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Winston Churchill: A Chronology of Milestones and Travels


1874 30 November: WSC born at Blenheim Palace.


1880 Brother Jack born.


1883 First trip abroad, to Paris with his father Lord Randolph.


1888 Enters Harrow School.


1891 Spends Christmas holidays at Versailles to improve French.


1892 Leaves Harrow.


1893 To Switzerland for walking tour. Enters Royal Military College, Sandhurst.


1895 Lord Randolph dies. WSC commissioned into 4th Hussars at Aldershot. Takes leave to observe guerrilla war in Cuba, travelling via New York and Tampa, Florida.


1896 India: to Bangalore with 4th Hussars.


1897 India: to North-West Frontier, attached to Malakand Field Force during tribal war. Returns to Bangalore.


1898 India: North-West Frontier, attached to Tirah Expedition. Sudan: attached to 21st Lancers. Takes part in cavalry charge at Omdurman. Returns to India. First book, The Malakand Field  Force, published.


1899 Resigns from army. Fails at first attempt to be elected to Parliament. Goes to South Africa as war correspondent for Anglo–Boer War. Captured and escapes. Rejoins army. The River War, account of the Sudan Campaign, published. Savrola, a novel, published.


1900 Resigns from army. Elected to Parliament as a Conservative. London to Ladysmith and Ian Hamilton’s March, accounts of the Anglo–Boer War, published. Visits America and Canada for two-month lecture tour.


1904 Breaks with Conservative Party, joins Liberals. To Switzerland for holiday.


1905 Becomes Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies. Lord  Randolph Churchill, biography of his father, published.


1906 Germany: attends German army manoeuvres. France.


1907 To France, for holiday and to attend French army manoeuvres. Official tour of East Africa, travelling via France, Moravia (now Czechoslovakia), Vienna, Syracuse, Malta, Cyprus and Aden to Mombasa. Thence to Nairobi, Kampala, Khartoum, Aswan and Cairo.


1908 Becomes President of the Board of Trade. Marries Clementine Hozier. Honeymoon at Baveno on Lake Maggiore and Venice. My African Journey, an account of his African travels as Under-Secretary, published.


1909 Daughter Diana born. Germany: attends German army manoeuvres.


1910 Becomes Home Secretary.


1911 Becomes First Lord of the Admiralty. Son Randolph born.


1911–14 Frequent cruises in Admiralty yacht, Enchantress.


1912 Northern Ireland: to Belfast to speak on Home Rule for Ireland.


1914 4 August: Great Britain declares war on Germany. To Belgium, taking personal charge of defences in Antwerp. Daughter Sarah born.


1915 Resigns as First Lord following failure of Dardanelles campaign. Rejoins army. France, with Grenadier Guards.


1916 Appointed to command 6th Battalion Royal Scots Fusiliers in France. Returns to London, resigns from army and resumes political career.


1917 Becomes Minister of Munitions. Travels frequently to the front in France. Establishes office at Château Verchocq.


1918 11 November: war ends. Daughter Marigold born.


1919 Becomes Secretary of State for War and Air. Travels to Germany and France.


1920 Travels to France and Italy.


1921 Becomes Colonial Secretary. To Cairo and Jerusalem to chair Middle East conference. Mother, Lady Randolph, dies. Daughter Marigold dies.


1922 Loses seat in general election. Six-month stay in South of France. Daughter Mary born.


1923 Returns to London. To France aboard Duke of Westminster’s yacht Flying Cloud. First volume of The World Crisis, WSC’s six-volume history of the First World War, published.


1924 Breaks with Liberal Party. Travels to France. Re-elected to Parliament, winning Epping for the Conservatives. Becomes Chancellor of the Exchequer.


1925 To Paris for official negotiations over war debts.


1927 To France, Italy, Malta and Greece. Returns to Italy to meet Mussolini before holiday in the South of France. Five days on Lord Beaverbrook’s yacht at Amsterdam. To Venice.


1929 Conservatives defeated in general election. WSC out of office, but retains own parliamentary seat. To Canada and America for three-month tour.


1930 My Early Life, an autobiography of his first thirty-four years, and Thoughts and Adventures, a collection of essays, published.


1931 Breaks with Conservative leadership over India. Sounds warning of German threat. To France. To America for lecture tour. Knocked down by car and seriously injured in New York.


