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INTRODUCTION



‘I knew he always shaved himself with a safety razor before wallowing in a bath filled to the brim with water. From my bedroom I could hear the splashing as he sponged himself with the outsize sponge he always used. I listened for the signal which always told me Mr Churchill’s bathing was almost over. I did not have to wait long before I heard a noise like a whale “blowing”.’1


Thus wrote Churchill’s valet, Norman McGowan. The fact that we know so much about Churchill’s bathing habits and often encounter him in a state of near or abject nakedness, looking like Humpty-Dumpty as the Chief of the Imperial General Staff put it, speaks volumes about the man and his historical image. Not only do we read of him addressing generals and presidents whilst déshabillé, or dictating to secretaries from the throne, we know a good deal about the colourful dressing gowns, romper suits, unusual hats and ‘Blenheim Bouquet’ cologne he wore. One can get carried away, in fact, with the idiosyncrasies and foibles of dress and manner that embellish his memory. The contrite Pug, the last lion and the famous bulldog are familiar facets of the Churchill caricature, and along with hints of lovable Pooh Bear or irascible Mr Toad they can invest Churchill’s image with cartoon-like elements that are unusual when considering the world’s most important international leaders. Whilst these aspects point to the sheer vitality and humanity of the man, and make him an incomparably more interesting biographical study than most politicians, it is necessary to remind ourselves that, above all else, Winston Churchill was a formidably powerful human being, a man whose achievements and greatness have become so interwoven with twentieth-century world history that it is easy to take them for granted. His achievements were awesome, and he was larger than life long before his death at the advanced age of ninety. ‘He was for me Pitt the Elder, Horatio Nelson and Benjamin Disraeli rolled into one; the cartoonists’ John Bull too, no doubt, but a John Bull with culture, intelligence, style and what came over as the common touch.’2


Whilst history has rightly been kind to Winston Churchill’s memory, he attracted far more criticism when he was alive than he has since his death. A surprising number of people nurtured a visceral loathing of the man, sometimes spiced by contempt for his relatives who were often in the headlines for the wrong reasons. The Ulster leader Sir Edward Carson, who hated Churchill’s liberal policies for Ireland, recorded his ‘savage satisfaction’ at a Churchill by-election defeat: ‘I think W. Churchill really degrades public life more than anyone of any position in politics’, he wrote.3 In 1915, Prime Minister Asquith wrote that Churchill, ‘was by far the most disliked man in my cabinet’.4 Evelyn Waugh, never a man to let prudence and politeness get in the way of his pronouncements, refused to take part in the ‘obsequies’ when Churchill died. According to Waugh, Churchill was ‘always in the wrong, surrounded by crooks, a terrible father, a radio personality’. Even during the war Waugh had ‘despised his orations’ broadcast on the radio.5 So not everyone has been happy with Churchill, the man or the myth, and debunking him has become as central to some writers’ careers as burnishing him has to others’.


The problem with so many of these assessments, and inchoate snapshots of ‘the greatest Briton ever’, is that they apply to him, or demand of him, qualities of judgement and foresight that no human being has ever possessed, allow him to dominate in a way that in reality he never did, and divorce both his triumphs and his failures from their essential context. And yet still we try, to the tune of dozens of articles and volumes per year, to distil the Churchill essence. It is difficult for a man’s spirit to remain free, when so many have tried to capture it. Yet despite the best efforts of an army of writers penning portraits of Winston Churchill, from old masters to fag-packet doodlers, he remains splendidly unreduced, perhaps because he is more enigmatic than one might expect: there is no diary, no recorded interview. He also remains enormous fun, because the iconoclasts have failed to tarnish him whilst the idolaters have failed to reduce him to ‘great man’ plasticity. Never omniscient or omnipotent, Churchill would make a poor demigod, because he would always be caught in the act, behaving badly, warming to the sound of his own rhetoric whilst colleagues cast their eyes heavenwards, sticking his tongue out in the House of Commons or nipping off for a pee.


But his evident humanity, which could so frustrate and anger his peers – even his wife – only adds to his appeal as a biographical subject. So, too, does the fact that his faults are visible to anyone who cares to examine his life. Even his family made candid reference to them. His daughter Mary acknowledged that he could be ‘maddening’ and sometimes behaved like a ‘spoiled child’. His son Randolph, meanwhile, explained how Churchill hated whist for the simple reason that he wasn’t any good at it: ‘Rarely,’ Randolph wrote, ‘even in later life, was Churchill apt to take an objective view of affairs. A game at which he did not prevail was naturally a bore. He was already developing that egocentricity which was to become such a predominant characteristic, and to which must be attributed alike his blunders and his triumphant successes.’6 Yet Churchill’s egotism was tempered by humour, a marked lack of pomposity, mischievousness, and a capacity to back down, or be persuaded, even if it took a scrap to get there. His Harrow contemporary, Leopold Amery, might scold him in Cabinet; General Sir Alan Brooke might compete with fist-banging resolution; his son Randolph might snap and snarl at the dinner or the card table (‘Stop interrupting me whilst I’m interrupting you,’ Churchill might yell at him). ‘In the course of my life,’ he said, ‘I have often had to eat my own words, and I must confess I have always found it a wholesome diet.’7


Of course, Churchill has only himself to blame for much of the skirmishing that has occurred around his reputation. The power of the image that he created of himself, and that his life left in the memory of ordinary people, still far outweighs the image created by the biographical pursuers who have variously followed in his footsteps and attempted to chase him. The magnitude of Churchill’s achievements, the vibrancy of his character and lifestyle, and his sheer longevity have ensured his elevation above the realms of ordinary human life.


Winston Churchill was rooted in the heart of England at birth and in death, and has been central to British national identity since the Second World War, a remarkable turnaround for a politician who, had it not been for Hitler, might have found his career consigned to the same scrapheap as that of his mercurial father. Winston was more than just the embodiment of the nation he led during its most dangerous years, for he lived in an age of empire and global ideological struggle. Because of the British Empire and his constant, if ultimately unrealistic, conception of it, his decisions and voice carried far beyond these shores. He was an international peacemaker, but unflinchingly believed that peace could only come through strength, and sometimes through war. Indeed Churchill’s lifelong preoccupation with the idea of an English-speaking civilization gave him the vision to see beyond even the vastness of empire to the rising power of America. In hitching Britain’s fortunes to that power, first as an equal and later as a subordinate, Churchill helped define British foreign policy for decades, perhaps generations. He was also an advocate of closer European integration – hence the famous triumvirate of overlapping ‘circles’ which in his view defined Britain’s position in the world: Empire-Commonwealth, Anglo-American alliance, and European harmony founded on the balance of power.


Because of his breadth of vision, his lengthy association with the affairs of the British Empire, and his pivotal position between 1939 and 1945, Churchill belongs not only to Britain but to the world. He was the greatest international statesman of his age, to the extent that one can ever make such claims. He was an honorary citizen of the United States, champion of the freedom of small European nations, freeman of towns and cities around the world, warrior on imperial frontiers in Africa and Asia, summit visitor to ancient Middle Eastern capitals, holidaymaker and painter in Italy, and Atlantic and Mediterranean mariner. Scores of nations commemorated his death, or the anniversary of his birth, issuing postage stamps and a gallimaufry of souvenirs. Everybody wanted a piece of Winston Churchill, and the fact that he seemed effortlessly to cope with the demands of his impossible, superman status (whilst robustly defending his privacy) has contributed to his enduring fame and fascination.


General Ismay, explaining to General Auchinleck that there was really no substitute for a personal meeting with Churchill, said that ‘you cannot judge the PM by ordinary standards, he is not in the least like anyone you and I have ever met’.8 This gives a sense of the utter uniqueness of the man. Churchill was a singularly intriguing and powerful human being: at once impetuous, generous, courageous, energetic, selfish, bombastic and inspirational. Clement Attlee thought that his compassion was his most notable, though least acknowledged, character trait. His essential humanity and endearing qualities were blemished by irritating and downright unpleasant traits, the study of his life made all the more absorbing because the observer knows the heights he scaled during his life, and the depths to which his career sank. Beyond his talents and his longevity, he attracts attention because of the way he looked, the way he dressed, the manner in which he spoke, and his many idiosyncrasies. His evident ability to enjoy life to the full, whilst shouldering the burdens of state, has also held his admirers transfixed, as well as irritating the prudes and teetotallers. Some of the mud that has been slung at Churchill over the years has been as unfair as it has been predictable; the fact is that if one were to pore minutely over the public and private correspondence and utterances of almost any man, especially when spread across several generations, one would be hard put not to encounter material that reflected poorly upon its author, especially when taken out of context.


