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The Greatest Briton

Why, man, he doth bestride the narrow world 
Like a Colossus; and we petty men 
Walk under his huge legs.

(Julius Caesar)
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Introduction


Churchill and the war on terror

THE EVENTS of September 11th 2001 have left an indelible imprint on the modern psyche. On that deadly autumn morning, nineteen Islamist terrorists carried out the single most devastating attack on American soil, claiming the lives of nearly three thousand people. In a well co-ordinated and planned operation, they assaulted the heart of the American political and economic system by attacking the Pentagon and the World Trade Centre. These attacks, a classic example of asymmetric warfare, were rightly described as ‘an act of war’ and not just an act of terror.1 For many Americans, they induced a heightened sense of national vulnerability that was reminiscent of Britain’s experience in the Blitz.

In the aftermath of the atrocity one wartime leader loomed large in the American imagination: Winston Churchill. Speaking to survivors of the attack on the Pentagon, Donald Rumsfeld said: ‘At the height of peril to his own nation, Winston Churchill spoke of their finest hour. Yesterday, America and the cause of human freedom came under attack.’2 The phrase ‘cause of human freedom’ would have struck a chord with Churchill. Churchill often portrayed Britain’s struggle against Nazi Germany in simple moral terms. In his famous broadcast announcing the imminent ‘Battle of Britain’, he declared that nothing less than ‘the survival of Christian civilisation’ was at stake. He told Parliament that if Britain lost, ‘the whole world, including the United States’ would ‘sink into the abyss of a new dark age’.3

President Bush appeared certain of the significance of 9/11. What was at stake in the war on terror was nothing less than the survival of the same freedoms that were threatened in 1940. ‘Every civilised nation has a part in this struggle,’ he declared, ‘because every civilised nation has a stake in its outcome.’ The war on terror was a pledge ‘for the freedom and security of [the] country and the
civilised world’. For Al Qaeda ‘attacked not just our people but all freedom-loving people everywhere in the world’. On the eve of the invasion of Afghanistan, President Bush told the American people: ‘We will not waver, we will not tire, we will not falter, and we will not fail.’ He was echoing Churchill’s resonant declaration in 1941: ‘We shall not fail or falter; we shall not weaken or tire.’

Both men were using Manichean phraseology in which the battles to come reflected simple moral opposites: good versus evil, freedom versus slavery, liberty versus tyranny. For many in Britain’s modern secular culture, this terminology often appears alien and discomfiting, a throwback to the moral certainties of Victorian times. But as the embodiment of British resolve and indomitability, it is likely that Churchill would have approved of Bush’s 9/11 phraseology, if not all of the President’s subsequent policies. Though not a religious man, Churchill was profoundly aware of the potency of language and its role in political leadership.

Parallels were also drawn between the behaviour of New York mayor Rudy Giuliani and that shown by Churchill at the height of the Blitz. Giuliani will be remembered on 9/11 for his consoling words and his unwavering belief that New Yorkers would emerge stronger from their shattering experience. Like Churchill, Giuliani learnt the vital importance of appearing certain of victory. Without downplaying the havoc the terrorists had wrought, Giuliani talked and walked with an air of authority and inner belief. As the late Lord Jenkins put it: ‘What Giuliani succeeded in doing is what Churchill succeeded in doing in that dreadful summer of 1940. He managed to create the illusion that we were bound to win.’4 In 1940, Churchill did the same. He sent out a memo ordering his staff not to appear sullen, dejected or defeatist but to radiate confidence in Britain’s cause and its ability to survive. It was a confidence trick – but it worked.

Giuliani admitted in an interview that Churchill had long been his hero although he ‘never used to tell people that’. Churchill had ‘helped him a lot, before, during and after’ the September 11th attacks. He admired the way that he ‘had revived the spirit of the British people when it was down … and [I] used Churchill to teach me how to reinvigorate the spirit of a dying nation.’5 Time magazine named Giuliani Man of the Year for 2001 and his popularity enabled him to pose as the Republicans’ ‘security’ candidate in the race for the 2008 presidency.


It was therefore no accident that many Americans turned to Churchill after 9/11. It helped that he was a half American on his mother’s side and that he had often romanticised the links between the English speaking peoples. Americans remembered that as a war leader he was indomitable, courageous, vigorous, optimistic and possessed of a deep moral conviction about the causes he espoused. They admired his pristine moral clarity in arguing that accommodation with Nazism was impossible and that appeasing Hitler was a short sighted betrayal of British values. For Churchill viewed Hitler, not as a simple-minded nationalist, but as one of a terrifying new brigade of ideological revolutionaries.

Today Europe, and the wider world, faces an unnerving challenge from the forces of radical Islam. Like Nazism, radical Islam (or Islamism) seeks no long term accommodation with its foe and demands no redress for merely localised grievances. Instead its jihadist supporters want to create a global Islamic state ruled by Sharia law, one in which the central freedoms of secular, Western societies are eradicated. This goal ‘requires terror and unrelenting terror until its ends are achieved’.6

The advocates of radical Islam reject the separation of church and state, the notion that beliefs can ever be confined to the private realm. In their pure Islamic state, all behaviour must be in rigid conformity to the perceived tenets of the faith. Any values which conflict with their interpretation of Islamic law, such as freedom of speech, religious pluralism, democracy and sexual liberalism must be abolished. Radical Islam is therefore an inherently totalitarian ideology with religious foundations.

Like Nazism, Islamism is inherently anti-Semitic at its core. In the writings of leading Islamist ideologues, such as Muhammad Wahhab, Sayyid Qutb and Ruhollah Khomeini, the Jew is portrayed as a demonic enemy of Muslims and a malignant influence in the world. Jews are seen as having a treacherous and deceitful character, making them ripe for political suppression or eventual slaughter. Depictions of the Jew in the Arab world today frequently borrow the most virulent images from Nazi newspapers.7 Like the Nazis, Islamists thrive on a victim centred theory of history to explain and justify their murderous obsessions. Just as the Nazis lamented the Treaty of Versailles for emasculating German power, the Islamists point to the abolition of the Caliphate in 1924 as the starting point for their jihadist crusade.8 The call to arms against a perceived enemy, whether Jews
or infidels, has a seductive power for Muslim radicals, just as it did for Germans in the 1930s.

Churchill would certainly have grasped the Islamic dimension to today’s terror threat. As a young man in Sudan, he noted certain characteristics of Islamic rule that repelled him and was unsparing in his choice of words: ‘How dreadful are the curses which Mohammedanism lays on its votaries. Besides the fanatical frenzy, which is as dangerous in a man as hydrophobia in a dog, there is this fearful fatalistic apathy. Improvident habits, slovenly systems of agriculture, sluggish methods of commerce, and insecurity of property exist wherever the followers of the Prophet rule or live.’

He also condemned the Islamic law that stipulated that ‘every woman must belong to some man as his absolute property’, arguing that this hindered ‘the final extinction of slavery’. Despite his favourable comments about the bravery of individual Muslim soldiers, he believed that Islam paralysed ‘the social development of those who [followed] it’. In summary, there was ‘no stronger retrograde force in the world’. In today’s politically correct age, it is safe to assume that no Western leader would offer such a damning critique, at least not in public.

Churchill also realised that as a ‘militant and proselytising’ faith, it was a potent rallying cry for its devotees.9 In The History of the Malakand Field Force he wrote that whereas Christianity ‘must always exercise a modifying influence on men’s passions’, Islam, ‘increases, instead of lessening, the fury of intolerance’. He went on: ‘It was originally propagated by the sword, and ever since, its votaries have been subject, above the people of all other creeds, to this form of madness.’10 His description of the Pashtun fakir, Mullah Mastun (‘the Mad Mullah’) as ‘a wild enthusiast, convinced alike of his divine mission’ who ‘preached a crusade against the infidel’ could easily be applied to jihadist leaders today.11

Together with Egypt and Pakistan, the epicentre of twentieth-century radical Islam was Saudi Arabia. As Colonial Secretary, Churchill met the founder of the Saudi state, Ibn Saud, and in his dealings with him became familiar with the doctrine of Wahhabism. He wrote that this form of Islam bore comparison to ‘the most militant form of Calvinism’ and that Wahhabis held, as ‘an article of faith’, the need to kill those who disagreed with their ideas.

The Wahhabis were ‘austere, intolerant, well-armed, and bloodthirsty’ and believed they had to ‘kill all those who [did] not share
their opinions’ as well as ‘make slaves of their wives and children’. He listed those who were affected: ‘Women have been put to death in Wahabi villages for simply appearing in the streets. It is a penal offence to wear a silk garment. Men have been killed for smoking a cigarette.’12 This was a perceptive comment on how much radical Islam was motivated by a rejection of Western values, practices and freedoms.13

Churchill then would have had much to say about the West’s current ‘long war’ against extremism. But today’s neo-conservatives have become somewhat misty-eyed when comparing George Bush and Winston Churchill. Despite his love of grand oratory and occasional Manichean terminology, Churchill rarely spoke of democracy and freedom in messianic tones. While he mentioned God on occasions, he was not an essentially religious man and his reverence for liberty and the Constitution was couched most often in pragmatic and secular terms.

Moreover, Churchill had a thoroughgoing knowledge of international affairs and wrote numerous articles on nearly every major conflict of his times. Before taking up his seat in the House of Commons, he had already acquired intimate knowledge of wars in Cuba, South Africa, Afghanistan and Sudan. This gave him an air of authority when he spoke up on colonial issues in Parliament. By contrast, Bush, like Neville Chamberlain, took office with little knowledge or experience of foreign issues.14

Churchill, more than Bush, sought to bridge the political divide on many occasions, refusing to be the plaything of any one political party. He was a coalitionist during the grave struggles of the Second World War, bringing together politicians from across the political divide so as to forge a more effective and representative government. After 9/11, Bush won cross-party support for his war on terror. But this support evaporated towards the end of his first term amid recriminations over domestic and foreign policy.

Above all, Churchill was an intellectual as well as a man of action. He was a biographer, novelist, historian and journalist, a master of words and an oratorical genius who famously became his own speechwriter. Though no intellectual slouch, Bush became famous for his lack of verbal dexterity and inarticulate manner. And, despite the similarities between Nazism and radical Islam, the challenge posed to Western civilisation between 1939 and 1945 was on a monumentally different scale to that posed by militant Islam today.
At their height, the Axis powers might have overrun Europe and the Far East, while seizing control of the Middle East’s oil supplies, posing the ultimate threat to the Allies. That is not comparable to the current jihadist terror assault, which will need to be defeated, or contained, by a combination of military, economic and ideological pressures. Globalised terror cannot be defeated on the battlefield alone.

In some respects, radical Islam more closely resembles Soviet Communism. Both share a utopian belief in the redemption of humanity, with communism raising man from the ‘despond’ of capitalism and radical Islam reclaiming humanity from the perceived shackles of secular life. The advocates of both doctrines espouse the use of violence to achieve political change, regarding the killing of fellow travellers as a necessary stage to redemption. Just as Stalin inflicted terror on members of the communist party, so too jihadists have murdered moderate Muslims for rejecting puritanical Islam.15 And both communists and Islamists have sought to make inroads within Western societies by the subtle use of propaganda and subversion.

