something of a man about town. He was passably good-looking, paid attention to clothes, and enjoyed theatres and town life.’ 17 But an alternative world was drawing him in another direction. As his visits to Haileybury House grew more frequent, he increasingly discovered a sense of fulfilment there. In the spring of 1907 the club, impressed by Attlee’s commitment, asked him to take over as manager. After an initial hesitation, Attlee agreed, even though the salary was just £50 per year and he would have to live on the premises during the week. He soon proved he was a natural organiser, overseeing the club with the brisk efficiency that became the hallmark of his politics.


As a resident in Stepney, he now saw even more deprivation at first hand. With ever greater urgency, he pondered why the poor had to live this way. Attlee’s own daughter Janet later said that the move to Haileybury House had been crucial for his political development:




It is what really inspired his involvement in the Labour Party. He disliked charity and its judgemental attitude about the deserving poor. My father was very influenced by a case of an unmarried couple who had a little baby. They were told that they were not eligible for support because their child was illegitimate. ‘But these are like the people of Jesus Christ’s family,’ he said. He did not like that method of giving charity. He felt that people had a right to the basics of life.18





At much the same time, Churchill went through a similar epiphany. He had been triumphantly returned as the MP for North West Manchester in the General Election of January 1906, called after Balfour’s decaying Government had finally resigned and the new Liberal Prime Minister, the imperturbable Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman, asked King Edward VII for the dissolution of Parliament soon after forming office. It was a short but raucous campaign, during which Churchill, on his most combative form, evangelised for free trade and Liberalism at a series of packed meetings. The Daily Mail, observing him in action, reported, ‘He glories in the crowds and the cheering and the frank, unaffected beaming manifestation of his delight in it all redoubles the interest and exuberance of the crowd.’ 19 That enthusiasm was the precursor to his victory. In what had been a Conservative stronghold, Churchill beat his Tory opponent, William Joynson-Hicks (a future Home Secretary), by 5,639 to 4,398 votes. His win was part of a phenomenal Liberal landslide that saw Henry Campbell-Bannerman’s party gain a majority of more than 240 over the discredited Tories. ‘What a collapse of the Tory Party. This is the grand irretrievable disaster against which my father always wished to protect them. They have lost their democratic foundations,’ Churchill wrote to the radical MP Sir Charles Dilke.20


During the campaign, Churchill had stayed in the magnificent Midland Hotel in Manchester with his loyal secretary Eddie Marsh. Just before they left the city at the end of the election, they took a long walk and, by accident, ended up in a slum area. Like Attlee in Stepney, Churchill was disturbed by what he saw as he wandered through the shabby buildings and darkened alleyways. ‘Fancy living in one of these streets – never seeing anything beautiful – never eating anything savoury – never saying anything clever,’ he said to Marsh. When that remark was published years later by Marsh, it was taken as evidence of Churchill’s arrogance and condescension. But it was nothing of the sort. As Marsh himself stated, it was an indicator of how Churchill’s social conscience had been pricked. ‘Winston looked about him, and his sympathetic imagination was stirred.’ 21


Initially Churchill had little responsibility for domestic affairs, since his first post in the new Liberal Government was as the junior minister at the Colonial Office. The position came with a modest salary of £1,500 per year, but this sum was augmented by his earnings from his books. He had been paid an enormous advance for his biography of his father; with the addition of his other royalties, he was able to lease a Mayfair townhouse in Bolton Street, having previously had a bachelor flat in Mount Street nearby. Yet Churchill, who inherited the trait of extravagance from his mother, was never a man to live within his means. In 1906 his annual expenditure reached £1,700, which meant that, even with his literary revenues, he required a bank overdraft. As his friend F. E. Smith once famously remarked, ‘Winston is easily satisfied with the best.’ 22


Yet, as with Attlee, his private affluence did not preclude a deepening belief in the need for social reform. After he became a Colonial minister, he occasionally spoke out on the need for greater action to combat poverty and neglect. In a speech in Glasgow on 11 October 1906, which heralded his growing radicalism, he declared that ‘the cause of the Liberal Party is the cause of the left-out millions’.23 He called for a number of progressive measures, such as the expansion of municipal enterprise, a new land tax, and the use of the state as a reserve employer. One of Churchill’s aims, through such proposals, was to buttress the Liberal–Labour alliance that had played an important role in swelling the anti-Tory landslide at the last General Election. Under the terms of an agreement reached in 1903, the two progressive parties had pledged not to stand against each other in thirty marginal seats. This deal had seen twenty-nine Labour MPs returned in January 1906, making the party, which had been founded only six years earlier, a significant parliamentary force for the first time. Churchill did not see Labour as much of a threat to Liberalism then, as he told his American friend and Democrat politician Bourke Cockran in June 1906: ‘I am bound to say that I find their demands in nearly every case very moderate and reasonable. They are a stable force in the House of Commons and add a great deal of sincerity and reality to our debates.’ 24


Despite his acceptance of the politically pragmatic need to work with Labour, Churchill continued to express his hostility to socialism and anything that ‘impaired the vigour of competition’. Even so, he was now willing to consider positively the ideas of collectivism, state intervention and a national minimum standard, the last a policy keenly advocated by the progressive campaigners Beatrice Webb and her husband, Sidney, through the Fabian Society. ‘We want to draw a line below which we will not allow persons to live and labour,’ he had said in his Glasgow speech. Churchill’s openness to left-wing theories was further illustrated in the autumn of 1907 when, as part of his duties at the Colonial Office, he left for a lengthy tour of Africa, taking with him a number of books on socialism ‘to see what the case really is’.25


In Stepney, Attlee was also reflecting on the state of England. But his analysis pushed him much further to the left. He too read political texts intensively, often guided by Tom Attlee, the elder brother to whom he was closest. The bonds between them were strong, for not only had Tom also been to Haileybury and Oxford, but, like Clement, he was working at a boys’ club in the East End. On long walks through London or when home in Putney at the weekend, they spent hours talking about politics. ‘We both came to the conclusion that the economic and ethical basis of society was wrong. We became socialists,’ Attlee wrote.26 Mere discussion was not enough for them. In October 1907, they applied to join the Fabian Society, the intellectual powerhouse behind the advance of the Labour Party. Among the leading Fabian members was the writer H. G. Wells, who also had an influence on Churchill’s politics in the middle of the Edwardian decade. Several of the passages in Churchill’s Glasgow speech – such as that concerning the need for the state to act as a reserve employer and to provide welfare assistance to citizens – were presaged by Wells in his book A Modern Utopia. ‘I owe you a great debt,’ Churchill wrote to Wells two days before that oration.27


Wells was present at the very first Fabian meeting that Tom and Clem attended after they were accepted into the society. He was one of a number of luminaries on the platform; others included George Bernard Shaw and Sidney Webb. What initially struck Attlee was the hirsute nature of both the speakers and the audience. ‘Have we got to grow a beard to join this show?’ he jokingly asked his brother.28 He did not warm to Wells: ‘Speaking with a little piping voice, he was very unimpressive.’ 29 His aversion to the novelist was matched by his lack of rapport with the Fabians, many of whom he found patronising and self-satisfied, more interested in exchanging theories than in engaging with the poor.


Fortunately for Attlee, the Fabians were not the only route into socialist activism. The society was one arm of Labour’s early diffuse structure; other elements included the trade-union movement and the Independent Labour Party (ILP), which had been founded in 1893 directly to advance the interests of the working class. Keir Hardie, the eloquent former Scottish miner, was the ILP’s most prominent figure and his brand of practical but passionate socialism attracted Attlee more than the dry ruminations of the Fabians did. When Attlee joined the Stepney branch of the ILP, he was gratified to find that the small band of the other members welcomed him enthusiastically despite the class differences and his reserve. Soon Attlee’s innate shyness was put to the test when he had to take his turn as an outdoor speaker for the ILP. Churchill’s oratorical debut had been at a Primrose League fete in parkland at a country house near Bath; Attlee’s was under a gas lamp in Barnes Street on a windy night in March 1908. The background noise from the gas, wheezing in the gusty air, almost drowned him out, but he managed to get through his speech in front of a dozen people. By now, in the absence of legal briefs, his life revolved around the East End. He continued to work at Haileybury House, sometimes extending his hours into the weekend to referee Saturday football matches. His ILP activities grew when he was elected Stepney Branch chair, whose duties included visiting local workplaces to boost recruitment among trade unionists.