But many criticisms of Churchill have also been unfair because he was not a biblical figure, and far from a saint. His flaws and mistakes were many and often egregious. To his critics, often outraged by his contemporary success as well as the veneration that history has afforded him, he was an unremarkable parliamentarian, a poor debater, a cause of British disarmament rather than the hero of Britain’s most perilous hour. To some he was an untrustworthy political turncoat, a bully, a warmonger, an egotist, if not a downright liar then a manufacturer of truth and distorter of the historical record, and an enemy of the common man. He was loathed by many in the southern hemisphere for allegedly abandoning Australia when Japan went on the rampage in the Far East and for squandering Anzac blood at Gallipoli; he has been accused of setting Iraq on course for an unsettled and bloody century; he advocated the use of poison gas against defenceless Africans (and also Germans and Russians), and killed Frenchmen in cold blood in order to prove a point about Britain’s wartime resolve. Churchill’s crime sheet, deserved or not, accurate or not, is a lengthy one. Quite apart from his historical reputation, Churchill was unpopular and notorious enough to require a bodyguard for most of his adult life.


But against most of these dramatic, often histrionic charges, Churchill can be defended in detail, or at least properly contex-tualized. They do little to dent his reputation – which always had two sides – or to diminish his achievements. Studying the life of Winston Churchill, cast against a backdrop of political, social, imperial and personal ferment and spread across ten decades, there are many qualities to admire, in addition to the undeniably beneficial work he conducted as a social reformer, war leader, writer and international statesman of unique talent. These include his determination to succeed, and his thirst for glory and notability; his belief in his own importance and his destiny as a shaper of national and international events; his bravery, loyalty, energy, and willingness to take the lead and provide ideas, even when the stakes were dauntingly high; his military and strategic acumen; his compassion, and ability to apologize after he had erred; his devotion to his wife; his love of the countryside, of history, of tradition; his sentimentality; his inability to hold a grudge, even against those, like Lord Fisher, who very nearly ruined him; his time for hobbies; his capacity to write brilliant books and to paint skilfully; and his ability, apparently, to do all of this whilst serving in the highest offices of state and smoking a cigar. Geoffrey Best, one of the most perceptive writers ever to attempt a life of Churchill, wrote that he shared certain defining characteristics with his father, Lord Randolph Churchill: ‘Egotism, boldness, the need to be noticed, political ambition, bouts of depression, the ability to master complicated subjects, quickness of conception, energy, loquacity, cheek, humour, oratorical talent, impetuousness, irreverence, and sometimes disastrous tactlessness and failure of judgement.’9


This book seeks to describe the contours of Winston Churchill’s remarkable life and career whilst offering a sense of the man behind the piercing eyes and bulldog features. From thrusting subaltern to political pup in a hurry, from Cabinet outcast to the greatest war leader of modern times, from electoral loser to elder statesman on the international stage in the years of Cold War and imperial decline, this is the story of Winston Churchill’s appointment with destiny.





1
Landscape for a Lifetime: Winston, Woodstock and Oxfordshire



Winston Churchill’s journey began at Blenheim Palace, the second largest dwelling in Britain, covering seven acres with a 480-foot-long frontage, a magnificent building commanding thousands of acres of park and pastureland. ‘There is no house like it in the Western world,’ wrote J. H. Plumb.1 This chapter examines the extent to which Churchill was rooted in English history and the history of his family because of the place of his birth and emphasizes his lifelong connections with Oxfordshire. The Blenheim fiefdom, located about nine miles north of Oxford, lies adjacent to the town of Woodstock. Despite its proximity, Woodstock remains distinct from the ancient university city, forming its own island in the heart of rural England, in many ways an annex of the great park it abuts. Like many small English towns, it possesses ‘an efficiency, culture, and charm which are the gradually matured expression of generations of settled life’.2 A handsome church and town hall stand amidst long-established hotels, hostelries and tea rooms. Nestling in between are dignified town houses and wisteria-draped cottages, concealed courtyards and English gardens glimpsed over honey-coloured stone walls against which hollyhocks droop in summer months. Through gaps between buildings, views of the Oxfordshire countryside stretch into the distance as the town slides gently downhill to the water meadows of the River Glyme. The expansive 150-acre lake that this modest river feeds lies concealed behind Blenheim Park’s eleven-mile-long encircling wall, monumental gates and shelter-belt of mature trees, adjacent to the town yet separated from it.


When George III visited Blenheim in 1786 he was prompted to remark: ‘We have nothing to equal this.’3 The scale of Sir John Vanbrugh’s baroque extravagance is betrayed by another bold architectural statement visible from certain Woodstock streets, a monument that rivals Nelson’s Column in height and declares an earlier hero of Britain’s wars abroad: John Spencer Churchill, Captain-General of the English and allied forces in Europe in 1702–11, 1st Duke of Marlborough.* There he is captured in Classical triumph atop Hawksmoor’s hundred-foot Doric column, standing thirty-four feet in height, dressed as a Roman general and holding aloft a Winged Victory and eagles. And there the young Winston Churchill read about his triumphs in European warfare, and was inspired.


On a beautiful spring day in early May 1874, his newlywed parents had arrived at Woodstock railway station, where a public reception had been arranged. Attended by thunder and torrential rain, the couple were met by cheering tenants, who unharnessed their horses and dragged the carriage from the station to the palace. Though the Blenheim brass band was engaged elsewhere, the town was dressed with flags and bunting, and among the crowd was the Woodstock Lodge of Foresters. At the Bear Hotel, the Mayor of Woodstock delivered an address of welcome, as the carriage paused on its way from the station to the Triumphal Arch, from which vantage point Jennie Churchill caught her first glimpse of the palace. ‘The place could not have looked more glorious,’ she later wrote, ‘and as we passed through the entrance archway and the lovely scenery burst upon me Randolph said with pardonable pride, “This is the finest view in England”.’4


It was from a house on Park Street in Woodstock that Dr Frederic Taylor was summoned to Blenheim to attend twenty-year-old Jennie Churchill on a winter’s day in 1874. Hurriedly he made the short journey, entering the walled grounds through the Triumphal Arch, or Town Gate as it is known to locals, and proceeding along a drive that intersects the Mall. Here the breathtaking panorama of lake, palace and Grand Bridge, with its thirty-three empty rooms, stretched out before him. His arrival was awaited by Jennie’s anxious husband, Lord Randolph Churchill, second son of the 7th Duke of Marlborough and member of parliament for Woodstock since February of that year. Because of her condition, Jennie had missed the Nobility Ball at the King’s Arms in Woodstock, attended by Randolph, his mother, sister and cousins. On 24 November she had had a slight fall, though on 26 November Randolph felt able to travel into Oxford to receive his Master of Arts degree in the Sheldonian Theatre. On 28 November Lady Churchill over-exerted herself during a shooting party on the estate and then endured a bone-shaking ride back to the palace in a pony trap. This brought on the pains. She remained in labour until Dr Taylor delivered a boy at 1.30 a.m. on St Andrew’s Day, 30 November, two months premature or, looking at the mathematics another way, seven and a half months after his parents’ marriage. As Henry Pelling wisely leaves it, we must suspend judgement as to whether this was simply the first instance of Winston’s impetuosity ‘or whether it also involved yet another example of Lord Randolph’s.’5


The London obstetrician who was supposed to have ushered Winston Churchill into this world was unable to attend. The telegram had got through but the train timetables confounded his efforts to reach his distinguished patient. The Woodstock physician proved a capable substitute, and with the arrival of a baby boy the church bells around Blenheim rang out, and Randolph and the Duchess of Marlborough wrote detailed letters to Jennie’s mother in Paris announcing the birth. Winston’s surprise arrival meant that a cradle had to be improvised, and clothes borrowed from the Woodstock solicitor’s wife. Dr Taylor received the sum of twenty-five guineas and a letter from Lord Randolph thanking him for his ‘skilful management of and careful attention to her Ladyship during her confinement’. With period condescension, the Duchess of Marlborough wrote to Mrs Leonard Jerome, Jennie’s American mother, saying that she had ‘only’ had the Woodstock doctor, but that despite the absence of the London doctor or ‘an accoucheur from Oxford’, ‘she could not have been more skilfully treated … than she was by our little local doctor’.6 The birth was registered in Woodstock on 23 December 1874, the baby’s name appearing on the certificate as Winston Leonard, the latter being the Christian name of Jennie’s father, Leonard Jerome, sometime American consul in Trieste, principal proprietor of the New York Times and founder of the American Jockey Club. Thus, in the words of Lord Randolph, a ‘wonderfully pretty’ boy with ‘dark eyes and hair & very healthy’ entered the world.7


Churchill’s place of birth warrants our consideration, because he remained attached to this particular region of England throughout his life, and chose to complete his life circle by being buried there. It shaped him profoundly. Blenheim Palace lies ‘At the heart of the Whig legend of that past which the English had manufactured in order to underpin their imperial ambitions and in which Winston Churchill had implicit belief.’8 His great ancestor’s life was to provide a mental backdrop to Churchill’s conception of himself and his actions, and on a more practical level his place of birth was to be the venue for countless holidays, house parties and army camps as he grew up, as well as for family Christmas gatherings and research trips when he undertook to write biographies of both the 1st Duke, John Spencer Churchill, and his own father, Lord Randolph, and a place of refuge at moments of personal trouble. His birthplace is also of great importance because throughout his life Winston Churchill was gripped by an almost primordial sense of place and the significance of time and history. This sense of history, and of his position within it, was developed at Blenheim and by what it represented. Churchill’s birthplace is notable not only because it chimes well with his subsequent identification with England as both a historical and romantic landscape, but because he repeatedly returned to this part of the world and was eventually buried in the village of Bladon, nestling on the other side of the great lake near the point at which it flows into the River Evenlode. The church, visible from the windows of the palace’s South Face and the vast lawns before it, lies only a few hundred yards from the room in which he was born. Thus Churchill was both born and buried in a setting saturated with the history of England and of his own family, and the significance of it deeply influenced his conception of the world and the sense of personal destiny that was to be a lodestar throughout his life.