As a life-long opponent of communism, Churchill would have understood this form of cultural intimidation. He wrote that the Bolshevik aim of global revolution could be pursued in peacetime or war. As he put it, a Bolshevist peace was only ‘another form of war’.16 If the Bolsheviks could not work by military means they would ‘employ every device of propaganda in their neighbours’ territories’ to ensure those countries were ‘poisoned internally’.17

Despite not being a conventional neo-con, Churchill was a bitter opponent of tyranny in any form. As such, he would have certainly approved of the principled stand taken by the Western alliance against Al Qaeda. But would he have approved of the 2003 war in Iraq? Certainly politicians on both sides of the Atlantic invoked Churchill’s vigorous stand against appeasement to justify regime change against Saddam Hussein. On the eve of war in March 2003, President Bush declared: ‘In this century, when evil men plot chemical, biological and nuclear terror, a policy of appeasement could bring destruction of a kind never before seen on this earth.’18

At the same time, Tony Blair offered the flipside of Neville Chamberlain’s Munich speech by condemning ‘appeasement in our time’. Chamberlain was, according to Blair, a ‘good man who made the wrong decision’. He spelt out the crucial lessons of appeasement:
‘The lesson we learnt then was that if, confronted by a threat, we back away because we assume that our … peaceful intentions are matched by those threatening us, the threat only grows, and at a later time has to be confronted again, but in a far more deadly and dangerous form.’19 On the other side of the Atlantic, Richard Perle warned of Saddam Hussein: ‘The danger that springs from his capabilities will only grow as he expands his arsenal. A pre-emptive strike against Hitler at the time of Munich would have meant an immediate war, as opposed to the one that came later. Later was much worse.’20

What all these politicians overlooked was that Churchill had already experienced a dispiriting military entanglement in Iraq. After the First World War Britain was awarded the mandate for Mesopotamia (Iraq) and maintained an imperial presence there for a number of years. But in 1920 a coalition of Iraqi insurgents declared a jihad against the British and parts of Iraq rebelled against colonial rule. The uprising was swiftly put down, albeit at considerable cost to British troops.

As Colonial Secretary, Churchill took over responsibility for reaching a political settlement in Iraq but often expressed grave doubts about the mandate. At one point he declared: ‘We have not got a single friend in the press upon the subject, and there is no point of which they make more effective use to injure the government. Week after week and month after month for a long time to come we shall have a continuance of this miserable, wasteful, sporadic warfare …’21 These sound like the sentiments of many a politician and General after the 2003 invasion.

We should sometimes be wary of those who wrap themselves in a Churchillian mantle in order to promote controversial policies. But in general, Churchill remains profoundly relevant to political debate in the twenty first century. During a public career spanning sixty years, he confronted many of the issues that concern us today: the Northern Ireland peace process, the Arab-Israeli conflict, the future of Iraq, the response to terrorism, European unity, the special relationship with America, welfare reform and taxation to name but a few. This volume will show how he grappled with these, and other, problems and how some of his thinking remains apposite for a modern generation. Above all, it is the aim of this book to dispel the many myths that surround the Churchill legend and, in so doing, offer a more rounded portrait of this multifaceted genius.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Promise of Youth

WINSTON SPENCER-CHURCHILL was born at Blenheim Palace on November 30th 1874, the first son of Randolph Churchill and Jennie Jerome. He was the grandson of an aristocrat, the 7th Duke of Marlborough, and was proud to trace his descent from the illustrious John Churchill, the 1st Duke of Marlborough, who died in 1722.

He was educated at St George’s school in Ascot before attending Harrow at the age of 13. He received mixed reports during his five years there but excelled at history, English and fencing. He rarely received parental visits but developed a close relationship with his beloved nanny, Mrs Everest. In 1893 he enrolled at Sandhurst Military Academy and within two years, he had been commissioned into the 4th Hussars. While on leave in 1895, he travelled to Cuba, where he wrote dispatches for the Daily Graphic. He witnessed the Cuban insurrection against the Spanish authorities and developed a love of Havana cigars which would last for the rest of his life.

He went to India and, in 1897, fought in the North-West Frontier against Pashtun tribesmen. From his experiences there he wrote his first book, The Story of the Malakand Field Force. A year later, he saw action at Omdurman in Sudan under Lord Kitchener, which led to his second book, The River War. In his account, he condemned Kitchener’s tactics as inhumane, in particular his decision to disinter the corpse of the Mahdi. In 1899 he stood, unsuccessfully, as a Tory candidate in a by-election at Oldham.

He then travelled as a correspondent to South Africa at the start of the Second Boer War, where he was commissioned to write for the Morning Post. He was subsequently captured and imprisoned by the Boer authorities but managed to escape captivity, becoming an overnight sensation when he turned up safe in Portuguese controlled Lorenço Marques. He returned to South Africa, where he took part in the relief of Ladysmith and saw action in Pretoria. He wrote two further books about his experiences, From London to Ladysmith and Ian Hamilton’s March.


In 1900 he was elected as Conservative MP for Oldham and went on a speaking tour of the United States and Canada.


Was Churchill a neglected child?

CHURCHILL OFTEN DESCRIBED himself as a child of the Victorian age and nowhere is this more evident than in his relationship with his parents. Winston’s mother, the American Jennie Jerome was, in the words of her grandson, ‘a woman of exceptional beauty in an age of famous beauties’.1 Her father, Leonard Jerome, was a self-made American millionaire stockbroker who had won and lost fortunes on the US stock exchange and whose political career involved a stint as US ambassador in Trieste. Jennie’s great grandmother was said to be an Iroquois Indian, though this claim has recently been questioned.2

Jennie was 19 when she met Randolph Churchill at a regatta at Cowes on the Isle of Wight. The younger son of the 7th Duke of Marlborough, Randolph had been an MP since 1873, and a rapid ascent up the ‘greasy pole’ led to his appointment as Chancellor of the Exchequer under Lord Salisbury. A year later a reckless misjudgement led to his swift downfall and within a few years, he entered political oblivion. Together Jennie and Randolph, with all their influential connections, became thoroughly immersed in the London social circuit, something that would have an impact on the young Winston.

In My Early Life Winston describes both his parents in glowing terms. His mother was a ‘fairy princess’ and ‘radiant being’ who shone ‘like the evening star’.3 His father, Lord Randolph Churchill, was a career politician and Winston later wrote that he took his politics ‘almost unquestioningly from him’. Churchill described him as ‘the greatest and most powerful influence’ in his early life and ‘conceived an intense admiration and affection for him’.4

But Winston’s idolisation of his parents was tempered by their frequent absences during his early years. Some of Winston’s letters from his various schools ‘abound in pathetic requests for letters and for visits’ but both parents were too busy to visit him.5 Lady Randolph was caught up in the world of fashionable society while Randolph was absorbed in high politics. Of course in many ways Winston was spoiled, as one would expect for someone of his class and background. He was brought up in the luxury of Blenheim Palace
and enjoyed frequent holidays abroad and on the Isle of Wight. He also had an indulgent nanny, Mrs Everest, to cater for his every need. In this sense, he was not a victim of parental neglect.

But his parents rarely visited him at school and Winston took offence. His letters home contained a variety of requests for attention, money and visits, often using a blatant form of emotional manipulation to get his way. In 1886 Winston asked his mother to attend his school play. Jennie replied that she could not do so because she was hosting a dinner party in London but Winston was persistent: ‘Now you know I was always your darling and you can’t find it in your heart to give me a denial. I want you to put off the dinner party…’6 To the young boy’s chagrin, Jennie ended up hosting the dinner party.

In another letter, the 12-year-old Churchill expressed his desire to watch the 1887 Jubilee. He urged his mother to pull strings for him, assuring her that ‘you love me too much to disappoint me’.7 On this occasion he was more successful. Typical of his requests was one he made in a letter to his father in 1889: ‘I do hope both you and Mamma will come as last speech day nobody came to see me and it was vy dull. You have never been to see me…’8

In another letter, Winston had demanded to be at home for Christmas rather than be sent abroad. In a typically demanding manner, he declared that he had no intention of going abroad and added: ‘If you in spite of my entreaties force me to go I will do as little as I can and the holidays will be one continual battle.’ Winston’s overbearing tone elicited a sharp response from his mother: ‘When one wants something in this world, it is not by delivering ultimatums that one is likely to get it.’9

In truth, Churchill’s parents paid young Winston little attention while he was at school but as Celia Sandys has pointed out: ‘Neglectful though this may seem in the twentieth century, Victorian parents, once they had dispatched their sons to school, did not feel obliged to spend their time going to see them.’10 It was normal for the boys of upper-middle-class families to be sent to public schools for a term at a time, during which they would not be expected to see their parents.

If Winston enjoyed only brief glimpses of his mother’s affections, those with his father were rarer still. He regretted not having a closer relationship with his father and not living long enough to know him intimately. When Randolph died in 1895, Winston wrote that his ‘dreams of comradeship with him, of entering Parliament at his side and in his support’ came to an end. Winston later claimed that he
had had but two or three deep conversations with Randolph and, after the latter’s death, all that remained was to ‘pursue his aims and vindicate his memory’.11

Evidence of the remoteness of father and son comes in a letter written by Winston on finding out that he was to go to Harrow and not Winchester. ‘Did you’, Winston enquires, ‘go to Harrow or Eton?’12 Randolph Churchill remarks in the official biography how strange it was that a boy of 13 would not know of his father’s choice of schooling, while Winston himself found out indirectly of his father’s choice for him.

On the rare occasions that his father corresponded with him, it was often to rebuke him for some personal failing. Randolph once returned one of his son’s letters with the following note: ‘This is a letter which I shall not keep but return to you that you may from time to time review its pedantic and overgrown schoolboy style.’13 He even suggested in another letter that Winston substitute ‘Father’ for ‘Papa’ in his letters.14

The most famous example of fatherly displeasure followed Churchill’s entrance into the Sandhurst military academy. In June 1893 Churchill had taken the entrance exam for the third time and, though his marks were too low for an infantry cadetship, he gained one for the cavalry. Winston was relieved but his father offered a stern and destructive rebuke. In his letter, Randolph reprimanded his son for his ‘slovenly happy-go-lucky harum scarum style of work’, while no longer attaching ‘the slightest weight’ to anything he said about his own acquirements and exploits. He then warned his son that if he did not abandon ‘his idle useless unprofitable life’ he would become ‘a mere social wastrel’ and ‘degenerate into a shabby unhappy & futile existence.’15

Winston was clearly affected by the sternness of this rebuke and merely promised his father that he would try to improve. Randolph did little to deserve his son’s hero worship. But Winston still felt that his father owned ‘the key to everything or almost everything worth having’ even if the admiration was all one way. When Winston showed his father signs of comradeship, he was ‘frozen into stone’.16

Jennie made up for her former aloofness by assisting Winston during the early part of his public career. While he was serving in India she sent him dozens of volumes from the world’s famous authors, as well as 27 volumes of the Annual Register. She later served as his literary agent, helping to find him a suitable newspaper to
publish his articles on the Malakand war, as well as a publisher for his early books. While Churchill’s relations with his mother improved in his twenties, he had no opportunity to repair relations with his father. Randolph died after a lingering illness in 1895, with Winston declaring that he would seek ‘to lift again the flag I found lying on a stricken field’.17

Without doubt though, the spirit of Randolph Churchill hovered over Winston in the early stages of his political career. In 1901 Churchill delivered his maiden speech in the House of Commons on the Boer War. At the end, he thanked the House for their attention: ‘I cannot sit down without saying how very grateful I am for the kindness and patience with which the House has heard me, and which have been extended to me, I well know, not on my own account, but because of a certain splendid memory which many Hon Members still preserve.’18

During the first half of the next decade, Churchill would write a biography of his father while starting out on his own political journey. In a sense, this was no mere coincidence. Churchill sought to vindicate his father’s life and career while showing himself, with respect to his core political beliefs, to be his father’s son. After all, they both endorsed similar causes: Tory democracy, army retrenchment, Ulster and cross party coalition. But Randolph needed political rehabilitation for he was best remembered for his reckless resignation and later decline. Winston’s filial piety ensured he would get it.

In the preface he wrote: ‘I have thought it my duty, so far as possible, to assemble once and for all the whole body of historical evidence required for the understanding of Lord Randolph Churchill’s career. Scarcely anything of material consequence has been omitted, and such omissions as have been necessary are made for others’ sakes and not his own …’19 Of course this was disingenuous for material was suppressed which would have done posthumous damage to Randolph’s reputation. Winston appears to have believed that his father died from the effects of tertiary syphilis but no such revelation could have been made in respectable society. It was a final act of loving kindness from son to father.