1932 Returns to America and speaks in nineteen cities. Thoughts and  Adventures, a collection of essays, published. To France, the Low Countries and Germany for a battlefield tour of Flanders and Marlborough’s campaigns. Contracts paratyphoid; taken to Salzburg sanatorium.


1933 Adolf Hitler becomes Chancellor of Germany. WSC gives further warnings about Germany. To France. Further disagreement with party over India. First volume of his four-volume Marlborough published.


1934 To France. Holiday in eastern Mediterranean as guest of Lord Moyne on board his yacht Rosaura. Visits Cyprus, Turkey, Beirut, Palmyra, Damascus, Palestine, Trans-Jordan, Petra, Akaba and Cairo, Naples. Gives radio broadcast on World War I in which he warns of further German threat.


1935 Further exhortations for Britain to rearm. To France. To Marrakech via Paris, Barcelona, Majorca and Tangier.


1936 Further warnings on defence. Visits French army in France.


1937 Great Contemporaries, a collection of biographical essays, published.


1938 To France. Fourth and final volume of Marlborough published.


1939 Invited by France to annual military review and to visit the Maginot Line. 3 September: Britain declares war on Germany. WSC becomes First Lord of the Admiralty again.


1940 To France. 10 May: becomes Prime Minister. Five further visits to France in May and June. France capitulates. Britain faces Germany alone.


1941 22 June: Germany invades Russia. WSC to Newfoundland aboard Prince of Wales. Meeting aboard with President Roosevelt. Returns to Britain via Iceland. 7 December: Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. America enters the war. WSC to America aboard Duke of York. Arrives in Washington by air from Hampton Roads. Visits Ottawa.


1942 To Palm Beach and back to Washington. By air via Bermuda to England. To America and back by air. To Cairo by air via Gibraltar. Visits forward troops at Alamein. To Moscow by air from Cairo for meeting with Stalin. To Egypt by air from Moscow. To desert front and via Gibraltar to England.


1943 To Casablanca by air for conference with Roosevelt. Visits Marrakech with Roosevelt. To Cairo, Turkey, Cyprus, Cairo, Tripoli, Algiers and back to England. To America aboard Queen  Mary. To Algiers by air and back to England. To Canada aboard Queen Mary for Quebec conference. Returns to England on Renown. To Algiers, Malta and Egypt aboard Renown. Meets Roosevelt in Cairo. To Tehran by air with Roosevelt to meet Stalin. Returns to Cairo and on to Tunis. Ill with pneumonia. Flies to Marrakech to convalesce.


1944 Flies to Gibraltar. Sails home on King George V. 6 June: Allied invasion of Europe. 12 June: WSC ashore in Normandy. Visits Montgomery’s HQ. Returns to France to visit Montgomery’s new HQ. To Italy by air via Algiers. To Corsica to observe landings in South of France. To Naples and the front at Cassino. To Rome and Alexander’s HQ at Sienna. To Naples, Rabat and home by air. To Canada aboard Queen Mary for second Quebec conference. To New York and back on Queen Mary. To Moscow by air; back via Naples and Cairo. To France. Walks down Champs Élysées with de Gaulle. Visits French troops and on to Eisenhower’s HQ at Rheims. 24 December: flies to Athens.


1945 Flies to Malta to confer with Roosevelt before both fly on to Crimea for Yalta conference. Returns via Athens, Cairo and Alexandria (for his last meeting with Roosevelt). To Brussels. Observes Allied crossing of the Rhine. 12 April: Roosevelt dies. 8 May: victory in Europe. To France for a week’s relaxation south of Bordeaux. To Berlin. Meets President Truman prior to Potsdam conference. General election: defeat of Conservative Party. WSC stands down as Prime Minister. To La Rosa on shores of Lake Como for painting holiday. Then to Italian and French Rivieras.


1946 To Brussels. To America aboard Queen Elizabeth. To Florida. Revisits Cuba. Iron Curtain speech at Fulton, Missouri. To Switzerland.


1947 To Marrakech.


1948 To France. First volume of six-volume The Second World War  published.


1949 To Brussels – European Movement. To Monte Carlo. To America aboard Queen Elizabeth to address Massachusetts Institute of Technology. To Lake Garda and Lake Carezza, then Council of Europe, Strasbourg. To Lord Beaverbrook’s villa, La Capponcina, at Cap d’Ail near Monte Carlo. To Madeira aboard Durban Castle.