During his most formative childhood years, Churchill spent school holidays at Blenheim, shooting, scrumping fruit from the walled garden, playing ‘French and English’, and riding his horse across the Grand Bridge to the Column of Victory or Rosamond’s Well. With absentee parents heavily involved in the political and social life of the aristocracy, Winston was often cared for by his grandparents at Blenheim, and spent many Easters and Christmases in the palace, sometimes with his beloved mother and father, more often without. The infant Winston spent his first Christmas at Blenheim with his parents, and on 27 December 1874 was baptized in the chapel of Blenheim by the duke’s chaplain, the appropriately named Reverend Henry Yule.


At Blenheim he was ‘dazzled by the uniforms and armour, by the wonderful trophies, and by the battle scenes that decorated the walls’.9 Here he reflected upon the story of his famous ancestor, the 1st Duke of Marlborough, swashbuckling victor of Blenheim, Malplaquet and Ramillies, saviour of Europe. But Churchill’s roots went beyond just Blenheim and the martial feats of the man for whom it was built: Churchill was infused with a sense of the ancient and medieval history with which Woodstock and the park adjoining it were associated, by the presence of oaks ancient enough to have been ‘gazed upon by Plantagenets’ riding to the chase and the stories of the old kings of England who had once stayed there. As he wrote, ‘Roman, Saxon, Norman, Plantagenet, Tudor, [and] Stuart prefaced the 1st Duke’s action at Blenheim … The antiquity of Woodstock is not measured by a thousand years and Blenheim is heir to all the memories of Woodstock.’ ‘This great house,’ he said of Blenheim, ‘is one of the precious links which join us to our famous past, which is also the history of the English-speaking peoples, on whose unity the future of the free world depends. I am proud to have been born at Blenheim, and to be an Honorary Freeman of Woodstock.’10


Sometimes political business brought the family to Woodstock, for the politics of the day was conducted across the candlelight and silverware of stately dining tables and to the clack of billiard balls, as well as in the Palace of Westminster itself. In 1874, the year of Winston’s birth, Randolph had used his parents’ ardent wish that he stand for election in Woodstock to win consent for his hasty marriage to Jennie. Having won his point, Randolph threw himself into canvassing. Since leaving Oxford he had been on call for this moment in order to prevent the seat falling to a Radical. He was ‘popular with the farmers around Blenheim who had seen him since boyhood tearing over the countryside on horseback’. ‘I took the chair at their dinner at the Bear Hotel and you have no idea how enthusiastic they were for me,’ he wrote to his brilliant, beguiling and impulsive new wife.11


Churchill was often billeted at Blenheim when his parents were elsewhere. For Jennie, the London season held more appeal than the dullness of Woodstock and the formal life of Blenheim and its ‘dignified rhythm of existence’,12 which included two-hour-long breakfasts in formal attire. In the summer of 1876, when he was nearly two, it was reported that ‘little Winston was now learning to creep in the top-floor nurseries, watched and cosseted by his nurse Mrs Everest’. In November 1880 Randolph persuaded Lord Salisbury to speak at Woodstock. This coincided with Winston’s sixth birthday, ‘and the little boy had a first glimpse of the man who would be swept to the Premiership by his father’s brilliance’. In the winter of 1883, with Randolph having entered the Cabinet as Secretary of State for India, canvassing in the Woodstock area for the forthcoming election was largely left to Jennie, driven hither and thither by Lady Georgina Curzon in her tandem as they scoured the countryside ‘with our smart turnout, the horses gaily decorated with ribbons of pink and brown, Randolph’s racing colours’.*13


At Blenheim, in the company of his brother Jack and cousin Sunny (later the 9th Duke), Winston played games in the endless corridors and rooms of the great palace, endured lessons, rode his pony Robroy across the open spaces of the Great Park and through its magnificent clumps of trees, and fished in the lake. His first letter to his mother, written at the age of eight in the neat but tentative hand of one new to the art, came from Blenheim: ‘My dear Mamma I hope you are quite well. I thank you very very much for the beautiful presents those Soldiers and Flags and Castle they are so nice.’14 Thus Blenheim helped to forge an interest in war and glory, as well as in history, and this was to colour every aspect of Churchill’s life. The very architecture proclaimed Marlborough’s victory, stone cannonballs crushing French cockerels, the roofline embellished with martial trophies and, within, paintings and enormous tapestries detailing the battlefield. Later, when a schoolboy at Harrow, Winston drew detailed maps of the disposition of Marlborough’s troops, his historical interests growing against the backdrop of the popular boyhood fiction he loved to read, including the works of G. A. Henty, Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island, Rider Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines, and tales told in person by a veteran of the Zulu War.


As a young man Churchill remained a frequent visitor to Blenheim. He spent Christmas 1893 there, and visited the Dillon family at nearby Ditchley Park. He was at Blenheim again in the winter months of 1901, discussing intra-party intrigues with Lord Hugh Cecil. In August 1908 he was at nearby Nuneham House as a guest of Lewis, Viscount Harcourt, a member of the government. On 4 August 1908 his brother Jack married Lady Gwendeline Bertie in a civil ceremony at Abingdon in south Oxfordshire, a religious service taking place in Oxford on the following day. Churchill described how the party swept down on Abingdon in cars from Blenheim, the proceedings feeling like an elopement. In the same month he was also installed as a member of the Albion Lodge of the Ancient Order of Druids at Blenheim.


Churchill memorably said that ‘at Blenheim I took two important decisions: to be born and to marry’.15 In 1908 a young lady named Clementine Hozier was invited to Blenheim at Churchill’s behest to join a small party which included the duke, Winston’s mother, his great friend F. E. Smith (later Lord Birkenhead) and Mr Clarke, a Private Secretary from the Board of Trade, the department of state to which Winston had been sent. Winston took the duke into his confidence, and the ‘Blenheim trip was arranged so he could propose to the beautiful girl with whom he was so deeply in love, in a setting which combined the romantic with the heroic, and where he felt so strongly the ties of family and friendship’. Churchill wrote to persuade her to come: ‘I want so much to show you that beautiful place and its gardens. We shall find lots of places to talk in and lots of things to talk about.’16


Yet despite this unsurpassed setting and all his planning, Winston nearly ruined the proceedings. Retiring for the night, he made an assignment with Clementine to walk in the Rose Garden after breakfast the following day, 11 August 1908. Never an early bird, in the morning he failed to appear. Clementine, furious, considered leaving. The duke stepped ably into the breach, however, dispatching a note to the still slumbering Churchill whilst persuading Clementine over breakfast to take a drive with him in his buggy. He whirled her round the estate for a while, returning to find Winston, finally out of bed, scanning the horizon.


During the course of the late afternoon Winston and Clementine went for a walk in the grounds. The couple headed towards the Rose Garden and the Cascades, along a path flanked by cedars, beeches and ancient oaks. Overtaken by a torrential rainstorm, they took refuge in a little Greek temple erected in 1789. This was the Temple of Diana, supported by four pillars with Ionic capitals and flanked by yews, enjoying a striking view of the lake cut through the trees. Here, by a bas-relief of Hippolytus offering a wreath to Diana, an unusually tongue-tied Churchill asked Clementine for her hand in marriage, and she consented. The following morning Churchill picked a bouquet of roses for her, and asked Clementine’s mother for her blessing. Following a London wedding the honeymoon began and ended at Blenheim, with a trip to Venice sandwiched in between. Arriving by train at Woodstock to begin their married life, Clementine and Winston were greeted by cheering crowds and the ringing bells of St Mary Magdalene, the same scene that had greeted Winston’s parents on their marriage thirty-four years earlier. Thus was forged a bond that was to remain unbroken until Churchill’s death, and was to anchor him throughout his turbulent life.


