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Be not afraid of greatness: some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon ’em.


William Shakespeare, Twelfth Night (1602)


The amount of energy wasted by men and women of first-class quality in arriving at their true degree, before they can play on the world stage, can never be measured. One may say that sixty, perhaps seventy per cent of all they have to give is expended on fights which have no other object than to get to their battlefield.


Winston S. Churchill, Great Contemporaries (1937)


Winston Churchill appeared to me, from one end of the drama to the other, as the great champion of a great enterprise and the great artist of a great history.


Charles de Gaulle, Mémoires de Guerre (1959)
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Introduction



Winston Churchill is 150 years young.


Born on 30 November 1874, he lived past the age of 90, breathing his last on 24 January 1965. Yet his name still burns bright. He remains, for millions across the world in the twenty-first century, the Greatest Briton of all time, and 2024 will trigger a new surge of events, exhibitions and reflections about what made him great. Many accounts depict him as a self-made man, a solitary hero. Mirrors of Greatness offers an alternative perspective by showing how Churchill learned from others as he rose to national and global prominence.


The book also explores how posterity’s estimate of Churchill has been shaped, as he intended, by his estimate of himself. This was a man who made history and also wrote himself into history, to a degree unique in modern times. His 150th anniversary is a good moment to move out of Churchill’s self-imposed shadow and take a twenty-first-century view of the man and his significance. Because, like all commanding figures as they recede into the past, he now polarises opinion – lauded by some, especially as a war leader against Nazism, but criticised by others for perpetuating imperial rule and colonial attitudes.1


Winston Churchill was obsessed by ‘greatness’. Lacking any belief in an afterlife, and convinced he would die young, he was determined to leave his mark on history, like the leaders of old who had been dubbed ‘the Great’ – from Alexander of Macedonia to Frederick of Prussia. For Churchill as for them, personal greatness was tied to the political: the building or consolidation of a great empire. Thanks to the fame gained in his lifetime, he hoped to win immortality. In that ambition he achieved remarkable success. Biographers have described his exceptional array of talents, and also his periodic failures of judgment, leaving the impression of a stand-alone genius with dazzling gifts and jagged flaws who, despite endless struggles, followed his own star to reach eventual apotheosis. A triumph of a great man over lesser mortals.


Yet the story is more complex. Churchill was largely self-taught. He never went to university – probably to his benefit, because a traditional classical education might well have stifled his serendipitous genius. But throughout his life he paid careful attention to others. In 1937, aged 62, he published Great Contemporaries, a series of essays on ‘Great Men of our age’ which was intended to evoke some ‘wonderful giants of old’, presenting ‘not only the actors but the scene’. Most of his cast of characters dated from the late Victorian era and the years around the Great War. He included no contemporary British politicians; there were brief essays on Franklin Roosevelt and Adolf Hitler but these were composed in 1934–5, when neither man’s trajectory was clear.2


Churchill never wrote a sequel to Great Contemporaries, about the leaders with whom he shared the summit of his career when Britain’s Prime Minister in 1940–5 and again in 1951–5. Yet it was during those years of the Second World War and the early Cold War that he finally experienced the full magnitude of leadership – learning its real demands and costs – doing so, moreover, at a time of unprecedented global turmoil. This book explores the odyssey of his life through his encounters with other leading figures. Their successes and failures illuminated his Parsifal-like quest for greatness.


Yet he also saw what he wanted to see. His doctor, Lord Moran, once wrote: ‘Where people are concerned, Winston Churchill exists in an imaginary world of his own making.’3 Although Moran exaggerated, this book contains many examples of how he could indeed create his own reality. That capacity was readily apparent to those who worked with him, arousing a range of emotions from incredulity to amusement, anger to admiration. So we shall also see him through their eyes, observing his skills and his flaws, his charm and his insufferability. As a result, each chapter is a kind of two-way mirror. And by putting these twelve encounters together in a loose chronological sequence it is possible to sketch his whole life in revealing new ways.


A few of the cast are men Churchill unquestionably acknowledged as great, notably David Lloyd George and Franklin Delano Roosevelt – each of whom made an enduring impact on his mind and heart. Others proved obstacles on Churchill’s path to the greatness of which he dreamed – such as Neville Chamberlain and Adolf Hitler. Some were adversaries who nevertheless intrigued and impressed him: Benito Mussolini, Josef Stalin and Charles de Gaulle fall into that category. But we shall also look at figures who defy his conception of greatness yet who strike us, in our own age, as worthy of admiration. Mohandas Gandhi posed perhaps the most fundamental challenge, because he had deliberately turned his back on the privileges and accoutrements of British civilisation and because his concept of political leadership belied Churchill’s soldierly understanding of power – doing so in ways that undermined the British Empire. Clement Attlee – though, like Churchill, ready to fight and die for his country in the Great War – developed an entirely different sense of the values for which it was worth living: a socialist Britain in a progressively post-colonial world. Churchill’s interactions with them reveal how his conception of ‘greatness’ ossified in later life – reminding us that historical interpretation is a constant interplay of past and present. What’s more, their outlook and achievements sometimes accord better than his with the values of the twenty-first century.


This is particularly true of his wife, Clementine, whose immense yet costly contribution to his career is more apparent in an age that is finally taking women seriously as political actors. Clementine’s contemporary, in time though not in mind, was the author Virginia Woolf, who remarked penetratingly in A Room of One’s Own (1929) about the male need for female mirrors:


Women have served all these centuries as looking-glasses possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure of man at twice its natural size. Without that power probably the earth would still be swamp and jungle. The glories of our wars would be unknown… Whatever may be their use in civilized societies, mirrors are essential to all violent and heroic action. That is why Napoleon and Mussolini both insist so emphatically upon the inferiority of women, for if they were not inferior, they would cease to enlarge… For if she begins to tell the truth, the figure in the looking-glass shrinks; his fitness for life is diminished. How is he to go on giving judgement, civilizing natives, making laws, writing books, dressing up and speechifying at banquets, unless he can see himself at breakfast and at dinner at least twice the size he really is?… The looking-glass vision is of supreme importance…4


These observations also apply to relations between men. Males, especially those in the public gaze, are prone to measure themselves against each other. And that was supremely true of Winston Churchill.


Of course, greatness isn’t simply about measurable achievements (or false impressions) but whether these are publicly recognised and endorsed. In other words, what matters is reputation. Many have aspired to greatness, but few have had Churchill’s relentless determination to burnish his own name. Renowned as a political leader, he was also a prodigious writer – that was how he earned his living – and most of his books dealt with his own family, broadly conceived, including volumes on his own father and his martial ancestor John Churchill, first Duke of Marlborough. Above all, he wrote about himself, whether in the journalistic self-promotions of his youth or in the monumental pair of six-volume memoirs in which he chronicled the two world wars and defined his place within them. He had no intention of leaving the ‘verdict of history’ to others. For that reason, this book about Churchill’s path to greatness, illuminated by his interactions with some of his great contemporaries, begins with how he created a father and ends with how he mirrored himself.


Charles de Gaulle remarked that ‘Winston Churchill appeared to me, from one end of the drama to the other, as the great champion of a great enterprise and the great artist of a great history.’5 The reference to artistry was apt – because of Winston’s passion for painting, which he took up in his forties after becoming the prime scapegoat for the Gallipoli campaign, a disaster that seemed for a while to be a fatal setback in his quest for greatness. But de Gaulle also captured how Churchill’s writing was imbued with a profound historical imagination and a sparkling sense of the dramatic. An avid theatre-goer, he was deeply read in English history, which he understood as a grand, Whiggish progression in which the ascent of ‘liberty’ was paramount. Centre stage in the theatre of history he placed great men – both good and bad – who were depicted as the prime agents of political change. And into that drama he took infinite pains to inscribe himself.


Thanks to the double impact of his deeds and his words, Churchill became a historical icon: the heroic image that now pervades the public culture of Britain and America. Yet he never took his reputation for granted. On one occasion during his final years, after a moody dinner, he suddenly exclaimed, ‘I have worked very hard all my life, and I have achieved a great deal – in the end to achieve NOTHING.’6 Was he expressing the inevitable self-pity of the old? Or revealing a deeper, existential anxiety about what he had accomplished? With the passage of time, new questions have indeed been asked about his achievements. Did he defeat Hitler’s Reich only to help Stalin grab Eastern Europe? Had his triumph over European fascism allowed socialism to entrench itself at home? A prophetic voice for Franco-German rapprochement, did he fail to see its implications for Britain? And was his intoxication with the ‘special relationship’ mere blindness to the erosion of Britain’s empire and its global power?


These are questions to be explored in the looking-glass chapters that follow. Along the way, we should keep in mind Shakespeare’s dictum about those who are born great, those who achieve greatness and those who have greatness thrust upon them – because all three apply to Churchill at various stages in his life.7 We should recall too the observation in his 1937 book about those who become significant actors on the ‘world stage’, that two-thirds of their lifetime is used up on ‘fights which have no other object than to get to their battlefield’.8 Winston Churchill reached his great battlefield on 10 May 1940, aged 65, after a campaign that commenced in childhood. So that observation fits him perfectly. Yet, within a week, the battlefield was a total wreck, and catastrophe stared Churchill, Britain and the Empire in the face, thanks to a man whom he never dignified with the accolade of greatness. Ironically, it was this despised German who gave Churchill his chance for glory.


After May 1940, the rest of Churchill’s political life was improvisation. Yet it’s a tribute to his abilities as a leader and as a writer that this is rarely appreciated. Which is why we need to enter this hall of mirrors. And by doing so, we may discover a novel way both to narrate and also to interrogate this remarkable life.


1
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His Father’s Voice: the spirit of Lord Randolph coaching the young parliamentarian. E.T. Reed in Punch, 27 February 1901.
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Lord Randolph Churchill


Creating a Father


Solitary trees, if they grow at all, grow strong: and a boy deprived of a father’s care often develops, if he escape the perils of youth, an independence and a vigour of thought which may restore in after life the heavy loss of early days.


Winston to his mother, 18991


Until the end he worshipped at the altar of his Unknown Father.