From early 1908 Churchill was playing a much bigger role in the Liberal Government’s domestic policy. When H. H. Asquith succeeded the dying Henry Campbell-Bannerman as Prime Minister in April, he elevated Churchill to the Cabinet by making him President of the Board of Trade, the post previously held by Lloyd George, who had been promoted to Chancellor of the Exchequer. As soon as Churchill accepted, he encountered a serious obstacle. According to parliamentary rules that stood until 1926, any newly appointed Cabinet minister had to seek re-election before he could take office. During a bitter campaign in Manchester North West, he was attacked not just by the Tory and Independent Socialist candidates but also by an array of protestors, including suffragettes and Irish Catholics disgruntled at the concessions made by the Liberal Government to the nonconformist education lobby. Despite the presence of the socialist candidate, H. G. Wells lent Churchill his public support. ‘We recognise in his active and still rapidly developing and broadening mind, in his fair and statesmanlike utterances, and in particular in his recent assertion of the need for a national minimum, a spirit entirely in accordance with the spirit of our time,’ said Wells in an open letter to the Manchester electors.30 The intervention of the Fabian novelist was to no avail. On a swing of 8 per cent to the Conservatives, Churchill lost by almost 500 votes.


He was not out of Parliament for long. Within minutes of the declaration, he received a telegram from the Liberals in Dundee, whose MP had just been made a peer. This was a stroke of luck. A largely working-class constituency dominated by jute-weaving and shipbuilding, Dundee was much more favourable Liberal territory than middle-class, suburban Manchester, especially now that the tariff-reform issue had been temporarily stilled. Churchill fought with his usual vigour, finding an eager reception for his message of radicalism. But, as always, he was keen to draw a sharp distinction between his progressive Liberal outlook and the doctrine of socialism. In his most powerful speech in the election he declared, ‘Socialism seeks to pull down wealth; Liberalism seeks to raise up poverty. Socialism would destroy private interests; Liberalism would preserve private interests in the only way in which they can safely and justly be preserved.’ Another section of the speech warned of the authoritarian, bureaucratic impulse of socialism, in words that foretold Churchill’s attack on Attlee’s Labour Party during the 1945 General Election. ‘Socialist society is a set of disagreeable individuals who obtained a majority for their caucus at some recent elections, and whose officials now look upon humanity through innumerable grilles and pigeon holes and over innumerable counters and say to them, “tickets please”.’ 31 Assisted by his rhetoric, he won the by-election convincingly by over 2,700 votes against the Tory in second place.


Churchill was still only thirty-three when he first became a Cabinet minister, but he had a clear vision of what he wanted to achieve at the Board of Trade, centred on a heavily interventionist social agenda. ‘He is full of the poor whom he has just discovered. He thinks he is called by Providence to do something for them,’ said the Liberal MP Charles Masterman.32










THREE
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SIDNEY STREET


CHURCHILL’S POTENT AMBITION had brought him Cabinet status and literary fame, but it had left him little time for romance. The remorseless quest for glory had been his focus since his youth, to the exclusion of much else. An illustration of his priorities was provided by Christine Lewis, who was a passenger alongside Churchill on board a ship bound for England from India in 1899. ‘Every day he sat beside us on the deck, working intensely on his book. He paid no attention to the gay chatter of young people on the adjoining chair as he wrote and re-wrote in that peculiar hand.’ 1 Churchill’s own daughter Mary said that her father in his youth ‘neglected those charming but trivial small attentions which so often pave the way to gallant relationships’.2


But Churchill’s personal life was not a barren wasteland. Before his arrival in the Cabinet, he had a number of intense liaisons. The first of them began when he was out in India, where he fell in love with Pamela Plowden, the daughter of the British resident at Hyderabad. He described her to Bourke Cockran as ‘the most beautiful girl I have ever seen’ 3 but the affair ended when he discovered that she had become close to several other admirers. Later, according to his daughter Mary, he considered marrying Muriel Wilson, the heiress to a Hull shipping fortune, but she rejected him, as did the American actress Ethel Barrymore, who admitted that she was drawn to Churchill but felt ‘she would not be able to cope with the great work of politics’.4 Violet Asquith, the daughter of the Liberal Prime Minister, was another possible wife and Churchill appeared to give her encouraging signals. The problem was that, by 1908, his real romantic interest was elsewhere.


Churchill first met Clementine Hozier at a ball in 1904. ‘He never uttered a word and was very gauche. He never asked me for a dance, he never asked me to have supper with him – he just stood and stared,’ she recalled.5 But four years later, when they met at a dinner party given by Lady St Helier, he was far more gracious and her response was very different. ‘Winston paid her such marked and exclusive attention that everyone was talking about it,’ noted another guest at the dinner.6 Clementine was a Liberal-minded, artistic and clever aristocratic beauty but she brought neither money nor political connections to a potential match. Her father, Henry Hozier, a former Guards officer, had died in 1907. Her mother, Blanche, daughter of the Earl of Airlie, was a spendthrift, free-spirited woman whose infidelity had led to the break-up of their marriage in 1891. Indeed, there was some doubt as to whether Clementine was Henry’s child at all, given the lengthy catalogue of Blanche’s lovers. In the wake of her parents’ divorce, Clementine had an unconventional upbringing, with spells in Paris and Dieppe as well as four years at Berkhamsted School, though her mother refused to allow her to go to university. In its paternal neglect, maternal vivacity and financial insecurity, it was a background not dissimilar to Churchill’s, which was part of the mutual attraction. He proposed to her, in a slightly clumsy fashion, at Blenheim Palace and she accepted. The engagement was announced in August and the wedding ceremony took place on 12 September at St Margaret’s Westminster, with 1,300 guests in attendance. ‘Not for many years has a marriage excited such widespread interest,’ said the Scotsman. After a few days at Blenheim, Winston and Clementine took their honeymoon in Italy, from where he wrote happily to his mother-in-law that being with her daughter was ‘a serious and delightful occupation’, while to his own mother, Jennie, he said that he had ‘loved and loitered’.7 Within a month, Clementine was pregnant with their first child, their daughter Diana.


In March 1909 the Churchills, in need of more space, sold their house in Bolton Street and bought the lease on 33 Eccleston Square, Pimlico, where their eldest two children were born. By one of those odd coincidences that crop up throughout the Churchill–Attlee saga, the family sold this home for £2,350 in May 1918 to none other than the Labour Party, which used it as its headquarters before moving nearby to Smith Square in 1928. Attlee, as a Labour MP for most of the 1920s, would have known the place well.


The Churchill wedding was the start of a successful union that was to last almost six decades, buttressed by Clementine’s loyalty and wisdom through all the vicissitudes of her husband’s career. Lord Rosebery – sunk as so often in Caledonian pessimism – forecast that the marriage would fail because ‘Winston is not the marrying kind’.8 He could not have been more wrong. As Attlee himself said in a 1963 tribute to Clementine, Churchill’s ‘greatest good fortune was when he won the hand and heart of the beautiful and highly intelligent Miss Clementine Hozier’. She was, Attlee continued, ‘a very exceptional woman who overcame all difficulties’, ‘managed him with infinite tact’ and ‘showed great skill in giving her husband a background of great material comfort. His habits with regard to eating and taking rest are highly individual but she contrived to run a household on orderly lines without attempts to change his habits.’ 9


At the time of his marriage, Churchill was deeply engaged in social reform. In December 1908 he sent Asquith a long memorandum, outlining the case for a radical programme, led by labour exchanges, unemployment insurance and a modernised Poor Law. ‘The need is urgent and the moment ripe,’ he told the Prime Minister.10 Asquith welcomed his energy and encouraged him to bring forward his plans to Cabinet. His first scheme was designed to combat low pay in certain ‘sweated’ industries by establishing Trade Boards, made up of employers, independents and union representatives, to set minimum wages. It was a modest initiative, covering only 200,000 employees, but it cemented the principle, so strongly advocated by the Webbs, of a minimum standard in the labour market. Moreover, its scope soon expanded to take in more trades. Intriguingly, the Trade Boards Act of 1909 marked Attlee’s first, albeit minor, input into Churchill’s political career, for the new law partly owed its inspiration to the campaign run by the National Anti-Sweating League, whose secretary was Dr Jimmy Mallon. Attlee was a friend of Mallon, who later became the warden of Toynbee Hall. ‘A very great citizen, a great East Londoner and a most lovable man,’ was Attlee’s verdict.11 Some of the evidence for the Anti-Sweating League’s campaign had been gathered by Attlee, who carried out investigations into the dreadful conditions for workers, most of them women, in the tailoring industry. ‘I remember seeing two women who worked at trouser finishing. They were paid a penny farthing a pair, out of which they had to buy their own thread. Their weekly wage amounted to about five shillings,’ he recalled.12