1950 To Strasbourg. To Marrakech.


1951 To France and Venice. 26 October: Conservatives re-elected; WSC Prime Minister again. To America aboard Queen Mary to see President Truman.


1952 To Washington and Ottawa. To Cap d’Ail.


1953 To America aboard Queen Mary to see President Eisenhower. To Jamaica. To Cap d’Ail for a fortnight to convalesce after stroke. To Bermuda to confer with Eisenhower. Sixth volume of The  Second World War published.


1954 To America aboard Queen Elizabeth.


1955 Resigns as Prime Minister. To Villa Politi, Syracuse. To Cap d’Ail.


1956 First visit to La Pausa, Cap Martin. To Aachen to receive Charlemagne Prize. To La Pausa. First volume of four-volume A History of the English Speaking Peoples published.


1957 To La Pausa and Cap d’Ail.


1958 To La Pausa and Cap d’Ail. First cruise on Christina in eastern Mediterranean as guest of Aristotle Onassis. Fourth volume of A History of the English Speaking Peoples published.


1959 To Marrakech. Cruise on Christina to Canary Islands. Cruise on Christina in eastern Mediterranean. To La Pausa. To Washington to stay with President Eisenhower. To Hôtel de Paris, Monte Carlo.


1960 To West Indies aboard Christina. To Cap d’Ail. Cruise on Christina in eastern Mediterranean. To Hôtel de Paris.


1961 To West Indies aboard Christina. To South of France and Monte Carlo.


1962 Cruise on Christina in eastern Mediterranean. To Monte Carlo: breaks hip.


1963 To Monte Carlo. Last cruise on Christina: to Sardinia, Corfu and Athens. Daughter Diana dies.


1965 24 January: WSC dies in London. 30 January: State funeral.






















Foreword




The tapestry of Winston Churchill’s life is so vast that close magnification of selected areas is very rewarding, as the reader will find in this book by Celia Sandys about my father’s – her grandfather’s – travels throughout his long life.


In his early cavalry officer days Winston Churchill’s restless ‘Seeking the bubble reputation/Even in the cannon’s mouth’ sent him to Cuba, Afghanistan, the Sudan and South Africa, and each campaign gave birth to despatches and books – sword and pen! In the 1920s and thirties his late-discovered passion and talent for painting made him seek out sunshine scenes in the South of France, Italy and Morocco. But painting holidays also saw a steady output of chapters for whichever literary project he was currently engaged upon.


In World War II, Churchill’s urgent need to be in eye-to-eye contact with President Roosevelt, Stalin and service chiefs propelled him to undertake air and sea travels, often in Spartan conditions, and always accompanied by dangers.


After the war, painting and writing (in and out of again becoming Prime Minister) once again held sway, and in the family we remember happy holiday times.


My niece, Celia, has followed her grandfather’s travels in detail, and describes them here with the verve which is the hallmark of her writing.


Mary Soames
















Prologue
THE GIFTS OF TRAVEL




For the formation of opinion, for the stirring enlivenment of  thought, and for the discernment of colour and proportion, the  gifts of travel, especially travel on foot, are priceless.


Winston Churchill, My African Journey (1908)





Well before his recommendation in the preface to My African  Journey, published in 1908, Winston Churchill was already widely travelled on four continents – an uncommon achievement a century ago, when most young aristocrats were content with a tour of Europe. In the five years after leaving the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst, in 1895, he had campaigned in Cuba, India, the Sudan and South Africa. In 1907, as Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies, he had tramped through Uganda. Over the next half-century his frequent excursions abroad would continue. In middle age painting became a ‘spur to travel’, and wherever practicable his paints went with him.


Churchill’s journeys entailed pleasure and work, and sometimes, at least until the end of the Second World War, danger and hardship. Discomfort was occasionally inevitable, but it was the exception rather than the rule. He always travelled in style – it would never have occurred to him to economise by travelling third class or catching a bus. I doubt if he ever packed his own suitcase even as a young officer, for then he had a soldier servant, and later a valet was always to hand to carry out irksome chores that would have distracted Churchill from the purpose of his journey.