Violet Bonham Carter, 19652


The final call came early on Saturday 24 January 1895. Grosvenor Square was still in darkness, with snow on the ground. Winston Churchill had been sleeping in a house nearby. He ran across the square to number 50, his grandmother’s London home, and reached his father’s bedside just in time. ‘His end was quite painless,’ Winston wrote in My Early Life (1930). ‘All my dreams of comradeship with him, of entering Parliament at his side and in his support, were ended. There remained for me only to pursue his aims and vindicate his memory.’3


Lord Randolph Churchill – younger son of the Duke of Marlborough, apostle of ‘Tory Democracy’ and a meteor of British politics in the early 1880s – had been consigned to outer darkness since his ill-judged resignation at Christmas 1886 from the Marquess of Salisbury’s government. This was the climax of a power struggle that had been brewing for months. And for Randolph, only 37, there was no way back. Over the following decade, the erratic impetuosity evident since his youth morphed into violent mood swings; physicians diagnosed a form of paralytic dementia. By late 1894 his condition had deteriorated markedly: ‘Has been violent and apathetic by turns,’ noted his doctor on 4 November. ‘Gait staggering and uncertain.’ On the 16th: ‘Voice weak. Takes little interest in things. Face losing its expression.’ By the New Year Lord Randolph’s illness was clearly terminal. After two bouts of ‘acute mania’ he sank into a coma and on 24 January 1895 his doctor recorded: ‘Lord Randolph died very quietly this morning at 6.15. His lungs began to fill up very quickly yesterday and this evidently was the immediate cause of death.’4


Lord Randolph’s life ended a few weeks before his forty-sixth birthday. Winston, his elder son, had been spared much of the physical horror of his father’s slow degeneration, but the emotional impact of his passing was immense. It was widely rumoured that Randolph had died from the effects of syphilis, contracted in his youth. Although some recent commentators have suggested that a brain tumour also fits the symptoms, Winston had to live with the syphilis stigma for the rest of his life.5 Worse still, Lord Randolph had never allowed him to come close – instead periodically penning caustic letters about young Winston’s laziness and extravagance. The most scorching missive was written in August 1893 after his son finally scraped into Sandhurst. Lord Randolph berated the ‘slovenly happy-go-lucky harum scarum style of work for which you have always been distinguished at your different schools’. He warned against any further self-pleading ‘because I no longer attach the slightest weight to anything you may say about your own acquirements and exploits’. He told Winston bluntly that if he carried on this ‘idle, useless and unprofitable life’ he would become ‘a mere social wastrel, one of the hundreds of the public school failures’, and would ‘degenerate into a shabby, unhappy & futile existence’. The letter was signed ‘Your aff[ectiona]te father, Randolph S.C.’ In 1930, thirty-seven years later, his son could still quote parts of that letter from memory.6


In January 1895, the same month that Lord Randolph died, Winston completed his training as an officer cadet at Sandhurst, the Royal Military Academy. He graduated 20th in a class of 130 – having entered ten from the bottom on a list of 102.7 Thereafter, his trajectory proved spectacular. ‘Seldom, if ever,’ observed historian Paul Addison, ‘has an ambitious young man carried out such a stupendous programme of self-advancement as Churchill between 1895 and 1900.’ By the time he took his seat as MP for Oldham in February 1901, aged 26, Winston had fought in four wars, published five books, written more than 200 newspaper articles and earned the equivalent of £1 million in today’s money on the lecture circuit.8


And over the next five years, he also came to terms with his father. Once in Parliament, he persuaded Lord Randolph’s executors to entrust him with the task of writing an official biography, which he later called a work of vindication.9 In its pages, he presented his opportunist father as a man of consistent principle who had brought about his own downfall because misplaced party loyalty restrained him from taking the values of Tory Democracy to a more appropriate home on the Liberal benches. Lord Randolph Churchill appeared in January 1906 just as Winston was elected MP for Manchester North West, now as a Liberal. And so, eleven years after Lord Randolph’s death and five since Winston became an MP, he was beginning to break free from his father – or at least from the father he had created. As his cousin Ivor Guest put it, ‘Few fathers had done less for their sons. Few sons have done more for their fathers.’10


*  *  *


The decade from 1895 to 1906 set a clear path for what followed. Winston was a man of words as much as a man of action, fighting and writing himself into history. Both were equally important in his path to greatness, even though it suited him in My Early Life to hype up his military exploits and play down his experience of formal education. Worst of all was Latin. Forced to learn the first declension, he expressed incredulity at the vocative case.


‘Why does mensa mean “O table” as well as “a table”?’


‘You would use it in speaking to a table.’


‘But I never do.’


‘If you are impertinent, you will be punished, and punished, let me tell you, very severely.’11


‘In all the twelve years I was at school,’ he proudly asserted in My Early Life, ‘no one ever succeeded in making me write a Latin verse or learn any Greek except the alphabet.’ Told that Gladstone read Homer for fun, Winston thought it ‘served him right’. Freed after two years from a brutal prep school in Ascot, he spent another three in a more congenial institution near Brighton where he did subjects that attracted him: ‘French, History, lots of Poetry by heart’. ‘Where my reason, imagination or interest were not engaged, I would not or I could not learn.’ His was a roving, inquisitive mind, buttressed by a prodigious memory. Throughout these years, contrary to the dunce-like impression conveyed in My Early Life, school reports were far from damning: even at Ascot he was in ‘the top half or usually the top third of the class’.12


His Achilles heel was examinations, especially those bêtes noires: Classics and Mathematics. In the entrance exam for Harrow, he said he was ‘unable to answer a single question on the Latin paper’. He did write his name on the sheet of paper, together with the number of the first question. ‘After much reflection’, brackets were inserted around the number. But, apart from ‘a blot and several smudges’, nothing more was added in two hours. Although scraping into Harrow, he was assigned to the lowest division of the fourth form and lingered there for nearly a year. As a result, he was drilled in ‘mere English’ so that ‘I got into my bones the essential structure of the ordinary British sentence – which is a noble thing.’ Spending three years in the ‘Army Class’ also spared him further Latin and Greek, because such ‘splendid things’ were reserved only for ‘the cleverer boys’.13


Adopting this mocking tone in 1930, as a man now famed and successful, Winston was able to send up the exam system and much that passed for education in late Victorian England. Yet My Early Life does make very clear that, when interested, he displayed considerable talents. At Harrow, he won a prize for learning and reciting without a mistake 1,200 lines of Macaulay’s Lays of Ancient Rome, which became one of his most cherished books. And then in 1896–7, as a subaltern in Bangalore with time on his hands, the 22-year-old Churchill was seized by ‘a desire for learning’ of the sort never generated by Harrow or Sandhurst, especially in history, philosophy, economics and recent politics. And so, during the sweltering afternoons when others snoozed, he sampled Plato and Aristotle, Schopenhauer and Darwin, deepened his acquaintance with Macaulay and worked his way through Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.14 In more utilitarian vein, Winston studied Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations, as well as The Annual Register – the classic political almanac first edited by Edmund Burke – reading and annotating the volumes since the 1870s, and poring over its record of parliamentary debates. Sometimes he even composed speeches that he would have delivered on issues of the moment and pasted them into the relevant volumes.


Most of these books were sent out to him by his mother, Jennie, daughter of the New York financier, Leonard Jerome. Many of the Commons debates he studied featured his father who also, Winston gathered, had read Gibbon ‘with delight’ and ‘knew whole pages of it by heart’.15 Yearning for closer relations with both of his parents pervades the opening chapters of My Early Life. Equally vivid is the deep affection and support of his nanny, Mrs Everest – a mother-substitute known as ‘Woom’ or ‘Woomany’. Parental distancing was a familiar element of the upbringing of many upper-class Victorians, but Winston seems to have resented it much more than his younger brother, Jack. It has been calculated by one biographer that in the years 1885–92 his parents sent him six letters (mostly in remonstration) and he wrote to them on seventy-six occasions (mostly begging for attention). Some of the messages are truly pathetic. ‘Darling Mummy, do attend to my letter. I am so wretched. Even now I weep. Please my darling Mummy be kind to your loving son… Let me at least think that you love me.’ Even if Winston was trying it on, this is surely a remarkable letter for a seventeen-year-old.16


The craving for parental love is a dominant theme of My Early Life. ‘My mother always seemed to me like a fairy princess… She shone for me like the Evening Star. I loved her dearly – but at a distance.’ He laments his twelve years in school as ‘the only barren and unhappy period’ of his life. ‘I would far rather have been apprenticed as a bricklayer’s mate’, he added, ‘or helped my father dress the front windows of a grocer’s shop.’ Such work would have been ‘real’ and ‘natural’ and ‘I should have got to know my father, which would have been a joy to me.’17


Yet relations between child and parent change over time, and Winston’s experience was no exception. His ‘Evening Star’ came much closer to earth after January 1895, the month when he graduated from Sandhurst and Lord Randolph breathed his last. Jennie plunged back into London society. Only 40, and still alluring, she contracted two further marriages with younger men of Winston’s age. But she also exploited her contacts to advance his career. ‘We worked together on even terms,’ Winston wrote later in My Early Life, ‘more like brother and sister than mother and son. At least so it seemed to me.’ The supply of books was but one example. She also acted variously as banker, courier, lobbyist and literary agent – not to mention appreciative reader of his frantically self-promoting letters. As Winston put it: ‘In my interest she left no wire unpulled, no stone unturned, no cutlet uncooked.’18


While the relationship with his mother evolved, that of father and son was frozen in death. ‘Had he lived another four or five years,’ Winston insisted in My Early Life, ‘he could not have done without me.’19 Yet that assertion assumed a truly inconceivable transformation of his father’s domineering and volatile character. It would be more accurate to say that Lord Randolph’s death, though a devastating shock, proved truly liberating for his son, especially given the adult rapport now developing with his mother. Winston was able to create, imaginatively, the relationship with his father for which he had yearned in vain. It proved more advantageous to have a famous father who was dead not alive.


Winston had already set his heart on following Lord Randolph into politics. Yet the Churchill name was a liability as much as an asset. Although Winston had been born at Blenheim – the palace built by his ancestor John Churchill, first Duke of Marlborough, to mark his triumph over the armies of Louis XIV in 1704 – in fact the Churchill clan was notorious to most Victorians for opportunism, profligacy and incompetence. Gladstone, admittedly no family friend, declared in 1882, ‘There never was a Churchill from John of Marlborough down that had either morals or principles.’20 Lord Randolph fitted the bill. Addicted to drink and gambling, he racked up huge debts and his whirlwind courtship of an American heiress was widely regarded as a marriage of financial convenience. The assumption in London society that he had died from the effects of syphilis squared with his dissolute image. In order to campaign successfully under the Churchill banner, Winston therefore had to make his own name and fortune.


