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“I also hope that I sometimes suggested to the lion the right place to use his claws.”


~Speech to both Houses of Parliament,
Westminster Hall,
on the occasion of his eightieth birthday,
November 30, 1954
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Introduction
A Leader’s Life



 


From the beginning, his greatest urge—his greatest need—was to be at the center of the action. This fact is not in itself sufficient to explain Winston Churchill, but Winston Churchill cannot be explained without understanding this fact. He was born on November 30, 1874, in a bedroom of Blenheim Palace, the family’s magnificent seat in Woodstock, Oxfordshire. That he entered the world two months premature was a fitting prelude to a life lived in perpetual impatience to make upon that world one indelible mark after another. When, as a twenty-three-year-old cavalry subaltern (second lieutenant) in 1898, he prevailed on the senior-most officer in the British army, Lord Horatio Kitchener, to accept him for service in his Nile River Campaign, Churchill’s fellow junior officers denounced him as “super-precocious” and “insufferably bumptious.” He was, in fact, much more than that. Not content with a mere army career, he also wrote newspaper dispatches from the front lines of Britain’s colonial wars, and his firsthand account of an expedition against a rebellious Pashtun tribe in Malakand (now part of Pakistan), The Story of the Malakand Field Force (1898), published just before he left India to join Kitchener’s campaign in North Africa, was a sensational bestseller. Literary critics also called it “precocious,” but they meant this in the best sense of the word, because the book exhibited the narrative skill and historical authority of a much more mature author. In no small part, this effect was the result of the author’s writing about the conduct of the senior officers of the field force as if he had been their commander, and that did little to endear Churchill to the many officers he portrayed.


Not that their opinions much mattered to him. A premature baby, Winston grew into a premature historian and a premature general. It was, as it were, only natural.


On the face of it, he started life with a leg up in society and politics. His father, the prominent Tory politician Lord Randolph Churchill, was descended from John Churchill, the first duke of Marlborough and hero of the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–14). Named for the Battle of Blenheim (August 13, 1704), Britain’s greatest victory in the war, Blenheim Palace was Parliament’s gift to Marlborough, commander at Blenheim. The descendents of the first duke—the second through the sixth dukes of Marlborough—sharply deviated from the heroic prototype and were universally described as profligates and wastrels, who manifested signs of deep mental instability, to boot. The seventh duke, Winston Churchill’s grandfather, managed to restore the family’s name to greatness, redeeming a large measure of proper Victorian respect, but he proved unable to replenish the family’s material fortune. It was, in fact, a mighty struggle for him to maintain Blenheim, which he did only by selling off other properties, the Marlborough family jewels, and—most galling to Winston—the magnificent Blenheim library. Winston’s uncle, the eighth duke of Marlborough, continued the fire sale in 1886, unloading a staggering collection of Old Master paintings in a single lot for £350,000 (a sum that has been calculated as the equivalent of well over fifty million modern dollars). But he also resumed the Churchill tradition of profligacy, so that, despite this influx of funds—as well as a marriage to an American heiress (which followed a scandalous divorce from his first wife)—the family fortune continued to dwindle, leaving the ninth duke, known as “Sunny,” with Blenheim Palace but very little else. He, too, married a very wealthy American (one of the Vanderbilt girls) but was later divorced from his bride as well as her cash. Sunny died on the verge of bankruptcy.


Lord Randolph Churchill, Winston’s father, married yet another American heiress, the extraordinarily beautiful Jennie Jerome, daughter of a New York financier and stockbroker who was at one point part owner of the New York Times and a string of racehorses. In Lord Randolph, the two major strains of the Churchill family merged. On the one hand, he was larger than life—a Tory politician who nevertheless appealed to the working classes, and an orator of dazzling brilliance. A member of Parliament, he attained the post of secretary of state for India, followed by chancellor of the exchequer, analogous to the U.S. secretary of the treasury, but also a stepping-stone to even higher office. As his son would also prove to be, Lord Randolph was driven by an irrepressible impatience. Not content with working his way conventionally to the top spot in Conservative Party leadership, he attempted to force the marquis of Salisbury to cede to him the position of first lord of the treasury, which would have put him in position to become prime minister in the next Conservative government. Salisbury stood firm, however, and became prime minister himself in the general election of 1886, whereupon Lord Randolph summarily resigned as chancellor of the exchequer in the vain belief that this would be sufficient to topple Salisbury. He was relying on his great popularity in Parliament to bring this about, and popular Lord Randolph was, but not sufficiently so to incite an outright rebellion among the Tories. Salisbury held on to his office, and Lord Randolph Churchill, having resigned his, found himself suddenly on the outside looking in.