Churchill’s next step was to create a national network of labour exchanges that would improve workforce mobility and help the unemployed find jobs by advertising vacancies. The Bill was introduced in May 1909 and successfully passed Parliament that session. ‘You’re doing very well, Mr Churchill,’ said Beatrice Webb, always keen to exercise her judgemental faculties.13 His third important measure, also aimed at assisting the jobless, was unemployment insurance, which would provide a time-limited benefit in return for contributions from the worker, the employer and the state. But the actual implementation had to be delayed, as unemployment insurance was subsumed within a wider scheme of social insurance developed by Lloyd George, who by now was engaged in the titanic struggle to drive through his tax-raising, wealth-redistributing ‘People’s Budget’ against the ferocious opposition of the Tories, the Lords and much of the press. It was not until 1911 – more than a year after Churchill had left the Board of Trade – that the National Insurance Act came into effect. Nevertheless, his work at the department had greatly enhanced his political stature. ‘One day, and that not far hence, he will attain the Premiership,’ was the view of the Daily Mirror.14


As the Trade Boards Act demonstrated, Churchill had a new bearing on Attlee’s life, which went through its own change in the autumn of 1908. Little more than a month after Winston had the joy of marrying, Attlee had the sadness of mourning, following the death of his father Henry on 11 October at the comparatively young age of sixty-six. Always a relentlessly hard worker, he had succumbed to a heart attack at his desk. For a tightly knit, loving family it was a heavy blow. His father, wrote Attlee in his dry but affectionate way, ‘was a very able man and also an extremely generous one’.15 Yet paradoxically, just as Churchill had been liberated by the death of Lord Randolph, so, to a lesser extent, was Attlee freed by the death of Henry. The awkward fact was that Henry regretted his son’s estrangement from the law and his deepening involvement with socialist politics. When he heard the news that Clement had joined the ILP, he told Laurence, the younger brother, ‘I wish I were a younger man. I’d argue it out with him and knock all that nonsense out of his head.’ 16 By mid-1908, Clement was approaching a crisis in his relationship with Henry. Always a dutiful son, he did not want to hurt his father’s feelings; but he no longer wished to remain in his profession. He wanted a job of his own, one connected to his socialist beliefs. Henry’s death enabled him to follow that course without any confrontation. There was also the advantage that, from Henry’s estate, worth £70,000, Attlee now enjoyed an increase in his annual income to £400. Having irretrievably abandoned the law, he could therefore continue to live at Haileybury House while looking for a ‘more congenial occupation’.17


The first arrived through Beatrice Webb. One of the milestones in the debate on Edwardian social reform was the publication in early 1909 of two contrasting reports about the future of the Poor Law, arising from the work of a long-standing Royal Commission on the issue. The Majority Report to the Commission proposed reforms to the management of workhouses and greater responsibilities for local authorities. But a very different approach was advocated in the Minority Report to the Commission, which was largely drawn up by Beatrice Webb and the future Labour Leader George Lansbury, then a socialist politician in the East London borough of Poplar. Described by Attlee as ‘a remarkable document challenging the whole conceptions of public relief and distress’,18 the Minority Report called for the existing Poor Law to be replaced by a welfare system overseen by central Government. It was an unashamedly socialist blueprint, foreshadowing the kind of structure that Attlee would introduce after the Second World War. With her usual indefatigability, Beatrice wanted to popularise her report through propaganda, so in June 1909 she hired Attlee to act as her campaign secretary. This gave him valuable political experience, but his diffidence was still apparent, as Mrs Webb told him when she wrote to thank him for his work. ‘What I think you need to make you a first rate organiser is rather more of the quality of “Push” and the habit of a rapid transaction of business.’ 19


The post with Beatrice Webb was only temporary, but in August 1909 a vacancy arose as secretary at Toynbee Hall in Whitechapel, the best-known of the University Settlements. With his record of social work and connections in the East End, he was the obvious candidate for the post and was duly appointed. But he soon regretted the move. Missing the security of his circle in Stepney, which he had come to regard as his real home, he never settled in Whitechapel. More importantly, he grew uneasy with the ethos of Toynbee Hall, whose well-intentioned philanthropy he regarded as inadequate for the social problems of the East End. It was through his job as secretary, however, that Attlee wrote his first published comment about one of Churchill’s policies. In the Toynbee Record for June 1910 Attlee had an article that analysed ‘the Labour Exchange in relation to boy and girl labour’. It was a rather bland review of a book on the subject, but Attlee praised Churchill’s measure as ‘the first big step forward in organising the labour market’.20 In another article for the Record, about citizenship education, Attlee reflected on the changing nature of political debate. ‘Today the questions of moment are social rather than political and something more definite than the abstract love of liberty is necessary.’ 21 This was very similar to the view held by Churchill, who had told J. A. Spender, the editor of the Liberal Westminster Gazette, in 1907, ‘No legislation at present interests the democracy. All their minds are turning more and more to the social and economic issue. The revolution is irresistible.’ 22


The turmoil in politics had intensified by the time Attlee was working at Toynbee Hall, as the furore over Lloyd George’s Budget turned into a full-blown constitutional crisis. On 1 December 1909, the Tory-dominated House of Lords threw out the People’s Budget, an extreme move that contravened the parliamentary tradition that the peers did not interfere with Finance Bills. The Liberals now had to assert their authority. Their chosen method was an appeal to the country, by which they hoped to win a fresh mandate for the Budget. The General Election was held in January 1910 and Churchill was easily returned for Dundee, more than 6,000 votes ahead of his nearest Unionist rival. But, across the nation, the Liberals fared much worse, losing more than 100 seats and their overall majority, a poor result that heralded a bleak long-term future. Asquith’s Government was now dependent for survival on the support of the Irish Nationalists, the price of which would be another Home Rule Bill, something that the Unionists would resist even more fiercely than they had the People’s Budget.


As usual Churchill was to be at the heart of the battle. His success at the Board of Trade made him a prime candidate for promotion and in the post-election reshuffle Asquith elevated him to the Home Office, one of the great offices of state. Aged only thirty-five, he was the youngest Home Secretary since the appointment of Sir Robert Peel in 1822. But it was a role that badly damaged his progressive credentials. No longer the agent of social reform, he came to be seen as a politician of reckless impetuosity and poor judgement. It was an image that soured his relations with Labour for decades, even to the extent of undermining the chance of a united, anti-appeasement front in the 1930s. Meanwhile the claims of his unreliability made him an ever bigger target for fury from the Tories, already embittered by his supposed betrayal of his party and his class. All this obloquy was worsened by Churchill’s handling of a number of crises that arose in the incendiary political atmosphere of pre-First World War England. The first occurred in November 1910 when rioting broke out in the town of Tonypandy during a major strike in the coalfields of South Wales. Fearing that he was about to lose control of the situation, the Glamorgan Constabulary Chief Constable Lionel Lindsay called for military reinforcements from southern England to quell the disorder. As soon as he received this request, Churchill quashed the idea of sending the troops immediately into Tonypandy, which he thought would only inflame the conflict. Instead he dispatched 850 Metropolitan Police officers to the area, then ordered the military to be held in Cardiff as a reserve. Churchill’s restraint worked. The rioting was largely quelled by the police before the troops were finally sent in, though one striker lost his life to a blow from a truncheon. As Churchill explained to the Commons, ‘The policy I have pursued in this matter had been to avoid, at considerable risk, the danger of collision between the military and an excited mob.’ 23


In some quarters, the charge against Churchill was that he had been too lenient with the rioters and strikers. ‘The vacillation shown by those who are responsible for the absence of troops in the present crisis cannot easily be excused,’ argued The Times at the height of the disorder.24 But Labour and the trade unions took the opposite view, painting Churchill as a dangerous class warrior bent on violent repression. In the emotive words of ILP’s Keir Hardie, ‘Troops are let loose upon the people to shoot down if need be while they are fighting for their legitimate rights.’ 25 The accusation was untrue, yet it grew into part of Labour mythology about Churchill. John Parker, a long-serving Labour backbencher, later wrote there was a feeling of ‘distrust’ in his party towards Churchill ‘dating back to the Tonypandy episode’.26 It was even asserted that in May 1940 Attlee was reluctant to consider Churchill as the Prime Minister because of Tonypandy. Churchill’s closest ally, Brendan Bracken, claimed that, at this time, he dined with Attlee to discuss the political scene. According to Bracken’s account, Attlee said ‘his people would never forgive Churchill for Tonypandy’.27 Attlee subsequently dismissed Bracken’s claim, saying that he had never dined with him in his life, but the episode showed how large Tonypandy loomed in the British left’s anti-Churchill narrative.