One of Churchill’s most abiding links with Woodstock was provided by his military career. Shortly after he left the Regular Army in 1899 and following his escapades in South Africa as war correspondent and irregular soldier, he took a commission in a yeomanry regiment, the Queen’s Own Oxfordshire Hussars, founded in 1798. So strong were the regiment’s ties to Woodstock and Blenheim that it was known locally as ‘The Duke of Marlborough’s Own’. At first Winston joined the Woodstock Squadron (other squadrons being drawn from Banbury, Henley and Oxford), in which he was posted as a captain and second in command. The duke commanded the squadron and Winston’s brother, Jack, was a lieutenant. His friend F. E. Smith was also an officer in the squadron, enhancing Winston’s pleasure in soldiering with the Queen’s Own even when he attained high political office in Asquith’s Liberal government. Whether as Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies, President of the Board of Trade or Home Secretary, he took his part-time soldiering seriously. As he wrote to Clementine during the June 1911 camp:


The weather is gorgeous and the whole Park in gala glories. I have been out drilling all the morning and my poor face is already a sufferer from the sun … We have three regiments here, two just outside the ornamental gardens, & a 3rd over by Bladon.17


The regiment’s summer camp was the main feature of its training, and the officers’ ladies would descend to roost in Blenheim Palace and neighbouring mansions such as Nuneham. In April 1905 Churchill attained his majority and assumed command of the Henley Squadron, replacing Major the Honourable E. Twistleton-Wykeham-Fiennes. Churchill had been keen to get away from the Woodstock Squadron and its domination by the Marlboroughs, seeking the opportunity to make his own mark on the men and, no doubt, offer his cousin some competition. Henley also benefitted from its proximity to London and Whitehall, where Churchill was now making his mark. Records show that Churchill was an extremely attentive officer, concerning himself with the squadron’s training drill and its quartermastering arrangements and issuing detailed squadron orders. His emphasis upon increased training bore fruit when the Henley Squadron swept the board at the annual regimental rifle meetings.


The handling of troops stimulated Churchill’s desire to command large formations. As he wrote to Clementine on 31 May 1909, after leaving summer exercises at Blenheim, ‘I would greatly love to have some practice in the handling of large forces. I have much confidence in my judgement in things, when I see clearly, but on nothing do I seem to feel the truth more than in tactical combinations. It is a vain and foolish thing to say – but you will not laugh at me.’18 Winston’s drive had a purpose, for, with a future war in mind, he wanted his men to come up to the standard of the Regular Army’s cavalry. His efforts paid dividends, for when war came in August 1914, the Queen’s Own were pitched into the fray on the Western Front, gaining the distinction of being the first yeomanry unit to engage the enemy.


The regiment’s annual training exercises at Blenheim usually took place in the early summer, a forest of conical white tents appearing at the foot of the Column of Victory. The gathering was accompanied by the thunder of horses’ hooves, dinners, dances and sport. But this was by no means toy soldiering in an insignificant rural regiment, as the unit’s deployment to France in 1914 was to show. The Queen’s Own was a fighting unit that expected to be deployed in the event of a general war, as, indeed, had been the case during the Boer War when the horsemanship of the imperial yeomanry had been much in demand. The regiment enjoyed impressive royal patronage: Queen Adelaide had granted the use of the ‘Queen’s Own’ title following a visit to Oxford in 1835 and had conferred her favourite colour, mantua purple, as the regimental colour. From 1896 the Prince of Wales, a close friend of the 9th Duke of Marlborough, was colonel-in-chief, and remained so when he became King Edward VII. The regiment’s appearance matched this impressive pedigree. The full dress uniform was extremely ornate: navy blue tunics with elaborate silver braid on the chest, sleeves and collar, and mantua purple facings; mantua purple trousers with a silver stripe on each leg and silver braid above the knee; black fur busby hats with plumes of short purple vulture feathers and fifteen-inch-long ostrich feathers; and highly polished Hessian-style boots with silver edging at the top, a purple boss and pink heels.


Visits to Blenheim were frequent at this stage of Churchill’s life. He spent Christmas 1910 there, and was there again in June the following year, writing to tell Clementine that ‘we are going to bathe in the Lake this evening’. On this visit he was again in uniform, and Churchill and his men watered their horses at the lake’s edge, paraded in the stately courtyards of the palace and charged across the broad acres of sculptured parkland. On one spectacular occasion Churchill engineered a mass cavalry charge from one end of the park to the other. As he wrote to Clementine from Blenheim on 6 June 1911:


My dearest,


We all marched past this morning – walk, trot and gallop. Jack and I took our squadrons at real pace and excited the spontaneous plaudits of the crowd … after the march past I made the general form the whole Brigade into Brigade-Mass and galloped 1,200 strong the whole length of the park in one solid square of men and horses. It went awfully well. He was delighted.19


During the First World War, Churchill’s visits to Blenheim were infrequent. He spent time there in 1916 after the Dardanelles campaign had caused him to leave the government, finding comfort by painting in the grounds. He happened to be at Blenheim when the war ended. It was Lord Blandford’s twenty-first birthday, an occasion marked by a paper chase on horseback and an ox roast. The day concluded with fireworks and a gigantic bonfire topped by an effigy of the Kaiser. Winston continued to visit Blenheim throughout the inter-war years. Photographs show him enjoying the delights of the gardens, often in company with Clementine. When ejected from office at the beginning of his ‘wilderness years’ away from government at the start of the 1930s, it was at Blenheim that Churchill researched and wrote much of his biography Marlborough: His Life and Times, the 9th Duke giving him special access to documents in the palace archives, as well as living quarters and stabling for his hunters. Much of this biographical masterpiece was ‘dictated in the Arcade Rooms beneath the Long Library’, the research conducted during ‘many hours in the windowless strongroom’ that is the palace’s muniment-room.20 He was also able to indulge his passion for painting whilst at Blenheim. He would establish himself and his easel in one of the palace’s magnificent rooms or at a vantage point in the grounds and break out his paints, brushes and palette. Many of his paintings of Blenheim were completed in the early 1920s, and a number were subsequently given to his host, the duke, and his own children. A view of the lake was given to Field Marshal Viscount Montgomery, his champion at Alamein, and an enchanting study of ‘Wooded Water near Blenheim’ was gifted to his Private Secretary, Sir Anthony Montague Browne.


Even when away from Blenheim, his place of birth and his ancestor’s significance in European history were seldom far from Churchill’s mind. At Chartwell, the house in Kent which he made his home for over forty years, an enormous painting of Blenheim Palace hung before his desk, above the fireplace and beneath the Union Jack hoisted in Rome by British soldiers in 1944. In his London home at 28 Hyde Gate Park, SW7, a canvas depicting the Battle of Blenheim loomed over the dining room table. When the Queen made him a Knight of the Order of the Garter in 1953 – the most distinguished commoner to join this, the highest class of knighthood – he was invested at Windsor Castle with the insignia worn by his forebear, the 1st Duke of Marlborough, in 1702.


World-changing battles of his own were to bring Churchill back to this corner of England when he acceded to the highest office of state in 1940 and the Battle of Britain and the Blitz dominated the skies above southern England. Even with the war focusing his tremendous energies on London and the world beyond Britain’s shores, he spent a significant amount of time in the environs of Blenheim. He was instrumental in getting over 400 schoolboys and their masters established at Blenheim to continue their studies when Malvern College was requisitioned by the Admiralty. In November 1941 Churchill took the future 11th Duke, then a schoolboy, on a visit to the city of Liverpool to inspect the damage wrought by Nazi bombs. As the duke recalls, his parents, aware that it would be cold, ensured that coupons were rounded up and a new overcoat procured, albeit two sizes too big for him.


War also forged a new link with Oxfordshire. Looking due north-west from Blenheim’s Column of Victory, along the lengthy Grand Avenue of nearly seven hundred elms, lay the elegant Ditchley Gate. Beyond this began the land of Ditchley Park, and it was here that Churchill was able to establish a secluded home-from-home during the Second World War. It was owned by the millionaire Conservative MP Ronald Tree. With the onset of the Blitz, the Prime Minister’s official country residence, Chequers in Buckinghamshire, was considered too dangerous for its intended purpose: a weekend escape from the pressures of official life in London. It was too visible and too well-known, a tempting target. Ditchley, however, was not too distant from London, was unlikely to be known to the Luftwaffe and was surrounded by a park of mature trees, making it inconspicuous from the air. The house, indeed, has an aura of rustic isolation and peacefulness unusual even in the tranquil setting of the English country house. As Tree was to write of his beloved home, ‘cut off from the main stream of life, the beauty of the place with its great avenues and woodlands of bluebells and primroses in the spring was to be an island of pure delight’.21 Having been advised not to visit Chequers ‘when the moon is high’, Churchill asked Tree for the use of Ditchley. He readily consented, and Churchill subsequently found some of that tranquillity away from the maelstrom of war.


Churchill first visited Ditchley on the weekend of 9 November 1940, accompanied by Clementine and their daughter Mary. Special telephone lines were erected and a scrambler system installed, accommodation was provided for Churchill’s administrative staff and secretary, as well as billets for a full company of the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry detailed to guard the premises during Churchill’s stay. During that first weekend at Ditchley, Churchill was aware of the RAF’s attack on Munich that was then taking place. On the following weekend the city of Coventry, barely thirty miles from Ditchley, was visited by over five hundred German aircraft in a reprisal attack.