He had, quite simply, thrown away his political career, but the worst was yet to come. Running parallel with his life as a respectable Tory politician was something many regarded as the Churchill bad seed, which increasingly manifested itself in dementia and other neurological symptoms widely interpreted as the telltale signs of tertiary syphilis. Victorians were quick to ascribe mental debility to venereal disease, and some modern medical authorities believe it far more likely that Lord Randolph suffered from a brain tumor. Nevertheless, the man’s colleagues, the public, and his own family—Winston included—believed he had syphilis, which served to render more poignant and painful the rapid decline of what had been a fine mind. The great orator became a great stammerer, adding slobbering incoherence to his rambling non sequiturs, which were punctuated by fits of public weeping, as if he were perpetually in his cups. Jennie, unfaithful through much of the couple’s marriage, stood by him faithfully during the worst of his decline. In 1894, she took him on a sea voyage (Victorians saw travel as a sovereign cure), but his descent into neurological collapse continued, and he died on January 24, 1895, shortly after the couple returned to London.


 






“All my dreams of comradeship with him, or entering Parliament at his side and in his support, were ended. There remained for me only to pursue his aims and vindicate his memory.”


~My Early Life, 1930








Young Winston Churchill was enrolled as a cadet at Sandhurst, Britain’s Royal Military College, during his father’s final months and at the time of his death. He idolized his father, but—and this is characteristic—he did not idealize him. He saw him through his own romantic sensibility, not as the failed leader that he was, but as the great leader that he might have been. There was substantial imagination in this vision of his father but not a trace of delusion. Winston knew what his father was, and when he came home from Sandhurst for the funeral, he demanded the full details of his last illness. Learning that he had died of what was believed at the time to be advanced syphilis, Winston Churchill betrayed not the slightest shame. He spoke later of the sense he had at his father’s funeral that it now fell to him to “lift again the tattered flag I found lying on a stricken field,” and he decided on the spot that he would win a seat in Parliament for the purpose of pursuing his father’s unrealized goals and to “vindicate his memory.”
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Winston Churchill adored his beautiful mother, and he admired her for the devotion she showed his father during his dying months. If he was aware, as a child and young man, of the serial infidelities that had preceded this final spasm of connubial fidelity, he did not allow the knowledge to diminish his adoration. Even more remarkably, he never seemed to feel any resentment about his mother’s indifference toward himself. She was neither a demonstrative nor a loving parent, but, on the contrary, distant and cool. For that matter, Lord Randolph Churchill had also done little to earn his son’s admiration, let alone quasi-worship. He was not merely cold to Winston, but unremittingly harsh in his criticism of the young man, perhaps seeing in him the seeds of his own life of error.


 






“My mother made the same brilliant impression upon my childhood’s eye. She shone for me like the Evening Star. I loved her dearly—but at a distance.”


~My Early Life, 1930








Winston Churchill was by no means blind to the failings of his mother and father. He had been, for all practical purposes, raised by a nanny. Mrs. Anne Everest (he called her “Woom”) lavished upon her charge all the warmth and love Lord and Lady Churchill could not give. Winston was devoted to Woom, and when, after she had served the family for some nineteen years, the Churchills cut her loose with only the most threadbare of pensions, Winston saved what he could of his own meager allowance to contribute toward her support. He understood his mother and father had treated her abominably, and he meant to make it right. When she was stricken with peritonitis just four months after his father died, he rushed to her bedside, hired a doctor and a private nurse, and was with her in her final hours. He then paid for her funeral, her burial, her headstone, and even the perpetual upkeep of her grave. They were all things, he believed, his mother should have seen to, but he never criticized her for her neglect. Instead, what he could do and what needed to be done for Woom, he himself did.


 






“My nurse [Mrs. Everest] was my confidante . . . my dearest and most intimate friend.”


~My Early Life, 1930








As for his father’s harshness toward him, young Winston seems never to have resented it, rather excusing it because he recognized that there had been much about him to merit harsh reproof. He had been a sickly and unruly child, bright but frustratingly incompetent in anything resembling disciplined study. A half-dozen generations of Churchills had prepped in the storied halls of Eton, but Lord and Lady Churchill believed their son would founder there. They settled on Harrow as a lesser though still eminently acceptable alternative, but, as Winston wrote years later in My Early Life (1930), he was humiliated by the entrance exam: “I wrote my name at the top of the page. I wrote down the number of the question, ‘1.’ After much reflection I put a bracket around it thus, ‘(1).’ But thereafter I could not think of anything connected with it that was either relevant or true.” The thirteen-year-old Winston noted the arrival “from nowhere in particular” of a blot and several smudges on the otherwise blank page. “I gazed for two whole hours at this sad spectacle; and then merciful ushers collected up my piece of foolscap and carried it up to the Headmaster’s table.” Winston Churchill was admitted to Harrow nevertheless. He must have understood that this could hardly have been based on his own demonstrated merit.