His father, Lord Randolph, was an intercontinental traveller, and it was with him that young Winston first went abroad, to Paris at the age of nine in 1883. Lord Randolph had been the most popular Conservative politician of his day, but in 1886 he resigned as Chancellor of the Exchequer when neither the First Lord of the Admiralty nor the Secretary of State for War would agree to reduce his department’s expenditure, and he never recovered politically. The young Winston adored his father, but never achieved a satisfactory relationship with him. At first politics kept Lord Randolph too busy to spare much attention to his son, then through ill health his attitude to Winston became increasingly capricious until his death in 1895. Nevertheless, much of his father’s political philosophy was passed on, and thirty-five years later Churchill would write, recollecting Lord Randolph’s death: ‘all my dreams of comradeship with him, of entering Parliament at his side and in his support, were ended. There remained for me only to pursue his aims and vindicate his memory.’


However, on that first journey abroad father and son enjoyed each other’s company. In 1946, in a speech at Metz, Churchill recalled driving with his father through the Place de la Concorde and noticing that two of the monuments were covered with wreaths and crêpe. When the nine-year-old Winston enquired why this was so, Lord Randolph explained that these were the monuments to the provinces of France, and that the French were very unhappy that two, Alsace and Lorraine, had been taken by the Germans in the Franco–Prussian War. Churchill told his audience, ‘I remember quite distinctly thinking to myself I hope they will get them back.’


While Churchill’s affection for France developed slowly, his lifelong love affair with America began on the day he first set foot in the New World. His admiration for and faith in the United States is reflected in a declaration he made during a card game on a train journey in 1946 with President Harry S. Truman and his staff. It was as they were returning to Washington in a relaxed mood after Churchill’s ‘Iron Curtain’ speech at Fulton, Missouri, that his fellow poker players were astonished to hear him say that if he were born again, he would wish to be an American: ‘There is only one country where a young man knows he has an unbounded future.’


Churchill’s early introduction to the United States was greatly assisted by his talented American mother, Jennie Jerome, an exceptionally beautiful woman in an age of famous beauties. The daughter of a well-known New York financier, Leonard Jerome, founder of the American Jockey Club, she opened many doors for her son; but the factor which captivated him was undoubtedly the American way of life, to which he was initially exposed on arrival in New York in 1895, his first foreign port of call as a young man. Through his extensive travels in America during the 1920s and thirties he got to know the country and many of its leading citizens. He made and lost large sums of money through American investments. During the Second World War he made six perilous Atlantic crossings to confer with President Roosevelt. It was Churchill, more than anyone, who turned what had been an uneasy alliance between Britain and America into the special relationship which endures to this day.


Although politics and national characteristics played a large part in Churchill’s attraction to France and America, there were other places which caught and retained his affection solely because of their visual impact on him as painter. One such was Marrakech, in Morocco, to which he took President Roosevelt in 1943 simply to see the splendour of the sunset on the Atlas Mountains.


‘I never take holidays,’ he once wrote to the newspaper proprietor Lord Rothermere. For Churchill, change rather than rest was ‘the master key’ to a satisfactory life: ‘Many remedies are suggested for the avoidance of worry and mental overstrain by persons who, over long periods, have to bear exceptional responsibilities. But the element which is constant and common in all of them is change.’ For him travel provided that change without interrupting his work, which, in whatever form, writing or politics, travelled with him. Nothing was left to chance. His office and, once he had begun to paint, his studio also, travelled with him. How else could he achieve his many ambitions?


His entourage of secretaries, valet, researchers and advisers would grow, until later in life a whole convoy of vehicles would be required to accompany him. But he set a lifelong pattern as far back as 1907, when he made his first journey abroad as a Minister, to East Africa. The Permanent Under-Secretary, the senior civil servant at the Colonial Office, who looked upon the trip as not much more than a jaunt and thought he could await Churchill’s return before being further involved, found himself bombarded by memoranda even before his itinerant minister had arrived. Even in the days before airmail, letters travelled quickly enough for the Under-Secretary to complain of Churchill’s ‘restless energy’, and to note that the Minister’s Private Secretary had given ‘a vivid description of 14 hours work in one day on these memoranda in the heat and discomfort of the Red Sea’.


His life ‘a natural harmony’, Churchill obviously counted himself one of ‘Fortune’s favoured children’, one of those ‘whose work and pleasure are one’. However, he also recognised that ‘those whose work is their pleasure are those who most need the means of banishing it from their mind’, and his paints were always to hand, even in the trenches in World War One.


In the light of all this travelling, we should take with some scepticism Churchill’s statement that ‘A day away from Chartwell is a day wasted.’ Much as he loved his home, acquired in 1922, set in the countryside of Kent, its grounds landscaped by him, many of the bricks in the kitchen garden and cottage walls laid with his own hands, he would never have been content to remain there. It was the anchorage waiting to welcome his return from voyages of exploration and regeneration.






