Was Churchill a school dunce?

‘I AM ALL FOR the public schools but I do not want to go there again.’ This comment in his autobiography My Early Life neatly encapsulated Churchill’s unhappiness at school and his dislike of the traditional curriculum. For the slightly unorthodox and precocious ‘young man in a hurry’, public school life was too rigid and constraining to be of real satisfaction. He enjoyed some subjects but hated others and his resulting boredom led to reports of slovenliness and a lack of diligence. Throughout his early years, Churchill’s defiant attitude was a constant source of frustration to his teachers. Their frequent disappointment has helped foster the belief that Churchill was an intellectually feeble school dunce and that his rise to power was a miracle for an uneducated boy. In the film Young Winston, based on Churchill’s autobiography, we see how the intrepid 13-year-old fared in the Classics entrance exam to Harrow:


I wrote my name at the top of the page. I wrote down the number of the question ‘I’. But thereafter I could not think of anything connected with it that was either relevant or true. Incidentally there arrived from nowhere in particular a blot and several smudges. I gazed for two whole hours at this sad spectacle; and then merciful ushers collected my piece of foolscap with all the others and carried it up to the Headmaster’s table.


Churchill tells us: ‘It was from these slender indications of scholarship that Mr. Welldon drew the conclusion that I was worthy to pass into Harrow…’20 The account is interesting for what it leaves out, for he was also examined in algebra and ‘a very easy arithmetic paper’.21 However, he was placed in the lowest division of the fourth (or bottom) form, which was a rather ‘unpretentious situation’.22

But was Churchill’s rather uncharacteristic modesty no more than a clever ploy to enhance his political career? His son certainly believed so: ‘Just as his greatest friend, F.E. Smith, was wont to exaggerate the poverty of his youth,’ Randolph Churchill wrote, ‘Winston was inclined to exaggerate his own early ignorance.’ He went on: ‘Both no doubt subconsciously felt in later years that their brilliant successes would be enhanced, set against a somber background of poverty and stupidity.’23


The myth of the intellectually deficient schoolboy is easily exploded when one reads the less self effacing passages of My Early Life. His frequent poor subject reports and exam lapses had less to do with poor ability and more to do with a lack of interest in the school curriculum. And where Churchill’s interest could not be engaged, he would simply refuse to try. Churchill revealed the following in his autobiography: ‘I would have liked to have been examined in history, poetry and writing essays,’ subjects in which he would have excelled. But the examiners ‘were partial to Latin and mathematics’. Churchill continued: ‘I would have willingly displayed my knowledge’ but the examiners ‘sought to expose my ignorance’.24

Churchill’s partiality to favourite subjects, and contemptuous dislike of others, explains why he did not receive glowing reports from his frustrated teachers. As he admitted in My Early Life, ‘Where my reason, imagination or interest were not engaged, I would not or I could not learn…’ And, as one of his tutors put it at the time, Winston’s problem was not a lack of ability but a ‘fitful’ energy.25

In particular, Churchill hated the emphasis on classics in the public school curriculum. As one of his contemporaries remembered, ‘to shy at Latin was a serious obstacle to success’, for he was as a result a ‘late starter’.26 Another of his contemporaries at Harrow remembered that he ‘really hated much of the school curriculum’ and that it seemed ‘a shocking waste to spend so much time on dead languages and so little on his native tongue’.27 His hatred of classics has an amusing ring to it. At the age of seven he thought that the practice of declining Latin words was ‘rigmarole’and, on hearing that Gladstone read Homer for fun, he thought that this ‘served him right’.28 He claimed that in twelve years of education, he never wrote a Latin verse or learnt Greek, except the alphabet, a stubborn attitude that would accompany him throughout his school career.

This stubborn attitude was also reflected in his school behaviour, which was often marked by a defiance of authority. At his first school, St George’s in Ascot, there is evidence of young Winston’s mischievous behaviour. In his first report the headmaster noted that, while Winston was ‘very truthful’, he was also ‘a regular pickle’ who had ‘not fallen into school ways yet’.29 According to one of Churchill’s contemporaries at St George’s, young Winston had a ‘quarrelsome attitude’ which ‘got on everyone’s nerves’.30

The following year, despite his improvement, he could still be ‘troublesome’ while his headmaster stated that he could not ‘be
trusted to behave himself anywhere’.31 At Harrow Churchill was the recipient of corporal punishment which was sometimes administered by the Head of House. On one occasion Churchill was ‘whipped’ by his Head of House, Nugent Hicks; after receiving his first lashing, he said to Hicks, ‘I shall be a greater man than you.’ Hicks replied: ‘You can take two more for that.’

One of his contemporaries at Harrow summed up his memory of Churchill’s school behaviour: ‘He consistently broke almost every rule made by masters or boys, was quite incorrigible, and had an unlimited vocabulary of “back chat”, which he produced with dauntless courage on every occasion of remonstrance.’32

When Churchill applied himself to subjects of interest, such as the humanities, his reports were encouraging. In his last report at St George’s in Ascot for summer 1883, his history and geography were ‘very good’ and ‘very fair’ respectively.33 Both history and geography were ‘very good’ (report of June 1884) and, in the same report, spelling was improved although his writing was ‘full of corrections & untidy.’34 Even in subjects which he claimed to hate, there is evidence that Churchill was no dunce. In revising for his Harrow entrance exam, Winston found that he was ‘forward’ rather than backward in his study of Euclid, and in preparatory exams at that time he came first in many subjects, including algebra, English and Bible history.35 He claimed to enjoy chemistry and, in one of his earliest letters to his mother, he wrote: ‘It seems so funny that two gases should make water.’36

Winston also demonstrated his remarkable memory by successfully reciting twelve hundred lines of Macaulay’s Lays of Ancient Rome, winning a school prize in the process. One of Winston’s Harrovian contemporaries said that, while people teaching him literature could remember a line or two of a Shakespeare play, ‘Winston could quote whole scenes straight off; nor was he slow to take advantage of his remarkable gift of memory’ for, if a master misquoted a passage, ‘Winston would instantly correct him’.37 While at Harrow, he had also finished fouth out of twenty-five for the Shakespeare prize (for the lower class), beating a number of older boys.

Churchill’s powers of expression were on display in other ways. While at Harrow, he sent notes on current events to the school magazine The Harrovian which were, in the words of one contemporary, ‘extraordinarily witty and well expressed’.38 It is not for nothing that Dr Welldon is said to have talked of Winston’s ‘love
and veneration for the English language’.39 His love of the language owed something to Mr Robert Somervell, the lower school English master at Harrow. As a result of being in the bottom form at Harrow, Churchill learned English under Somervell, whose duty consisted in ‘teaching the stupidest boys the most disregarded thing – namely, to write mere English’. As a result of Somervell’s training, Churchill claimed to have mastered the ‘essential structure of the ordinary British sentence’, which was ‘a noble thing’.40

There is early evidence, too, of his outstanding oratorical ability. As Canon Tomlin recalls: ‘The one vivid memory that I have of him, corroborated independently by two of my Harrow friends, is of this small red haired, snub nosed, jolly faced youngster darting up during a house debate, against all the rules, before he had been a year in the house, to refute one of his seniors and carrying all before him with a magnificent speech.’41 Churchill did not particularly distinguish himself at Harrow but he was certainly described as ‘a marked boy’ whose ‘great ability was recognised by at any rate some masters’.42

Churchill, then, was not so much stupid as stubborn. He had a special gift for the English language and history and he impressed his peers with his oratorical technique. Sebastian Haffner is therefore a little wide of the mark in suggesting that Churchill left school ‘uneducated’ and that a Harrow education ‘was wasted on him’.43 But, as Randolph Churchill remarked in the official biography, ‘No one could make him do or learn anything against his will.’44 Ultimately that spirit of stubbornness and rebellion, and unyielding love of the English language, would remain with Churchill for the rest of his life.




Was Churchill an unrepentant jingoist in the ‘River War’?

I have tried to gild war… But there was nothing dulce et decorum about the Dervish dead; nothing of the dignity of unconquerable manhood… Yet these were as brave men as ever walked the earth.45


AFTER COMPLETING his military training at Sandhurst, Churchill became embroiled in a series of imperial wars in India, Sudan and South Africa. This suited the young subaltern for he was eager for decoration and military glory. In 1898 there was a new focus for
imperial activity in the Sudan where Sir Herbert Kitchener, the Egyptian Sirdar (commander), was leading an expedition. Kitchener’s aims were twofold. With Italy establishing a colony in Somaliland and France expanding its Saharan Empire, Britain had to protect its own African empire from foreign encroachment and prevent territories such as Kenya and Uganda being cut off from Egypt.

Kitchener also sought to avenge the death of General Gordon in 1885 at the hands of the self-proclaimed Mahdi, Mohammed Ahmed. Ahmed was a militant Islamic leader who led a fierce resistance to Egyptian occupation in the Sudan a decade earlier. He was to confront the Mahdi’s successor, Abdullah al-Taashi (the Khalifa) with his nearly fifty thousand followers, or Dervishes.

Lord Kitchener initially vetoed Churchill’s application to take part in the Sudan campaign, scared of what he might write as a newspaper correspondent. It was only his mother’s entreaties to Prime Minister Salisbury, as well as the death of another soldier, that changed Kitchener’s mind. The War Office telegram advising him of his attachment to the 21st Lancers was hardly welcoming: ‘You will proceed at your own expense and … in the event of your being killed or wounded … no charge of any kind will fall on British Army funds.’46

Winston saw action at the vital moments of the campaign. He arrived at the city of Omdurman, near Khartoum, late in August. On September 1st the Khalifa’s army lined up on a five-mile front and the following day they advanced against Kitchener’s troops. But the Dervishes, for all their vigour, were no match for the British army, who mowed them down with machine guns and a mass of artillery. The Dervishes, armed with spears and rifles, fell in great numbers, but Kitchener decided not to stop there. Fearful that they would retreat to Khartoum, Kitchener ordered the 310 men of the 21st Lancers to finish off the remnants of the Dervishes on the field of battle. Churchill advanced, armed with a Mauser pistol and, according to the account he wrote later, shot a number of the Dervishes, killing at least three for certain.