One of the enduring myths about Churchill is that he was a total failure as a student. It is true that his grades in French, the classical languages, and mathematics were inconsistent, sometimes rather good, but sometimes failing. History always appealed to him, and he consistently excelled in it, but it was considered a “minor” subject. Nevertheless, his teachers were concerned less about his academic performance than his often wild conduct. For at least three school activities, he actually showed a positive flair: fencing (he took a prize at a public schools championship), recitation (he won another prize for declaiming, from memory, several hundred lines of Thomas Babington Macaulay’s Lays of Ancient Rome), and English composition. Still, he was remanded to what he himself later described as a kind of remedial class run by one Robert Somervell. Whereas the boys in the regular and advanced classes learned Greek and Latin, Somervell devoted most of his time to teaching the English language, with an emphasis on composition. In Winston Churchill, the lessons took, getting into his very “bones” (he later wrote) “the essential structure of the ordinary British sentence—which is a noble thing.”


By his early teens, Winston had acquired both a love of and facility with the English language, particularly as it was incarnated in the “ordinary British sentence.” This had gotten into his bones, and, with it, the sense of the nobility not of language, but of his language, the language of the British people. It has often been observed that nationalism—the perception that one’s personal identity is inseparable from that of the nation—is rooted in language. When the minions of a rapacious empire invade a nation, the conquest is not complete until the native language has been stamped out. In train behind the conquering armies come laws of the severest kind, imposing the invader’s tongue on the conquered people and banning the use of the native language, at least in public. At an early age, then, Winston Churchill drew on his identity as a Briton with the very words he read, wrote, or spoke. At a level deeper than intellectual understanding, deeper even than mere emotion, he perceived this national identification as inherently noble. Being British was thus second nature for Winston Churchill. It defined him, and it satisfied him infinitely.


 






“[My classmates at Harrow] went on to learn Latin and Greek and splendid things like that. But I was taught English. We were considered such dunces that we could learn only English.”


~My Early Life, 1930








Yet a talent for English composition and a love of country were hardly sufficient qualifications for a career. In late Victorian England, entry into a life in government came about by one of three routes: the foreign service, the civil service, or the military. All three required proof of academic achievement as measured by rigorous entrance examinations, for which even a grand family name would not be accepted as a substitute. Both the foreign service and the civil service called for high marks in precisely the academic disciplines Winston had proved either unwilling to master or incapable of mastering—the classics, foreign languages, and mathematics. That left the army.


For Winston Churchill, about to graduate from Harrow, the army loomed as an attractive choice. Among his favorite childhood pastimes was playing with toy soldiers. Although he had been frail and often sickly, he also loved horses and the out-of-doors. Prowess with the saber came to him easily. Getting onto the track that would lead to a commission in the officer corps of the Royal Army was far more feasible than entering either the civil or foreign services, but there was still an examination to pass. Winston assumed he would have little trouble with it, but he nearly failed, barely scoring high enough to gain admission to the cavalry, which had lower academic requirements than the infantry, artillery, and engineers.


There was a good reason for this. The low standards of the British cavalry were the stuff of legend, and Lord Randolph put his foot down, insisting that Winston take the examinations again in the hope of getting a more respectable infantry commission. Dutifully, he took them again, and this time he failed—even to qualify for admission into the cavalry. As rarely as Lord Randolph intervened on his son’s behalf, he did so now, perhaps out of guilt or the shame a father feels for the failure of a son. He secured for Winston a military tutor, who managed to cram enough knowledge into the boy’s head to enable him to scrape by the entrance examination to Sandhurst in June 1893. Yet again, he qualified for nothing more than the cavalry, but Lord Randolph, now terminally ill, capitulated, though not without letting his son know that he was a deep disappointment to him.
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Young Churchill entered Sandhurst ranked ninety-fifth out of an incoming class of 104 cadets. By the time he completed his training there, he had ascended to twentieth out of his graduating class of 130. He excelled in drill, gymnastics, riding, and tactics, and while his great improvement could have gotten him a berth with an infantry regiment, the 60th Rifles, which would have mollified his father, Winston chose instead to join the 4th Hussars, an elite and quite fashionable cavalry regiment.


 






“For years I thought my father with his experience and flair had discerned in me the qualities of military genius. But I was told later that he had only come to the conclusion that I was not clever enough to go to the Bar.”


~My Early Life, 1930








Taking up his new assignment in February 1895, he passed his time in drill and the fierce pursuit of such hazardous sports as polo and the steeplechase while awaiting departure with his regiment for service in India—a routine requirement of any British professional soldier. But Winston Churchill had no patience for routine. Officers about to leave for India were given a long period of leave before embarking—the term of service abroad, after all, was nine long years—and Subaltern Churchill decided to spend his in Cuba, where a revolution was under way against the island’s Spanish rulers. His idea was to cover the war for a newspaper, getting himself as close to the action—and in as much danger—as possible.


Getting into the action was always important for Churchill. Risk—physical danger—was a bonus. Yet there was nothing merely impulsive about his decision to go to Cuba. Not only did he see it as an opportunity to fast-track his military reputation, but he also saw it as a means of earning quick and much-needed cash through combat journalism and of getting into the public eye in preparation for an eventual Parliamentary campaign. Moreover, he did not simply pack up and go. Instead, he did what he would always do when he wanted something: he identified the person or persons who had the power and authority to give him what he wanted, and he made his appeal directly to them. Before leaving, Churchill prevailed on his mother to call on her friend, the British ambassador to Spain, who gave him letters of introduction to all the top Spanish civil and military officials. His next visit was to the British commander in chief, from whom he formally secured permission to join the war in Cuba, and then he called on the British director of military intelligence, obtaining from him official instructions to gather intelligence on the island. By the end of November 1895, Winston Churchill was attached to a Spanish unit fighting the Cuban insurgency.