Churchill was to use Ditchley for twelve weekends in the following two years. The Trees were model hosts, going to considerable expense to entertain the Churchills and any guests Winston elected to bring, providing food, including vegetables and game from the estate, and wines from the excellent cellar. Guests included President Roosevelt’s special envoy, Harry Hopkins; Averell Harriman; Anthony Eden; General Sir Alan Brooke, Chief of the Imperial General Staff; General Vladislav Sikorski, Prime Minister of Poland; Edvard Beneš, Prime Minister of Czechoslovakia (for whom a Czech guard of honour was present); Lord Lothian, British Ambassador to America, and people invited by the Trees, including the actor David Niven, whom Winston complimented for having given up his film career in order to join the Army. (‘Young man,’ he growled, ‘you did a very fine thing to give up a most promising career to fight for your country.’ After Niven had ‘stammered some inane reply’ Churchill continued with a twinkle, ‘Mark you, had you not done so – it would have been despicable!’*)22 It was from Ditchley that Churchill wrote a long letter to Roosevelt, ‘one of the most important I ever wrote’, which resulted in ‘the glorious conception of Lend-Lease’. It was also at Ditchley that Churchill received a dramatic visit from the Duke of Hamilton to tell him of the arrival by parachute of Rudolf Hess in Scotland.


Churchill continued to visit Ditchley on a regular basis until 1942, by which time German bombing raids had become less severe. Whilst there he would sometimes take the opportunity to motor the four miles down the road to Blenheim in order to reacquaint himself with the park and the familiar haunts of his childhood. Ditchley became a welcome haven for the Churchill family away from the fatigued and battered capital. ‘Whenever the moon was high, we all repaired to Ditchley,’ wrote Churchill’s daughter. ‘We were becoming so accustomed to the drabness and ugliness of war – khaki, mountains of sandbags, the blackout, and the dust and desolation of ruined buildings – that we gazed with keener appreciation on elegance and beauty, and glowing, lighted interiors.’23 And what interiors Ditchley possessed. The Trees had spent vast sums restoring the house to its original splendour, and Churchill must have wallowed in the peacefulness for which Ditchley is renowned as he wandered through the lofty Great Hall and the Velvet Room, its walls covered with Genoese silk since 1738, and enjoyed the view of the lake from his bedroom and of the Italian sunken garden and Jellicoe Pool from his study. It was clear that, despite the ceaseless nature of his work, he was able to relax here. As Clementine wrote to Mary in 1943, ‘I am at Ditchley for the weekend. Papa has got “Prof” [Frederick Lindemann] & Uncle Jack who is also having a rest cure – & masses of films – War & Hollywood.’24 Churchill’s main form of relaxation was watching films, and Tree remembers that he was particularly fond of Lady Hamilton, a film about the life and death of Nelson.


Following the war Churchill had occasion to return to his birthplace when he was made a Freeman of the Borough of Woodstock. Fatigued by the sheer number of invitations from communities eager to fête their war leader and share in his international celebrity, Churchill was at first reluctant to accept, but was persuaded by Mary Marlborough, the mayor, and her promise of a political audience into the bargain. The day before the ceremony and his speech, Churchill spent the afternoon in the Grand Cabinet at Blenheim, relaxed with his shirt buttons undone. On the morning of Saturday 2 August 1947, he received the Freedom of Woodstock from the borough council on a stage festooned with Union Jacks and bunting set up outside the main door of the eighteenth-century town hall. The party then processed along Park Street to enter Blenheim through the Triumphal Arch, cheered by ranks of townspeople lining both sides of the road. That afternoon Churchill addressed a Conservative Party rally held on the South Lawn of the palace, looking out from a high podium towards Bladon and its elegant little church tower, beneath which Churchill’s parents lay in the family grave. His speech, attended by a throng of 40,000 people, was broadcast on the BBC World Service. In it he attacked Clement Attlee and declared that ‘The Socialist belief is that nothing matters so long as miseries are equally shared, and certainly they have acted in accordance with their faith.’25 In 1953 Churchill was again at Blenheim, this time on official business as a guest at the Blenheim Commonwealth garden party held to mark the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II. In the presence of Princess Margaret he mingled with Commonwealth and Dominions visitors. His last visit to the place in which he had been born, and that had shaped his destiny, was in 1958.


In January 1965 Churchill came back to Oxfordshire for good when he was buried in the small churchyard at Bladon, within view of the palace where he had been born over ninety years before. They had been years of intense and extraordinary activity.





2
Cadet to Frontier Soldier: Warrior and Writer



Winston Churchill did not have an unusual childhood, as is sometimes claimed: thousands of other Victorian boys played with soldiers, had difficult and distant relations with their parents, inhabited nurseries and gardens in fashionable London squares and great country houses, and then endured, rather than enjoyed, a prolonged incarceration at boarding school (a background intended to produce independent-minded young men for the service of the Empire). Overall Winston Churchill had a happy childhood, even when compulsory education and the manifold challenges of public school supervened. Before the legal violence of separation from family and home was visited upon him at the tender age of seven, Churchill’s early years were characterized by the privilege attached to his social class. This meant playtime in the nurseries and grounds of whichever London residence or stately home he happened to be stationed at by his peripatetic family. It also meant regular separation from his parents, and the companionship and devotion of a nanny, Elizabeth Everest. In all of this, his childhood differed little in its main contours from that of the majority of boys born into the English ruling elite. Nevertheless, Churchill was throughout his life an exotic individual – reflecting the nature of his personality, his appearance and mannerisms. His place of birth and the celebrity status of his parents further marked him out among the scions of the aristocracy. It meant that he was always something of a social maroon, an oddity. There was no one remotely like him. This fact alone, regardless of the various eminences achieved in his life, makes him a brilliant biographical subject.


A ‘child of the Victorian era’, as he described himself, Churchill grew up in an age that the First World War was to sweep away. He grew up in the ‘golden afternoon’ of British world power, of Pax Britannica, of apparent stability in the world and security for Britain and its Empire. In these halcyon late-Victorian days, he wrote, ‘the structure of our country seemed firmly set … its position in trade and on the seas was unrivalled, and … the realization of the greatness of our Empire and of our duty to preserve it was ever growing stronger’.1 From an early age Churchill was alive to imperial and military matters, and the affairs of the British Empire and the British military formed a skein throughout his long life. Churchill came to view the British Empire, along with the ‘island story’ of Britain’s historical evolution as a nation state and force for international progress, as the prime buttresses of world stability and prosperity.


Churchill was always more interested in the Empire as an extension of British power in the world, than in the Empire per se. To the imperial manner born, he viewed Britain’s possession of a vast Empire as part of the natural order of things. Both Churchill’s father and grandfather had occupied positions of responsibility within the Empire, as Secretary of State for India and Viceroy of Ireland respectively. When Winston was two years old, Lord Randolph removed his family to Ireland when he became secretary to his father, the 7th Duke of Marlborough, who had been appointed Viceroy, or Lord-Lieutenant, of Ireland, that closest and most awkward of Britain’s imperial possessions. It was a move engineered to enable the family to evade the social ostracization resulting from a quarrel involving Randolph, his brother Blandford, and the Prince of Wales, a quarrel that had almost led to a duel between Randolph and the prince. Disraeli offered the Duke of Marlborough the Ireland position as a way out of the impasse. The ostracization (marked by the prince’s announcement that he would visit no house that welcomed the Randolphs) lasted from 1876 until 1884.


Though reluctantly accepted, the viceroyalty was the choicest proconsular position the Empire had to offer. The Marlboroughs and the young Winston travelled to Dublin in January 1877, where they took up residence in the Little Lodge near to the Viceregal Lodge. Born into a palace replete with depictions of war, Churchill’s earliest memory was also of a martial nature. When he was five his grandfather unveiled a statue at which ‘I even remember a phrase he used: “and with a withering volley he shattered the enemy’s line”. I quite understood that he was speaking about war and fighting and that a “volley” meant what the black-coated soldiers (Riflemen) used to do with loud bangs so often in the Phoenix Park where I was taken for my morning walk.’2


Churchill later claimed that embarking on a military career ‘was entirely due to my collection of soldiers. I had ultimately nearly fifteen hundred.’ Churchill’s collection had been inspired by the one at Blenheim. It was organized as an infantry division with a cavalry brigade, supported by field guns and fortress pieces. All other services were complete, short of transport, and his brother Jack commanded the hostile army. Even when he was fifteen, toy soldiers still turned his head, and he wrote to Jack from France in January 1892 that ‘I have seen here such beautiful soldiers’, telling him to send money if he wanted some. Churchill’s cousin remembered visiting his playroom, which ‘contained from one end to the other a plank table on trestles, upon which were thousands of lead soldiers arranged for battle. He organized wars. The lead battalions were manoeuvred into battle, peas and pebbles committed great casualties, forts were stormed, cavalry charged, bridges were destroyed.’ Toy soldiers, as Churchill put it, ‘turned the current of my life’.3


He also played war with his relatives and friends. At one of Churchill’s numerous childhood homes, Banstead Manor near Newmarket (which his parents rented briefly until money troubles supervened), he and his brother constructed a log fort complete with a moat and drawbridge and a siege catapult that fired green apples. ‘The Den’ was carpeted with straw and defended by intricate fortifications and a gun. The Churchill boys were delighted to have a country home of their own to play in. They accompanied the keeper on rabbit-hunting expeditions, and Winston drilled his brother and other children, progressing from toy soldiers to live boys on a course that would eventually lead to the command of British troops in action. (Banstead also saw Churchill’s first experiments as a smallholder, involving chickens, ferrets, guinea pigs and rabbits.)