The explosive trajectory from 1895 seems astounding, if we take at face value the self-portrait in My Early Life of an indolent dunce and all those whining letters home. One Harrow contemporary remembered an ‘uncouth’ red-haired boy (only five foot six when he left), usually a loner, whose face registered a mix of ‘resentment and pride’. The congenital lisp provoked derision; his poor health and lack of physical strength marginalised him from the camaraderie of team sports. When fired up, however, Winston could be ‘precocious, bumptious and talkative’ – pronouncing assertively as he walked, leaning forward with his neck stuck out.21 And in 1892 he won the Public Schools Fencing Championship, against taller and stronger boys, a feat which the Harrow magazine attributed to his ‘quick and dashing attack which quite took his opponents by surprise’.22 Fearful of being judged a coward, Winston indulged in daredevil acts, often at the cost of serious injury. Craving attention, he broke rules with impunity and answered back when punished. Once, while being ‘swished’ in the good old public-school manner for some misdemeanour by the head boy, Nugent Hicks, he exploded: ‘I shall be a greater man than you.’ Hicks was not impressed – ‘You can have two more for that’ – but Winston’s prophecy proved correct: Harrow’s head boy climbed only to the dizzy heights of Bishop of Lincoln.23


A reckless desire to stand out for bravery was a hallmark of the young Churchill. ‘Being in many ways a coward, particularly at school,’ he told his brother, ‘there is no ambition I cherish so keenly as to gain a reputation of personal courage.’24 Indeed, it became the raison d’être of his brief but dramatic military career. By stripping that story down to its highlights, it is possible to see just how manic was his pursuit of fame and his desire for greatness.


*  *  *


While he was home on leave from Bangalore for the London Season at the end of July 1897, a piece in a newspaper caught Churchill’s eye. General Sir Bindon Blood was about to mount a punitive expedition against rebellious tribesmen on the North-West Frontier of India. Blood was an old friend of the family from whom Winston had extracted a promise months before to let him join any such expedition. Cabling the General to remind him of that pledge but not waiting for a reply, Winston rushed back to India – in the haste forgetting his pet dog and his polo sticks. He asked his mother to sort all this out and to settle various outstanding bills. After a two-day journey on the weekly ‘Indian Mail’ train from London to Calais and then down to the Adriatic port of Brindisi, on the heel of Italy, he embarked on the hot, crowded steamer for Bombay. From there he travelled south to wangle leave from his regiment, before undertaking a five-day train journey of some 2,000 miles up north to join Blood’s field force on the Afghan border. He was accredited as a war correspondent, sending reports to the Daily Telegraph.25


Winston deliberately put himself in the thick of things. On his first day in action, 16 September, he shot at least four of the enemy and saved one wounded colleague from being ‘cut up horribly by these wild beasts’ – telling his mother, ‘My pants are still stained with the man’s blood.’ Two days later, ‘I rode on my grey pony all along the skirmish line where everyone else was lying down under cover. Foolish perhaps but I play for high stakes and, given an audience, there is no act too daring or too noble.’ He added tellingly: ‘Without the gallery things are very different.’ The ‘grey pony’ was actually a white horse, purchased deliberately so that he would be conspicuous in combat. Later, having learned that he would be mentioned in despatches, Winston told her, ‘I am glad my follies have not been altogether unnoticed’ – though he had to ride along the skirmish line on three occasions before his white horse was spotted by a senior officer. He declared that ‘bullets’ were ‘not worth considering’ because ‘I am so conceited that I do not believe the Gods would create so potent a being as myself for so prosaic an ending.’26


Winston’s larger ambition was ‘bringing my personality before the electorate’, and he did not care whether that risked trouble with the army authorities: ‘if I am to avoid doing “unusual” things it is difficult to see what chance I have of being more than an average person.’ He was therefore furious that his mother decided it was prudent to anonymise his reports for the Telegraph and substitute ‘By a Young Officer’. He set about stamping his name on his exploits by publishing a book entitled The Story of the Malakand Field Force: An Episode of Frontier War. ‘I have discovered a great power of application which I did not think I possessed,’ he proudly told his mother in December. ‘For two months I have worked not less than 5 hours a day.’ He sent her the manuscript on New Year’s Eve, with detailed instructions about maps, proofreading and expected earnings – leaving her to find a publisher. By the following week, his mind was moving on: ‘You must make a tremendous effort to get me to Egypt’, he insisted, because it was now the ‘fashionable theatre of war’. This was ‘most important’, he told her. ‘It would mean another medal – perhaps two.’ So ‘do stir up all your influence… have no scruples but worry right and left and take no refusal.’27


Even the persuasive powers of ‘Mamma’ were not, however, sufficient to convince General Sir Herbert Kitchener, commander of the force tasked with finishing off the Dervish Empire in the Sudan. Like other senior officers, Kitchener had taken umbrage at the writings of this uppity young subaltern. With Winston’s hopes of another campaign apparently blocked, his main consolation was the praise for his first book – despite the appalling typos. (According to one reviewer, it suggested ‘in style a volume by Disraeli revised by a mad printer’s reader’.) In upbeat moments, Winston now imagined ‘a long series of volumes’, starting with a life of the Italian nationalist hero Garibaldi, through which he would make his mark in the ‘literary sphere of action’ and achieve financial independence.28


During the first half of 1898, Winston therefore had to cool his heels in Bangalore. It was only after he returned to London on leave that the logjam broke, thanks to a fortuitous interview with the Prime Minister, Lord Salisbury – who had been intrigued by the book and wanted to talk with its precocious author, son of the politician he had destroyed. As a result, strings were pulled to override Kitchener and get the young Churchill to his next war zone, as a ‘supernumerary lieutenant’ with the 21st Lancers at Cairo. He was to travel at his own expense and on the strict understanding that, if killed or wounded during the Sudan campaign, ‘no charge of any kind would fall on British Army funds.’29


And so the race for fame was on again. Having arranged terms with the Morning Post (this time at £15 per column), Winston did not to wait for leave from his regiment in Bangalore and took the earliest possible train across the Channel to Paris. His odyssey continued down to Marseilles, across the Mediterranean on a ‘filthy’ tramp steamer, to Cairo and then by train again 1,400 miles up the Nile. The battle he sought took place just outside Khartoum, near the village of Omdurman, on 2 September. The Dervish warriors were shot to pieces by superior British firepower: rifles, artillery and the lethal Maxim machine guns. But in popular memory, Omdurman went down as the last great cavalry charge of the British Army – mounted by the 21st Lancers.


Churchill’s men were in the thick of it. Charging what seemed like a thin line of Dervish riflemen, they discovered very late that it concealed thick ranks of ‘spearmen’ lurking in a steeply sloping gulley. As usual, Winston was mounted on a ‘grey’, thereby standing out to friend and foe alike. Crashing into the enemy, his troop lost all cohesion. Any soldier toppled from his horse was hacked to pieces in seconds, but Winston stayed in the saddle. During the melee, he emptied his pistol at close range, ‘killing several – 3 for certain – 2 doubtful’. Taking in the scene for a moment too long, he became the target of direct fire, but the bullets went ‘Heaven knows where’ as he spurred his horse forward to join the rest of his squadron, regrouping some 150 yards away. There they dismounted and used their carbines to harry the enemy, much to the disappointment of Lieutenant Churchill. ‘I was very anxious for the regiment to charge back – pour la gloire’, he wrote home. Although admitting that ‘the dismounted fire was more practical’, he felt that ‘British cavalry so seldom get a chance that they must aim at the magnificent rather than the practical – and another fifty or sixty casualties would have made the performance historic.’ As it was the losses in his troop were considerable: 5 officers killed or wounded out of 20, and 65 men out of 280, all in a couple of minutes.30 But Winston emerged unscathed, whereas Col. Frank Rhodes, The Times correspondent – already fingered to write his heroic obituary (just in case) – was shot through the shoulder and seriously wounded. Just two days after the battle Winston informed his mother that ‘I shall write a history of this war’, adding that he had persuaded Rhodes to ‘give me all his photographs’.31


The book that ensued, The River War, was altogether more substantial than Malakand Field Force – and about a more significant subject. Indeed, Churchill decided to build his account of Omdurman into a full-scale study of Britain’s struggle to control the strategically vital headwaters of the Nile, starting with the revolt of ‘the Mahdi’ – the charismatic Nubian leader Muhammad Ahmad – in 1881 and the death of Gen. Charles Gordon at the siege of Khartoum in 1885. Gordon had become an icon of late-Victorian England, commemorated almost as a martyr in paintings and postcards. In other words, Churchill’s book addressed a topic far closer to British minds and hearts than India’s Afghan frontier. As usual, Winston had learnt lessons from his first foray into serious publishing: he researched intensively in Cairo and London and paid close attention to the proofreading of what became two volumes and 950 pages. In writing what was now ‘almost a history of the ruin and rescue of the Soudan’, he also had the opportunity to indulge his stylistic love of Macaulay and Gibbon – what he called ‘the staccato antitheses of the former and the rolling sentences and genitival endings of the latter’ – with ‘a bit of my own from time to time’.32


Winston wrote the book firmly convinced of the rightness of British rule over Egypt and the Sudan – sure that control of the Nile would ‘drive civilisation and prosperity to the south’ and, conversely, ‘bear wealth and commerce to the sea’.33 But that conviction did not mean denigrating Britain’s opponents. Indeed, with his love of the heroic, he sought to build up both Gordon and the Mahdi into tragic figures. Struck that the Mahdi had been orphaned when young, he wrote: ‘Solitary trees, if they grow at all, grow strong: and a boy deprived of a father’s care often develops, if he escape the perils of youth, an independence and a vigour of thought which may restore in after life the heavy loss of early days.’ He made a point of sending that sentence to his mother. Nor did Winston’s belief in Britain’s cause deter him from caustic criticism of those charged with carrying it out. His private dislike of Kitchener for initially frustrating his ambitions – ‘a general but never a gentleman’ – carried over into the first edition of the book, where he denounced Kitchener for desecrating the Mahdi’s tomb in deliberate retaliation for Mahdist butchery of Gordon’s corpse. The book, though praised by most reviewers, went down badly in army circles; it was dubbed ‘A Subaltern’s Hints to Generals’.34


Winston’s double life as a serving officer and a war correspondent had become untenable. And his financial situation was also increasingly precarious. So he decided he should resign his commission and live with his mother while finishing The River War, now feeling that writing could be the way to earn a living. But then another war broke out on the edge of empire: this time in South Africa.