Some men—very few—like to be shot at. In 1754, George Washington discovered that he was such a man. Writing to his half-brother, John Augustine Washington, from his camp at Great Meadows, Pennsylvania, on May 31, 1754, following his first fire-fight, the young colonel declared, “I can with truth assure you, I heard Bulletts whistle and believe me there was something charming in the sound.”


In 1896, Winston Churchill wrote similarly. While taking a swim in a river his unit forded, Churchill came under small arms fire. His press dispatch lingered over the sound of the bullets—“sometimes like a sigh, sometimes like a whistle, and at others like the buzz of an offended hornet”—and he wrote to his mother that he “heard enough bullets whistle and hum to satisfy me for some time.”


 






“A single glass of champagne imparts a feeling of exhilaration. The nerves are braced; the imagination is agreeably stirred; the wits become more nimble. A bottle produces a contrary effect. Excess causes a comatose insensibility. So it is with war; and the quality of both is best discovered by sipping.”


~The Story of the Malakand Field Force, 1898








The thrill—really, the savor—of high danger was one great lesson he took away from his experience in Cuba. The other was more profound: it was the revelation of the power possessed by an absolutely determined people. Churchill was officially attached to the forces of Spain—one empire aiding another—but he quickly learned to admire the Cuban insurgents. Not only were they supremely skilled in unconventional warfare and guerrilla tactics—the use of which Churchill would champion during World War II in such units as the Special Operations Executive (SOE) in Europe and the Chindits in Burma—they also thrived on adversity, drawing their strength, it seemed, in direct proportion to Spanish efforts to crush them. It was a lesson in the compelling force of skillful defiance.


After making a name for himself as a war correspondent in Cuba, Churchill rejoined his regiment. At home on leave in the spring of 1897, he got news of fighting on India’s North-West Frontier and fired off a telegram to General Sir Bindon Blood, assigned to command a punitive expedition against insurgents in Malakand (a region of modern Pakistan), requesting a combat assignment. As if that weren’t an impetuous enough action for a junior officer, Churchill didn’t even wait for Blood’s reply. He boarded the first available ship for Bombay (Mumbai), and only after disembarking in that city did he pick up Blood’s answer. “No vacancies,” it began, but then continued, “Come as correspondent. Will try to fit you in. B. B.”


In this way, Churchill came to join the Malakand Field Force. Every day on the march, he dispatched 300 words to the Allahabad Pioneer in India and—thanks to his mother’s influence—also wrote a series of highly paid columns for the Daily Telegraph in London. Nor did he just write. On September 16, 1897, his brigade fell under attack by Pashtun tribal forces, suffering heavy casualties and narrowly avoiding total annihilation in the mountainous passes of the northwest borderland. In typical Churchill fashion, the subaltern had moved far in advance of the main column during this engagement and, with four other officers and eighty Sikhs, he was cut off near a hostile village. As an officer, Churchill carried only a sidearm. On this occasion, however, he grabbed a Lee-Enfield rifle from a wounded Sikh and fired a steady barrage against the attacking Pashtuns, determined to drive them off, despite being hopelessly outnumbered. The Sikhs, however, had other ideas, commencing a retreat that soon turned into a rout. With his “army” melting around him, Churchill had no choice but to follow on his gray charger, although he noted that he “remained till the last.”


As previously mentioned, the book Churchill wrote of his experiences with the punitive expedition, The Story of the Malakand Field Force, made a sensation. It also made him that much more eager to get to the next hot spot, which was the Egyptian-Sudanese border region. Senior army officers, taken aback by what they regarded as the many impertinences of Churchill’s book, ignored his pleas for a posting with Kitchener in North Africa. Prime Minister Salisbury, however, was enthralled by The Story of the Malakand Field Force. He summoned Churchill to 10 Downing Street, expressed his admiration, and asked if there was anything he could do for him. When Churchill blithely replied that he wanted an assignment in Egypt, Salisbury wrote to the British agent in Cairo. As luck would have it, the 21st Lancers had a vacancy. Largely indifferent to the comings and goings of the likes of Winston Churchill, Kitchener raised no objection, so the young officer took ship for Cairo, embarking so precipitously that he neglected to inform his own commanding officer of his transfer out of the 4th Hussars.