As well as participating in the fighting, Churchill had journalistic responsibilities. Prior to this departure for Sudan, he had struck a deal with The Morning Post to pay him £15 per column, a considerable sum in those days. Thus, during the campaigns of the River War, Churchill wrote fifteen long dispatches in the form of unsigned letters (except the last) and these later formed the basis of a two-volume
account, The River War. Given his colossal ambition for military glory and his staunch defence of British imperialism, one might have expected the young Churchill to fully endorse British actions in Sudan, but this was far from the case. His writing was ‘poles apart from the conventional jingoistic British journalism of the period’.47

Controversially, he paid tribute to the courage and fighting spirit of the Dervishes. They were, he wrote, ‘as brave men as ever walked the earth … their claim beyond the grave in respect of a valiant death was as good as that which any of our countrymen could make.’ The Dervish warriors were ‘valiant’, ‘confident in their strength, in the justice of their cause, in the support of their religion’ but were now ‘scattered and destroyed’.48 Already Churchill was displaying an unconventional attitude with this unrestrained accolade to the enemy. He was also generous to Mohammed Ahmed, describing him as ‘the most remarkable Mohammedan of modern times’ and a ‘man of considerable nobility of character’.49

Churchill also criticised the decision not to spare the lives of wounded Dervish soldiers. For this, he laid the blame squarely on the shoulders of Kitchener, writing that ‘there was a very general impression that the fewer the prisoners, the greater would be the satisfaction of the commander’. Later he would write to his mother that ‘the victory at Omdurman was disgraced by the inhuman slaughter of the wounded and that Kitchener was responsible for this’.50 After ‘atrocious’ acts of cruelty by British soldiers, Omdurman became a tarnished event in which individual soldiers would ‘carry from the field only a very transient satisfaction’.51

It was not just the lack of humanity that rankled with Churchill, but also the strategic incompetence of the campaign. The British failed to catch the Mahdi’s successor, and once again Kitchener was singled out for opprobrium: ‘On whom does the responsibility lie? Not on the troopers … not on the cavalry leaders … but upon the Sirdar, and on him alone.’52

But the event that most greatly aroused Churchill’s indignation happened after the battle itself. On Kitchener’s orders, the tomb of the Mahdi in Khartoum had been desecrated and the Mahdi’s body disinterred. The corpse’s head had then been removed for ‘future disposal’. Churchill launched an outspoken attack on this action:


If the people of the Sudan cared no more for the Mahdi, then it was an act of vandalism and folly to destroy the only fine building which
might attract the traveller and interest the historian … If, on the other hand, the people of the Sudan still venerated the memory of the Mahdi … then I shall not hesitate to declare that to destroy what was sacred and holy to them was a wicked act, of which the true Christian, no less than the philosopher, must express his abhorrence. 53


For Churchill, the desecration of the Mahdi’s tomb and the removal of his body was a ‘wretched business’.54 It was an act of barbarity that in his view could not be justified, no matter how treacherous the nature of the Dervish enemy. Much as he supported the decision to reconquer the Sudan, he could not acquiesce in such a blatant disregard for civilised morality. But, more significantly, Churchill’s account challenged the view that war was always a chivalrous episode bringing out its combatants’ noblest instincts. Far from ‘gilding war’, he had unearthed its darker side and, in the process, offered some remarkably prescient observations about the coming century.




Why did Churchill achieve world fame during the Boer War?

… in that fervid and picturesque imagination there are always great deeds afoot with himself cast by destiny in the Agamemnon role.55


THE SECOND Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902) resulted from a long-standing quarrel between the British and the Boers, the fiercely independent Dutch settlers in South Africa, at the end of the nineteenth century. When Britain occupied the Cape of Good Hope in 1806, the Boer settlers who lived there refused to submit to colonial control and started the Great Trek northwards in the 1830s. For the next six decades the Boers fought for independence, first against the Zulus in 1838, and then against the British in 1881. They settled in two independent republics, the Orange Free State and the Transvaal.

The discovery of gold and diamond fields in the Transvaal transformed the status of the territory, and overnight thousands of mainly British prospectors (Uitlanders) streamed into the country. Fearing that the Uitlanders would become a majority, the Boers denied them voting rights while also imposing taxes on the gold industry. In
response, there was pressure from the Uitlanders and the British mine owners to overthrow the Boer government, pressure which led to the ill-planned and abortive Jameson Raid of 1895. The Boers now began to arm their militias while several key British colonial leaders favoured the outright annexation of the Boer republics. By September 1899 the failure to secure improved conditions for the Uitlanders made war between the two sides inevitable.

In his first thoughts on the subject, Churchill wrote supportively of the war against the Dutch settlers. In an unpublished memorandum, he talked of the need ‘to redress the wrongs of the Outlanders’ while curbing ‘the insolence of the Boers’. For him, this fight was thoroughly consistent with maintaining the interests of the British Empire.56 But, while he relished the prospect of a showdown, Churchill did not underestimate the strength of his opponents. Some people believed that the Boers would be rapidly defeated, but Churchill was more circumspect. In a letter to his mother, he wrote: ‘We have greatly underestimated the military strength of the Boers. I vy much doubt whether one Army Corps will be enough to overcome their resistance – at any rate a fierce and bloody struggle is before us in which at least ten or twelve thousand lives will be sacrificed …’57 His foreboding was to prove remarkably accurate.

It was a measure of Churchill’s previous journalistic successes that he became the highest paid war correspondent in South Africa. After receiving an offer to write for The Daily Mail, Churchill agreed to be a correspondent for The Morning Star for the sum of £250 a month, an extremely lucrative deal at the time. Considering that Churchill faced competition from such household names as Rudyard Kipling, Arthur Conan Doyle and H.G. Wells, this was a formidable achievement in itself.58 As a result of his dual role as reporter and soldier in Sudan and India, a new rule was devised that prevented officers doubling as war correspondents, though this rule could sometimes be circumvented. Churchill’s chances of military glory seemed slight, but events were to prove otherwise.

Within a fortnight of arriving, Churchill was to take part in one of the most celebrated incidents of the entire war. Together with 117 men from the Durban Light Infantry and Dublin Fusiliers, he boarded an armoured train on a reconnaissance mission to reconnoiter the Boer troops who were besieging the town of Ladysmith. He later wrote: ‘Nothing looks more formidable and impressive than an armoured train; but nothing is in fact more vulnerable and
helpless. It was only necessary to blow up a bridge or culvert to leave the monster stranded, far from home and help, at the mercy of the enemy.’59

Unbeknown to those on board the train, the Boers had sabotaged the track by placing a large boulder on the line. Halfway through its mission, the train was derailed and then came under sustained Boer gunfire. With the engine driver injured by a bullet, Churchill now took control of events. Facing a barrage of Boer artillery, he led the effort to free the train while also taking injured soldiers on board.

There are ample testimonials to his gallantry on the armoured train. In one letter: ‘The railway men who accompanied the armoured train this morning ask me to convey to you their admiration of the coolness and pluck displayed by Mr. Winston Churchill.’ Captain Anthony Weldon wrote to Field Marshal Lord Wolseley, Commander in Chief of the British Army: ‘I had a talk with the engine driver of the train … and also with a platelayer who had accompanied it … they both told me nothing could exceed Churchill’s pluck and coolness during the whole affair.’ The Natal Advertiser carried an account from a Captain Wylie, who had been wounded in the attack. Wylie described Churchill’s conduct as ‘that of as brave a man as could be found’. Even the burghers who were firing on the train ‘gave glowing details about Winston Churchill’s gallantry’.60

When the train had been freed and started to move away, Churchill noticed that some infantrymen had been left stranded. He then dismounted, insisting that he could not ‘leave those poor beggars to their fate’.61 Sadly he arrived too late, for the men had already surrendered to the Boers. Winston was suddenly shot at by two Boer soldiers who were near him on the railway track, and he ran, ducking bullets as he went. As he attempted to escape, he found himself confronted by a mounted Boer who began waving and shouting at him. Realising he was now unarmed (he had left his pistol on the train) and with no one to help, he had little choice but to surrender. He became a prisoner of war at the States Model School.

Churchill would later describe being taken prisoner as ‘his greatest indignity’. There is no doubt that, as a non-combatant, he particularly resented his loss of freedom and he made numerous pleas to the authorities to release him on these grounds. But the event that would make Churchill a household name in Britain was his escape from the States Model School after nearly a month of captivity. The daring escape was originally planned by Captain Aylmer Haldane, a
friend of Churchill’s from their days in India who had been ordered to take the armoured train on a reconnaissance.

Though Haldane was reluctant to include Churchill in the escape, anxious lest he jeopardise their chances of getting away, he could hardly refuse the hero from the armoured train. The plan was to escape via a badly lit latrine that was situated against a fence at the back of the school. A sentry who was standing by the spot usually moved at dinner time, creating an opportunity for that unguarded section of the fence to be scaled. However, on the night that they planned to escape, the sentry stood by the latrine without moving and the escape had to be postponed for twenty-four hours.

The next evening Haldane went to the same spot and saw a sentry standing near the latrine. Judging that it was too hazardous to escape, he returned to his companions, but Churchill had already decided to take his chances. He went to the latrine and, when the sentry momentarily turned away, climbed over the prison wall and into an adjoining garden. There he stayed for up to an hour, waiting patiently for the other two would-be escapees. Eventually he communicated with Haldane through chinks in the wall, whereupon he was told to go on ahead on his own as an escape by the others would be impossible. Churchill strolled out of the prison on his own, without a compass, map or money.62

He decided to head to the Portuguese port of Lourenço Marques but knew he would stand little chance of succeeding on foot. Reaching the railway line, he clambered aboard a goods train that was heading eastwards. The following day, he left the wagon and waited near the railway track. He was near the coal mining village of Witbank, sixty miles from Pretoria. That night the tired and hungry Churchill walked away from the railway line towards lights in the distance which came from a coal mine. As he approached, he was fearful lest the owner be a Boer who might turn him in. It turned out that the coal mine owner was an Englishman called John Howard. ‘Thank God you have come here,’ Howard said. ‘It is the only house for twenty miles where you would not have been handed over, but we are all British here and we will see you through.’

For three days, Winston hid at the bottom of a mine shaft and was then put on to a rail truck loaded with wool that was travelling into Portuguese Mozambique. His difficulties were still not over for he had to survive several train stops before he arrived safely in Lourenço Marques. From there he sailed by ship to Durban, where he was met
by a jubilant crowd anxious to celebrate the feats of a new-found hero. His exploits were all the more welcome as they coincided with a series of demoralising British defeats at Magersfontein, Stormberg and Colenso. The public were entranced by the tale of this English ‘David’ outwitting the Boer ‘Goliath’ through sheer pluck and endurance. It helped to make him a household name in Britain.63

The armoured train incident and his escape from captivity were by no means the end of Churchill’s adventures in South Africa. Instead of returning home, he rejoined General Redvers Buller’s army on its march to relieve Ladysmith and take Pretoria. Although he continued as a war correspondent, Churchill was able to gain a commission in the South African Light Horse Regiment and was one of the first British troops into Ladysmith and Pretoria.

He subsequently published two books on the Boer War, London to Ladysmith via Pretoria and Ian Hamilton’s March, which were published in May and October respectively. But it was the earlier incidents that solidified his reputation for bravery and gallant conduct. At this point Churchill could have pursued a successful career in the military, buoyed up by his courageous actions in Sudan and South Africa. But, while seeking to emulate the Duke of Marlborough, he also sought to exploit his battlefield success in order to build a career at Westminster. In 1900 his dream became a reality when he was elected MP for Oldham.




NOTES



1
WSC Bio 1, p.15.




2
C. Higham, Dark Lady, p.3.




3
W. Churchill, My Early Life, pp.4-5.




4
W. Churchill, Thoughts and Adventures, pp.31-2.




5
WSC Bio 1, p.45.




6
Ibid., p.82.




7
Ibid., p.90.




8
Ibid., p.125.




9
Ibid., pp.160-1.




10
C. Sandys, From Winston with Love and Kisses, p.76.




11
W. Churchill, My Early Life, p.62.




12
WSC Bio 1, p.97.




13
K. Aldritt, Churchill the Writer, p.2.





14
Companion I (i), p.439.




15
Ibid., pp.390-1.




16
G. Rubin, Forty Ways to Look at Winston Churchill, p.106.




17
J. Keegan, Churchill, p.20.




18
Companion II (i), p.13. Those who listened to the speech noted similarities between father and son. A correspondent for the Glasgow Herald noted that ‘there were tones and inflections of voice which forcibly recalled his father’, though he felt that the son ‘did not show much trace of his parent’s brilliancy in debate’ (ibid., p.15). Another correspondent for the Yorkshire Post noted that he was ‘not an orator any more than his father was’ (ibid., p.16), while the Westminster Gazette noted that, ‘members last night thought they could detect some suggestion of Lord Randolph Churchill in the young member’s pose’ (ibid., p.19).