True to form, in Ireland Churchill’s parents were heavily engaged in the elegant duties and pastimes associated with high society and social position. Although he probably saw more of them here than if they’d been closer to the magnetic distractions of London, Winston lived at one remove from his parents, an observer peering over the banister rather than a participant in their daily lives. ‘My picture of her in Ireland,’ Churchill later wrote of his mother, ‘is in a riding habit, fitting like a skin and often beautifully spotted with mud.’ Nevertheless, and perhaps because of this distance, Churchill’s reverence for his parents, indeed his lionization of them, developed from an early age. ‘My mother always seemed to me a fairy princess: a radiant being possessed of limitless riches and power.’ More regular and intimate companionship was provided by Winston’s adored nurse, Mrs Everest. She was ‘very proud of Kent her home county, where there grew strawberries, cherries, raspberries and plums. Lovely! I always wanted to live in Kent’, and at a young age he went to stay with her and her sister on the Isle of Wight during the Zulu War (1879–80), and from the cliffs near Ventnor ‘saw a great splendid ship with all her sails set … a troopship … bringing the men back from the war’4 All of this augmented the significance and glory of war that Churchill’s wanderings around the tapestry-hung rooms of Blenheim Palace had inculcated. Clad in fancy-dress uniforms or a sailor suit, commanding armies in imaginary battles, it is easy to see why Churchill grew to believe that war and the conduct of war were natural to him.


SCHOOLDAYS


Much is made of Churchill’s antipathy towards formal education, his dull-wittedness in certain academic directions, his misery and loneliness at school. Exaggerations, however, are made on all three counts. The simple fact is that, like thousands of others before and since, Churchill didn’t much like school and, as a result, school didn’t much like him. Winston’s pugnacious and rebellious nature, according to his son, never adapted itself to discipline.


Churchill himself encouraged the picture of unhappy schooldays in his later writings. ‘In retrospect these years form not only the least agreeable, but the only barren and unhappy period of my life. I was happy as a child with my toys in my nursery. I have been happier every year since I became a man.’ But Churchill’s schooldays were no worse than those of many children for whom severance from home and family came as a great trauma. His failures were balanced by successes on the sporting field and in the classroom – notably in history and English – and not all was gloom during his twelve-year school career. There is no doubt, however, that school did not best suit his precocious and independent-minded, gusto-fuelled approach to life, and his natural penchant for buffeting against authority. But then, neither did the Army, or political parties, or the established methods of cabinet government. Institutions and formal systems did not sit easily about him. He was never one to knuckle down, especially if he did not see the point, but always one to question and seek ways to circumvent obstacles and free himself from structures that tried his poorly developed patience.


Even before school, the shadow of formal education had darkened Churchill’s life. Like most boys of his class, he had to endure educators invading his home to begin life’s instruction. What he termed the ‘dreaded apparition’ of ‘The Governess’ shook the security and irresponsibility of those early post-natal years, engaged in order to teach a young Winston the rudiments of reading. It was at about the age of five that Winston remembered being ‘first menaced by Education’. His initial reaction was to do ‘what so many oppressed peoples have done in similar circumstances: I took to the woods’.5


But soon ‘a much worse peril began to threaten: I was to go to school’. The prospect was viewed with excitement as well as agitation as Winston approached a milestone on life’s journey. He was a boy who, had he not been so combative, might have attracted bullies whilst at school: unable to pronounce the letter ‘s’, ginger-haired (nicknamed, among other things, ‘Carrots’) and not particularly tall. It was at school that the intricacies and apparent irrelevancies of multiplication and grammar ‘cast a steadily growing shadow over my daily life’. The separation from home galled him, and he missed the nursery where he had been so happy with all his toys. ‘I had such wonderful toys,’ he lamented, ‘a real steam engine, a magic lantern, and a collection of soldiers already nearly a thousand strong.’ Now it was to be all lessons, interspersed with trials of strength with schoolmasters who did their level best to offer correction to naughty boys.


His first experience of school, at an institution specializing in the preparation of boys for Eton (Randolph’s school), justified his allergic reaction. It epitomized the worst elements of a system of boarding-school education widely pilloried today. In Philip Guedalla’s words, St George’s School, Ascot (which Churchill entered in November 1882), ‘divided its attentions between corporal punishment and the classics; and its latest pupil did not take to either’. But then, he was a naughty boy, apt to be slovenly, and guilty of offences such as putting his foot through the headmaster’s straw hat after receiving a thrashing for stealing sugar. Anthony Storr suggests that the ‘intransigent disobedience’ with which Churchill reacted to authority ‘was not only a way of discharging hostility, but a means of self-assertion … [for] a boy who, at that stage, felt himself to be weak physically, and who showed no disposition to excel’.6 Under the heading ‘general conduct’, his school report stated that he was ‘Very bad – is a constant trouble to everybody and is always in some scrape or other. He cannot be trusted to behave himself anywhere.’7 There was not the slightest chance of such behavioural defects going unpunished at St George’s. Here, flogging with the birch was a great feature. Boys were ‘flogged until they bled freely’, punishment reinforced by frequent religious services in the school chapel. The headmaster was a generously bewhiskered sadist, the Reverend H. W. Sneyd-Kynnersley, who on one occasion continued beating a boy even though he had a spasm of diarrhoea, ‘until the whole ceiling and walls of his study were spattered with filth’.8 Even by the standards of the day, this was a school marked by outrageous brutality. ‘How I hated this school, and what a life of anxiety I lived there for more than two years,’ Churchill wrote. But escape was eventually achieved; it appears that Mrs Everest saw the welts left by the cane, showed Lady Randolph, and the boy was removed from the school.


Thus at the end of the summer term 1884, Churchill was transferred to a much gentler, less prestigious, school in Brighton. It was near the seaside and therefore considered good for his health, which at this stage of his life was frail. Here he remained for three years and did well enough at his studies to be positioned near the top of the class. He was allowed to study a range of subjects that interested him, such as ‘French, History, lots of poetry by heart, and above all Riding and Swimming’.9 ‘He lapped up the patriotic and imperial history that was usual in those years, mostly kings and queens, wars and battles and heroes.’10 But examinations, he ruefully recorded, remained ‘a great trial to me’.


He threw himself into a range of extracurricular activities, including amateur dramatics and the preparations for the celebration of Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee (21 June 1887). He also got stuck into sports other than those with which he became associated in adult life; he made it into the first XI football team, and took up cricket (even witnessing a W. G. Grace half-century for Gloucestershire against Sussex in May 1887). He read classic boys’ literature of the period such as Henry Rider Haggard’s She and Jess, both titles hot off the press in 1887. He took up stamp collecting whilst at this school and often wrote to ask his father for autographs, as his schoolmates wanted them as a result of Randolph’s growing political celebrity (‘I only want a scribble as I know that you are very busy’).


His time in Brighton was marred by a life-threatening case of pneumonia in March 1886 (‘my boy at school at Brighton nearly died of inflammation of the lungs last week,’ wrote Randolph to the Conservative leader Lord Salisbury). Despite the seriousnesses, his parents weren’t around and the trusted family doctor, Robson Roose, kept Randolph informed through regular bulletins (15 March: ‘we are still fighting the battle for your boy’). Winston maintained affectionate correspondence with Mrs Everest and his aunt the Countess of Wilton, a kind benefactress, whilst his parents remained detached, continuing his semi-relationship with his mother and his non-relationship with his father. According to Churchill’s son, ‘the neglect and lack of interest in him shown by his parents were remarkable, even judged by the standards of late Victorian and Edwardian days’.11 His father was a clever, insolent, sometimes charming, often offensive individual, who coveted attention, a shooting star popular with the newspapers he sedulously courted, though his physical deterioration and suicidal political tendencies ensured that he never became a fixture in the political firmament. Jennie Churchill was a fleeting mother when Churchill was a schoolboy. Both parents were too self-obsessed to really cater for another being clamouring for their attention. Whilst they did not lack affection for their son, they seldom saw him, and as a consequence he felt profoundly neglected. Churchill’s letters to his parents, until well into his teens, told of this. ‘Please do do do do do do come down to see me … Please do come I have been so disappointed so many times about your coming.’12


It is no surprise that his attachment to his nanny lasted for so long, and as a schoolboy Churchill was willing to court the jeers of his fellows when showing Mrs Everest around Harrow, walking with her arm in arm. As a result of their neglect, both parents were viewed through roseate lenses by the young Winston, his father adored and revered, compensating for the absence of sustained contact and love; his mother idolized as the epitome of womanhood. Nevertheless, perhaps another way of looking at Churchill’s relations with his parents is to emphasize the point that he was an extremely demanding child, emotionally undernourished yet emotionally insatiable. The arrival of a brother in 1880 cannot have suited Churchill and he would tease and torment him. Throughout his life he remained demanding and prone to selfishness, and those who found themselves in his way, and often mishandled as a consequence, were only ever partially mollified by his humour, self-effacement and kindness. There is little doubt that, in later life, an embellished story of adversity in childhood was a useful sympathy winner.