The highlight of Churchill’s assignment with Kitchener’s Nile army came on September 2, 1898, about three miles outside of Khartoum, Sudan, in the Battle of Omdurman. On that date, 40,000 hostile dervishes descended upon him and an Anglo-Egyptian army of 26,000. Vastly outnumbered though they were, Kitchener’s men wielded modern magazine-fed rifles, machine guns, and artillery. Holding fast, they mowed the charging dervishes, and the battle was won by nine in the morning—conveniently before the heat of day became overly oppressive. Lord Kitchener, a prudent commander, was determined to ensure that the defeated enemy did not regroup. As the battle came to a close, therefore, he ordered the 21st Lancers to mop up, sweeping the field clear of any lingering enemy. The 21st consisted of just over 300 riders. Following Kitchener’s command, they threw themselves headlong into more than 3,000 dervishes still at large. A more traditional cavalry officer would have wielded his saber against the enemy. Churchill instead drew his Mauser pistol, with which he subsequently claimed to have killed six dervishes—more precisely, three “certain” kills, two “doubtful,” and one “very doubtful.”


As in his action against the Pashtuns, he fought from the fore-front, at one point nearly finding himself cut off. Of the 300-plus Lancer force, twenty-one were killed and forty-nine were wounded. Half the regiment’s horses fell in battle. That was the price of a mission accomplished. The enemy had been killed or scattered, vanquished utterly.


 






“The great struggles of history have been won by superior will-power wresting victory in the teeth of odds or upon the narrowest of margins.”


~Speech in the House of Commons, June 25, 1941








Vanquished also, at least for the time being, was Winston Churchill’s passion for army life. As soon as Kitchener’s Nile Campaign had been officially concluded early in 1899, he resigned his commission, returned to England, and wrote his second book, The River War, an account of the expedition. Once again, he found himself a celebrity, and, seizing the moment, the Conservatives ran him for Parliament from working-class Oldham, Lancashire. He lost—though not by a wide margin—and promptly took off for South Africa, determined to earn a handsome living as a correspondent covering the Second (“Great”) Boer War for the Morning Post.


As usual, he was far more than a reporter. With the British stronghold of Ladysmith under siege by the Boers, Churchill boarded an armored train carrying 150 troops from Estcourt, outside of Ladysmith, toward the town of Colenso for the purposes of reconnoitering. In an era before the invention of the tank and other armored vehicles, the armored railway train was the height of mobile military technology. Yet it was also a conventional product of conventional warfare, and on November 15, 1899, Boer commandos exploited its greatest vulnerability: they sabotaged the tracks and derailed the train.


Churchill efficiently directed efforts to uncouple the derailed cars from those still on the tracks and to get the locomotive back into action, but he and his companions were quickly surrounded by more than 500 Boers and had no option but surrender. Churchill was confined in a schoolhouse-turned-POW camp in Pretoria, the capital of the Transvaal province. It was not surrendering that he resented so much as confinement, and he soon joined two fellow prisoners in an escape scheme. When the time came to make their move, his comrades remained behind while Churchill leapt the prison wall and ran into the night.


The next day, he hopped a freight train and managed to reach the house of an English mine manager, who hid him for three days at the bottom of a mineshaft until the arrival of a freight train, which had a car loaded with wool bound for Mozambique, at the time a Portuguese colony. The railway worker secreted Churchill among the woolen bales, and he managed to evade detection by one Boer inspector after another throughout the long ride to the port town of Lourenço Marques (Maputo), from which he boarded a ship to Durban, British South Africa, which he reached on December 23.


The capture, prison break, and successful escape, coming as they all did during what was the nadir of British fortunes in the Great Boer War, made Winston Churchill a national hero. He parlayed his fame into an appointment as assistant adjutant of the South African Light Horse, with which he fought in and around Ladysmith—actions culminating in the relief of the siege on February 28, 1900—and then participated in the victorious British advance through the Transvaal. He had the poetic pleasure of participating in the liberation of the Pretoria POW camp that had briefly held him, and then he survived a near-death experience at Dewetsdorp, when his horse, spooked by intense gunfire, galloped off without him, and he had to be rescued by a trooper who pulled him up onto his own mount. That horse, shot with an explosive bullet, rapidly bled out under the strain of carrying two riders at full gallop, but survived long enough to convey the pair to safety. A second close encounter with death came when he left Pretoria for Cape Town aboard another armored train. Like the first, it fell under ambush, including heavy artillery bombardment. Churchill took charge of the train’s troops and, this time, was able to drive off the attackers.


On his return to England, a new book quickly flowed from his pen, London to Ladysmith via Pretoria, earning him a modest fortune. He stood again for election to Parliament in 1900, and this time won a seat, which he took in February 1901. Rapidly gaining a reputation as a brilliant orator, Churchill also drew attention for his sudden defection in 1904 from the Tories to the Liberals, primarily over the issue of free trade—Churchill was for it, while the Conservative Party was opposed. The Liberal Party embraced their celebrated convert. Churchill quickly rose to the ministerial post of undersecretary of state for the Colonies, and, in 1908, to the presidency of the Board of Trade, which included a seat on the Cabinet. In this same year, he married Clementine Hozier, a Mayfair peeress and woman of striking beauty and indomitable will. She would prove to be her husband’s lifelong support and inspiration.