19
W. Churchill, The Life of Lord Randolph Churchill, Preface.




20
W. Churchill, My Early Life, pp.15-16.




21
WSC Bio 1, p.107.




22
W. Churchill, My Early Life, p.16.




23
WSC Bio 1, p.107.




24
W. Churchill, My Early Life, p.15.




25
WSC Bio 1, p.115.




26
E. Chaplin (ed), Winston Churchill and Harrow, p.28.




27
Ibid., p.34.




28
W. Churchill, My Early Life, pp.11, 23.




29
Companion I (i), p.90.




30
C. Sandys, With Love and Kisses, p.58.




31
Ibid., p.94.




32
C. Eade (ed), Churchill by His Contemporaries, p.19.




33
Companion I (i), p.91.




34
Ibid., p.95.




35
Ibid., p.144.




36
C. Sandys, With Love and Kisses, p.68.




37
E. Chaplin (ed), WSC and Harrow, p.34.




38
Ibid., p.17.




39
Ibid., p.34.




40
W. Churchill, My Early Life, p.17.




41
E. Chaplin, WSC and Harrow, p.28.




42
Ibid., p.17.




43
S. Haffner, Churchill, p.13.




44
WSC Bio 1, p.184.




45
W. Churchill, The River War II, p.221.




46
WSC Bio 1, p.394.




47
F. Woods, Artillery of Words, p.41.




48
Morning Post, October 6th 1898.




49
W. Churchill, The River War I, p.115; II, p.212.




50
WSC Bio 1, p.424.




51
W. Churchill, The River War II, p.195.




52
Ibid., pp.193-4.




53
M. Gilbert, Churchill: A Life, pp.99-100.





54
Speeches I, p.31.




55
D. Jablonsky, Churchill: The Great Game and Total War, p.18.




56
C. Sandys, Churchill: Wanted Dead or Alive, p.10.




57
Companion I (ii), p.1058.




58
C. Sandys, Churchill: Wanted Dead or Alive, p.13.




59
W. Churchill, My Early Life, p.241.




60
C. Sandys, Churchill: Wanted Dead or Alive, p.65.




61
Ibid., p.53.




62
Haldane would later bitterly accuse Churchill of recklessly jeopardising the escape plan by going ahead on his own. However, this accusation has been effectively countered by Celia Sandys in Churchill: Wanted Dead or Alive, pp.112-13.




63
The popular limerick went: You’ve heard of Winston Churchill. This is all I need to say: He’s the latest and the greatest Correspondent of the day.












CHAPTER TWO

Political Firebrand

CHURCHILL DID NOT last long as a Conservative MP. Almost immediately he took a stand against Tory proposals for higher army spending, while his remarks about the fighting qualities of the Boers provoked further controversy. In 1903 Joseph Chamberlain split the Tories with his call for imperial protectionist tariffs and, as an ardent champion of free trade, Churchill found himself at loggerheads with his party.

After a long campaign against Chamberlain, Churchill ‘crossed the floor’ in 1904 to become a Liberal MP. In 1906 the Liberals seized power under Henry Campbell-Bannerman, after two decades of Conservative dominance, leading to charges that Churchill had opportunistically jumped ship to advance his career. This charge was to recur throughout his life. He was subsequently appointed Under-secretary of State for the Colonies and, in this position, played a leading role in reaching a lasting and magnanimous settlement in South Africa.

In 1908 he was appointed President of the Board of Trade and helped to spearhead an ambitious programme of social reform. He introduced labour exchanges, which helped the unemployed, while the Trade Boards Act established the minimum wage in a number of professions. He also played a leading role in the National Insurance Bill which was subsequently introduced in 1911 by the Chancellor, David Lloyd George. Together, Churchill and Lloyd George were the leading voices calling for progressive legislation to help society’s most vulnerable members.

At the time of the 1909 budget, Churchill was a relentless critic of the House of Lords and advocated fundamental reform, or even abolition, of the second chamber. His progressive attitudes were also evident in his rejection of the Aliens Act, a piece of legislation which was designed to limit the entry of (mainly Jewish) immigrants to Britain.


In 1910 Churchill became Home Secretary at the age of 35. He reduced the amount of time prisoners could spend in solitary confinement and advocated special treatment for political prisoners. He also exercised clemency in a number of cases where prisoners faced the death penalty. His belief in the humane treatment of workers led him to introduce the Mines Eight Hours Bill, which introduced baths in pit heads and reduced hours for workers.

During the period 1910-11, industrial militancy blighted much of Britain and Churchill tried, where possible, to limit military intervention. He held troops on standby in the Tonypandy riots and insisted that police deal with rioters first, before the army was used. But in the following year soldiers were sent to Merseyside and other towns to protect the rail network. In all these cases, Churchill showed that, where the social order was threatened, the use of force was justified.


Why did Churchill switch parties in 1904?

LIKE HIS FATHER before him, Churchill was accused by his detractors of putting power before principle. He had entered the world of Westminster politics with a growing reputation for egotism and insatiable ambition, earning him distrust from many of his Conservative colleagues. Some had him marked out as an unstable maverick who would seize any opportunity for self-promotion at the expense of his party. In 1904 he confirmed their fears by switching from the Conservative to the Liberal Party. He had ‘ratted’ on the Tories and they were never to forget it.

Undoubtedly there was some truth in the Tory complaints. As a ‘young man in a hurry’, with little prospect of immediate advancement, Churchill was impatient for high office. As Sebastian Haffner wrote: ‘He undoubtedly resented the fact that his party leaders had left him languishing on the back-benches for three long years. He yearned for office and power (less so for status); he craved it with every fibre of his being, and soon found it unbearable to lead the life of a back-bencher who could do nothing but deliver speeches and file obediently past the tellers when the House divided.’1

Observers also felt that Churchill showed little attachment to party. Like Lord Randolph with his call for a ‘Fourth Party’, Churchill called for a ‘middle or coalition party’ in British politics in which
consensus could be more amicably reached on the issues of the day. Bourke Cockran gave Churchill a wise warning about how his decision to ‘rat’ (switch parties) would be viewed by uncharitable observers. They would assume that in order to fuel his ambition, ‘party success or party prospects would be sacrificed without scruple or hesitation’ and that he was ‘actuated by the very basest desires and ambitions’.2

But it would also be wrong to suggest that his switch of parties was devoid of political principle. It had a great deal to do with rumblings within the Conservative Party, with the political machinations of Joseph Chamberlain and with an argument over free trade.

The big issue that had split the Conservative Party was protection, the rallying cry of Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain. Chamberlain had previously called for the creation of a customs union, modelled on the German Zollverein, that would embrace the whole empire and involve the imposition of tariffs on all non-Empire goods. The arguments for tariffs could be expressed simply enough. Foreign countries were subsidising some of their producers whose cheap goods were then flooding into Britain. These foreign goods were undercutting British manufactured products through ‘unfair’ competition, leading to the decline of domestic industries. A tariff wall would bring greater economic prosperity to Britain and keep out unwanted foreign goods. For British industry, ending unwanted competition would lead to a revival of prosperity, while for the working classes the benefits would come in the form of important measures of social reform.

At the turn of the century, the economic reach of the state was relatively limited. Income tax was largely raised from the middle classes and those earning less than £160 annually were exempt. Other revenue was obtained indirectly from customs and excise duties. The Boer War had led to increases in the tax burden and, as the decade advanced, calls for higher military expenditure led to calls for higher taxation, something strongly resisted by free traders. As early as 1901, Churchill had argued that (free) trade was vital to Britain and that ‘all taxation’ was ‘a drag on trade’.3 He also described himself as a ‘sober admirer of Free Trade principles’, and he defended them as regularly as he could. Why this zealous defence of free trade when the arguments for economic protectionism seemed compelling?

The most persuasive argument for free trade (and against protection) was that a population ought to have unfettered choice
in obtaining the varied goods of the world. In Churchill’s words, a population should be ‘free to purchase its supplies of food wherever it chooses and whenever it chooses in the open markets of the world’.4 An Englishman, he said, ‘has a right to purchase what he lacks whenever and wherever he chooses, without let or hindrance or discouragement by the State’.5 Free trade would allow the ‘good and varied merchandise’ of the world to flow freely into Britain, goods that were more interesting than many found in the British Empire. By contrast protection would mean that the British Empire was shut in a ‘ringed fence’ and closed off from the rest of the world.6

Churchill also believed that a protectionist scheme would be accompanied by an unprecedented scale of corruption. He argued that, under this system, every trade in the country would lobby politicians for protection; MPs would be besieged by ‘touts and concession hunters’, who in turn would bring with them ‘rivers of money’ that would flow into the pockets of those prepared to ‘protect certain great, important, well organised and progressive trades’.7 Protectionism, he said, would also hit the working classes hardest. Cheap imports provided inexpensive foodstuffs for the poor and the imposition of tariffs would lead to higher prices for bread and other commodities, thus leading to increased industrial costs.

In addition, free trade tended to correlate with better foreign relations, while tariffs frequently led to aggressive competitiveness and the souring of international relations. A tariff wall round the colonies would lead to a self-contained Empire and it was preferable, he wrote, that ‘the great nations of the world should be interdependent one upon the other than that they should be independent of each other’.8 He thought it would be disastrous to see the Empire ‘degenerate into a sullen confederacy, walled off, like a mediaeval town … containing within the circle of its battlements all that is necessary for war’.9

The wording of this last sentence suggests that there was an intrinsic connection between free trade and the peace of Europe. Indeed Churchill was also thinking along these lines. As he wrote in 1903, ‘it is chiefly through the cause of the great traffic of one great nation with another during the last twenty-five years, that the peace of Europe has been preserved through so many crises’.10 There was an argument for ‘retaliatory’ tariffs against countries that were dumping subsidised goods on other markets and, while Churchill
could support this in selective cases, he was more a believer in free than fair trade.

Chamberlain responded to the growing unease over tariffs with a speech on May 15th 1903 in which he proclaimed his total conversion to a scheme of imperial preference. He also proposed retaliation against any nation which practised unfair trade and competition. Churchill responded by calling for a league to resist Chamberlain’s protectionist proposals. ‘Without organisation’, he said, ‘we are bound first to be silenced and secondly to be destroyed’.11 The Unionist Free Food League was then set up, supported by many figures and institutions of the establishment, and with Churchill one of its young prominent members.

Unfortunately for Churchill, most back-bench Conservative MPs supported Chamberlain and his Tariff Reform League, while in Churchill’s own constituency there was anger at the tactics of their recalcitrant young member. He was not helped by the vacillations of Prime Minister Balfour. Balfour tried to steer between the Scylla of undiluted free trade and the Charybdis of protection by sacking his free trade Chancellor and the protectionist Chamberlain, then announcing that, while he was not in favour of food taxes, he would support retaliation. The compromise failed to convince Churchill.

Contrary to those who see in Churchill an opportunist seeking the first chance to change party, Churchill’s instinct was to call for a middle or coalition party. Free trade would be the one issue to unite such a coalition. However the three men on whom Churchill depended to bring about such a coalition, principally the former Liberal Prime Minister, the Earl of Roseberry, failed to take any decisive action.

Churchill’s alienation from his own party was now complete. In October 1903 he described himself as ‘an English Liberal’ and added: ‘I hate the Tory party, their men, their words and their methods … It is therefore my intention that before Parliament meets my separation from the Tory party and the government shall be complete & irrevocable.’12 In November he was barred from entering a Tory working men’s club in his constituency and the following month his constituency passed a resolution of no confidence in their young member. Churchill was unable to entice Unionist (Conservative) free traders to secede from the party as the majority saw themselves as Tories first and free traders second.

From February 1904 he was voting with the Liberals and his Unionist whip was withdrawn. The final breach came in a dramatic
scene in the House of Commons in March 1904. Churchill was speaking in the Commons, demanding to know what Prime Minister Balfour thought about the protection issue. While he was speaking, Balfour and his Conservative Cabinet promptly walked out of the Commons, followed by eighty or more Conservative MPs. It was only a matter of time before Churchill joined the Liberals. A suitable constituency was duly found for him in Manchester. On May 31st 1904, he entered the Commons, bowed to the Speaker, and took his seat on the Liberal benches next to David Lloyd George.