CHAPTER 1
The Christina






My tastes are simple. I am easily satisfied by the best.


Winston Churchill





Although Winston Churchill was the guest of Aristotle Onassis on his magnificent yacht eight times between 1958 and 1963, I met Onassis and saw the Christina before my grandfather did. That was in January 1956, when I was with my mother in the south of France, and my uncle Randolph Churchill, who knew Onassis, invited us to join him for a drink on the Christina. I was twelve, and had never seen anything so extravagantly luxurious before. It certainly did not cross my mind that three years later I would spend my summer holiday cruising the Mediterranean while witnessing the beginning of one of the most famous love affairs of the twentieth century.


In April 1959 we were at Chartwell when Grandpapa asked my mother if she and I would like to accompany him on the Christina in July. He explained that we would sail from Monte Carlo down the Italian coast and cruise around the Greek islands to Istanbul – which he called Constantinople, making it sound even more exotic.


I did not dare say a word, and held my breath until my mother had accepted what seemed to me the most exciting invitation imaginable. I jumped for joy at the prospect, and can clearly remember the pleasure on Grandpapa’s face when he saw how thrilled I was.


I had been brought up in the austerity of post-war Britain, so clothes had never played a great part in my life. Now, this suddenly changed. My mother arranged for me to have a day off from school to go shopping. This was unheard of, and I never did discover how she justified it to the headmistress.


She met me at Waterloo station, and we raced from one shop to another buying bathing suits, sundresses and what my mother rather quaintly described as ‘play clothes’. Then we bought evening dresses, my first high-heeled shoes and a string of emerald-green beads, ‘costume jewellery’, in my mother’s vocabulary. I am sure that if I had not looked such an obvious schoolgirl the sales assistants would have imagined that they were supplying a bride with her trousseau. I was certainly never so well equipped for any of my honeymoons.


This was the first time that I had travelled in Churchillian fashion, and the experience was to spoil me for travel in the future. Apart from my grandparents, my mother and myself, our party consisted of my grandfather’s Private Secretary Anthony Montague Browne and his wife Nonie; his bodyguard Edmund Murray, a sergeant seconded from Scotland Yard; his nurse Roy Howells (Churchill was now eighty-four); and my grandmother’s maid. Churchill could never have been accused of not travelling in style.


We arrived at Heathrow in a cavalcade of cars loaded, apart from the passengers, with quantities of luggage and a cage containing Toby, my grandfather’s budgerigar. After stopping briefly at the VIP lounge, where the necessary formalities were observed in a most perfunctory manner, we were driven right up to the steps of the aircraft. Our party seemed to occupy the whole of the front of the cabin, so it felt as though we had the entire plane to ourselves. The normal announcement that the passengers could smoke once the seatbelt sign was off was amended out of consideration to my grandfather, the usual follow-up request of ‘no pipes or cigars’ omitting the latter. It was inconceivable that he could be asked to refrain from lighting up his customary cigar.
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At Nice there was a fleet of cars waiting to whisk us to Monte Carlo. After a welcome fit for a king, red carpet included, we set off with a large and noisy motorcycle escort of French police. To the wail of sirens we wound our way along the Corniche, with the Mediterranean sparkling on our right and the Alpes Maritimes rising above us on the left. The sirens increased in volume as we approached the border with Monaco, where we watched with fascination as the French escort was replaced by the Monegasque police with a precision normally associated only with the Brigade of Guards.


The harbour came into view, and there was the Christina, by far the most magnificent yacht in the harbour, and our home for the next three and a half weeks. Ari and Tina Onassis were waiting at the gangplank, and after greeting everyone, ushered my grandparents on board. Grandpapa immediately installed himself in a large chair on the rear deck with Toby in his cage at his side, and puffed away contentedly at his cigar. Meanwhile around him there was a hum of activity as the luggage was assigned to the various cabins.


I was far too excited to sit still, and raced off to inspect the stateroom that I was to share with my mother. We were shown to a large and incredibly luxurious cabin on the starboard side. My grandparents each had a stateroom opposite, with a sitting room in between. On one side of us were Maria Callas and her husband Battista Meneghini, and on the other Anthony and Nonie Montague Browne.