After the discovery of gold in the Transvaal in the 1880s, tensions escalated between the Boer republics of Dutch settlers and the ‘Uitlanders’ (outsiders) – many of them British – who wanted to join the gold rush. By the late 1890s, the British government of the Cape Colony, under its Prime Minister Cecil Rhodes, was contemplating annexation of its rich and troublesome northern neighbours. When negotiations broke down, the Boers moved first and invaded Cape Colony. Churchill had seen this coming. When approached to act as the Daily Mail’s war correspondent, he used the offer to leverage a better deal from the Morning Post: £1,000 for the first four months (‘shore to shore’) and £200 per month thereafter. This was probably the most lucrative contract to date for a war correspondent. He also had more time than in the past to prepare: in addition to getting his field glasses repaired and buying a new compass, he ordered six assorted cases of champagne, claret, port, whisky and brandy, and twelve bottles of Rose’s Lime Cordial. Winston, as his own son Randolph later noted, ‘never believed that war should be needlessly uncomfortable’.35


On 14 October 1899, three days after fighting began, Winston set out from Southampton on a ship carrying many of the British war correspondents. On board, he struck up a friendship with John Atkins, reporting for the Manchester Guardian, who, half a century later, vividly recalled a ‘most unusual young man. He was slim, slightly reddish-haired, pale, lively, frequently plunging along the deck “with neck out-thrust,” as Browning fancied Napoleon’. Sometimes, though, he was ‘sitting in meditation, folding and unfolding his hands’ as though ‘helping himself to untie mental knots’. To Atkins it seemed ‘obvious that he was in love with words’ – hesitating before choosing one or changing his mind to insert a word that was better. But this was no mere writer: when talking of a political career like that of his father, ‘then such a gleam shot from him that he was almost transfigured.’ Atkins had ‘not before encountered this sort of ambition, unabashed, frankly egotistical, communicating its excitement, and extorting sympathy’. Young Churchill also showed ‘no reverence for his seniors as such and talked about them as though they were his own age, or younger’. Yet ‘he could laugh at his dreams of glory’, and there were flashes of ‘impish fun’ which ‘suddenly shone out through his eyes’ when about to tell a joke or make a ‘mischievous remark’ so that ‘the whole illuminated face grinned’. But there was anxiety, too: ‘My father died too young,’ he recalled Winston saying. ‘I must try to accomplish whatever I can by the time I am forty.’36


During the voyage, Winston was afraid that the Boers might be routed before their ship berthed. That definitely proved not to be the case. With British troops forced to retreat to the town of Ladysmith, Winston tried to get there, only to find that the rail line had been cut. After being cooped up for a few days at an army base near Durban, he was suddenly invited by Captain Aylmer Haldane, with whom he had served in India, to join an armoured train that was being sent out on reconnaissance. Keen for a story and, as he admitted, ‘eager for trouble’, Winston readily agreed. And on 15 November he got much more trouble than he bargained for. The Boers ambushed the train. Despite a tenacious fight, most of the British were captured and packed off to the Boer capital, Pretoria, as prisoners of war.


What followed matched the popular adventure stories in The Boy’s Own Paper and the novels of G.A. Henty. Winston managed to escape from the converted school in which the British were imprisoned, scrambling over the wall when a sentry’s back was turned. Crouching in the garden for a while in case others followed, as planned, he eventually struck out on his own – jumping aboard a coal train to get out of Pretoria and then wandering in the bush until acute hunger drove him to knock on a cottage door. Fortunately, it was opened by an English settler, who hid him in a mine shaft, with rats for company, until the Boer hue and cry died down. Winston was then smuggled onto a freight train going to the port of Lourenço Marques, in Portuguese East Africa. Finally arriving back in Durban, he found he was already a celebrity. Exaggerated stories about his exploits in trying to rescue the armoured train had been followed by news that he had escaped and then, after nine days of suspense, that he was alive and safe.


Capture by the Boers had not proved a disaster, as he gloomily feared at the time, cutting him out of the war. Instead, as he reflected in 1930, ‘this misfortune’ was to ‘lay the foundations of my later life’ – making his own name as a Churchill, enabling him to earn his living as an author and speeding him into politics.37 By the time Winston entered Pretoria with the victorious British troops on 5 June 1900 – helping to liberate his former colleagues, still POWs – he had already turned his despatches for the Morning Post into another book, London to Ladysmith via Pretoria, which rapidly sold out its first print run of 10,000. On 25 July, five days after docking at Southampton, he was adopted by the Tories of Oldham, a bustling mill town near Manchester. And on 1 October he was elected to the Commons in the ‘khaki election’ of 1900, which swept the Tories to a substantial majority on a jingoistic tide.


Even so, the voting in Oldham – a constituency with a strong Radical tradition – was close and Winston acknowledged privately that ‘nothing but personal popularity arising out of the late South African War carried me in’. With new MPs not taking their seats until the New Year, he cashed in this popularity by undertaking a whirlwind speaking tour of Britain and North America, talking about his wartime experiences. In the course of five weeks, he ranged across the UK – from Brighton to Dundee, from Newcastle to Dublin – in the process earning nearly £4,000. North America proved much less remunerative, and Winston greatly disliked the ‘vulgar and offensive advertisements’ used by his US agent. But on New Year’s Day 1901, totting up his earnings from writing and speaking, he proudly told his mother, ‘I am very proud of the fact that there is not one person in a million who at my age could have earned £10,000 without any capital in less than two years.’38


His claim about earning £10,000 (around £1.2 million today) ‘without any capital’ does require a moment’s interrogation. Unlike other British contemporaries – prime ministers such as Stanley Baldwin and Neville Chamberlain – Winston did not come from a prosperous business family. He was a child of privilege, rather than wealth, but that privilege was of inestimable value. His double career as a soldier-journalist rested on a firm belief that strict rules should and would be bent in his case. Nor could he have flourished if his mother had not pulled all the wires and cooked all those ‘cutlets’ at her considerable disposal. And throughout his military career, he exploited his father’s friends (Lord Cromer in Egypt, for instance, when writing The River War) and even those with whom Lord Randolph had been at odds (such as Lord Salisbury and Joseph Chamberlain). In short, Churchill may not have had much financial capital, but he could draw on an enviable stock of social capital when he set out as ‘subaltern of empire and journalist of opportunity’ to make his own name.39


Yet it had taken a formidable personality to make so much of those opportunities. Deliberately rushing to the world’s hotspots and flamboyantly courting danger, he displayed immense courage in battle. He also showed an impressive, and very different, ability to keep a cool head under fire and to command men much older than himself. But heroics alone would not have got him very far. He had also turned his facility with words into a lucrative and self-promoting career as journalist and author. And, despite that lisp, he had become a successful public speaker, much in demand after his exploits in South Africa. Combining the pen and the sword (or the pistol), he had won fame and fortune – enough to embark on the political career, in the mirror of his father, of which he had dreamed.


*  *  *


Winston delivered his maiden speech on the evening of 18 February 1901. The House was full. This was partly because he followed David Lloyd George and indeed jousted briefly with him – of which more in the next chapter – but also because of a general curiosity to see and hear ‘Randolph’s boy’ in the flesh after all the hullabaloo from South Africa. The speech attracted considerable comment in the papers, though opinion was mixed as to whether it was the equal of his father’s maiden speech in 1874, a few months before Winston was born. After making their debut, it was customary for new members of the Commons to keep silent for a while, but young Churchill was not one for either custom or silence. Having prospered during his military career as a subaltern sniping at his superiors, he saw no reason to become House-trained. Like his father, he intended to make a noise, and a nuisance of himself.


His political creed was complicated from the start. He told his mother in 1897 that, if not for his opposition to Home Rule for Ireland – ‘to which I will never consent – I would enter Parliament as a Liberal. As it is, Tory Democracy will have to be the standard under which I shall range myself.’ Winston was indeed a Liberal in many aspects of domestic policy, favouring the vote for all adult males and universal education. But he was a firm advocate of ‘imperialism abroad’, insisting that east of Suez, ‘democracy was impossible’ and ‘India must be governed on old principles.’ He favoured federalism for settler colonies like those in Australia, but not – at this stage – for the United Kingdom. His attitude to European affairs was one of ‘Non-intervention. Keep absolutely unembroiled – Isolated if you like.’ And he was adamant that, with a large navy, Britain needed only a tiny army.40


Although this seems a strange attitude for a cavalry subaltern, it was a position that Winston maintained for much of his life, and one that would assume particular importance in the 1930s. It was also the issue on which he launched his parliamentary career: as an act of both firm principle and risky pietas – for this was the cause that had sunk his father. And he did so in a speech that already displayed the hallmarks of his rhetorical style: not merely memorable soundbites but also firm structure and lucid argument.


On 13 May 1901 he mounted a vehement attack on the plan of William St John Brodrick, the Secretary of State for War, to increase the peacetime establishment of the Army to six corps. He developed three main concerns. First, he asserted that ‘the superiority of the Navy is vital to our national existence.’ Without this, ‘foreign expeditions or home defence’ would be ‘utterly vain and futile’. Secondly, he emphasised the distinctive position of Britain as an island nation: ‘whereas every European Power has to support a vast Army first of all, we in this fortunate, happy island, relieved by our insular position of a double burden, may turn our undivided efforts and attention to the Fleet. Why should we sacrifice a game in which we are sure to win to play a game in which we are bound to lose?’ Thirdly, he deplored the huge costs of maintaining a large standing army and the consequent need for the un-British device of conscription, because ‘standing armies’ were ‘not suited to our national character’. The country, he argued, ‘must avoid a servile imitation of the clanking military empires of the European continent’.41


With striking presentiment in 1901 of the half-century to come, he also warned: ‘A European war cannot be anything but a cruel, heartrending struggle, which, if we are ever to enjoy the bitter fruits of victory, must demand, perhaps for several years, the whole manhood of the nation, the entire suspension of peaceful industries, and the concentrating to one end of every vital energy in the community.’ He reminded the Commons that modern warfare was different from the wars of kings and cabinets, fought by small armies of professional soldiers during a few summer months. Now, however, ‘when mighty populations are impelled on each other’ and ‘when the resources of science and civilisation sweep away everything that might mitigate their fury, a European war can only end in the ruin of the vanquished and the scarcely less fatal commercial dislocation and exhaustion of the conquerors. Democracy is more vindictive than Cabinets. The wars of peoples will be more terrible than those of kings.’42