It is sometimes argued that Churchill showed little interest in economic questions. Haffner argued that Churchill ‘displayed a cavalier indifference to economic problems throughout his life’ and concluded, as we saw earlier, that the switch of parties in 1904 was about opportunism, not principle.13 Against the first charge, it is worth noting that Churchill read a number of important economic treatises, such as Smith’s Wealth of Nations, and was briefed by the enormously knowledgeable Permanent Secretary to the Treasury, Sir Francis Mowatt.

Against the charge of opportunism is Churchill’s consistent support for free trade, even after 1904. After he became a Liberal minister in 1906, he wrote a manifesto expressing his firm belief in free trade principles.14 As late as 1929 he wrote to Lord Beaverbrook rejecting the Empire Free Trade campaign. He argued that ‘farmers would scorn a protective duty on foreign food which left them exposed to the equally unbearable competition of Canada and Australia’.15

However, in 1931 Churchill staged what Paul Addison has called a ‘dignified retreat’ from the classical doctrine of free trade by supporting tariffs.16 In the 1931 budget debate he went out of his way to advertise his Damascene conversion: ‘The tariff … must become the agency by which the growing importance of the home market must be recognised.’17 But this was an unprecedented national crisis and free trade was ‘too expensive a luxury’. It was important to limit the import of foreign goods for, without some measure of protection, Britain’s balance of payments crisis would not be corrected. The Conservative Party was also moving in the direction of tariffs and Churchill could hardly abandon a party for the third time. In fairness, many other lifelong liberal supporters of free trade (such as Simon and Keynes) expressed doubts about their free trade convictions given Britain’s perilous economic position. But at heart, and
under the right circumstances, he was an ardent champion of free trade.

Churchill’s split from the Tories was, however, about more than free trade. During the previous two years, he had been busy writing a hagiographical biography of his father, a man who had arguably been betrayed by his fellow Conservatives in 1886. These same men were now Winston’s political colleagues in the House of Commons. His resentment of the Tories for their alleged shabby treatment of his father certainly grated on him, adding to his hostility.18

Crossing the floor was a high-risk move for Churchill, saddling him with the sustained wrath of former allies and the potential mistrust of new ones. The bold gesture also left him open to the charge of inconsistency. But, while prepared to acknowledge an inconsistency in changing parties, Churchill did not think it was the worst form of inconsistency in politics. He wrote:


A change of party is usually considered a much more serious breach of consistency than a change of view. In fact as long as a man works with a Party he will rarely find himself accused of inconsistency, no matter how widely his opinions at one time on any subject can be shown to have altered. Yet Parties are subject to changes and inconsistencies not less glaring than those of individuals.


What mattered more was that Churchill possessed ‘a sincere conviction, in harmony with the needs of the time’, for this would ‘override all other factors’.19




Did Churchill oppose the entry of asylum seekers into Britain at the turn of the twentieth century?

DURING THE 1950s, Churchill expressed anxious concern about the number of black immigrants arriving in Britain. He told the Cabinet in 1954 that the ‘continuing increase in the number of coloured people coming to this country and their presence here would sooner or later come to be resented by large sections of the British people’.20 He asked for details of the number of ‘coloured’ immigrants in Britain and where they lived, and enquired whether the Post Office was employing too many coloured workers. ‘He is alas very anti black’, wrote Violet Bonham-Carter in one of her diary entries.21


Churchill’s views on immigration reflected growing public concerns about what the Sunday Times called ‘a serious colour problem’ with the influx of immigrants from Commonwealth countries fuelling a deep level of public anxiety.22 These views have cast him as a bigoted opponent of immigrants and asylum seekers. But this was far from being his attitude in the early 1900s during a period of increased Jewish immigration, when an anti-alien scare was sweeping much of southern England.

The last two decades of the nineteenth century witnessed a mass exodus of Jews from Eastern Europe. More than one million Jews from Russia, Russian Poland and Romania arrived in the West, the majority travelling to the United States, the remainder settling in Western Europe, including Britain. They were seeking refuge from ferocious Tsarist pogroms as well as a desperate economic downturn. Nearly a hundred thousand immigrants arrived in Britain over the course of a decade, and of this figure between forty and sixty thousand settled in the area of the East End known as Spitalfields, which had been a point of settlement for Jews since their re-admission in 1656.

The historian Anne Kershen writes: ‘The visible concentration of so many outsiders in such a small space, their foreign appearance, their Yiddish dialect, the smell of their food – particularly fried fish – and their reportedly unsanitary style of living, only served to excite native feelings of hostility.’23 This native hostility must be seen in the context of growing racial animosity and concerns about the state of the British economy.

In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, there were emerging signs of anti-Semitic prejudice in sections of British society. The Eastern Crisis of the late 1870s, in which Disraeli chose to support the Ottoman Turks despite their massacres of Bulgarian Christians, triggered off a spate of anti-Semitism. There were suggestions that Jews were not ‘properly’ British and that their attachment to the nation was tenuous at best. Disraeli was accused of having a ‘foreign’ mentality which was contrary to the country’s interests. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, there were overtones of conspiratorial anti-Semitism when Jewish capitalists were accused of engineering the Boer War in South Africa to advance their own economic interests.

In addition, Britain experienced the twists and turns of economic flux during the late nineteenth century. There was a loss of confidence in the British economy as a result of the 1873-96 ‘Long Depression’.
The enormous mid-Victorian boom had given way to a cycle of slumps, with contemporaries suggesting that both industry and agriculture were in a process of terminal decline. In the face of foreign competition from the USA and Germany, profits from trade had fallen sharply. Between 1870 and 1900 the percentage of British exports going to the United States and Germany declined from 41 to 30 per cent. British industry found it more difficult to hold its own with major competitors in their home markets. Periodic unemployment resulted, the worst affected workers being those in seasonal, casual industries, including clothing and shoe-making. These were precisely the trades in which the newly arrived semiskilled and unskilled Jewish immigrants most frequently sought and found work.24

After 1900, there was growing agitation against further immigration from some groups in Britain, most noticeably the British Brothers League founded by Major William Evans-Gordon.25 As a result of this agitation, a Royal Commission on alien legislation was appointed in 1902 to investigate the issue. Specifically, they were to ‘inquire into and to report upon the character and extent of the evils which are attributed to the unrestricted immigration of aliens especially in the Metropolis.’

After the commission concluded that ‘the immigration of certain classes of aliens be subjected to State control’, a bill was introduced in 1904 by the Home Secretary which intended ‘to exclude various categories of alien: those convicted of an extraditable crime, those without means of financial support and those of notorious bad character.’

While he abstained from voting on the first two readings of the bill, Churchill soon made his views known on this legislative proposal. In a letter to Nathan Laski, the President of the Old Hebrew Congregation in Manchester, he wrote: ‘To judge by the talk there has been, one would have imagined we were being overrun by a swarming invasion and “ousted” from our island through neglect of precautions which every foreign nation has adopted.’ Quoting figures from the Board of Trade, Churchill declared that the immigrants constituted less than a ‘one-hundred-and-fortieth part of the total population’ and that they were ‘increasing only 7,000 a year on the average’.

Having dismissed the scaremongering tactics of the anti-immigration bodies, Churchill went on to say that he could see no reason ‘for
departing from the old tolerant and generous practice of free entry and asylum to which this country has so long adhered and from which it has so often greatly gained’. He believed that it would be a mistake to grant the police or customs officers the power to refuse entry to immigrants as it could lead to ‘bullying and blackmail’, and in the hands of an anti-Semitic Home Secretary it would become ‘an instrument of oppression’.26

In response to this letter, Nathan Laski wrote to Churchill saying that he had ‘won the gratitude of the whole Jewish community’.27 For its part, the Jewish Chronicle wrote that ‘the community at large, Jewish and Christian alike, owe a debt of gratitude to Sir Kenelm Digby [another of the bill’s critics] and Mr. Winston Churchill for their searching and outspoken criticism of the Restriction Bill’.28

When the bill was in Grand Committee, Churchill was one of its central opponents, fighting tirelessly for a number of important amendments. After seven days of deliberation, only a small fraction of the bill had been discussed, causing its abandonment. Those who supported restrictions on immigration accused Churchill of deliberately setting out to wreck the bill. But Churchill was adamant that the bill had to be opposed: ‘Shut out the alien; if diseased, always; if immoral, when you can find out; if criminal, after you have convicted; but do not shut out persons merely because they are poor, and do not thrust upon police and Customs House officers duties which they cannot properly discharge.’29

Despite some initial reservations, Churchill campaigned tirelessly against the proposed legislation when a second bill was introduced in 1905. This new bill introduced a means test to differentiate the relatively poor immigrant, who could receive entry, from the destitute one, who would be excluded. Churchill made it clear that he was not soft hearted on the question of expulsion, for it was necessary to banish those ‘who abuse the hospitality of this country’ or who are ‘considered a nuisance or a burden in the country’.

Churchill further considered that the denigration of the character of Jewish immigrants was unwarranted, for the ‘crime, prostitution and disease’ brought into Britain was ‘not due to Jewish immigrants’. Churchill was certainly against banning people from entering Britain on grounds of poverty. ‘I am of opinion that a man’s own personal strength, his own bodily vigour as a man, is in itself an asset to us’.30 He was opposed to a high naturalisation fee for immigrants because he felt this detracted from the really important criteria for entry: the
character of an immigrant and whether that person strove to uphold the values of British society.

When the 1905 act was eventually passed, effective from 1906, Churchill’s reaction was one of contempt. The act, he screamed, was ‘a sham with lunacy superimposed upon it’. It contained ‘absurdities which would make a deaf mute roar with laughter’. As for the means test, he believed it was always wrong to base decisions for immigrant entry on purely financial means. ‘A few shillings made the difference between desirability and undesirability’, he declared, something that would ‘inflict hardship and vexation upon many deserving people who seek a refuge on our shores’.31

Churchill stressed that citizenship was not an automatic right and had to depend on accepting the British way of life. Citizenship, he wrote, ‘ought never to be a mere formality’, adding that it consisted of ‘the solemn acceptance of duties and dignities’.32 He also made no secret of the fact that the bill was intended to pander to crude anti-Semitic feeling. In 1904 he wrote that it was ‘expected to appeal to insular prejudice against foreigners, to racial prejudice against Jews, and to labour prejudice against competition’.33

He also said that he had been subject to ‘the foulest abuse and gross insults’ for taking a tough stance on the Aliens Bill. He may have been thinking of an incident in Grand Committee when he was accused of having been ‘bought by Rothschild’.34 When he did mention Rothschild, it was to congratulate him for striving ‘earnestly’ to ‘preserve a free asylum in England for [his] co-religionists’ who were being ‘driven out from foreign countries by religious persecution’. He added that this was an ‘honourable act in thorough accordance with the traditions of the Jewish people’.35

While this bill was being debated, Churchill was anxious to uphold British traditions of liberty and hospitality against the clamour of xenophobic prejudice. At the same time his constituency, North-West Manchester, contained over seven hundred Jewish constituents and there is little doubt that political calculation entered his thinking during his opposition to the Aliens Bill. But, if so, this was arguably a legitimate case of merging self-interest with personal principle. This would become a consistent theme throughout Churchill’s career.





Did Churchill want to abolish the House of Lords?

AT THE START of his political career, Churchill was an ardent champion of the British Constitution and, in particular, the hereditary House of Lords. In 1899 he had denounced the Liberals for their hostility to the Lords, and he later described the peers as a ‘bulwark of the English Constitution’.36 In 1906, while lauding Tory democracy, he made it clear that the British Constitution, far from needing radical alteration, was a means by which to guide social progress. In his first few years as an MP, he made no attempt to advocate lasting constitutional change, which fitted well with his strong aristocratic connections and Conservative viewpoint.