 






“There is a good saying to the effect that when a new book appears one should read an old one. As an author I would not recommend too strictly an adherence to this saying.”


~Quoted in J. A. Sutcliffe’s The Sayings of Winston Churchill, 1992








As president of the Board of Trade, Churchill guided national labor policy away from laissez-faire, dog-eat-dog capitalism and toward social reform, introducing an eight-hour day for miners, attacking so-called sweated labor (sweatshop) practices, and inaugurating a set of minimum wages as well as measures to reduce unemployment. His reforms brought charges that he had turned traitor to his Tory class, but the more opposition he faced, the more enthusiastically he went about the business of reform. He played a key role in securing passage of the Parliament Act of 1911, which greatly curtailed the powers of the hereditary House of Lords, earned Churchill popular approval, and catapulted him to the office of home secretary. In this post, however, his liberal zeal came up against hard reality. Faced with widespread strikes and labor violence, Churchill responded by deploying the police, a policy that undermined his hard-won liberal credentials.


It was just as well that, at this juncture, in October 1911, he left the Home Office to become first lord of the Admiralty. In the midst of a growing military crisis—an arms race with Kaiser Wilhelm II’s Germany—Churchill championed and directed the rapid modernization of the Royal Navy and ensured that it remained superior in number to the expanding German fleet. He successfully campaigned to secure the largest naval expenditure in British history, so that the Royal Navy, far more than the army, was adequately prepared when World War I broke out in August 1914.


At the commencement of the Great War, Churchill’s confidence in the navy he had been instrumental in creating knew no bounds. It led him, early in 1915, to plan a daring amphibious assault on the strait dividing the Balkans from Asia Minor, the Dardanelles, which was held by German-allied Turkey. Gain control of the Dardanelles, Churchill reasoned, and a supply line would be opened wide to Britain’s key ally on the Eastern Front, Russia. This was Winston Churchill’s first essay in grand strategy, and it was characteristically bold, yet its architect lacked the patience to pursue the tactical and logistical details necessary to execute it. The failure of the naval assault resulted in Churchill’s removal as first lord of the Admiralty. As the architect of the offensive, he was also held responsible for the Gallipoli Campaign, the land component of the assault, which also failed, more catastrophically, with Allied losses amounting to 252,000, including 46,000 battle deaths, over eight agonizing months. Churchill severed all connection with the government in November 1915.


Winston Churchill had good reason to believe, as he did, that Gallipoli meant an end to his political career. To console himself, he took up painting, which became both a solace and a passion for the rest of his life. But not everyone had counted him out. J. L. Gavin, the astute editor of the London Observer, wrote, “He is young. He has lion-hearted courage. No number of enemies can fight down his ability and force. His hour of triumph will come.” And, indeed, Churchill found that he could not long remain out of the war. He accepted an offer to serve as lieutenant colonel of the 6th Royal Scots Fusiliers, leading them in combat on the Western Front until May 1916, when he returned to England. In July of the following year, his friend, political ally, and new prime minister, David Lloyd George, named him to the post of minister of munitions.


Although the new office was not the equivalent of First Lord of the Admiralty—it did not carry a cabinet seat—Churchill dedicated himself to the work with great energy and imagination, increasing munitions production so dramatically that an actual shell surplus was achieved before the war ended. He also championed the development and manufacture of what was called at the time the land cruiser, but soon became known as the tank. Despite formidable technological problems encountered in its development, Churchill believed that this heavily armored, heavily armed, all-terrain vehicle was precisely the weapon needed to break the horrible stalemate of the Western Front. If it could be made fully and reliably operational in time, the tank had the capability of traversing trenches and shell holes, breaking through barbed wire and other obstacles, and even withstanding the withering fire of machine guns. Although the tank remained unperfected in World War I, it did have an impact on that conflict, and it would become a major weapon in the following war—forever transforming the way ground wars were fought.


Immediately after the armistice in 1918, Churchill advanced from the Munitions Ministry to secretary of state for war and air, stunning everyone by zealously slashing military expenditures, even as he called for British intervention in Russia’s ongoing Bolshevik Revolution. He moved to the Colonial Office in 1921, where he wrestled with British mandates in the Middle East, listening closely to the legendary if mercurial guerilla leader T. E. Lawrence (“Lawrence of Arabia”) and affirming Britain’s support for Palestine as a Jewish homeland while also recognizing Arab rights. In 1922, when insurgent Turks threatened the Dardanelles “neutral zone” created after World War I, Churchill urged a firm stand, but the shell-shocked British public, fearing the outbreak of a new war, turned against him. An acute attack of appendicitis prevented his defending himself or campaigning in the elections, and, as Churchill himself put it, he suddenly found himself “without an office, without a seat, without a party, and even without an appendix.”


His involuntary hiatus from politics gave him time to write, and his personal history of the Great War, The World Crisis, earned him enough money to finance the purchase of a fine country estate, Chartwell, in Kent. It was not as grand as Blenheim Palace, to be sure, but it was a magnificent piece of old England Churchill would love dearly for the rest of his life.