It was a powerful speech, not just in content but in delivery. Winston, as usual, had prepared the text meticulously – rewriting the argument and polishing the rhetoric for six weeks. And he committed the whole piece to memory, so he could focus all his energy and attention on performance in the Commons chamber. He also sent his text to the press in advance, to make sure that his words received extensive attention in the next morning’s newspapers. That had also been his father’s practice. Indeed, Lord Randolph was integral to the speech. Early on, when reminding the House of the relentless increase in Army expenditure over the previous twenty years, Winston alluded to the campaign mounted against that growth by the Treasury in 1886. ‘The controversy was bitter, the struggle uncertain, but in the end the Government triumphed, and the Chancellor of the Exchequer went down for ever, and with him, as it now seems, there fell also the cause of retrenchment and economy.’ He quoted at length from the Chancellor’s resignation letter, whose sentiments bore close resemblance to his own. ‘Wise words’, he then observed, ‘stand the test of time, and I am very glad that this House has allowed me, after an interval of fifteen years, to lift again the tattered flag of retrenchment and economy.’ What’s more, ‘no one has a better right than I have, for this is a cause I have inherited, and a cause for which the late Lord Randolph Churchill made the greatest sacrifice of any Minister of modern times.’ The theatrical effect was compelling. Just before midnight, in a darkened Commons, he had summoned his father’s ghost.43


This dramatic oration put Winston openly at odds with his party. With the South African war dragging on, backbench Tories were clamouring for a large standing army and Winston was the only one to vote against Brodrick’s proposal. ‘As a speech, it was certainly successful,’ he reflected later in My Early Life, ‘but it marked a definite divergence of thought and sympathy from nearly all those who thronged the benches around me.’44 He was, in fact, already becoming disenchanted with the whole ethos of the Tory party. In 1896, well before entering Parliament, he described its ‘solid remnant’ as ‘peers, property, publicans, parsons & turnips’.45 By October 1902 his professed ideal was a ‘Government of the Middle’ – a party ‘free at once of the sordid selfishness and callousness of Toryism on the one hand & the blind appetites of the Radical masses on the other’. He considered ‘Tory-Liberal’ to be ‘a much better name’ than either ‘Tory-Democrat’ or ‘Liberal Imperialist’ but confessed: ‘The real difficulty I have to encounter is the suspicion that I am moved by mere restless ambition.’ Yet, he added, ‘if some definite issue – such as Tariff – were to arise – that difficulty would disappear.’46


Joseph Chamberlain, an old political adversary of his father, was developing a systematic case for protective tariffs against foreign competition, mitigated by preferential arrangements for the countries of the Empire in order to consolidate a British bloc in the face of deepening international rivalries. Winston firmly opposed this project of ‘Imperial Preference’. He told a constituent in Oldham that he was ‘a sober admirer of Free Trade principles’ who considered it ‘a fantastic policy to endeavour to shut the British Empire up in a ringed fence’. He felt it ‘very much better that the great nations of the world should be interdependent one upon the other than that they should be independent of each other. That makes powerfully for peace.’47


Chamberlain’s campaign moved into top gear in late 1903, splitting the Tories between free traders and protectionists. And, as Winston had anticipated, this gave him both licence and freedom to move. In a letter dated 24 October 1903 to his close friend Hugh ‘Linky’ Cecil – not sent but articulating what was now firm resolution – he declared, ‘I am an English Liberal. I hate the Tory party, their men, their words & their methods.’ He was now ready for a ‘complete and irrevocable’ break with the Tories.48


When the new session opened in February 1902, Winston started to vote with the Liberal Opposition. In response, the Tories withdrew the party whip. Issues aside, his irreverent manner – intended to attract attention – was riling many Tories. Even Joseph Chamberlain, who enjoyed dishing it out, asked, ‘Is it really necessary to be quite as personal in your speeches? You can attack a policy without imputing all sorts of crimes to its author.’ Meanwhile, Prime Minister Arthur Balfour kept prevaricating on tariff reform. On 2 February Winston sent a warning letter, phrased with lofty insolence: ‘My position is that of a wholehearted opponent of Mr Chamberlain & his policies & it is quite possible that in such a position I may be forced into action which though not necessarily contrary to the permanent interests of the Unionist party may be incidentally hostile to the existing government.’ By late March, rumours were circulating that Churchill would soon cross the floor.49


Tuesday 29 March was the occasion of the adjournment debate before the Easter recess and the House was full. After exchanges about tariff reform between Balfour and the Liberal front bench, Winston was recognised by the Speaker as the next to speak. As he stood up, Balfour rose at the same time and left the Chamber. Churchill immediately protested to the Speaker that Balfour’s exit showed ‘lack of deference and respect’ to the House. At this, all the Tory ministers rose and departed to the Smoking Room, followed almost immediately by their backbenchers, some of them jeering at Churchill. He stood alone and silent, with only a handful of Tory free traders for company.50


Despite regaining his poise as his speech progressed, it was a deeply unsettling experience, even for one with Winston’s chutzpah. ‘I was the object of a very unpleasant and disconcerting demonstration,’ he confessed to Linky Cecil: ‘the feeling of the whole audience melting behind one and being left with crowded Liberal benches and an absolutely empty Government side was most disquieting, and it was only by a considerable effort that I forced myself to proceed to the end of my remarks.’ He added: ‘my whole speech was intended to elicit information’ from Balfour ‘and of course it lost its whole point in his absence’.51 Which was presumably why the Prime Minister left the chamber.


The black theatre of 29 March 1904 left a deep impression on Winston, showing that his hatred of the Tories was fully reciprocated. And worse was to follow. He had continued his practice of writing out his parliamentary speeches and then committing them to memory. On 22 April he spoke about the Trades Disputes bill, calling for a clearer definition of union rights. Suddenly, he lost his thread and dried up. After fumbling in vain through his pockets for some notes, he abruptly sat down, head in hands. Hansard records: ‘The hon. Member here faltered in the conclusion of his speech, and, amid sympathetic cheers, resumed his seat, after thanking the House for having listened to him.’ It was not yet a decade since Lord Randolph’s final halting performances in the Commons. Was his son now going the same way?52


But Winston was not deterred. On 29 April 1904 the Liberal party in Manchester North West adopted him as its parliamentary candidate for the next election. A month later, on 31 May, the first day after the Whitsun recess, he entered the Commons chamber, glanced at both the Government and Opposition benches and then turned sharply to sit with the Liberals. He deliberately took the seat he believed his father had occupied when in opposition – the one on which Lord Randolph had stood waving his handkerchief to cheer the fall of Gladstone in 1885.53


Once again, an act of would-be pietas. But Lord Randolph, for all his radical effusions about democracy, never changed parties. Winston had now taken that ultimate step. Pietas also required him to make peace with his father. And that he did – in his own way. Having defied the generals and mocked the grandees, it was now time to rewrite history.


*  *  *


Winston had approached his father’s executors at Christmas 1901 about writing a biography. The response was positive, although it took several rounds of correspondence before they acceded to his request for full independence as an author, except for quotations that concerned living persons or matters of national interest. By August 1902 he had custody of eighteen tin boxes of papers and had recruited his brother Jack to put them in good order. ‘There emerges from these dusty records’, he told his mother, ‘a great and vivid drama’, and he felt confident he would be able ‘to write what many will care to read’.54 The publishers Macmillan offered a very good deal for the English-language rights: an £8,000 advance, plus an equal share of the profits once they had made £4,000 on the enterprise. Winston was delighted with a contract that guaranteed him at least £1 million in today’s money.55


Yet bringing to life this ‘great and vivid drama’ was no easy task. For a start, there was the enigma of Lord Randolph himself and the abiding sense that his life had been a spectacular failure. This was captured well in an 1895 obituary by George Brodrick, an Oxford don when Lord Randolph was at the University and then in 1874 the defeated opponent at his first parliamentary election:


His audacity was perfectly natural;… it was restrained by few scruples, and by little respect for others… In fact, his strength as well as his weakness largely consisted in his combinations of two natures, both equally genuine, the one prompting a shameless and almost aggressive self-assertion, the other tempered by kindliness, public spirit and patriotism… Few have ever enjoyed ‘one crowded hour of glorious life’ more fully than he; fewer still have atoned for a too reckless enjoyment of it by a swifter Nemesis of political failure and premature decay.56


Lord Rosebery, an old friend of his father, admitted that ‘to no one could the task of narrating Lord Randolph’s career be easy’, but he noted problems that only Winston would face:


To write it ten years after his death required no common courage. But to a son bound by all the ties and truth of filial devotion, yet who may be said not to have known his father, politically speaking, at all; who was determined to write as impartially as possible; who has himself taken the step from which his father shrank, and has exchanged Toryism for Liberalism; and who has therefore had to face some hostility on both sides, Liberal antagonism to his father and Tory resentment to himself, the work presented obstacles that might well have been insuperable.57


Explaining the human enigma and finding thematic unity in such a kaleidoscopic career would have been challenge enough for a young and already controversial politician. Yet Winston intended to produce no mere biography. Lord Randolph’s perplexing story could only be understood against the political circumstances of Britain in the mid-1880s, in the Victorian ‘Life and Times’ tradition. Beyond that, he intended to make a case for his father and for himself in a book that was biography yet almost autobiography. In the years 1902–5, when writing Lord Randolph Churchill, he also seemed ‘intent upon re-creating his father’s career, in fighting his enemies, battling for his policies, and repeating his errors’. He even emulated Lord Randolph’s dress and mannerisms, including the practice of learning speeches by heart, until the debacle of April 1904. One contemporary also noted ‘the same gaminerie and contempt for the conventional’, delivered with ‘engaging plain-spokenness’.58


Yet Lord Randolph Churchill was more than pietas. Winston was not merely emulating his father and vindicating his memory, he was also explaining the enigma in a way that benefited himself. In the preface, he addressed the challenge head-on: ‘Lord Randolph’s part in national affairs is not to be measured by long years in office. No great legislation stands in his name upon the statute book. He was a Chancellor of the Exchequer without a Budget, a Leader of the House of Commons for but a single session’, and ‘no tangible or enduring records – unless it be the Burma province – exist of his labours’.59 In short, this was a political life lacking all the customary marks of ‘greatness’ that would have automatically placed him in the same rank as Gladstone, Disraeli or his Nemesis, Salisbury. But these were ultimately party politicians; Winston argued that his father should be judged by different and higher standards – standards that he also wished to be applied to his own career.