However, the Conservative inclinations of the Lords grated with Churchill as a Liberal MP. In 1905 he mocked that ‘the check established by the House of Lords … if it operated at all, operated only when one political party was in power’.37 His words would prove prescient. The great shock for the Lords was the landslide Liberal victory in 1906 that swept away twenty years of Conservative predominance in English politics. Balfour, the Conservative leader in the Lords, had declared that ‘the great Unionist party should still control, whether in power or in opposition, the destinies of this great Empire’. Between 1906 and 1909, the Lords proceeded to wreck or veto many pieces of reforming legislation, leading the Chancellor David Lloyd George to remark that the Lords had become ‘not the watchdog of the Constitution, but Mr. Balfour’s poodle’. Lloyd George was already established as a fiery critic of privilege and class, but from 1907, Churchill would join him in his radical harangues.

Denouncing the House of Lords in 1907 as a ‘fortress of negation and reaction’, Churchill condemned the way that a man could acquire legislative functions ‘simply through his virtue in being born’. He wrote that, instead of acting as an ‘impartial chamber of review’, the Lords had become an ‘irresponsible body’ and a ‘spoke in the wheel’; above all, they were the ‘champions of one interest’, namely the ‘landed interest’. There were some who favoured sending bills to the Lords in the hope that they would be rejected, leading to a growing sense of public outrage which could be exploited in a general election. But Churchill believed this approach to be somewhat desperate,
amounting to ‘the policy of bowling lobs for the House of Lords to sky in the hope that the spectators will take pity on the bowlers’.38

In a debate on constitutional reform later in 1908, he set himself up as a champion of parliamentary liberty against the encroachment of the peers and their landed interest. He was unsparing in his contempt for the Lords, describing them as a ‘one-sided hereditary, unpurged, unrepresentative, irresponsible absentee’ and ‘obedient henchmen’ of the Tories’.39 The House of Lords was filled with ‘old doddering peers, cute financial magnates, clever wirepullers, big brewers with bulbous noses … weaklings, sleek, smug, comfortable self-important individuals’.40 His desire was to ‘wrest from the hands of privilege and wealth the evil and ugly and sinister weapon of the Peers’ veto’.41

This violent outburst would have been unsurprising from Lloyd George, with his fiery brand of Welsh non-conformism; but, coming from the grandson of a Duke, raised in a privileged, aristocratic setting, it was truly shocking. Not surprisingly, Churchill was denounced by many as a traitor to his class.

The opportunity for a grave constitutional showdown came in 1909. The Liberals presented their budget for the year which included increases in naval expenditure, an old age pensions bill and a programme of social reform. To fund these measures, the government raised taxes on higher incomes, increased death duties and added a new ‘super tax’ on very high incomes.

However the most contentious idea in the budget, the one that really exercised the Lords, was the novel suggestion of a tax on land values. It was the brainchild of the American political economist, Henry George. George had argued, in his influential book Progress and Poverty, that poverty was caused by an unjust distribution of wealth which, far from being part of the natural condition, was the product of human laws.

For George, the maldistribution of wealth was inextricably linked to the unjust ownership and monopolisation of land. He argued that, as a town’s population increased in size, so too did the value of land in and around that community. As the population expanded, new infrastructure (i.e. roads, railways, streets) was required, the cost of which was borne by the community, not the landlord. When the landlord came to sell the land, he could do so at enormous ‘unearned’ profit. George believed that the concentration of unearned wealth in
the hands of land monopolists, which resulted in higher rents and thus reduced purchasing power for the working man, was the root cause of poverty.

To remedy this injustice, George sought a ‘rental’ tax on the annual value of privately owned land. This tax would be on the site value of the land, rather than on any man-made improvements or buildings. In this way, landowners would pay rent to the government, in effect returning some value to the community which was responsible for increasing the land value in the first place. In George’s words, ‘We would simply take for the community what belongs to the community.’42 He argued that, with this new system of taxation in place, a government could abolish taxes on incomes and goods, both of which were harmful to the functioning of any dynamic economy. Land taxes would directly tackle the cause of poverty rather than mitigate its worst symptoms.43

Churchill came to be one of the most outspoken advocates for George’s land taxes. Indeed, it was his support for Georgist thinking that most clearly marked him out as a liberal ‘firebrand’. In 1906 he told Liberal MP Josiah Wedgwood that he had been reading George’s Progress and Poverty and could ‘see no answer to him’.44 In April 1907 he told a crowd at the Drury Lane Theatre that land taxes would ‘prevent any class from steadily absorbing under the shelter of the law the wealth in the creation of which they had borne no share – wealth which belonged not to them but to the community’.45 ‘Every form of enterprise,’ he wrote later, ‘is only undertaken after the land monopolist has skimmed the cream off for himself.’46

He also shared George’s conviction that taxation was socially harmful, describing it in 1908 as ‘a gross and unredeemable evil’ which could not ‘fail to diminish’ the ‘consuming and productive energies of the people’.47 Nonetheless, by 1909 Lloyd George, under Cabinet pressure, had watered down Henry George’s original proposal for a land tax. First there was to be a 20 per cent tax on ‘unearned increment’ from land, but only when the land was sold or passed on after death. There was also a small duty on undeveloped land in the budget.

But, despite this dilution of George’s original proposals, the Lords still vehemently rejected land taxes. For months they examined the Finance Bill in meticulous detail, their central objections confined to the land taxes. While some of his Cabinet colleagues hoped that the Lords would pass the budget, Churchill clearly relished the prospect
of a showdown. ‘We shall send them up such a budget in June as shall terrify them’.48

He was aware that, if the Lords vetoed this bill, it would be tantamount to a non-elected chamber deciding which government was in power, in turn making the Lords ‘the main source and origin of all political power under the Crown’. Control over finance was, after all, the ‘keystone’ of the Constitution. In his most caustic speech on the issue, Churchill denounced ‘the small fry of the Tory party splashing actively about in their proper puddles’. He had little sympathy for the nation’s Dukes, who were no more than ‘ornamental creatures’ blundering ‘on every hook they seek’.49 The forthcoming struggle over the budget was between ‘a representative assembly elected by six or seven millions … and a miserable minority of titled persons who represent nobody, who are responsible to nobody and who only scurry up to London to vote in their party interests, their class interests and in their own interests’.50

As Churchill expected, the Lords duly rejected the budget on November 30th 1909. Following the announcement of a general election for January 1910, Churchill condemned the Lords as ‘a lingering relic of the feudal order’. When Curzon declared that ‘all civilisation has been the work of aristocracies’, Churchill responded, ‘it would be much more true to say the upkeep of the aristocracy has been the hard work of all civilisations’.51

Churchill was rare among politicians in that his tone could be more vituperative in public than in private. In a memorandum in 1909, he presented a reasoned case for reform that accepted the need for a ‘revising’ second chamber. He seemed to agree with the Ripon Plan which advocated a hundred peers sitting and voting with all MPs when differences between the two houses arose. On November 9th he accepted the need for a second chamber to impose a check on the executive and thought joint sessions would ‘be productive of debates of the highest value’ while also providing ‘an entirely fresh opportunity of conciliatory settlements’.52

He argued that peers should be chosen from different political parties, though other figures in public office, such as military officers and civil service figures, could be included. There would be a power of delay effective for one year with a joint session called when a disagreement arose between the two houses. Interestingly, Churchill did not call for the overthrow of the hereditary principle or the
voting rights of peers. In short, there would be ‘no break in the historical continuity of our constitutional development’.53 He also accepted the principle that peers could renounce their peerages to take a seat in the Commons.

In January 1910 a general election was held. The Liberals won but with a massively reduced majority of two, leaving them in the difficult position of relying on the support of the Labour Party and the Irish Nationalists. Churchill believed that the government now had a mandate for Lords reform, but thus far his proposals had been limited to the modification of the powers of the second chamber. However, in 1910 he sent Asquith a memorandum in which he proposed something far more radical. ‘The time has come’, he declared, ‘for the total abolition of the House of Lords.’54

He came to believe that, as long as the Lords remained, the Tory Party would find ways of controlling it. However, if the Lords were to be abolished, he would need to find something to replace it. He advocated a second chamber which would be wholly subordinate to the elected Commons, smaller than the Commons and elected from very large constituencies. This new second chamber would be unable to reject budgets, and thus would lack ‘power to make or unmake governments’.55

Its ability to revise legislation and to ‘interpose the potent safeguard of delay’ was also paramount.56 He envisaged a second chamber with 150 members, two thirds of whom would be elected from fifty major constituencies, sitting for eight-year terms, and the members chosen from ‘a panel of public service’. The second chamber would be unable to reject a money bill but would possess a suspensory veto for three years, after which an issue would be decided by a majority vote in a joint session of the two houses. Instead of Law Lords, he advocated a ‘Supreme Court of Appeal for the British Empire’. However, few other Cabinet members shared Churchill’s enthusiasm for such a radical constitutional transformation, preferring a sustained attack on the Lords’ powers of veto. Nonetheless, his notion of a Supreme Court of Appeal sounds uncannily similar to the body that has replaced the Law Lords in 2009.57

The Asquith government now introduced resolutions to limit the power of the Lords, which later formed the basis of the 1911 Parliament Act. The provisions of this act marked a milestone in relations between the two houses. Firstly, the Lords were denied the power to veto a money bill, the issue that had created the crisis in the first
place. Secondly, it stipulated that any bill that had been passed by the Commons in three successive sessions, but rejected by the Lords in those sessions, would become law. It also included an amendment to the Septennial Act whereby the life of a parliament was reduced from seven down to five years.

Asquith knew that, without the assent of the intransigent Lords, this act would never become law. He therefore asked Edward VII whether he would be prepared to create 250 new Liberal peers in the event that the Lords rejected it. The King agreed, on condition that the Prime Minister call another election to seek a public mandate for his policy. Edward VII died in May 1910, but when George V came to the throne he also agreed to the constitutional changes only after an election. Following the January 1911 general election, the Liberals returned with a virtually unchanged majority but a clear mandate for the Parliament Act. With full knowledge of the royal threat looming over them, the Lords duly passed the Parliament Act by 131 votes to 114.

Churchill’s role in 1911 should be noted. Far from wanting party bickering, he called for a cross-party approach to the future composition of the Lords. As he said: ‘We should state at the proper time that after the veto has been restricted we shall be quite ready to discuss the future composition of the Lords with the Conservative leaders.’ The government should pursue ‘une politique d’apaisement’ (a policy of appeasement) which would partly consist in ‘a liberal grant of Honours’ to leading Conservatives as well as ‘Tory peers and baronets’.58

In the Commons he spoke of his hope that the passage of the bill would ‘mark a new era’ in politics, an ‘era not of strife but of settlement’. 59 Nonetheless, he remained unhappy with this bill as it gave considerable revising powers to the Lords which, he argued, could wreck the last two years of a government. In later life he came to accept much of the 1911 act, even to the point of rejecting the modification made in 1949 whereby the suspensory veto of the Lords would last only one year. He also supported a motion for members of the Lords to be able to renounce their titles and stand for election to the Commons.

Churchill was born into aristocratic surroundings but he never let that fact dictate his perspective. Accused of class disloyalty, he showed vigour and imagination in trying to reach an agreeable and workable constitutional settlement. Much as he admired features of
the British Constitution, he could not accept the muzzling of the Commons by a hereditary chamber. In this sense, his reverence for parliamentary democracy remained paramount.




How did Churchill help to found Britain’s welfare state?

‘THE MINISTER who will apply to this country the successful experiences of Germany in social organisation may or may not be supported at the polls, but he will at least have left a memorial which time will not deface of his administration.’60

Between 1908 and 1911, a small step was taken towards creating the fully fledged welfare state we recognise today. The Liberal government under Asquith introduced a pensions system, social and health insurance for workers, a minimum wage in some of the sweated trades and labour exchanges. It was a limited form of social security but it represented an important advance in state intervention. As President of the Board of Trade from 1908 to 1910, Churchill was deeply involved in these measures. Between these years he gave numerous speeches highlighting the need to alleviate poverty and unemployment and campaigned for the People’s Budget of 1909. He pioneered National Health Insurance and labour exchanges as well as important measures to improve working conditions in shops and factories.