Only a few months later, Churchill was involved in another controversy that allegedly displayed his impulsive enthusiasm for military intervention. On the morning of 3 January 1911, Churchill was lying in his bath at his family home in Eccleston Square when he received an urgent message from the Home Office that an armed siege was under way in Stepney. This was no ordinary stand-off, but the latest in a series of shocking events that had left a trail of death across east London. In early December, a gang of armed Latvian revolutionaries, led by an anti-tsarist called George Gardstein, had been caught by the police in the middle of an attempt to tunnel into a jeweller’s shop in Houndsditch. During the ensuing gunfight, three officers were killed, the worst multiple murder ever experienced by the English police in peacetime. Gardstein was also shot and, though helped by his fellow gangsters from the crime scene, later died from his wounds. A huge police hunt, headed by ninety detectives, now began for the other Latvians across London.


The brutal crime had, understandably, caused alarm and outrage in the public. Those feelings were expressed in remarkable scenes when the memorial service, attended by Churchill, was held for the three dead police officers on 22 December at St Paul’s. No fewer than 750,000 people lined the routes of the cortège from the cathedral to the cemeteries, while the London Stock Exchange ceased trading for half an hour as a mark of respect. The reverberations were all the greater because the background of the criminals fed into public concerns about immigration at this time, fuelled by a rise in the number of Jews fleeing Russian pogroms and a growing incidence of anarchist terrorism in Europe. When Churchill received the news that two of the gang members were holed up in the top floor of a house in Sidney Street with an arsenal of weaponry, he knew he had a major incident on his hands.


Since midnight, when the report of the Latvians’ location had arrived via an informer, the police had deployed over 200 officers to Sidney Street. But an attempt to raid the top floor was prevented by a hail of gunfire, which left one detective badly wounded. The police now decided they needed military reinforcements, and the request was put through to Churchill. In contrast to Tonypandy, he immediately gave permission because this was an unprecedented but contained situation where army experience was appropriate. The first troops, a unit of the Scots Guards from the Tower of London, arrived at 10.15 in the morning, backed up by artillery and machine guns. But Churchill was not content to just sit behind his desk in Whitehall and wait for the siege to unfold. He made his way to Sidney Street by car, wearing a silk top hat, a dark coat with an astrakhan collar and an expression ‘of deep seriousness’, according to the Daily Mirror’s reporter.


It has often been claimed that Churchill did not interfere with the operations, an assertion that he later made himself. ‘It was no part of my duty to take personal control or give executive decisions,’ he wrote.28 But this does not match the eyewitness testimony by the press. The Times reported that, on his arrival, Churchill was ‘full of resourceful suggestions’,29 while, according to the Liberal-backing Daily Chronicle, Churchill regularly issued detailed instructions; on one occasion he ‘took four or five guards forward a few yards nearer the house and directed their fire’.30 As word of the excitement spread, huge crowds also gathered in the vicinity. Among the spectators was Clement Attlee, in whose neighbourhood lay Sidney Street. Characteristically, at the moment of the siege, he happened to be strengthening his Haileybury connection by having the current headmaster, Dr Wynne Wilson, to stay as a guest, as he recalled: ‘I was taking him for a walk to show him something of the district when I met one of our club boys who said, “I can’t get to work. They’re shooting like anything down the street.” I said, “Let’s go and see,” and we went and viewed the scene.’ 31 It was the first time that Attlee and Churchill were in physical proximity. In another account, Attlee remembered: ‘I saw the Home Secretary watching the battle. Already at that time his political future was bright, but as far as I was concerned he was the other side – both the other sides. There he was, in the middle of the drama. He always had this feeling for the dramatic and he used it. He had this flair for presenting himself.’ 32


More than an hour after Churchill’s arrival, the siege reached its climax. As the shooting continued, smoke was suddenly seen coming from the top floor. Whether by accident or design, the revolutionaries had set fire to the building. According to the Mirror, Churchill ‘suggested that the firemen should throw a jet of water into the house, and thus bring the murderers to submission. It was not thought advisable, however, to act on this suggestion.’ 33 This version is contradicted by Churchill’s own account, in which he claimed to have told the chief fire officer, ‘on my authority as Home Secretary’ that the house ‘was to be allowed to burn down and that he was to stand by in readiness to prevent the conflagration spreading’.34 Whoever gave the decision, the fire raged until any survival inside was impossible. The firemen then doused the flames and, accompanied by the police, entered the burned-out building, where they found the two charred corpses of the revolutionaries. Tragically, during the search, one fireman was killed by falling debris to add to a roll-call of injuries in the emergency services, most of them from bullet wounds. Churchill inspected the premises then left, shortly after three o’clock.


The handling of the siege might have been seen as a success, especially when the police soon captured most of the Latvian gang, though one of its more notorious members, a mysterious character known to the public as ‘Peter the Painter’,* remained at large. Yet Churchill came in for sustained criticism for his presence in Sidney Street, which was perceived to have escalated the confrontation. ‘I understand what the photographer was doing, but what was the Right Honourable gentleman doing?’ asked Balfour, causing a wave of laughter through the Commons. Churchill himself was a little sheepish when he returned to Westminster; he told the Liberal MP Charles Masterman, ‘Don’t be cross, it was such fun.’ 35 Amid the growing uproar, Lloyd George privately urged that Churchill should make it clear that ‘he had nothing to do with directing operations’, given that the affair had been so ‘disastrously muddled by the police’.36 Churchill gave just such an exculpatory public statement, protesting that ‘From the beginning the police had an absolutely free hand.’ 37 Such a claim was, at the very least, misleading.


Shortly before the siege occurred, the deadlock in Parliament over Lords’ reform had prompted a second General Election at the end of 1910 with almost exactly the same result. Churchill retained his Dundee seat with another decisive majority and the Liberals were able to hold on to power with Irish and Labour support. After further months of constitutional wrangling and talk of defiance, the Lords finally gave way in August 1911 and passed the Parliament Act, which severely curtailed their powers. By then, Asquith was beginning to think that Churchill’s bellicosity might be better utilised in a service department rather than at the Home Office, particularly as Germany was undertaking a massive programme of naval rearmament. In October 1911 the Prime Minister asked Churchill to exchange offices with Reginald McKenna, the First Lord of the Admiralty, who now transferred to the Home Office. Churchill was thrilled to take command of the Royal Navy at a crucial juncture when the international scene was full of tension and new technology was advancing rapidly. Always at ease with responsibility, he was now in charge of more than 500 ships and 130,000 men. Comparing his new position with his former one at the Home Office, he told Violet Asquith, ‘Look at the people I have had to deal with so far – judges and convicts. This is a big thing.’ 38


There was nothing big in Attlee’s life at this moment. In contrast to Churchill, he remained a bachelor but not out of choice. Beneath his reserved exterior, he had an unrequited yearning for love. ‘My life is passing like a lonely stream’, ran the opening line of a sonnet he wrote at this time.39 In other ways, he was struggling to make any real advance. In 1909 he stood as an ILP candidate for Stepney Borough Council but, with the franchise still restricted in pre-war Britain, he received only sixty-nine votes. Afterwards an ILP colleague tried to raise his spirits by urging defiance for the sake of the wider struggle. ‘Are we downhearted?’ he asked Attlee rhetorically. ‘Of course we are,’ replied Attlee.40 Nor did he succeed in two attempts to win election to the Limehouse Board of Guardians, despite a strenuous programme of public meetings and canvassing. In August 1910 he gave up the job he disliked at Toynbee Hall and moved with his brother Tom into a flat at a London County Council block by the river in Limehouse. There followed lengthy bouts of unemployment, interspersed with the occasional temporary post. For a time he was an ‘official explainer’ for the 1911 National Insurance Act, whose introduction owed much to Churchill’s period at the Board of Trade. At one point he had to address a meeting in Woodford, Essex, which within fifteen years would be Churchill’s constituency. To Attlee’s anger, he encountered some abuse from the audience, as he recalled:




A number of young Conservatives sat in front and booed loudly whilst I talked. I told them I was only an ‘official explainer’ but they continued to boo.


I then said, ‘You don’t like Lloyd George.’


‘No,’ they yelled.


‘You don’t like Churchill.’


‘No,’ again.