Along the way, in writing the book, he cut corners. Quotations were often filleted for enhanced effect. Lord Randolph’s flirtations with ‘Fair Trade’, the Liberals and Parnell were glossed over or denied: on Irish Home Rule, for instance, despite his father’s equivocations, Winston insisted: ‘No Unionist politician has a clearer record.’ And crucial issues were omitted on grounds of sensitivity, including Lord Randolph’s chronic dependence on the advice and finance of the banker Nathan Rothschild, to whom he owed the huge sum of £67,900 when he died but whose name does not even appear in the index.60 The biography also had little to say of the periods before 1880 and after 1890. Half of it was devoted to the dramas of 1885 and 1886, and the fulcrum of the work lay in chapter six, entitled ‘Tory Democracy, 1882–5’. Yet, in reality, between 1880 and 1885 Lord Randolph used this Disraelian phrase rarely and vaguely – once in an article and thrice in speeches. Privately he admitted its use was ‘chiefly opportunism’ and only on 6 November 1885, addressing a huge election rally in Manchester, did he attempt to define what it meant. ‘The Tory Democracy is a democracy which has embraced the principles of the Tory party. It is a democracy which believes that an hereditary monarchy and hereditary House of Lords are the strongest fortifications which the wisdom of man, illuminated by the experience of centuries, can possibly provide for the protection – not of Whig privilege – but of democratic freedom.’ Although Winston quoted at length from this speech, he did so in a different chapter and there broke off before the sentences set out above.61


In the Manchester speech, the weight in the phrase ‘Tory Democracy’ lies on the adjective: the demos co-opted to the values of Conservatism. But Winston encouraged his readers to place the weight on the noun: the Tory party had been converted to democratic values in the fevered era of parliamentary reform. He used the phrases ‘Tory Democracy’ and ‘the Tory democratic movement’ as if they denoted a vast, coherent body of people.62 And he suggested it was Lord Randolph who, single-handed, had converted those people into a political force. ‘All of a sudden, a man arose alone, or almost alone, to do battle on their behalf. They watched him struggling day after day against overwhelming odds, overthrown a score of times, deserted and even tripped up by those who should have sustained him; yet always returning with inexhaustible activity to the attack and gaining from month to month substantial and undoubted success.’ Buttressing his argument, Winston quoted some of his father’s most extravagant phrases, such as ‘Trust the people’ and his claim, bowdlerising Abraham Lincoln, that the Tory party’s motto was ‘of the people, for the people, by the people’.63


He ended the book by admitting that Lord Randolph’s name would not be ‘recorded upon the bead-roll of either party’. But this, he declared, did not matter in the long run. ‘There is an England which stretches far beyond the well-drilled masses who are assembled by party machinery… an England of wise men who gaze without self-deception at the failings and follies of both political parties… It was to that England that Lord Randolph Churchill appealed; it was that England he so nearly won; it is by that England he will be justly judged.’64


Here, then, was a politician of rare ability, whose political ascent – we are told – had been excelled in ‘swiftness’ only by that of the younger Pitt nearly a century before. Here was ‘the Grand Young Man’ of British politics – ‘only a single step from a career of dazzling prosperity and fame’.65 Having thus bracketed his father with some of the ‘greats’ of British public life, Winston also showed why Lord Randolph ultimately fell short. He tried to build democracy within the Tory party, instead of taking its liberalising tendencies into a more appropriate party. No one could miss the underlying autobiographical point. As one reviewer put it, ‘he has endeavoured throughout his story to persuade his readers that, if Lord Randolph had been guided by the logic of his convictions, he would have deserted the Conservative fold and embraced Liberalism.’ But now his son, while resurrecting Tory Democracy, had ‘perverted it into a justification for joining the Liberal ranks’.66


Winston was in no way abashed by such criticism. ‘I admit I have changed my party. I don’t deny it. I am proud of it,’ he told an election rally. ‘When I think of all the labours Lord Randolph Churchill gave to the fortunes of the Conservative Party and the ungrateful way in which he was treated by them when they obtained the power they would never have had but for him, I am delighted that circumstances have enabled me to break with them while I am still young and still have the first energies of my life to give to the popular cause.’67


Lord Randolph Churchill was published in two volumes on 2 January 1906. Apart from a couple of vitriolic pieces about the man himself, the work was warmly received – selling over 2,300 copies in the first week and nearly 6,000 by the end of April. It was also published separately in the United States. Even those who saw Lord Randolph as more opportunistic in his politics and less important as a historical figure did not dispute the ‘extraordinary interest’ of the work itself, both with respect to the man and his times.68 The veteran newspaperman W.F. Monypenny – then engaged on the official biography of Disraeli and thus, as he said, ‘one of the small band of people’ who comprehended ‘the difficulties of such a task’ – told Winston that ‘alike in style and architecture and for its spirit, grasp and insight the book seems to me truly admirable.’ Another eminent journalist and editor, J.A. Spender, commented that the book placed its author ‘among the literary few – which is a great thing for a politician’.69


Less than two weeks later, on 13 January 1906, the author-politician was elected MP for Manchester North West in the Liberal landslide. ‘This election is the justification of my father’s life and points the moral of my book,’ he told a family friend. ‘The one crowning irretrievable catastrophe which he always dreaded has now overtaken the old gang, and with them, the great party they misruled.’70 Winston changed parties before the Tories were overtaken by what seemed like terminal disaster. He had the courage of his convictions, unlike his father – or at least the man depicted in his book.


And so the New Year of 1906 – with the publication of Lord Randolph Churchill and Winston’s election as Liberal MP – marked a triumphant caesura in his life. The war journalist was now established as a noted author, setting a path for his future profession as a man of letters. And the ambitious politician had made his mark as a parliamentarian, while also successfully negotiating the hazards of ‘crossing the floor’. Above all, Winston was finally coming to terms with his father – in print, if not in person – and would indeed surge on to surpass him. Yet Lord Randolph remained an abiding presence. ‘Until the end,’ wrote Asquith’s daughter in 1965, Winston ‘worshipped at the altar of his Unknown Father’.71
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The Welsh Wizard and his Wary Apprentice, 1907.
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David Lloyd George


Master and Servant


His steering gear is too weak for his horse-power.


David Lloyd George on Winston S. Churchill, March 19161


The relationship between Master and Servant. And I was the Servant.


Winston S. Churchill, in the late 1920s2


During Winston Churchill’s years as a Liberal, David Lloyd George – widely known as LG – was his closest associate and the most powerful influence on his career. Winston’s senior by eleven years, Lloyd George proved a kind of father figure who gave Churchill’s restless ambition a sense of direction. When Winston crossed the Commons floor in May 1904, he took his seat on the Liberal benches next to LG and within a few years they became inseparable political colleagues – despite the gulf in social backgrounds between the son of an aristocrat, at the heart of the English establishment, and the product of a strict Baptist upbringing in rural North Wales. Regarded by their (many) critics as little men in a big hurry, neither concealed his appetite for power. It was sometimes said that ‘L.G. was born a cad and never forgot it; Winston was born a gentleman and never remembered it.’3


Yet theirs was an unequal relationship. Violet Asquith – daughter of the Liberal Prime Minister, who became a close and enduring friend of Churchill – wrote of LG: ‘His was the only personal leadership I have ever known Winston to accept unquestioningly in his whole political career.’ Churchill, she said, ‘was fascinated by a mind more swift and agile than his own, by its fertility and resource, by its uncanny intuition and gymnastic nimbleness, and by a political sophistication which he lacked’ – at least at that stage in his career.4


Winston’s Liberal years spanned two decades from 1904: a period that encompassed the foundations of the modern welfare state and Britain’s hard-won and almost pyrrhic victory in the Great War. Although labelled a Radical in his early years, Winston was essentially a Liberal imperialist – his motto captured in this line from a letter written in 1901: ‘I see little glory in an Empire which can rule the waves and is unable to flush its sewers.’5 Up to 1911, both men focused mostly on domestic reform. From LG, wrote Violet, Winston learned ‘the language of Radicalism. It was Lloyd George’s native tongue, but it was not his own, and despite his efforts he spoke it “with a difference”.’6 Churchill’s attitude to social reform, as befitted a scion of the landed elite, was more paternalistic – looking down, as it were, from above. But being more of a public intellectual than LG, Winston wrote important commentaries on the ‘New Liberalism’. From 1911 both men began to concentrate on the mounting threat of war with Germany and, as First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston – the former soldier – became intoxicated with building and running the navy. For a time, his closest associate was Admiral ‘Jackie’ Fisher, the First Sea Lord, a mesmeric influence until his resignation in 1915 over the Dardanelles campaign. That unfolding disaster eventually forced Winston, too, out of office. Though devastated, he gradually rebuilt his career in a series of war-related posts – all of them under Lloyd George, Prime Minister of a coalition government.


During this third and last phase of his Liberal years, after 1918, Winston became obsessed with the threat from the Left: Bolshevik Russia abroad and the rise of Labour at home. Throughout, however, he never lost his belief in ‘Tory Democracy’ as a force that transcended parties, and that belief would eventually ease his way back into the Conservative ranks in 1924. But although LG, after 1922, had lost power and party, Winston could not shake off his sense of subordination. Later in the 1920s, when Chancellor of the Exchequer, he wanted to discuss with LG some episodes from the Great War about which he was writing in his memoirs. LG duly came round to the Treasury, and they talked for an hour. ‘He answered all my questions,’ Winston told his parliamentary private secretary afterwards. Then his eyes hardened. ‘Within five minutes the relationship between us was completely re-established. The relationship between Master and Servant. And I was the Servant.’7


*  *  *


David George was born in Manchester in 1863 but, after the death of his father, he was adopted by his Welsh mother’s brother, Richard Lloyd, and took ‘Lloyd’ as his middle name. ‘Uncle Lloyd’ was a shoemaker and Baptist pastor – a prominent figure in the little town of Llanystumdwy, on the Llŷn peninsula near Criccieth. Although the mythology surrounding LG played up his humble roots, the family was not poor and the house was full of books, which the young boy devoured. He lost his Christian faith as a teenager but, similarly to Winston, religious feeling was transmuted into a potent sense of his providential destiny, and he was captivated by the Commons chamber during a visit in 1881. Three years later, while in London again, he attended a Commons debate and witnessed Lord Randolph Churchill battling with Gladstone over the Reform Bill.8


While establishing himself in the legal profession, Lloyd George threw himself into Liberal politics, becoming a champion of Welsh Nonconformity against the Anglican landed establishment. In 1890 he squeaked into Parliament after a by-election for Carnarvon Boroughs, the seat he would hold until just before his death in 1945. During the 1890s he sat in the Commons with a group of Welsh Liberals, all committed to trademark causes of temperance, Welsh Home Rule and disestablishment of the Anglican Church in Wales. LG’s fiery polemics attracted attention, but he needed to move out of the purely Welsh orbit in order to make his name, and the Boer War proved his chance. Though not an anti-imperialist, he spoke out against the Government’s inept and costly conduct of the war and the Army’s cruel treatment of the Boers. And it was over the war that the two men first met on 18 February 1901, the occasion of Winston’s maiden speech. After crossing swords briefly in the Commons chamber, they were introduced to each other. LG offered the obligatory compliments on the maiden speech but added, ‘Judging from your remarks you are standing against the Light.’ Winston replied: ‘You take a singularly detached view of the British Empire.’ Reporting this exchange in 1930, he added delphically: ‘Thus began an association which has persisted through many vicissitudes.’9


In 1901, Winston privately referred to LG as ‘a vulgar, chattering little cad’ because of his Boer War agitation.10 But after the war was over and Winston crossed the floor, he and LG became notorious for their irreverent criticism of senior Tories – a party now riven by the issue of tariff reform. On 18 April 1905 a cartoon in the Pall Mall Gazette showed the two of them as street urchins, with mud on their hands, being rebuked from his porticoed doorstep by Prime Minister Balfour: ‘I’m afraid, gentlemen, that in this persistent mud-throwing you only waste your time.’ To which they reply: ‘Not a bit of it, we’re qualifying for “high positions” in the next Liberal Government.’11 Balfour limped on until December but then resigned. Eventually the new Liberal premier, Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman, appointed LG to be President of the Board of Trade, with a seat in the Cabinet. Winston was offered only the post of Under-Secretary for the Colonies, but since the Colonial Secretary, the Earl of Elgin, sat in the Lords, Winston expected to enjoy freedom and visibility in the Commons.