Though Churchill’s relationship with his father was always distant and strained, he inherited his desire to cut a dash in society, an urge that was supercharged from 1895 by the conviction that he might, like his father, die young. During his son’s schooldays, Lord Randolph became convinced that Winston had little academic ability, though it was clear that where he enjoyed a subject he attained excellent marks. But Randolph was usually willing to see the worst in his son and to pointedly rake over his misdemeanours, possibly projecting onto Winston a chastisement of himself. Those with more patience and less self-absorption than Randolph Churchill looked beyond the cheekiness and naughtiness. The Duchess of Marlborough wrote to her son Randolph on 8 January 1888, remarking that Winston was ‘a clever Boy & really not naughty but he wants a firm hand’. But even indulgent souls were tired by Winston’s incessancy; two weeks later the duchess wrote: ‘Winston is going back to school today. Entre nous I do not feel very sorry for he is certainly a handful.’13


Coming to the end of his primary education, Churchill sat the entrance examination for Harrow, an inauspicious experience involving a Latin paper on which he was able to answer not a single question but only, he later claimed, to write his name. He was admitted anyway by a headmaster who saw, Churchill speculated, his innate talent shining through. A more likely explanation is that he was a headmaster unprepared to turn down the son of a famous politician. At first Churchill was put into a small house but with the promise that he would transfer to the headmaster’s, the Reverend J. E. C. Welldon’s, in due course. Churchill was placed in the fourth form, the school’s lowest.


At Harrow, which he entered on 17 April 1888, Churchill did not excel, though he swam for his house and won the public-school fencing championship in 1892, as well as achieving proud distinction by winning a prize for reciting 1,200 lines of Macaulay’s Lays of Ancient Rome to the headmaster without making a single mistake, a phenomenal achievement. But Churchill continued to perform indifferently at his books, finding it almost impossible to enthuse or excel at subjects in which he saw little purpose, such as quadratic equations and differential calculus. ‘I have never met any of these creatures since,’ he later wrote, as if confirming their intrinsic irrelevance. In short, this stubborn and questioning youngster was a typical schoolboy of the individualist mould, tending towards the slovenly, flouting rules, getting into trouble for throwing stones and misbehaving, and rarely ready to submit humbly to his just deserts without indignantly defending his actions. He was ‘Just Winston’, and these traits remained with him for life. Be it at school, in the Army or in parliament, Churchill had a peculiar capacity for behaving in a manner most likely to offend against rules of propriety, showing scant regard for rank or seniority. As his first housemaster, H. O. D. Davidson, put it, he was not ‘wilfully troublesome: but his forgetfulness, carelessness, unpunctuality, and irregularity in every way, have really been so serious, that I write to ask you, when he is home to speak very gravely to him’.14 Nevertheless, such written evidence did little to diminish Churchill’s irrepressible, and defiant, optimism – one of his most important character traits. Upon being scolded by his mother for a ‘very bad’ report one week, in the following week he told her that next time round he was ‘bound to get a good report’.15 It also failed to dampen his zeal for impromptu adventure, leading into trouble when, for example, he and a group of friends decided to smash the windows in a disused factory in Harrow.


At Harrow the martial and imperial themes already noted in Winston’s life were nurtured. He enjoyed school songs, with their ‘tales of great deeds and of great men’, that caused him to wonder ‘with intensity how I could ever do something glorious for my country’ (as he told his son Randolph in 1940), and remembered particularly in later life a celebratory account of Waterloo. A lecture on Imperial Federation made a deep impression upon him, G. R. Parkin telling the school how ‘at Trafalgar, Nelson’s signal – “England expects that every man will do his duty” – ran down the line of battle, and how if we and our Colonies all held together, a day would come when such a signal would run not merely along a line of ships, but along a line of nations’.16 He won a prize for composing a poem which features the verse: ‘God shield our Empire from the might / Of war or famine, plague or blight / And all the powers of hell, / And keep it ever in the hands / of those who fought ’gainst other lands / who fought and conquered well.’17 There were other extra-curricular activities. In May 1889 he bought a bike (‘a beautiful little machine’, as he told his mother when thanking her for the funds which had procured it), though a month later he was consigned to the sick-room for a week after coming off it. He enjoyed drill and shooting as a member of the school’s Rifle Corps, and competed in mock battles against other public schools.


His parents maintained their detachment. Lady Randolph was ‘increasingly caught up in the world of fashion and society, and was more and more surrounded by a competitive band of handsome young admirers’, whilst his father was absent abroad or busy.18 Jennie would even put Winston off from visiting for no reason other than her social engagements; in July 1891, for example, ‘just’ managing to put him up for a night, but at some inconvenience. In that same month her then beau, Colonel Kinsky, took Winston to the Crystal Palace to see a show put on for the visiting German Emperor. At the time Lord Randolph was touring southern Africa (making some useful investments and writing Men, Mines and Animals in South Africa), whilst also writing columns for the Daily Graphic, a ploy his son was soon to excel at. Whilst Randolph regretted that he probably wouldn’t be able to bring home a ‘tame antelope’ for his son, he did concede in a letter in June 1891 that he could obtain the Bechuanaland stamps which Winston had requested.


Soon his parents were battling to send him to France for his holidays, in support of Reverend Welldon’s wishes, in order to learn the language. Churchill fought a vigorous, though ultimately futile, rearguard action, deploring their conspiracy to send him to ‘some horrid French Family’. He was, his parents concluded, at the ‘ugly’ stage, ‘slouchy and tiresome’.19 They resented Winston’s tone, though seeing his parents so rarely meant that it was not possible for him to always write with an angelic voice when he dissented from their opinions. The ‘tone of your letter is not calculated to make me over lenient’, his mother wrote in December 1891 after threats and ultimatums regarding his visit to France. She told him that she would determine what was best for him: ‘I tell you frankly that I am going to determine and not you’. One of his letters she sent back to him, to which he replied despairingly ‘Darling Mummy I am so unhappy but if you don’t read this letter it will be the last you’ll have the trouble to send back’.20 Clearly there were faults on both sides, as there often are when family trials of strength are played out, and Churchill fought through his teenage years.


Churchill spent three years in the Army Form at Harrow, as it had been decided that he was to be a soldier, though he had to make three attempts to get into the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst. After his second failure to pass the exam, he was sent to a crammer run by Captain W. H. James. His poor maths had prevented him from getting into Woolwich, the academy for the artillery and the engineers. Captain James believed that Winston thought too highly of his own abilities, and in March 1893 reported that ‘all of the tutors complain that while he has good abilities he does not apply himself with sufficient earnestness’.


Churchill finally succeeded in passing the dreaded exam in the summer of 1893 (largely because by chance he had mugged up on New Zealand, on which a question appeared), but he did not do enough to qualify for the infantry, a further source of irritation for Lord Randolph, who roundly chastised his son in a withering letter. But he had passed in all subjects (he was placed ninety-fifth out of 389) and only twelve out of the twenty-nine Harrovian Army candidates succeeded. Nevertheless his father blasted him for his ‘folly & failure’ and the risk he ran of degenerating ‘into a shabby unhappy and futile existence’ as a ‘social wastrel’.21


Churchill’s transition from schoolboy to soldier cadet was delayed when in January 1893 he fell off a bridge and lay unconscious for three days. His aunt, Lady Wimborne, had lent the Churchills her comfortable estate at Bournemouth for the winter, and in the grounds there were forty or fifty acres of pine forest descending to a beach. Here, whilst trying to evade being caught in a game of chase, he plunged off a bridge and plummeted over thirty feet, breaking his fall in the branches of a tree. As a result, he was confined to bed for over three months with, among other injuries, a ruptured kidney. In order to recover fully from his fall, Winston was transferred to his father’s house in London. Here, whilst convalescing, he watched from the gallery as ‘many of the leading figures of the Parliamentary conflicts’ visited, including luminaries such as Balfour, Chamberlain, Rosebery, Asquith, Morley and Carson. ‘It seemed a very great world in which these men lived.’22 Though Sandhurst and the Army beckoned, it was little surprise that Winston Churchill’s head had already been turned by the lure of politics and power.