‘Then when next you see a sailor, you’d better hit him, because Churchill is First Lord of the Admiralty.’ That quietened them.41





Attlee finally found more permanent work in 1912, when he was taken on as a lecturer in the newly established Social Work Department of the London School of Economics, which was founded by the Webbs in the 1890s. His job not only brought in an income sufficient for his modest needs but also allowed him time for political activities. He regularly took part in Labour and trade-union demonstrations, marches and conferences, becoming an increasingly well-connected figure in left-wing politics in the capital. ‘In the Socialist movement one soon got to know all the more active spirits in the London area. The position of being a small fighting minority gave one a certain sense of exaltation,’ he wrote.42


Churchill was operating on a much larger stage. His performance at the Admiralty displayed his characteristic zeal, heightened by the recognition that storm clouds of war were gathering. In another of his reformist blazes, he introduced fast submarines, created the Royal Naval Air Service, improved the pay for sailors, increased the calibre of ships’ guns to fifteen inches, established the Royal Naval Division of reservists for joint operations, expanded naval expenditure from £39 million to £50 million, built up a naval staff at the Admiralty to oversee planning and switched vessels from coal to oil, thereby increasing their speed. His dynamism could grate with some of his colleagues. ‘Churchill is ill-mannered, boastful, unprincipled, without any redeeming qualities except his amazing ability and industry,’ wrote fellow Cabinet member Charles Hobhouse.43 Others were impressed by the First Lord’s relish in the challenge of his responsibilities, as the Liberal MP Cecil Harmsworth noted in March 1914 when he came across Churchill ‘singing blithely to himself in the lavatory behind the Speaker’s Chair. I thank him for his reassuring cheerfulness and he tells me that it is his habit to confront difficult situations with an outward serenity of aspect.’ 44 However, that buoyancy was about to face its greatest test.





 


_________________


* He could have been Peter Piaktov or Piaktoff. An alternative suggestion is that he was a Latvian artist and Bolshevik called Gerderts Eliass. Some historians have questioned whether this figure existed at all. But his name came to symbolise the terror that the gang inflicted on east London, culminating in the siege.
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GALLIPOLI


IN A MOMENT of frank self-awareness on the eve of the First World War, Churchill wrote to Clementine, ‘Everything tends towards catastrophe and collapse. I am interested, geared up and happy. Is it not horrible to be built like that?’ 1 His martial spirit had been central to his character since childhood. From his early games with toy soldiers to his place at the front of the Omdurman cavalry charge, he had always been stirred by the clash of battle. Now, following Britain’s declaration of war on 4 August 1914, he had the ultimate stage on which to express himself.


Some feared that his military enthusiasm could potentially be a national danger. The Labour Leader Ramsay MacDonald, who resigned his position in 1914 because of his opposition to the war, declared that ‘Mr Churchill is a very dangerous person to put at the head of our fighting services. He treats them as hobbies.’ 2 But there were many who felt that Churchill’s outlook was exactly what Britain needed, particularly in a Liberal Government that had been so badly divided over entry into the war and was headed by a Prime Minister,


H. H. Asquith, who had a limited interest in military strategy. Colonel Maurice Hankey, the Secretary of the Committee of Imperial Defence, believed that Churchill ‘brought an element of youth, energy, vitality and confidence that was a tower of strength to Asquith’s Cabinet in those difficult early days’.3


Attlee was also actively involved in the war from the start, in his case as a serving officer. Given the pacifist and anti-imperialist instincts of the ILP, such a commitment may have seemed incongruous. But Attlee had always enjoyed military life and, since joining Haileybury House in 1905, had continuously held a commission as a second lieutenant in the 1st Cadet Battalion of the Queen’s Regiment. Moreover, his regimental membership matched much of the public’s mood in his east London neighbourhood. ‘We were brought up to be very patriotic and on Empire Day, we marched round the school playground, saluting the Union Jack,’ recalled Stepney resident Henrietta Burkin.4 When war was declared, Attlee was on holiday in Devon with his brother Tom, a conscientious objector, who was firmly against enlistment on principle. Clem was far more torn, later writing in his unpublished war memoirs of his conflicted feelings:




On one hand my whole instincts as a socialist were against war and I had no illusions; nor was I convinced of Germany’s sole guilt. On the other hand it appeared wrong to me to let others make a sacrifice while I stood by, especially as I was unmarried and had no obligations.5





He therefore decided to join up, becoming a lieutenant in the 6th Battalion of the South Lancashire Regiment, a newly established unit in Lord Kitchener’s expanding volunteer army.


For the next nine months, Attlee was based in southern England, mainly undertaking guard duties and training in preparation for deployment overseas. There were early signs of that crisp, efficient leadership for which he later became well known, reflected in his promotions to the rank of captain in February 1915, then to a full company command in April. By then it seemed certain that his battalion was about to be sent to France, where a blood-soaked stalemate now hung over the mud of the Western Front. ‘In the first week of June we were given our maps of France.’ But the following week the orders changed. ‘We realised we were for the East and guessed Gallipoli.’ 6


The very name Gallipoli has become synonymous with the greatest setback of Churchill’s career, cementing for decades afterwards his reputation for reckless impatience and poor judgement. In the sands of that Turkish peninsula, his critics found an almost inexhaustible supply of ammunition to blacken his name. What he had presented at the start of 1915 as a daring scheme to break the deadlock in the west had descended by the year’s end into a catastrophe. Even before Gallipoli, there were growing doubts about Churchill’s management at the Admiralty. After a number of blows to the Royal Navy, among them the sinking of three cruisers off the Dutch coast, the senior commander David Beatty wrote to his wife: ‘It is inconceivable the mistakes and blunders we have made and are making.’ 7 Those concerns were crystallised by Churchill’s decision, extraordinary in a Cabinet minister, to take temporary personal charge of the defence of Antwerp in October, when the Belgian port was about to fall into German hands. Such was his excitement in this role that he even telegraphed Asquith asking to be relieved of his post as First Lord so he could be appointed a full commander with the necessary military rank. The Prime Minister found the whole idea absurd and told Churchill he could not be spared.


After a professional soldier, Sir Henry Rawlinson, had been given the Antwerp command, Churchill returned to London. The city did not hold out for long after his departure. It capitulated on 10 October, the Germans taking 2,500 men prisoner. Nevertheless, Churchill’s mission may have delayed the fall by five days, a vital period that could have helped to shore up the British position further west. Yet Churchill came to regret his actions, feeling that he had been too embroiled in the tactical struggle while missing the strategic picture. ‘Those who are charged with direction of supreme affairs must sit on the mountain-tops of control; they must never descend into the valleys of direct physical and personal action,’ he wrote in 1932.8 At the time, several contemporaries were far more scathing. The Tory Leader Andrew Bonar Law called it ‘an utterly stupid business’, while King George V’s private secretary Lord Stamfordham declared Churchill to be ‘quite off his head’.9


Churchill stored up more trouble for himself when he persuaded the seventy-four-year-old Lord Fisher to come out of retirement and reassume the role of First Sea Lord. Often seen, not least by himself, as the greatest sailor since Nelson, Jacky Fisher had been the driving force behind the wholesale modernisation of the Royal Navy in the first decade of the twentieth century, the centrepiece of which was the introduction of the mighty Dreadnought class of battleship. In the years since he had formally left his post in January 1911, his name continued to be revered in naval circles. Churchill, an admirer of his energy, regularly sought his advice. Yet Fisher had always been an argumentative, mercurial leader, and those traits had only worsened in old age as he grew more erratic. His reappointment was the equivalent of a ticking bomb at the heart of Admiralty.


By November 1914, Churchill was ready to go on the offensive, using Britain’s maritime power as an instrument to break the deadlock on the Western Front, where, in the course of an average day, 2,533 men on both sides were killed in action. ‘Are there not alternatives other than sending our armies to chew barbed wire in Flanders? Further, cannot the power of the Navy be brought to bear upon the enemy?’ he wrote to Asquith.10 One scheme, which Fisher strongly favoured, was to launch a major operation in the North Sea by the seizure of the German island of Borkum off the Dutch coast, followed by an attack on Schleswig-Holstein to threaten the Kiel Canal and open the Baltic Sea. But Churchill was attracted to a grander initiative in a very different theatre. He contemplated a naval attack through the Dardanelles Straits lying between the Aegean and the Marmara Sea. In his view, a number of gains might flow from such a strike if it were successful: support would be given to Russia, now struggling on the Eastern Front; Turkey would be driven out of the war; Bulgaria, Romania and Greece would come in on the Allies’ side; and Germany would be left increasingly isolated. Fisher, still focused on the North Sea, was lukewarm and emphasised that attack should be a combined operation, not purely a naval one. Much of the Cabinet was more negative. ‘Winston’s volatile mind is at present set on Turkey and Bulgaria and he wants to organise a heroic adventure against Gallipoli and the Dardanelles, to which I am altogether opposed,’ wrote Asquith to his young aristocratic mistress Venetia Stanley.11