Everywhere there were maids unpacking suitcases, so, feeling surplus to requirements, I returned to the deck just as Maria Callas appeared at the bottom of the gangplank. We are not a musical family, and I had never been to the opera or, until a few days earlier, even heard of the famous singer who was being guided by our host towards my grandfather. Callas would have been indifferent to my ignorance, but it would not have occurred to her that Winston Churchill had probably shared my lack of knowledge before he had been briefed by his wife or his staff.


Tall, very dark, and striking in a reptilian sort of way was my first impression of Maria Callas. Compared to Tina Onassis she looked large, ungainly and ill at ease. Tina, blonde and petite, was wearing an enchanting summer dress which showed off her tiny waist to perfection, and high-heeled sandals on her small feet. Callas was draped in some sort of beige calico trimmed with heavy embroidery, with flat sandals on her feet, which were in proportion to her height. She looked nervous as Onassis gently propelled her towards his most honoured guest. A local newspaper, L’Espoir de Nice et du Sud-Est, whose reporter observed the scene from afar, and certainly out of earshot, gave its account of the meeting between the elder statesman and the great soprano. ‘The singer, dressed in beige, approached Churchill. Was the ‘‘old lion’’ weary? Was he annoyed by the tardiness of the diva? In any case, it was without getting up that he took the hand of Maria Callas, who bowed before him. Toby, the budgerigar, on his perch, observed the scene . . . as the singer stood there speechless, he spoke: ‘‘Kiss!’’ Then one saw Churchill and Callas look at each other and laugh . . . The ice was broken.’ Since no one ever heard Toby say anything other than ‘My name is Toby,’ this was a most unlikely tale.


One might have imagined that someone as rich and as exhibitionist as Onassis would have commissioned a new yacht from the finest boatyard in the world. In fact, the Christina had seen service during World War II as a Canadian frigate. But it is unlikely that anyone who had served on the Stormont would have recognised her after her refit in a German yard. The man in charge of the refurbishment was no stranger to egotistic clients – twenty years earlier he had designed Hitler’s Eagle’s Nest at Berchtesgaden.


No sooner had we settled into our palatial surroundings than we had to change into full evening dress for dinner at the Hôtel de Paris. Here, sitting on the terrace overlooking the Mediterranean shimmering with the reflection of the stars and the moon, was the first opportunity that the unlikely cast of guests had to look each other over. Tina and Ari sat at either end of the rectangular table. It was quite unremarkable that the host was attentive to Maria Callas on his left, as he shared his time between her and Clementine Churchill on his right. Meanwhile, Tina enchanted my grandfather. It would have been difficult to imagine two more different figures to take part in the drama which was about to unfold. Callas, in marked contrast to her dowdy appearance a few hours earlier, had transformed herself into a model of elegant sophistication in a magnificent black lace evening dress encrusted with beads, while Tina looked like a fairy princess. An added ingredient was the presence of Stavros Niarchos, Ari’s rival shipping magnate and the husband of Tina’s sister Eugenie. We had all been briefed on the various personalities, and knew that there was a long-standing feud between our host and his brother-in-law. Besides their competition in the shipping world, each considered he had the finer yacht. Undoubtedly the Christina  was the more spectacular, but Niarchos’s beautiful Creole was the more elegant. With Winston Churchill and Maria Callas as guests, Onassis clearly felt he had scored a point over Niarchos, and wanted him to witness it in person.


This was perhaps the most convivial meal of the whole cruise. Everyone was determined to please, and as far as one could see everything augured well for the weeks ahead. We did not know it, but the scene was being set for a story that would still be written about more than forty years on.


The Christina set sail after we had gone to bed, and the next morning I got up early to be on deck in good time for our arrival in Portofino. The nearer we got to the harbour, the more enchanted I became by the sight of the houses, cheek by jowl, painting the hillsides in various tones of pink, yellow, terracotta and green. After watching the crew go through the arrival drill, a routine which would become familiar in the days ahead, I went to see Grandpapa to tell him that we had arrived. I described the bustling harbour and the coloured houses as Toby flew around the stateroom. My grandfather listened intently, and I felt he was picturing the scene with an artist’s eye.