SANDHURST AND THE ARMY


In the period between Harrow, which he left in December 1892, and Sandhurst, which he entered in September 1893, Churchill spent time in Versailles in an attempt to improve his French, and was sent by his father, in the company of an Eton master and his brother Jack, on a walking tour in Switzerland. Churchill qualified for a cavalry cadetship at Sandhurst, and ranked horses as his greatest pleasure whilst there. He had been lucky to get in, on health as well as intellectual grounds. His recurring chest ailments meant that he almost failed the medical. The competition to enter Sandhurst as part of the infantry class was keener, as the cavalry was so much more expensive. This was a prime consideration for the Churchill family, which had just started house-sharing with Duchess Fanny at 50 Grosvenor Square in order to economize. They had also given up their country home, Banstead, as a result of their financial difficulties. Whilst this didn’t deter Churchill, it governed his father’s attitude to the matter. ‘What fun it would be having a horse! Also the uniforms of the cavalry were far more magnificent than those of the Foot. It was therefore in an expansive mood that I wrote to my father. I found to my surprise that he took a contrary view. He thought it very discreditable that I had not qualified for the infantry.’23 Lord Randolph was particularly put out by the expense he would have to meet, including two official chargers, one or two hunters and the indispensable string of polo ponies. His father was exercised enough by the triumphant manner in which Churchill announced his results to roundly chastise him, in a letter that cut Churchill to the quick.


Despite his father’s warnings, Churchill was a great success at Sandhurst, passing out near the top of his class, though his father died before this incontestable triumph was announced. Joining the Army altered Churchill’s relationship with his father in some ways, but not in others. ‘When I became a gentleman cadet I acquired a new status in my father’s eyes … But if ever I began to show the slightest idea of comradeship, he was immediately offended.’ On Churchill’s own count he had only ‘three or four intimate conversations’ with his father.24 When Winston joined the Army, Lord Randolph ‘proceeded to talk to me in the most wonderful manner about school and going into the Army and the grown-up life which lay beyond. I listened spellbound to this sudden complete departure from his usual reserve, amazed at his intimate comprehension of my affairs.’


Churchill’s arrival at Sandhurst brought to a close twelve years of school, and he thrived at this elite military academy. He stood five feet six and a half inches in height and, with an unexpanded chest measuring thirty-one inches, was considered undersized and in need of development if he were to survive the physical demands of Army life. He flowered as a self-confident though still self-centred youth, and was soon able to indulge his love of danger. Here, he wrote, ‘I had a new start. I was no longer handicapped by past neglect of Latin, French or Mathematics.’ The task was now to learn the ropes as a young cavalryman, including all the requisite horsemanship, cavalry manoeuvring in column and fighting in line. Tactics and fortifications, to Churchill’s delight, replaced maths and Latin as subjects of study. He was impressed by cavalry units as they were handled in the field, and later recalled an occasion when General Luck, the Inspector-General, manoeuvred a cavalry division of thirty or forty squadrons as if it were a single unit.


At Sandhurst Churchill developed a habit of private study that was to be the wellspring of his future success as a writer, orator and politician. Focused upon achieving something notable in his life, he developed powers of intense concentration. Beyond the basics of military tactics and soldiering, Churchill had occasion to consider the higher levels of the strategic direction of war, the study and practice of which was to be a central feature of his life, and to dabble in the exhilarating world of public oration. On the former count, he was sometimes invited to dine at the nearby Staff College at Camberley, an educational establishment for higher-ranking officers. Here ‘the talk was of divisions, army corps and even whole armies; of bases, of supplies, of lines of communication and railway strategy. This was thrilling.’25 It was very much Churchill’s line of territory, as even at this early stage he was convinced that the gifts of military and political leadership were in his blood, and that the direction of great campaigns would represent the best use of his talents. Whilst at Sandhurst he received his first taste of preparing and delivering public speeches in an attempt to woo opinion when he gave a speech for the Entertainments Protection League, formed to oppose moralists seeking to screen off the bar of the Empire Theatre, Leicester Square, where ‘undesirable’ ladies occasionally congregated. He had a letter published in the Westminster Gazette and carefully prepared and rehearsed a speech which he committed to memory (‘Ladies of the Empire, I stand for Liberty!’).


Sandhurst brought its usual share of frolics to the young Churchill (he made a convincing Pierrot at the May 1894 Half-Mile Donkey Derby), yet his poor relations with his father continued. Lord Randolph’s persistent low opinion of his son was graphically demonstrated when in March 1894 Churchill lost a pocket watch his father had given him. Though showing great ingenuity in searching for it, hiring twenty-three men and diverting the course of a river in the hunt, his father boiled with a rage which was communicated, as usual, not in person but on paper. It was not until October 1894, three months before his death, that Churchill became aware of the seriousness of his father’s illness (long believed to have been advanced syphilis, more likely to have been the result of a brain tumour, but still unknown).


Churchill completed his Sandhurst cadetship in 1895, a year in which the Churchill family suffered a spate of deaths. Lord Randolph ‘died by inches in public’, continuing to make speeches though visibly in decline. He died on 24 January, his wife and two sons at his bedside. A memorial service was held in Westminster Abbey, attended by Lord Rosebery, and a simultaneous funeral took place in Woodstock, followed by a burial in the family plot in the churchyard at Bladon. ‘The snow lay thick in the long avenue stretching through Blenheim Park from the Woodstock arch to Bladon … Lady Randolph Churchill, supported by her sons, stood at the grave [and] … scattered lilies of the valley in the coffin.’26 Three months later Jennie’s mother passed away. Then, in July, the cherished Mrs Everest died as well. Upon hearing that she was seriously ill, Churchill had gone to London to see her, reaching Sandhurst for early morning parade by the last train before returning again to her bedside. He organized her funeral and later paid for the erection of a headstone and for the upkeep of the grave.


Randolph’s death had a profound influence upon his son. The only silver lining was that it meant he was able to have his way and join the cavalry. Despite his father’s clear wish that he join the infantry Churchill had, irrespective of his exam results, developed a fancy for the 4th Hussars, whose commanding officer, Colonel Brabazon, he admired. Churchill had set about pulling the necessary strings, his head turned, as he put it, by ‘the stir of the horses, the clank of their equipment, the thrill of motion, the tossing plumes, the sense of incorporation in a living machine, the suave dignity of the uniform’.27 A week after his father’s death he asked his mother to write to no less a personage than the Duke of Cambridge, Commander-in-Chief of the British Army. He was all in favour of the young Churchill going into the 4th Hussars, and so it was neatly arranged.


Even whilst at Sandhurst gearing up for a career in the Army, Churchill decided that he wanted to become a politician, possibly spurred on by his father’s death. He wrote prescient commentaries on political events in letters to his mother, as if rehearsing for what would come. On 3 August 1895 he described politics as ‘a fine game to play’, for which it was ‘well worth waiting for a good hand before really plunging’.28 In the same month he conceived the idea of spending a couple of hours a week with one of Captain James’ ‘cramming’ tutors when in London – ‘if you know what I mean, I need some one to point out some specific subjects to stimulate & to direct my reading’. He was conscious of the fact that his mind hadn’t received the ‘polish’ which Oxbridge might have given it, and wanted to rectify this perceived omission.


WAR TOURIST


Churchill entered the British Army burning with ambition and with a lot to prove. Achievement early was the order of the day, now in pursuit of his father’s memory, a more liberating hunt than seeking his approval during his lifetime had ever been. He was the ultimate ‘young man in a hurry’, prepared brazenly to use his connections in order to get on and never afraid to put himself forward, an unashamed thruster motivated by ambition and burgeoning talent. Of course, Churchill would have defended himself vigorously against all charges along these lines. What else was he supposed to do? Sit idle and treat the world as if it owed him a living? Languish with his contemporaries, playing cards and waiting for the slow, slow progress through the Army’s rank structure? Churchill eschewed these tempting options, and decided to act upon the world. Though he exploited his family’s connections where possible, they alone were not a decisive factor. Family connections would have been ‘to no avail without his own primordial thrust … Though he took the fullest opportunity of connections which he had inherited from his father, it was his own daemon which led him on to fame, prosperity and honour.’29 What now followed were four years of phenomenal military and literary activity, which sculpted Churchill’s adult character and prefaced his career as a politician.


Of course, the British Army of this period was a much smaller force than that which was to languish in the trenches and endure lengthy campaigns in Flanders, Turkey, Mesopotamia and East Africa in the First World War. Churchill remembered that a young cavalry captain with whom he had exercised whilst at Sandhurst, Douglas Haig, was later to bemoan the fact that he ‘only’ had forty British divisions and four hundred brigades of artillery, a scale of military resource that would have been unthinkable even to the military visionary a few years before. ‘I wonder,’ Churchill mused, ‘whether any other generation has seen such astounding revolutions of data and values as those through which we have lived. Scarcely anything material or established which I was brought up to believe was permanent and vital, has lasted. Everything that I was sure or taught to be sure was impossible, has happened.’30
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