But the situation was transformed at the start of 1915 when the Russians issued an appeal to the Allies for assistance against Turkey, whose forces had embarked on an offensive in the Caucasus. The time was ripe for Churchill to renew his Dardanelles plan, despite the continuing lack of ground support. At a meeting of the War Council on 13 January, he outlined his proposal to aid Russia and hit Turkey with a naval expedition to seize the Straits. As Council Secretary Maurice Hankey recorded, the politicians and military chiefs, frustrated by lengthy discussions about the Western Front, were now much more receptive: ‘The idea caught on at once. The whole atmosphere changed. Fatigue was forgotten. The War Council turned eagerly from the dreary vista of a “slogging match” on the Western Front to brighter prospects, as they seemed, in the Mediterranean.’ 12 In a mood of optimism, approval was given for detailed preparations to be made for the venture. But Fisher remained unconvinced, believing that a naval operation alone was inadequate. At the War Council on 28 January 1915, when it was agreed to proceed with naval assault, Fisher appeared to be on the verge of leaving the room in protest, but was persuaded by Kitchener to resume his seat – although, according to Asquith, ‘he maintained an obstinate and ominous silence’.13 In contrast, Churchill was buoyed up by thoughts of victory over Turkey, his cheerfulness made all the greater when Kitchener decided in mid-February, shortly before the operation began, that he could supply a military force to land on the Gallipoli peninsula, once the Turkish defences along the Straits had been crushed by Royal Naval bombardment. ‘You get through. I will find the men,’ Kitchener told Churchill.14


Churchill’s hopes for an easy triumph were quickly dashed. The Royal Navy squadron, led by Admiral Sackville Carden, began its bombardment on 19 February but, after taking out the first few Turkish forts, soon encountered stronger resistance and worse weather than expected. Long delays and further ineffectual shelling followed, leaving Churchill dismayed and Carden demoralised. ‘Winston is very jumpy about the Dardanelles. He says we will be ruined if the attack fails,’ recorded Viscount Esher, the artful Whitehall adviser and intriguer.15 In the face of Churchill’s demands for more urgency, Carden descended into a nervous breakdown and had to be replaced by Admiral of the Fleet John de Robeck. Yet he fared even more dismally. On 18 March a further attempt to take out the Turkish onshore batteries resulted only in heavy losses, with three Allied battleships sunk by mines. The Turks were jubilant, the Allies humiliated. Having ordered a general recall to save the remainder of his force, de Robeck warned the Admiralty that the army would now have to be landed on Gallipoli to destroy the Turkish guns and clear a safe passage through the Straits for the navy. But, because the operation had originally been envisaged solely as a naval one, the preparations for landings were insufficiently advanced, much to Churchill’s fury. He felt that in any case another immediate attempt should be made by de Robeck to force the Straits, especially given Admiralty intelligence which claimed that the Turks were running short of ammunition. The longer the delay, he argued, the more time the Turks had to bring up reinforcements and replenish their supplies.


But vacillation now prevailed within the Government. The failures had sapped all decisiveness. Fisher, more distant than ever from Churchill, wanted little more to do with the affair. ‘Damn the Dardanelles! They will be our grave,’ he angrily told Churchill on 5 April.16 Meanwhile Kitchener, an increasingly dominant figure in the planning of the campaign, insisted that the military landings could not take place until near the end of the month. Hankey the War Council Secretary feared that, even with greater preparations, the proposed landings were ‘fraught with possibility of an appalling military disaster’.17 Yet Churchill maintained his faith in both the necessity and the likelihood of victory over the Turks, telling Balfour on 8 April: ‘You must not be unduly apprehensive of the military operation. The soldiers can do it.’ The alternative of withdrawal, he wrote, should not be considered. ‘No other operation in this part of the world could ever cloak the defeat of abandoning the effort against the Dardanelles. I think there is nothing for it but to go through with this business.’ 18


The pessimists were right; Churchill was wrong. The assault on Gallipoli, carried out by 52,000 British, French and Australasian troops of the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force under the command of Sir Ian Hamilton, a friend of Churchill’s from their days together on the Indian North-West Frontier, made a promising start but ran into formidable opposition from the entrenched Turks, whose well-equipped forces now numbered 80,000 men. As the Allies’ casualties mounted and their advance was halted, a bloody stalemate developed. The Dardanelles campaign had been conceived as an alternative to the Western Front yet now, in a bitter irony, the same hell was being replicated on the Gallipoli peninsula. The shaken British Government was too committed to evacuate immediately, so the only options were to provide more reinforcements for Hamilton and aim for another, more effective naval bombardment by de Robeck. But while such steps were considered, Asquith’s administration became engulfed in a full-scale political crisis, prompted by the angry, much threatened resignation of Fisher on 15 May.


Unfortunately for the Liberal Government, Fisher’s departure came just at the moment when the news from the Western Front was at its blackest after further heavy losses in Flanders. Accusations of ministerial incompetence and lethargy were compounded by sensational reports in The Times of chronic shell shortages. In both Parliament and the press there was now intense pressure on Asquith for a wholesale reconstruction of the Government through the creation of a coalition with the Conservatives. Asquith, a traditional Liberal, found the idea of working with the Tories distasteful but the concept of a bipartisan coalition had long appealed to Churchill, who was never a strong party loyalist. As recently as February 1915, Asquith had noted that his First Lord was ‘always hankering after coalitions and odd groupings’.19 The paradox was that Asquith’s reluctant acceptance of power-sharing with the Conservatives in 1915 spelled the downfall of Churchill. During protracted negotiations in May, the Tory Leader Andrew Bonar Law, a tough-minded Protestant whose family hailed from Ulster, made it clear that his party would insist on Churchill’s removal from the Admiralty. This was not just because of the mess at Gallipoli, but also because of his past switch of parties and his support for Irish Home Rule. His position was all the more vulnerable because he had few allies among the senior Liberals. ‘Churchill will have to go. He will be a ruined man,’ Lloyd George told his mistress and secretary Frances Stevenson without much sympathy.20 ‘It seems strange that Churchill should have been in politics all these years and yet not have won the confidence of a single party in the country or a single colleague in the Cabinet,’ she noted in her diary.21


In a series of five letters, Churchill pleaded with Asquith to be allowed to see through the operation in Turkey. ‘Let me stand or fall by the Dardanelles, but do not take it from my hands,’ he urged.22 Asquith was unmoved. He firmly told Churchill on 22 May that ‘you must take it as settled that you are not to remain at the Admiralty’.23 Instead, he offered Churchill the Chancellorship of the Duchy of Lancaster, an archaic sinecure post that carried few responsibilities and represented the lowest rank in the Cabinet. ‘I gather you have been flung a bone on which there is little meat,’ sympathised his cousin the Duke of Marlborough.24 The only consolation was that Churchill would remain a member of the War Council, now renamed the Dardanelles Committee.


It was a dramatic fall, one that brought to a juddering halt his rise towards the political summit. ‘I am finished! Finished in respect of all I care for – the waging of war, the defeat of the Germans,’ he said.25 In his place as First Lord of the Admiralty, Asquith appointed Balfour, who resumed his long career in high office. He did not finally retire until 1929 and his total of twenty-eight years in the Cabinet is a record exceeded only by Churchill himself. But in 1915, like most other figures in politics, Balfour believed that Churchill was fatally flawed, as he told Violet Asquith’s sister-in-law Cynthia when they met soon after his succession to the Admiralty. ‘He spoke very nicely of Winston – enumerated all his wonderful gifts – but said that he thought he was “predestined” to failure.’ 26


One of Balfour’s first decisions at the Admiralty was that the Dardanelles campaign must continue. Kitchener, anxious about the loss of prestige from withdrawal, backed him fully, as did Churchill from his lowly new perch as the Duchy Chancellor. To that end, the Dardanelles Committee resolved that five new divisions should be sent to Gallipoli, among them the men of the South Lancashire Regiment. On 13 June Attlee and the rest of the 6th Battalion left their base at Frimley in Surrey and travelled overnight by train to Avonmouth Docks in Bristol, where they boarded the requisitioned liner SS Ausonia for the journey to the eastern Mediterranean. Exactly a fortnight later, the Ausonia arrived at Moudros harbour on the North Aegean island of Lemnos, the Royal Navy’s base for the campaign. After staying on the island for two nights in unseasonably damp weather, Attlee’s battalion was then transported to Cape Helles, the southernmost tip of the Gallipoli peninsula. The war now really began for Attlee. Almost a year since he had signed up, he had his initial taste of action as the Turks, who held possession of the hills overlooking the headland, opened up with machine-gun fire. But he and his company emerged unscathed as they made their way to Gully Ravine, where the Allies had managed to construct a primitive network of trenches close to the Turkish positions. Again replicating the deadlock of the Western Front, the Gully had already been the scene of two bouts of fierce but inconclusive fighting over the previous months and another bruising struggle was under way when Attlee’s unit arrived.