In 1923, Churchill lost his seat in Parliament and, the following year, accepted nomination for a Conservative seat from the London suburb of Epping. At the time, he was still a member of the Liberal Party, but during the campaign, he described himself as an “independent constitutionalist anti-socialist,” yet threw his support behind the Conservatives, thereby effectively crossing the aisle to the Tory side. He remained a Conservative for the rest of his life.


 






“Some men change their Party for the sake of their principles; others change their principles for the sake of their Party.”


~Speech during 1906 general election








Seeking to form a coalition government, the new Conservative prime minister, Stanley Baldwin, appointed Churchill chancellor of the exchequer. If anyone deserved the well-worn label Renaissance man, it was—to be sure—Winston Spencer Churchill. Yet part of his ancestral heritage was an incurable incompetence when it came to money matters, and the one talent he assuredly lacked was a gift for financial administration. No sooner was he seated in the cabinet than he restored the gold standard, which instantly triggered deflation, followed by widespread unemployment and a miners’ strike that exploded into the nationwide general strike of 1926. For this cluster of crises, Churchill could suggest no more useful solution than painful belt tightening. Worse, he took profound offense at the general strike, choosing to interpret it as a kind of revolution and therefore refusing to negotiate an end to it. Instead, he fanned the flames of discord by appointing himself editor of the British Gazette, a vehemently anti-strike official newspaper published by the government. Churchill’s unwillingness to bend brought what he now most deplored, the ascendancy of the hyper-liberal Labour Party, and in 1930, Churchill withdrew from the Baldwin government and took up a strident campaign against a bill designed to give India the status of a self-governing dominion.


 






“He occasionally stumbled over the truth, but hastily picked himself up and hurried on as if nothing had happened.”


~Attributed to Churchill, on Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin








Throughout the 1930s, Churchill languished outside of the inner circle of British government. He remained in the public eye as a vehement critic of Baldwin’s pro-independence policy for India and was equally adamant during this period about the dangers of the situation developing in Nazi Germany, continually sounding a warning—both in the press and in Parliament—that “Hitlerism” was bound to bring the world to waryet again. To counter this threat, he advocated putting Britain on a full war footing. In particular, he urged a program to match Germany’s growing air power, reasoning that Hitler would first attack Britain from the air in an attempt to bring the nation to its knees and soften it up for invasion. Churchill became the leading opponent of the policy Baldwin’s successor, Neville Chamberlain, introduced: “appeasement,” the attempt to buy off rather than resist Adolf Hitler’s aggressive expansionism. In an effort to avoid a war for which he felt Britain was woefully unprepared, Chamberlain connived in Germany’s annexation of the Sudetenland, the German-speaking region of Czechoslovakia. Churchill argued that no dictator could be appeased and that, moreover, sacrificing Czech sovereignty was not only immoral and cowardly—it was also strategic folly. Czechoslovakia’s central position made it the keystone of middle Europe, and its coal fields were of great value to any power. When Chamberlain returned from the Munich Conference (September 29–30, 1938), having yielded to Hitler the Sudetenland and claiming to have achieved thereby “peace for our time,” Churchill bluntly labeled the act a “total and unmitigated defeat.”


Events, of course, proved Winston Churchill right, and after Hitler invaded Poland in September 1939, bringing general war to Europe, Chamberlain offered Churchill his former post of First Lord of the Admiralty. With his characteristic aggressiveness, Churchill proposed an immediate assault on Norway to dislodge the Germans there. Like the Gallipoli campaign of World War I, the invasion proved a fiasco and had to be aborted. This time, however, it was Chamberlain—not Churchill—who took the fall. He resigned in May 1940, and Churchill replaced him as prime minister during the very darkest period of World War II.


Such was Churchill’s character in a crisis that he did not for a moment brood on the Norway disaster, but instead went about the business of saving his nation—and did so in the knowledge that, by defending England, he was defending the entire free world.


Churchill took upon himself all the responsibilities of a war leader. With Europe rapidly falling to the Germans, he turned to the United States, a neutral nation reluctant to involve itself in yet another “European” war. Churchill established an intensely personal relationship with President Franklin D. Roosevelt, whom he readily persuaded to drift away from neutrality. The first step was the development of the lend-lease policy, which provided England (and, soon, other Allies, most notably the Soviet Union) with arms, matériel, aircraft, and ships, not on the former cash-and-carry basis, but in a moneyless exchange for strategic cooperation with the United States.


Lend-lease was a great step forward in Britain’s war effort, but in 1940, the German juggernaut seemed unstoppable. In late May/early June, the British army was beaten back—and very nearly annihilated—at Dunkirk on the North Sea coast of France. Only a nearly miraculous trans-Channel evacuation saved the mass of the army. Later in the summer, the Battle of Britain commenced as the German Luftwaffe (air force) unleashed what Churchill had predicted years earlier: a massive bombing campaign of London and other English cities. Britons prepared to be invaded—or, more accurately, Churchill prepared his people to resist invasion with everything they had. On June 4, 1940, he delivered one of his most celebrated speeches to Parliament, declaring that Britain would “defend our Island, whatever the cost may be, fight on the beaches . . . fight in the fields and in the streets . . . we shall never surrender.”