Later that morning, Winston and Clementine sat on deck and waved goodbye as the women in the party set off with Tina for a tour of the town. Tina, quite naturally, always had the perfect outfit for any occasion – after all, this was her everyday life. The rest of us passed muster, not standing out in any way as far as our clothes were concerned. Callas, however, was dressed in a garishly coloured floral jumpsuit, which looked as if it could have been run up from some chintz curtains. Uncomfortably aware of the contrast this presented to Tina’s outfit of understated elegance, she soon became ill at ease and bad tempered. It was not a very peaceful expedition as a group of paparazzi followed us from place to place.


That afternoon the Pretender to the Spanish throne, Don Juan, whose father King Alfonso XIII had renounced his claim to the throne in his favour, accompanied by his son, the future King Juan Carlos, came to visit my grandfather.


In the evening, after our first dinner on board, Onassis announced that he would take us to his favourite nightclub. Once again my grandparents waved us off. I was unimpressed by the dark, smoky club, and it was a relief when everyone made a move to go. At that moment a tall young man came up to our table and asked me to dance. I was opening my mouth to refuse when I felt myself being propelled by my mother’s hand pushing me in the small of my back. On the dance floor with this stranger, I wondered about my mother’s extraordinary behaviour and, more out of shyness than interest, proceeded to ask a series of gauche questions. When he had the chance to reply, my partner smiled and said, ‘Don’t you remember me? I came with my father to visit your grandfather today.’ Red-faced with embarrassment, I realised that I had just had my first dance in a nightclub with the future King of Spain. I also realised that, far from being attracted to a shy sixteen-year-old, he must simply have been told to do his duty by his father.


At Capri, the music-hall singer and actress Gracie Fields and her Yugoslav husband Boris came on board. Our resident diva, who had not been asked to perform by our unmusical family, was definitely not pleased when she realised that she was going to have to suffer this homely woman doing what she did best. Fields serenaded Grandpapa to the tune of ‘Volare’, then we all stood round the piano and joined in singing the old wartime songs. There was something incongruous about the sight of Maria Callas pretending to enjoy singing along to ‘Daisy, Daisy’. Everyone gave the appearance of great jollity, but things were not all they seemed. I was not feeling very cheerful, as I had just torn the silk Emilio Pucci trousers my mother had bought me that afternoon; Callas was clearly seething, and apparently my grandfather whispered to Anthony Montague Browne, ‘God’s teeth! How long is this going on for?’


The next evening Ari called us all on deck to see Stromboli. The volcano was smoking, but he wanted a more spectacular fireworks display for his guests. He called out to it to perform, and pressed the boat’s siren. To our amazement at that very moment Stromboli erupted, and a glowing red streak of lava started to flow. We knew Ari wanted to please, but this was something even the Onassis fortune could not buy. Ari was clearly shaken by this, and thought it was a bad omen; but in his worst nightmares he could not have imagined how sadly his life would unfold.


By this time we had settled into a routine of life on the Christina. My grandfather enjoyed the company of beautiful women, and was clearly enchanted by his hostess. Three generations of his family smiled benignly when Tina flirted with her octogenarian guest, but when Callas tried to feed him ice cream from her spoon our hackles rose. There was something predatory about her approach which left us disgusted and him bemused. We were on board the most luxurious boat imaginable, in the middle of a turquoise-blue sea with any number of crew at our service, but for Callas there was always something wrong. If the air conditioning was on, she wanted it off. If the stabilisers were down, she wanted them up. It was almost as if she felt it was expected of her to complain – and complain she did.


After passing through the Straits of Messina and into the Gulf of Corinth, our first stop in Greece was Itea, a little port at the foot of Mount Parnassus. An open Fiat Cinquecento was lowered from the deck, Tina and my mother got into the back and Onassis, having helped Grandpapa into the front seat, drove off, with the rest of the party following in rather more prosaic vehicles. It seemed as though the entire population had turned out to cheer, and they were rewarded by a salute from Churchill, resplendent in a white suit and naval cap. While we climbed up the steep slope to see the ruins of Delphi, Onassis took Grandpapa to have a drink at the hotel below.


The next day we sailed through the Corinth Canal, the cliffs on either side so close we could practically touch them. That night the Greek Prime Minister, Konstantinos Karamanlis, and the British Ambassador, Sir Roger Alan, and their wives were coming to dinner. In order to avoid the hordes of paparazzi the Christina sailed past Athens to pick up the guests at a small town to the south-east of the capital. We then sailed out and anchored in the bay overlooking Cape Sounion.