His company had landed on Helles in preparation for the next big Allied push on the Peninsula, planned for early August. For almost a month they were on the defensive, moving from one trench to another and regularly under attack. On his first evening in the Gully, he was sitting in a trench, talking to a fellow officer, ‘when two bullets struck the side just above our heads’, he recalled.27 Attlee’s company also spent time in reserve behind the front lines, responsible for tasks like trench-digging and delivering rations. His biggest complaints about Helles were not directed at the enemy but at the boredom of night watch and the living conditions. The only way he found to relieve the former was through lengthy discussions with his NCOs about socialism, but he could do little about the latter. ‘Flies swarmed everywhere. The sides of the dugout were black with them. At meals one’s cup was filled with them while the jam pot was overcrowded. They were a real torment. The trenches too were not too sweet, owing to some Turks being embedded in them, while no man’s land stank vilely,’ he wrote later.28 Unsurprisingly, like so many in his battalion, Attlee succumbed to a severe attack of dysentery. With his usual stoicism, he tried manfully to carry on despite the illness but, after several collapses, he was taken from the beach unconscious and transferred to a hospital ship, the SS Devanha. On board, doctors offered him the choice of going back to England or stopping for treatment in Malta. Keen to rejoin his unit as soon as possible, he chose Malta; so when the Devanha docked at Valetta harbour, Attlee was ‘swung out of the ship on a stretcher by a derrick. It is an unpleasant sensation to twiddle round in mid-air,’ he wrote.29 He was moved by motor ambulance to the ‘very comfortable’ military hospital at Hamrun,30 which was run by Jean, Lady Hamilton, the wife of the Gallipoli commander Sir Ian. Attlee was frustrated at ‘hanging about in Malta’, 31 yet, in terms of his own survival, he had been fortunate in the timing of his illness. Soon after he had been evacuated to Malta, the Allies began their renewed offensive to smash the Turks through further landings at the Anzac bridgehead, Sulva Bay and Helles. But the attacks descended into another savage failure, with Attlee’s own division suffering a casualty rate of no less than 60 per cent. It is a tribute to Attlee’s fortitude that, having learned in Malta of the deaths of so many comrades, he was determined to go back to Gallipoli.


Churchill had also been lobbying to go there. In the absence of a heavy workload at the Duchy office, he had conceived a plan in July to undertake a mission to confer with General Hamilton and Admiral de Robeck. The aim was both to provide a first-hand report of the situation and to stiffen the commanders’ resolution. Having received strong backing from Asquith, Balfour and Kitchener for his idea, Churchill began his travel preparations, which included medical inoculations and the purchase of tropical clothes. He was due to start on 25 July but was thwarted at the very last moment when the Conservative aristocrat and Lord Privy Seal Earl Curzon got wind of the scheme. In a further indicator of Churchill’s crushing unpopularity in Tory ranks, Curzon was able to stir up his colleagues against him. For the second time in two months, Asquith was forced to abandon Churchill because of a Tory veto. Instead, Maurice Hankey, the Dardanelles Committee Secretary, led the mission, which achieved little. Churchill’s indignation at his ostracism now deepened, reinforcing his sense that he should quit politics.


While Churchill remained in London reluctantly, Attlee was preparing for combat. Fully recovered, he left Malta at the end of September, stopping in Alexandria before he reached Moudros. By now, following the heavy losses and lack of any breakthrough, the punch had gone out of the campaign. Britain’s position had been made all the weaker by Bulgaria’s entry into the war, on the side of the Central Powers, which both opened up a direct route between Germany and Turkey and meant that Allied troop reinforcements had to be diverted to the Balkans. By October, evacuation was openly under discussion. Hamilton refused to countenance such a move, demanded ever larger reinforcements, and was sacked. But the Dardanelles Committee could not decide how to proceed. Curzon and Churchill were in favour of stepping up the fight; Lloyd George and Bonar Law wanted immediate withdrawal. Asquith, predictably, prevaricated. Hamilton’s replacement, Lieutenant General Charles Munro, was therefore forced to adopt an attritional holding strategy as small numbers of troops continued to arrive.


After a violently stormy crossing of the Aegean, Attlee’s company landed at Sulva Bay on 16 November and made its way to the divisional headquarters. Attlee was pleased to be back among his fellow South Lancashire officers and even enjoyed some attention at the HQ because of his political views, as he recalled: ‘The Commanding Officer would say, “let’s have a good strafe, send for Attlee” and after dinner we would discuss some proposition such as “All socialists are scoundrels”.’ 32 But the reality of war always intruded on regimental life. Whether in the trenches or the reserve, his company was under constant fire from artillery, machine guns and snipers, whose bullets ‘some nights seemed to follow one about’.33 A vivid description of front-line service at Sulva in November was left by Lieutenant H. Lechler, who served alongside Attlee. Writing of a spell on duty with a wiring party, which repaired Allied barbed-wire defences while trying to sabotage those of the Turks, he recorded how, when his group came under attack, ‘we had no hole to get into, so we could only lie where we were and trust to luck. As the firing worked towards us, one voluntarily tightened every muscle and clenched one’s teeth expecting to be hit. The experience was awful, hearing the firing coming nearer and knowing that it was impossible to get away and being without any cover.’ 34


The hazards of enemy action were compounded, at the beginning of December, by an appalling turn in the weather. Dugouts were flooded by torrential rain, which then turned to snow, leaving the men in Attlee’s company soaked and shivering. Once more, in these miserable conditions, Attlee showed his leadership qualities. He got fires going in improvised braziers, organised makeshift shelters, carried out foot inspections, issued rations of rum and made the men who could stand run about so they would warm up. After three days the tempest relented. Attlee’s battalion emerged from the ordeal as the only one in the Allied forces on the Peninsula without any deaths from the freezing damp. For the politicians and military commanders, however, the arrival of winter finally extinguished all lingering hopes of success. With the influence of Churchill and Kitchener so badly diminished because of the botched campaign, the evacuation lobby in Government, led by the assured new Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Sir William Robertson, was in the ascendant. Robertson – who strongly believed that Allied power had to be concentrated in France – ordered that the Sulva and Anzac sectors be evacuated by 20 December, and Helles by 8 January 1916.


There were widespread fears that the withdrawal would result in brutal losses. In fact, this turned out to be the most successful part of the campaign. With his customary efficiency, Attlee was instrumental in the operation at Sulva. His instructions from his commanding officer, Lieutenant General Frederick Maude, were to hold the perimeter line around the cove of Lala Baba, protecting thousands of Allied troops who were to embark from that point. For this task, he had 250 men and six machine guns, as well as a telephone to communicate with GHQ. Most of his men were placed on guard duty in trenches facing the enemy; a smaller detachment held the road to the sea. As soon as darkness fell, the retreating parties of Allied troops began to march through the gaps in the barbed-wire fences and down to the shore. So smoothly was the evacuation organised that it did not even arouse the suspicions of the Turks. ‘Everything was very peaceful though there were occasional shots to be heard from Anzac,’ wrote Attlee.35 Eventually, at 3.30 a.m. on 20 December, Attlee received the message that the last of the parties had been taken from the beach. As he recorded in his own account:




Then we got the order to move. The men hustled up the trench, machine guns going first. I brought up the rear and found a few military police, Maude and a few of the Staff. We went on board lighters which seemed to go round and round. Flames shot up from the dumps of abandoned stores. We were transferred to the Princess Ida* and being very tired, I fell asleep on the saloon floor.36





‘Thank God they got off Helles all right,’ Churchill told Clementine when he heard the news.37 Attlee’s Gallipoli campaign was over. He had been the second-last man out of Sulva, followed by Maude. Within his regiment, his reputation had been enhanced by his cool-headed gallantry. Some of his men thought he might be mentioned in dispatches. That did not happen, but his personal success stood in contrast to Churchill’s eclipse. Yet Attlee was always a stout defender of Churchill over Gallipoli. He never shared the conventional wisdom that it was an ill-conceived strategy. On the contrary, he thought that the scheme was perhaps the most imaginative of the war, one that could have ended the slaughter in the west. As he put it in his autobiography, ‘Often I have thought how near we came to victory and I have tried to work out what the consequences would have been in that event. Unfortunately, the military authorities were Western-Front-minded. Reinforcements were always sent too late.’ 38 In an article in the Spectator in April 1956, Attlee wrote that Churchill ‘was for years pursued by the calumny that he had wantonly thrown away valuable lives in an adventure doomed to failure’. But this was unfair, thought Attlee: ‘The Gallipoli show was the only imaginative strategic conception as an alternative to the wholesale butchery in which the Westerners believed. Its success may have shortened the war, saved innumerable lives and had incalculable effects on the world.’ 39 At a northeastern dinner of the Gallipoli Association a year later Attlee was just as generous: ‘I always take my hat off to Sir Winston Churchill. He had one strategic idea in the war. He did not believe in throwing away masses of people to be massacred. If we had had Sir Winston instead of Asquith and Lloyd George in the 1914–18 war, he would have saved a million lives.’ 40