For a while, thereafter, the dynamic duo went their separate ways. Winston, as usual, threw himself into the job at hand, determined to master his brief and advance his career. Already we can see what became Winston’s typical approach to all his ministerial posts: the passion and capacity for ambitious strategic thinking. He loved to get his head around a role and reduce it to an eye-catching project. In this case, a tour of Africa in the autumn of 1907 – unusual for a Colonial Office minister but emulating Lord Randolph’s direct engagement with India – resulted in a stream of Churchillian memoranda about reorganising colonial government, which ruffled feathers in Whitehall. Sir Francis Hopwood, the senior civil servant at the Colonial Office and prime target of Winston’s documentary barrage, commented to Lord Elgin: ‘He is most tiresome to deal with & will I fear give great trouble – as his Father did – in any position to which he may be called. The restless energy, the uncontrollable desire for notoriety & the lack of moral perception make him an anxiety indeed!’ Such anxiety would follow Winston in the decades to come.12


In October 1906, Winston told a Manchester audience that the Liberals’ priority should be to play down colonial and foreign affairs as far as possible, ‘so that the lines may be kept clear for the express trains of social reform’.13 Developing this theme in Glasgow he alluded to the situation in Germany, where no Liberal party now existed and ‘a great social democratic party’ stood ‘bluntly and squarely’ against ‘a capitalist and military confederation’. In Britain, however, Liberalism proceeded ‘by courses of moderation’ and ‘gradual steps’, enlisting ‘hundreds of thousands upon the side of progress and democratic reform’ whom otherwise ‘militant Socialism would drive into violent Tory reaction’. Declaring that ‘the cause of the Liberal Party is the cause of the left-out millions’, he sought a middle way between the ideologies of collectivism and individualism because both were parts of man’s ‘dual nature’. ‘No view of society can possibly be complete which does not comprise within its scope both collective organisation and individual initiative.’ Winston insisted he did not wish to impair ‘the vigour of competition’ but to help ‘mitigate the consequences of failure’. In other words, ‘we want to have free competition upwards; we decline to allow free competition to run downwards.’14


In these pithy phrases, Winston captured the essence of what became known as the ‘New Liberalism’. The opportunity for both men came when Campbell-Bannerman – a traditional Liberal committed to free trade and a minimal state – was forced by ill health to relinquish the premiership in April 1908. His successor was Herbert Henry Asquith (Violet’s father), who rebalanced the Cabinet by giving top jobs to the party’s two leading Radicals: LG became Chancellor of the Exchequer, in succession to Asquith, and Winston was appointed President of the Board of Trade, bringing him into the Cabinet at only 33 – now as one of the MPs for Dundee. This Scottish city, a centre of the jute industry, gave him wider exposure to the human realities of Britain’s industrial economy and also to the problems of holding the United Kingdom together.


One evening early in 1908 Winston regaled Charles Masterman, a fellow Liberal MP, with his hopes and ambitions, marching up and down the room with animated gestures. ‘He is full of the poor whom he has just discovered’, Masterman noted in his diary. ‘He thinks he is called by Providence – to do something for them. “Why have I always been kept safe within a hair’s breadth of death,” he asked, “except to do something like this? I’m not going to live long.”’ Masterman pushed back: ‘You can’t deny that you enjoy it all immensely – the speeches – the crowds – the sense of increasing power.’ Winston was unabashed: ‘Of course I do.’ Masterman, only a year older than Winston, wrote, ‘I always feel of immense age when I am with him.’ He seemed ‘just an extraordinarily gifted boy, with genius and astonishing energy’. One other Churchillism from that evening stuck in Masterman’s mind: ‘Sometimes I feel as if I could lift the whole world on my shoulders.’15


Lloyd George, Winston’s predecessor as President of the Board of Trade, made headlines in November 1907 when his skill as a conciliator averted a national rail strike. He also reformed the UK’s patents law and passed a Merchant Shipping Act to improve conditions for seamen. Indeed, such was his record at the Board of Trade that Winston supposedly said, soon after his appointment: ‘there is nothing to do here: LG has taken all the plums.’16 But he did find ways to make his own mark. His Trade Boards Act, for instance, established minimum pay and conditions in the ‘sweated trades’, particularly the garment industry where most workers were female. And, drawing on ideas from the Fabian socialist Sidney Webb, he set up a system of Labour Exchanges across the country, to put those out of work in touch with potential employers, thereby bringing Britain in line with most continental countries.17


He had informed Asquith of this idea on Boxing Day, 26 December 1908, talking of ‘an impressive social policy to be unfolded’ which would ‘leave an abiding mark on national history’. Three days later he sent the PM a six-point plan for legislation – ranging from unemployment insurance to compulsory education until the age of 17. This was intended to put ‘a big slice of Bismarckianism’ over the ‘underside of our industrial system’. He noted that Germany ‘is organised not only for war, but for peace. We are organised for nothing except party politics.’ And he assured Asquith that the plan could be ‘carried out triumphantly’ and ‘not only benefit the state but fortify the party’.18


Asquith did not reply – he had other things to do over the New Year (such as golf) – but Winston’s Christmas manifesto of 1908 set a pattern for many similar grand designs in the future. And he was also ready to work in collaboration with LG – because both of them recognised that much more could be achieved if dynamic ministers operated in tandem. This was a strategy that Winston would try again when he was Chancellor in the 1920s and Neville Chamberlain was Minister of Health.


The expensive ideas for national insurance he and LG articulated would require cuts elsewhere, and in 1908 they targeted defence spending. Reprising Winston’s Randolphian assault on the War Office in 1901, they tried to trim plans for an expeditionary force to the Continent in the event of a European war, but the War Office successfully rallied its supporters. Opening a new front, both ministers called publicly for an Anglo-German détente to slow the arms race, only to be slapped down by Asquith for straying outside their departmental briefs. Unabashed, in the winter of 1908–9 they turned their attention to naval spending, as public agitation grew for more of the new ‘Dreadnought’ battleships, a clamour expressed in the slogan ‘We want eight and we won’t wait.’ Asquith was irritated by their ‘combined machinations’, but eventually LG helped broker a ‘4 + 4’ compromise: half the Dreadnoughts would be laid down at once, and preparations made for the other four to be built quickly if needed. Some blamed the new political turbulence squarely on young Churchill. ‘My idea is that Winston wanted to push to the front of the Cabinet,’ opined the Court insider, Viscount Esher. ‘He thinks himself Napoleon.’ Esher was becoming allergic to Churchill, but the reference to Napoleon was not pure malice. Winston had started to acquire what became a very large collection of books (some 300) about the French emperor, intending to write a major biography. The book never materialised, but the fascination proved enduring.19


Lloyd George introduced his new budget on 29 April 1909, calling it ‘a war budget’ for ‘raising money to wage implacable war against poverty and squalidness’. It included increased income tax, higher death duties and a new ‘Super-Tax’ on annual incomes over £5,000. The Tories denounced the Budget as nothing less than a revolutionary ‘attack on property’ and used their massive majority in the Lords to reject the Finance Bill in November 1909. So LG’s budget became a battle over the constitutional powers of the House of Lords: ‘the peers versus the people’, to quote the famous Liberal slogan of 1910. The Parliament Act of 1911 eventually removed the Lords’ power to reject money bills, and replaced their veto over public bills with the power merely to delay.


Yet this was a pyrrhic victory for the Liberals. In the bitter elections of January and December 1910, their majority over the Tories in the Commons was cut to almost nothing, and they only continued in power with the support of Irish Nationalists. The atmosphere of class warfare poisoned political and social life, a situation eased only briefly by the sudden death of Edward VII in May 1910 and the temporary party truce that followed. Lloyd George and Churchill were at the centre of the storm. Whether or not LG intended to pick a fight with the Lords, he relished the conflict when it arose. He singled out ‘expensive dukes’ by name, telling a delighted audience in Newcastle in October 1901 that ‘a fully-equipped duke costs as much to keep up as two Dreadnoughts – and they are just as great a terror – and they last longer.’ The essential question, he argued, was ‘whether five hundred men, chosen accidentally from the ranks of the unemployed, should override the judgment – the deliberate judgment – of millions of people who are engaged in the industry which makes the wealth of this country’.20


Winston did not match such sparkle, but he blasted the Lords as ‘one-sided, hereditary, unpurged, unrepresentative, irresponsible, absentee’ and vilified the Tories as the ‘forces of reaction’: ‘old doddering peers… cute financial magnates… clever wirepullers… big brewers with bulbous noses’.21 Yet LG had been born into radicalism and sounded authentic, whereas Winston was denouncing his own caste – indeed some of his relatives. His stance was seen as having been contrived for political purposes, and this compounded the sense of betrayal after he had deserted the Tory party. But together the two of them had become celebrities.