Churchill possessed the personal character and rhetorical skill to maintain his courage and to fire the courage and determination of his people. To the stunned surprise of Nazi Germany and, for that matter, the rest of the world, it was the British who emerged victorious in the Battle of Britain, the Royal Air Force (RAF) defeating the Luftwaffe and foiling invasion.


Nor was Churchill merely a cheerleader. He engaged fully in every aspect of the conduct of the war. In contrast to Hitler and Mussolini, who dominated their military commanders—always to the detriment of effective strategy—Churchill formed a true working partnership with the military. What he did insist on, however, was that British forces never permit themselves to be tied down in a defensive posture. Churchill believed that the best defense was a vigorous offense, and he boldly diverted an entire armored division—one of only two in Britain—to take the offensive against the armies of Hitler and Mussolini in the Middle East. At the same time, he forged an alliance with the Soviet Union, pledging to aid it after it had been invaded by Germany, even though Churchill was an outspoken and implacable foe of communism.


With the entry of the United States into the war following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, the prime minister stepped in to hammer out a three-way alliance among the United States, Soviet Union, and Great Britain. His war strategy for the Allies was controversial, and its wisdom is still debated by historians. He proposed postponing any invasion of the European mainland until what he called the “soft underbelly of Europe” had been penetrated by clearing North Africa and the Mediterranean of the enemy. He did not want to face another Dunkirk, but he did want to institute vigorous offensive operations where he believed they stood a good chance of success. Over the objections of top U.S. generals George C. Marshall and Dwight Eisenhower, President Franklin D. Roosevelt ultimately acceded to Churchill’s plan, and it was not until the summer of 1943 that the Allies invaded Sicily and Italy, having fought the first part of the “European” war in North Africa. A year later, Churchill was instrumental in supporting the principal invasion of Europe, via Normandy, on “D-Day”: June 6, 1944.


 






“I cannot help reflecting that if my father had been an American and my mother British, instead of the other way round, I might have got here on my own.”


~Address to the U.S. Congress, December 26, 1941








Although Churchill’s “soft-underbelly” strategy governed much of the war in Europe, his influence diminished once the Normandy campaign was under way. With victory in sight, Churchill now saw the Soviets as a postwar threat. It was not only that he hated communism, but that the hard lessons of two world wars had taught him to oppose all totalitarian regimes. He therefore advocated a drive by the Western Allies directly into Berlin, specifically to preempt the city’s occupation by Soviets. Exercising great prescience, Churchill foresaw the dangerous shape of a postwar “Cold War” world. With the concurrence of President Roosevelt and his successor, Harry S. Truman, Churchill’s proposal was overruled by Supreme Allied Commander Dwight D. “Ike” Eisenhower, who believed it necessary first to crush any remaining German resistance in southern Germany and Austria. While British and American forces turned away from the German capital, the Russians fought a tremendously costly battle to take eastern Germany, including Berlin.


For immediate tactical purposes, Ike’s plan was the soundest and least costly, but Churchill typically looked beyond the tactical range to see the overall strategic consequences of an action. In this case, he looked beyond World War II itself. Later, in a speech delivered at a small Presbyterian men’s college in Missouri, he would popularize the phrase iron curtain to describe the hard pall of Soviet influence and tyranny that had descended across Eastern Europe, thanks to the inroads made as a result of the Allies’ war strategy.


In some ways, Churchill was disappointed by the final conditions of the Allied victory in Europe. On top of this came a blow any other man would have felt as crushing. In July 1945, a general election failed to return him to office following the unconditional surrender of Germany and shortly before the capitulation of Japan. Churchill was flabbergasted, but he refused to be crushed. He received the first dismal election returns while taking a bath: “There may well be a landslide and they have a perfect right to kick us out,” he calmly observed. “That is democracy. That is what we have been fighting for. Hand me my towel.”


Ousted in 1945, Churchill was returned to office as prime minister in 1951, and was subsequently knighted in recognition of his service to the nation and the world. In July 1953, he suffered a stroke that left him weakened and ailing. Nevertheless, he fought back to partial recovery and continued in office until April 1955, when he was succeeded by his handpicked candidate, Anthony Eden.


Churchill spent his final decade pursuing his favorite recreation, painting, and seeing to the publication of the last of his great literary works, the four-volume History of the English-Speaking Peoples. Published in 1956–58, it followed his even more epical six-volume The Second World War (1948–53), which earned him the Nobel Prize for literature. A man of prodigious achievement, Winston Spencer Churchill would be remembered as a great journalist and historian even if he had not been a war leader and a leader of the free world. In 1963, two years before Churchill’s death on January 24, 1965, President John F. Kennedy and the U.S. Congress conferred upon him honorary American citizenship. Churchill was the first of only five people to receive this distinction.
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