Churchill himself could take little comfort in any theoretical justification of his strategy. ‘When he left the Admiralty, he thought he was finished. I thought he would never get over the Dardanelles. I thought he would die of grief,’ Clementine said.41 But soon after his resignation from the Government, J. L. Garvin, one of his few Conservative supporters in the press, wrote in the Observer that it was unlikely his career was over: ‘He is young. He has lion-hearted courage. No number of enemies can fight down his ability and force. His hour of triumph will come.’ 42





 


_________________


* In his unpublished War Memoirs, Attlee referred to this vessel as the Princess Ida but that is the title of a Gilbert and Sullivan opera. He obviously meant the SS Princess Ena, a passenger vessel built in Churchill’s Dundee constituency and requisitioned by the Admiralty in April 1915.
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PLUGSTREET AND KUT


FOR CHURCHILL, THE primary attraction of the Dardanelles theatre had been the potential to avoid the continuing brutal slog of trench warfare on the Western Front. By the end of 1915, he was a soldier in those trenches. Among the motivations for his highly unorthodox move from the Cabinet to the infantry were a patriotic desire for action and a growing frustration at political inactivity. In early November, Asquith had reconstituted the unwieldy Dardanelles Committee as a much smaller War Committee with just seven members. Churchill was not among them. He took this as his cue to depart from the Government, telling Asquith that he could not ‘accept a position of general responsibility for war policy without any effective share in its guidance and control’.1 Churchill’s initial step after his resignation was to ask that he be appointed Governor-General of British East Africa, complete with command of the forces there, but that proposal was instantly rejected by the Cabinet.


The alternative to Africa was Flanders. Churchill was sent to the 2nd Battalion of the Grenadier Guards, which was moving into position at Merville near Dunkirk to replace the Indian Corps, now needed in the increasingly intensive Mesopotamian campaign. After a frosty reception, Churchill soon won over the men in the battalion with his toughness, knowledge of army life and stoicism in the face of the enemy. His plunge into the physical realities of war also brought him relief from the trials of politics, as he explained to Clementine: ‘I am very happy here. I did not know what release from care meant. It is a blessed peace.’ 2 His disillusion with politics was further reflected in a letter to C. P. Scott. ‘I am determined not to return unless with proper executive power in war matters; and as this is not a likely condition to arise, I intend to devote myself to my old profession and absorb myself in it.’ 3 Soon after his arrival in the front line, he wrote to Clementine requesting ‘two bottles of my old brandy and a bottle of peach brandy. This consignment might be repeated at intervals of ten days.’ 4 The consoling effects of drink helped to alleviate the relentless damp and lethal dangers the battalion had to endure. On one occasion a dugout he had just vacated took a direct hit from a German shell.


Having familiarised himself with trench warfare, Churchill was due to take command of a brigade in mid-December, as instructed by Sir John French, the outgoing head of the British Army. But then politics interfered again. When reports of the impending appointment reached London, another storm began to brew, driven once more by Tory animosity towards Churchill. The promotion was seen as far too rapid and reeking of favouritism. ‘It is stated on excellent authority from a man at GHQ that Winston has been promised a brigade. It is an outrage if true,’ wrote the Tory whip William Bridgeman in his diary, reflecting the mood in his party.5 Conservative pressure was heightened by the opinion of the incoming new British Expeditionary Force (BEF) Commander-in-Chief, Douglas Haig, who argued that Churchill should not be made a brigadier until ‘he has shown that he could bear responsibility in action as CO of a battalion’.6 Already vulnerable because of the perceived weakness of his leadership, Asquith felt unable to stand up for Churchill. The offer of a brigade was withdrawn. Churchill had to make do with a lesser appointment to the command of 6th Battalion of the Royal Scots Fusiliers, a regiment made up largely of Lowland volunteers.


Promoted to the rank of Lieutenant Colonel, Churchill took charge on 5 January 1916, when the battalion was in reserve at Meteren in France, about ten miles behind the front line. While Churchill was engaged in Western Europe, Attlee was fighting in the Middle East. After a restful Christmas on the Aegean island of Lemnos, his company moved in January to Port Said, the northern terminus of the Suez Canal in Egypt, to spend four weeks training and refitting. Attlee’s clipped manner in conducting these exercises did not appeal to all his men, as Lieutenant H. Lechler noted in his diary. ‘We did an attack against a skeleton army. Of course Attlee found any amount of things wrong with it, when, in his unpleasant way, he criticised everyone, officers included, in front of the company.’ 7


In February 1916, General Maude received instructions to take his division to Mesopotamia, the vast region that roughly corresponds to modern Iraq and Kuwait. The British Empire was on the defensive, seeking to protect the Persian oilfields and the lands to the east of the Suez Canal from the advancing Turks of the Ottoman Empire. After a journey lasting almost a fortnight, Attlee’s battalion arrived in late February 1916 at its new base of Orahat, just east of Kut, where the Anglo-Indian garrison had been under siege from the Ottomans since December 1915. The aim of the expedition, in which Maude’s division formed part of a 30,000-strong force, was to relieve the siege. Yet again, as had happened on Lemnos and Gallipoli, the division was hit by unusually poor weather, with heavy rains causing the Tigris to burst its banks. ‘I found war in the Middle East surprisingly wet,’ commented Attlee laconically.8


By the time of Attlee’s service in the Mesopotamian theatre, Churchill’s spell in the trenches of Flanders was coming to a close. At the end of January 1916, his battalion had been sent to the desolate village of Ploegsteert, inevitably nicknamed ‘Plugstreet’ by the BEF, just inside Belgium’s border with France. His duty was not to go on the offensive but to hold the place, which was under regular German bombardment. To do so, Churchill had to raise the morale and effectiveness of his unit. It was a task he performed triumphantly. He improved training, smartened up the drill, organised communal events and football matches, located extra equipment and showed concern for the welfare of his men. John McGuire, a Fusilier who served with him there, later said that ‘he was a new type of commander who took an interest in everything’.9 What particularly struck his battalion was his utter fearlessness. During his time in Ploegsteert, he made a reported thirty-six forays across no-man’s-land towards enemy lines. Edmund Hakewill-Smith, a lieutenant in the Fusiliers, recalled that Churchill ‘never fell when a shell went off; he never ducked when a bullet went past with its loud crack. He used to say, after watching me duck, “It’s no damn use ducking: the bullet has gone a long way past you by now.” ’ 10


But not everyone who encountered Churchill was impressed by him, as a previously unpublished story from Barney Downes reveals. A soldier with Cameron Highlanders, Downes was ordered, alongside his corporal, to carry out tests in no-man’s-land of an experimental new weapon, the ‘Bangalore Land Torpedo’, which could in theory rip through the enemy’s barbed wire. Amid his other duties, Churchill – always drawn to military improvisations – took an interest in the device, much to Downes’s regret:




We were out in no man’s land one night realigning the barbed wire for easier access when Churchill lumbered out of the darkness. He watched us for some time, proffering advice which we ignored. Then, getting bored, he teed up an empty Ticker’s jam tin and gave it a terrific whack with his trench stick, which an alert sentry heard immediately, firing in the direction of the noise. By an amazing mischance the bullet hit the iron stake my corporal and I were screwing into the ground. The bullet disintegrated a small piece, lacerating the fleshy part of my arm and a larger piece slicing the Corporal’s throat, the spouting blood indicating a very serious wound.





Meanwhile, according to Downes, Churchill was ‘scuttling back’ to safety ‘leaving us to cope with rough and ready first aid while under spasmodic fire from the sentry post’. Eventually the two men were able to return to the front line ‘where we were completely shocked and dismayed’ to find that Churchill had not reported the incident. ‘This dereliction of duty left us dazed,’ Downes concluded.11


Churchill also caused damage to his reputation on a far more public scale with an ill-judged parliamentary intervention during a period of leave from the front. In contradiction of what he had told his wife and C. P. Scott the previous December, he yearned to return to the Westminster scene, not least so that he could try to clear his name over the Dardanelles fiasco. Freed briefly from his military burden, he intervened on 7 March in the Commons with an attack on Asquith’s maritime policy. But his performance undermined his own standing far more than it did the Government. At the climax of his contribution, he made the incomprehensible suggestion that his own nemesis Jacky Fisher, with whom he had re-established relations, should be brought back as First Sea Lord. This was forgiveness carried to self-destructive eccentricity. Churchill’s supporters were crestfallen, most politicians dismissive. Asquith said that the speech had been ‘the grossest effrontery’ and ‘a piece of impudent humbug’,12
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