Most contemporary observers judged that Winston in the end deferred to LG. Sometimes he said as much himself. In 1908, while on a walk together, he suddenly burst out, ‘You are much stronger than I: I have noticed you go about things quietly and calmly, you do not excite yourself too much, but what you wish happens as you desire it. I am too excitable, I tear about and make too much noise.’ Indeed, it was often remarked that Winston tended to talk too much, whereas LG was a much better listener. Also that one left an encounter with Winston certain that Winston was the most interesting person alive; whereas one left a meeting with LG convinced of oneself being the most interesting person alive.22


After the first election of 1910, Asquith asked Winston to consider ‘one of our most delicate & difficult posts – the Irish Office’. But Winston had the nerve to decline (politely), proposing instead the Admiralty or the Home Office. He asserted that ‘it is fitting, if you will allow me to say so, that Ministers should occupy positions in the Government which correspond to some extent with their position in the country.’23 His presumption paid off. Asquith made him Home Secretary – alongside the Treasury and the Foreign Office one of the top three offices of state – at the age of 35. Of his predecessors only Sir Robert Peel in 1822 had been younger. As usual, Winston promptly looked for a big project: in this case ‘The Abatement of Imprisonment’ to reduce the number of working-class people put away for petty offences. ‘I am quite sure’, he told his Cabinet colleagues, ‘that an extensive field of activity is open here in which the Government may gain in a minor way a great deal of commendation from all parties.’24


This typically ambitious plan was crowded out of the parliamentary timetable by the battle with the House of Lords but, as historian Paul Addison observed, it showed again Winston’s distance from traditional Liberal men of business. ‘Unlike them he suffered from a hyperactive imagination and a histrionic urge. He was captivated by ideas and longed to dramatise them on the democratic stage.’25 One striking example occurred on 3 January 1911, when a gang of Baltic anarchists, who had killed three policemen during a burglary, were cornered at a house in Sidney Street in London’s East End. The gang opened fire on police, who requested army assistance. Winston agreed to the use of a platoon of the Scots Guards, who were nearby at the Tower of London, guarding the Crown Jewels. Breaking off from writing a review of the political situation for Asquith, he was driven to Sidney Street to watch events unfold. When the house went up in flames during the fighting, he approved the decision not to risk the lives of the fire brigade. Returning home, he finished his letter to the PM with a vivid account of ‘firing from every window, bullets chipping the brickwork, police and Scots Guards armed with loaded weapons, artillery brought up, etc.’ He told Asquith, ‘I thought it better to let the House burn down rather than spend good British lives in rescuing those ferocious rascals.’26


The bodies of two anarchists were found in the smoking ruins. Afterwards, images of Winston at the ‘Siege of Sidney Street’ – incongruous in top hat and fur-lined coat amid the policemen and soldiers – circulated widely in photographs and newsreels. The journalist A.G. Gardiner cited Sidney Street as an example of how ‘he is always unconsciously playing a part – an heroic part. And he is himself his most astonished spectator… He thinks of Napoleon; he thinks of his great ancestor’, the first Duke of Marlborough. Hence, said Gardiner, ‘that tendency to exaggerate a situation which is so characteristic of him’. Charles Masterman was furious when he heard about Sidney Street: ‘What the hell have you been doing now, Winston?’ Back came the reply, in that inimitable Churchillian lisp: ‘Now Charlie. Don’t be so croth. It was such fun.’27


The law-and-order issue also created strains between the Home Secretary and the Chancellor. Winston would gain lasting notoriety in Labour circles for using soldiers against strikers with loss of life. The charge was not justified in the most celebrated case – Tonypandy in South Wales in November 1910 – when he took pains to hold English troops in reserve as support for the police. But their intimidating presence in the Rhondda Valley for another year enabled the owners to resist the miners’ demands. During the national rail strike of August 1911, which threatened to bring the country to a standstill, Winston overrode Army Regulations. These required the local civil power to decide when to request military support where order had broken down. Instead, he simply deployed armed troops to key points, in order to help the rail companies keep trains moving with non-union labour, believing that national security was at stake. By contrast, LG threw himself into round-the-clock negotiations – opening talks with union leaders, persuading the employers to reinstate the strikers who had been locked out and wrapping up a vague agreement in slippery words. In forty-eight hours, he brought the strike to an end. ‘I’m very sorry to hear it,’ Winston told LG. ‘It would have been better to have gone on and given these men a good thrashing.’28


The most interesting tension between Winston and LG was over women. As Home Secretary, Winston had to deal with the law-and-order problems raised by militant suffragettes, whose campaign for the vote had escalated into violence against property and persons, and to hunger strikes in prison. In fact, every parliament since 1870 had given approval to the principle of female suffrage, but the political parties were unable to agree about how many women should be enfranchised and on what terms. LG was more alert than Winston to the larger implications of women’s suffrage for the political balance. Traditionally the right to vote had depended on ownership of property – a sign that someone had a stake in society. But any plan for women’s rights based simply on extending the householder franchise was likely to benefit the Tories, since it would give the vote to wealthier women. The ‘extended franchise’ plan that LG preferred would give the vote to all adult males, thus addressing the ‘democratic’ deficit and also enfranchising working-class voters likely to be anti-Tory. He would then add to that bill a provision for an amendment in favour of women’s suffrage.29


By late 1911, Winston was incensed about the idea of extending the franchise. He warned that if LG continued this ‘mawkish frenzy’ about large-scale female enfranchisement, ‘I could not find any good foothold for common action.’ Winston’s alternative was to hold two national referenda on female suffrage: ‘first to find out if they want it, and then to the men to know if they will give it’. He added, ‘I am quite willing to abide by the result’ – which, of course, in the second case was likely to be overwhelmingly negative. He told the Liberal chief whip, ‘What a ridiculous tragedy it will be if this strong Government & party which has made its mark on history were to go down on Petticoat politics!’30


Yet there was another dimension to ‘petticoat politics’ – and one much closer to home. On April Fool’s Day 1912, The Times published a letter in response to a statement by a distinguished pathologist questioning women’s ‘fitness’ to vote. The letter suggested that his statement in effect shifted the question from ‘should women have votes?’ to ‘ought women not to be abolished altogether?’, and asked whether science could offer ‘some assurance, or at least some ground for hope, that we are now on the eve of the greatest discovery of all – i.e. how to maintain a race of males by purely scientific means’. Asquith declared the letter, signed only ‘CSC’, to be ‘much the best thing that I have read on the Woman question for a long time’. Po-faced, he asked Winston: ‘Have you any clue to the identity of the writer?’31


CSC, as Asquith well knew, was Clementine Spencer Churchill, Winston’s wife for two and a half years. After a whirlwind courtship in the spring of 1908, they were married in St Margaret’s, Westminster, on 12 September. LG was among those present; he and Winston talked politics while the marriage registers were being signed, and Winston kept up with departmental papers while on honeymoon in Italy. Clementine quickly saw that family came second to his work and she would have to live with that. ‘I am so much centred in my politics, that I often feel I must be a dull companion to anyone who is not in the trade, too,’ he admitted in September 1909. Here was the same message, albeit less bluntly expressed, as that conveyed by LG some twenty years before to the young Margaret Owen, his future wife, when he warned that his ‘supreme Idea’ was ‘to get on’ and that he was ‘prepared to thrust even love itself’ under the wheels of his political ‘Juggernaut’.32


Clementine had no doubt that she had married an obsessive politician and recognised that her best chance to engage with Winston was by taking an interest in his work. This came naturally to her; indeed, she was more radical than him, as shown by her letter to The Times. Despite some serious ups and downs, theirs was a marriage that would last the rest of his life, becoming an especially effective double-act during his wartime premiership. Margaret Lloyd George, by contrast, preferred to stay at home in North Wales and raise the family. She spent much less time in London, leaving LG – lonely and highly sexed – to his own devices. He had a series of affairs while Chancellor, and from 1911 formed a special liaison with Frances Stevenson, twenty-five years his junior. As cover, he made her his shorthand secretary and just after his fiftieth birthday in 1913 the relationship was formalised in what they called their unofficial ‘marriage’. But not only was this relationship on the same politics-first terms which Maggie Owen had been offered, LG also made clear that he would not divorce his wife, who still mattered to him.


Frances was thus ‘condemning herself to a life of secrecy, giving up her youth to a much older man who could never publicly acknowledge her’ and probably abandoning any ‘realistic hope of having children’. She was, however, captivated by LG and, like Clemmie, willing to sacrifice her youthful feminism for a man in whose star she believed. Yet there was a stark difference between the two women. LG was effectively a bigamist: ‘In different ways he needed both women, and with characteristic nerve and resourcefulness he got what he wanted.’ Winston also got what he wanted: Mrs Churchill. Whatever his failings as a husband and father, he was openly proud of Clementine and of their marriage, and would remain so throughout his life.33


*  *  *


The partnership between Churchill and Lloyd George took a new turn in July 1911, as their attention shifted towards international affairs. The catalyst was what might now seem a comic-opera crisis in French-controlled Morocco. Seeking to leverage territory in Africa for Germany, the Kaiser’s government sent a gunboat, the Panther, to Agadir on Morocco’s Atlantic coast, triggering a major international incident. Germany demanded the whole of the French Congo in return for conceding French control of Morocco, and there were fears in Whitehall that the situation could rapidly escalate into hostilities.34


The Agadir crisis was settled by negotiation a few months later. But it had a dramatic effect on LG and especially Winston. It was as if the war scare had suddenly made him think about defence matters, and then, as usual, his racing mind and vivid imagination took hold – even though these issues had little to do with his official position as Home Secretary. During July, he penned a memo about how the crisis might escalate, urging that, if negotiations failed, the Government should ‘propose to France and Russia a triple alliance to safeguard (inter alia) the independence of Belgium, Holland and Denmark’ – North Sea neighbours of Britain. In early September he feared a surprise attack by the Kaiser through Belgium, noting rumours of ‘12 regiments of German cavalry’ near the border.35 He even composed a memo about how a future war with Germany might develop. This assumed that the German army would break through the French defences along the Meuse river on day twenty, but that thereafter its momentum would falter because of mounting casualties, extended supply lines, the arrival of 100,000 British troops and growing Russian pressure on the Eastern Front. By the fortieth day, Winston predicted, the allies should be able to hold the Germans or, ‘if desirable, to assume the offensive in concert’.36


This memo of 13 August 1911 has been described as ‘one of the most prescient strategic documents that Churchill ever wrote’.37 Its scenario proved accurate, almost to the day, when war did break out in 1914. The paper, together with the fact that he was one of only two members of the Cabinet with any military experience, secured Winston a seat at a special meeting of the Committee of Imperial Defence (CID) on 23 August. The Army stated that Britain would have to send troops to the Continent if Germany attacked France. The Navy resisted any such idea and insisted that Britain should simply maintain naval supremacy and blockade Germany. Churchill and LG were furious at what Winston called the Navy’s ‘cocksure, insouciant and apathetic’ attitude and Asquith concluded that changes would have to be made. Churchill became First Lord of the Admiralty, swapping jobs with a resentful Reginald McKenna. The PM may have also decided, after Winston’s tirades about the rail strikers, that it was time for ‘a calm-down at the Home Office’ as well as ‘a shake-up at the Admiralty’.38
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