But Churchill’s role in these developments remains contentious among historians. For his official biographer, Sir Martin Gilbert, Churchill was ‘a believer in the need for the State to take an active part, both by legislation and finance, in ensuring minimum standards of life, labour and social well-being for its citizens’.61 However for Frances Lloyd George, Churchill ‘had no interest in social reform’,62 while Beatrice Webb, commenting in her diary in 1904 after a conversation with Churchill, wrote simply: ‘He has no sympathy with suffering.’63

Nevertheless, Violet Bonham-Carter believed that Churchill fully endorsed the Liberal government’s desire to eradicate poverty and redress the wrongs of industrial life: ‘It is to Winston Churchill’s signal credit that he embraced these aims and worked and fought with all his heart and might to realise them.’64 What becomes clear is that the Liberal Party introduced reforms for a mixture of
moral and political reasons, giving their radicalism an air of moral authority and calculated self-interest. Churchill shared this mixture of motives to the full.

Churchill’s interest in social reform predated the start of his political career. As a believer in Tory democracy, he stated as early as 1899 that ‘the improvement of the British breed’ was the main goal of his political life.65 There was a link to be established here between domestic and foreign policy. ‘To keep our Empire,’ he declared in 1898, ‘we must have a free people, an educated people and well fed people.’66 Churchill recognised that a properly maintained and effectively run Empire required an improvement in the physical and social condition of the British electorate and, at the turn of the century, he had good grounds for questioning the ‘health of the nation’.

In 1901 he read Seebohm Rowntree’s work Poverty, which deeply impressed him. Rowntree had carried out a study of poverty in York and concluded that nearly one third of the population lived below the poverty line. To Churchill, that was a ‘terrible and shocking thing’. His concern was partly based on the fear that, left unchecked, British workers would soon lose their competitive edge to Britain’s (emerging) industrial rivals. ‘It is quite evident from the figures which he adduces that the American labourer is a stronger, larger, healthier, better fed, and consequently more efficient animal than a large proportion of our population … I see little glory in an Empire which can rule the waves and is unable to flush its sewers.’67 That Churchill had the Empire in mind is made clear in a review of Rowntree’s book that he wrote in 1902. He talked of a common people ‘so stunted and deformed in body as to be unfit to fill the ranks the army corps may lack’.68 Morality and pragmatism would jointly underpin any social reform programme.

However, in the first two years of his political career, he believed that reductions in government expenditure and free trade would provide benefits to the working man. His calls for domestic economy in the aftermath of the expensive Boer War did not sit well with a vigourous programme of social reform. Even in 1904, after his defection to the Liberals, Churchill showed little appetite for a reform agenda. Beatrice Webb wrote in her diary for June 1904: ‘I tried the “national minimum” on him but he was evidently unaware of the most elementary objections to unrestricted competition.’69 While evidently sympathetic to working-class distress, he had no plan to alleviate it.


In 1906 the Liberals swept to power but, as Paul Addison notes, this was supposed to be a victory for the old fashioned liberal principles of laissez-faire and free trade. In reality, 1906 marked a watershed between the old fashioned Gladstonian liberalism of laissez-faire and the ‘new liberalism’ of state intervention and collectivism. Churchill bought into the new liberalism while being aware that, in electoral terms, it would remove some of Labour’s appeal to the working man. As he explained to the Scottish Liberal whip, he wanted to ‘isolate the wreckers who vilify the Liberal Party and hand over its seats to the Tories’.70 The ever-ambitious Churchill sensed an opportunity for personal promotion by tapping into this current of progressive thought.

In 1906 Churchill could look forward to ‘the universal establishment of minimum standards of life and labour’. He believed the state could play a positive role in helping millions of the most unfortunate in society, those he termed ‘the left out millions’. In a speech that same year, he talked of how the state could embark on ‘various novel and adventurous experiments’ without impairing ‘the vigour of competition’. The idea was not to dampen the competitive spirit of capitalism but to protect the most unfortunate in society: ‘We want to draw a line below which we will not allow persons to live and labour yet above which they may compete with all the strength of their manhood.’71

In 1908 he expanded on this theme, telling Sir Arthur Fox that there was a ‘residue’ of poor people for whom there was no social security provision in any form and who therefore required ‘the aid of the state’. This meant ‘competition upwards but not downwards’.72

Churchill had the opportunity to translate these ideals into reality in April 1908 when he was appointed President of the Board of Trade. One of his tasks was to deal with the changing fortunes of the labour market, which had been a recurrent problem throughout the latter stages of the nineteenth century. The Poor Law, designed to prevent the unemployed from starving, was under fierce attack. In 1905 a downturn in the labour market, with a consequent rise in unemployment, created pressure on the Liberals from both left and right to take a novel approach. In a speech in Dundee in 1908, Churchill lamented the lack of ‘any central organisation of industry’ and paid heed to the vicious condition of the plight of the casual unskilled labourer. These problems required ‘scientific provision
against the fluctuations and set-backs which are inevitable in world commerce and national industry’.73

In order to provide the appropriate scientific provision, Churchill consulted the journalist William Beveridge, who recommended the introduction of labour exchanges and a system of social insurance. In July 1908 Churchill told his Cabinet colleagues that he intended to adopt voluntary labour exchanges and a comprehensive scheme of compulsory unemployment insurance.

The idea behind the national insurance scheme was that the working people would be insured against the perils of sickness, premature infirmity or unemployment, all of which naturally exacerbated poverty. Prior to 1912, workers could subscribe to a voluntary society or trade union that would make regular payments to the ill or unemployed. But not all workers could afford such provision, and many relied on charity or their families for support. Churchill wanted a system of ‘state-aided insurance’ where the burden was ‘shared by the individual and the State’.74 The inspiration for this measure, at least in part, was Bismarck’s great scheme of social insurance created in the late nineteenth century. The German model, however, did not cover unemployment.

Churchill was no soft touch on the benefits system. He wanted to see excluded from the scheme those people who were persistently unemployed, which was considered ‘proof of demerit’. But Churchill’s thinking on this issue was more often progressive and based on a sympathetic regard for the underdog. He argued against William Beveridge that it was wrong to deny benefits to drunks. A drunkard, he argued, had paid his contribution under his scheme, thus insuring himself against unemployment, and it would be wrong to withhold benefits whatever the cause of dismissal.

He added: ‘Suppose a man has a row with his employer, perhaps a person only one step higher than himself socially, or that there is ill temper on both sides; hot words pass, the employer swears at the man, or the man at the employer; the man is dismissed and the employer refuses a discharge note and answers all inquiries in an unfavourable manner: is the Insurance Office going to accept the employer’s version of what has occurred?’75 Churchill deplored the way that moral criteria might be used to exclude claimants, arguing for a more scientific approach; nonetheless he lost this particular argument to Beveridge. Social insurance had to wait until it could be combined with Lloyd George’s Health Insurance in
1911, but when the measures were introduced, Churchill welcomed them.

Social insurance measures were inextricably linked to labour exchanges. These exchanges, later called job centres, were designed to meet the needs of employers and the unemployed and served as ‘the Intelligence department of labour’. Employers could register vacancies with the exchanges while the unemployed could find work in their local areas.76 They were designed to provide ‘exact and detailed information as to the labour market’ and, by 1910, more than eighty exchanges had been set up across the country.

The third important landmark in Churchill’s administration of the Board of Trade was the Trade Boards Act of 1910, which dealt with problems in the sweated industries. The sweated trades, which included tailoring, sewing and dressmaking, were characterised by long hours of work, very low wages and highly insanitary working conditions. When machinery was introduced into the industries, there was an excessive supply of unskilled workers who were accused of keeping down the standard of wages for more regular workers. Reformers such as Sir Charles Dilke had advocated a minimum wage rate for such workers on the model of Australian legislation. When the Wages Boards Bill was introduced in 1908 there was cross-party support, but the Home Secretary, whose job it was to regulate factories and jobs, declined to support it.

After a favourable report from a parliamentary select committee, Churchill took over responsibility for preparing the bill when he became Home Secretary. It covered only four trades: ready-made tailoring, paper-box making, machine-lace making, and chain making and about two hundred thousand people were affected. For each of these trades there was a trade board, which consisted of representatives of the employers and workers, whose job it was to establish a minimum wage. For Churchill this was an essentially conservative measure, designed to alleviate conditions in particular cases where wages were very low and where conditions were ‘prejudicial to physical and social welfare’. He insisted that the principles behind this legislation could not be allowed to become ‘the normal basis of industry’.77

Certainly Churchill did not initiate these measures and much of the impetus came from his hard-working officials. Nonetheless, he brought determination, drive and imagination to the Board of Trade and the resulting legislation provided ‘a striking illustration of how
much the personality of the minister in a few critical months’ [could] change the course of social legislation’.78 Churchill championed social reform for many reasons but one was purely paternalistic: a concern to improve the quality of life for the more vulnerable members of society. In a fundamental sense, Churchill anticipated the need for, to use twenty-first-century jargon, a ‘work-life balance’. In 1908, while championing the Eight Hours Bill, he told the Commons:


The general march of industrial democracy is not towards inadequate hours of work but towards sufficient hours of leisure. That is the movement among the working people all over the country. They are not content that their lives should remain mere alternatives between bed and the factory. They demand time to look about them, time to see their homes by daylight, to see their children, time to think and read and cultivate their gardens – time, in short, to live … No one is to be pitied for having to work hard, but nature has contrived a special reward for the man who works hard … This reward, so precious in itself, is snatched away from the man who has won it if the hours of his labour are too long … to leave any time for him to enjoy the reward he has won.79


Churchill’s paternalistic concern for the workers surfaced again in the 1909 debate on daylight saving time. Churchill argued that an extra hour of daylight would be a ‘great boon to the working classes’, for with these extra hours the working man would have ‘opportunities of visiting parks and cultivating gardens to an extent which they are now unable to do’.80 With these extra hours, there would be opportunities ‘for the pursuit of health and pleasure and happiness’ which could prolong ‘the lives of millions of the people who live in this country’.81

Churchill’s drive for social reform was genuinely meant, but it also represented a form of benevolent paternalism. Churchill the aristocrat remained wedded to a conservative view of society in which a ruling class dutifully protected its less fortunate members, so long as they did not threaten its ordered and hierarchical structure. Charles Masterman reflected that Churchill ‘desired in England a state of things where a benign upper class dispensed benefits to an industrious, bien pensant, and grateful working class’. For Herbert Morrison, Churchill was a ‘benevolent Tory squire, who does all he can for the people – provided always that they are good obedient people and loyally recognise his position, and theirs’.82 As long as the people knew their place, all would be well.


But, if it was benevolent paternalism, it fitted the Churchillian conception that the best way to improve society was through gradual modification, not socialist transformation. As Robert Rhodes James has noted, the administration headed by Asquith from 1906 to 1914 was ‘deeply committed to the economic status quo and, in fact, elected to defend it’.83 This was precisely how Churchill envisaged the programme of welfare reform. ‘The idea is to increase the stability of our institutions’, he declared, ‘by giving the mass of industrial workers a direct interest in maintaining them. With a ‘stake in the country’ in the form of insurance against evil days, these workers will pay no attention to the vague promises of revolutionary socialism’.84

In electoral terms, the welfare reforms would help to out-manouevre the Labour Party and attract working-class people to the Liberal fold. Winston had wanted to ‘isolate the wreckers who vilify the Liberal Party and hand over its seats to the Tories’.85 But this does not mean that the welfare legislation was simply a matter of political self-interest. Churchill pursued these reforms both because they suited his moral agenda and because they would advance his career as a Liberal. On this issue, as with so many others, self-interest and political cause went hand in hand.
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