At first this was not a relaxed occasion. The table was magnificent, sparkling with gold, silver, crystal and Sèvres china, but the conversation did not sparkle at all. At times it positively dragged. At one such moment my mother, feeling the need to fill a silence, raised her glass to Sir Roger and said: ‘Ambassador, do look at these glasses. They bend.’


Several times in the preceding days Onassis had showed off the flexibility of his new Baccarat glasses. My mother, however, did not quite have the knack, and showered the Ambassador’s white dinner jacket with red wine. Onassis, the perfect host, immediately picked up his glass, the one containing water, and squeezed it until it also broke. The Ambassador’s dinner jacket was removed to be dry cleaned, and in the meantime he accepted my grandmother’s fur wrap to wear around his shoulders.


The broken glass appeared to change the tone of the dinner, and everyone seemed much more at ease. Churchill, who had been somewhat silent, found the perfect way to turn the evening into a resounding success. An emotional man with a prodigious memory, in sight of the Temple of Sounion, on a column of which Lord Byron had carved his name, Grandpapa recited from ‘Don Juan’:




Place me on Sunian’s marbled steep, 
Where nothing, save the waves and I, 
May hear our mutual murmurs sweep:
There, swan-like, let me sing and die.





Everyone was happy, even the Ambassador, who departed wearing the same dinner jacket in which he had arrived, bearing no evidence of its encounter with a glass of Château Lafite.


It was during these days that it became evident that something was going on between Ari and Callas. My mother, my grandmother and I all liked Tina enormously, and had in no way taken to the singer. It was in this mood that we watched events unfolding, and met each evening in my grandmother’s cabin to gossip about the day.


When we arrived at the magnificent amphitheatre at Epidaurus we were overwhelmed by an incredible display of flowers put up by the local people. Callas, who because of her Greek ancestry quite reasonably thought this was her territory, turned innocently to my mother and said, ‘What beautiful flowers! How kind! But do tell me, Diana, why are they in the shape of a V?’ To which my mother replied with some satisfaction, ‘Because, Maria, they are not for you; they are for Papa.’ Callas responded with a venomous look, and the subject was rapidly changed.


The seemingly idyllic holiday was beginning to take on a more disquieting air when after visiting the island of Santorini we sat down to dinner and found that two of the party were missing. Tina told us that Callas and Ari had already eaten a special Greek dinner by themselves. She announced this as though it was an everyday event, and despite a somewhat awkward atmosphere we struggled through the evening.


The sea was calm but a storm was definitely brewing on board as the Christina sailed towards Rhodes. We spent two happy days there, visiting the various sights. One, which was of particular interest to my grandfather and which I remember best, was the Valley of the Butterflies, an extraordinary place resembling a giant kaleidoscope in which shades of red and gold merged with each other as the millions of tiger moths fluttered around, illuminated by the strong sunlight gleaming through the trees.


A dinner dance was given at the Miramar Hotel, which had opened the year before. Ostensibly the object of the event was to honour my grandfather, but clearly the press coverage would also be very good for public relations.


On our last evening on Rhodes we were relaxing after two days of intensive sightseeing when Ari, who was performing trick dives for the children, misjudged a dive and hit his head on the bottom of the pool. He was pulled out by his brother-in-law Theodore Garoufalides and Anthony Montague Browne. He was unconscious, but soon recovered and allowed Garoufalides, who was a doctor, to examine him. Apparently he passed this perfunctory medical, but Anthony has the theory that this bang on his head had a profound effect on Ari’s temperament and behaviour. Whether or not this is true, from that moment on Ari launched himself into his affair with Maria Callas.


After dining with Tina’s parents on the island of Chios, their daughter giving not the slightest hint, at any rate in public, that anything was wrong, we set sail for Ari’s birthplace, the port of Smyrna on the Turkish coast.


I remember Onassis sitting at my grandfather’s feet on the rear deck describing his traumatic childhood, and his escape in his late teens when Turkish troops torched the Greek and Armenian sections of the city, killing civilians with knives while survivors crowded the harbour, hoping in vain for salvation to come from the sea. He told the story in such gory and graphic detail that it was clear that some of those listening would have preferred an expurgated version. However, my abiding memory is that as he was telling us of all the horrors that he had surmounted, Ari was fully aware that it would not have been possible for us, sitting as we were on the deck of his yacht, the most luxurious in the world, not to be impressed by his perseverance, resilience and success against the odds.


From Smyrna we sailed through the Dardanelles at night, in case they stirred up bad memories for the guest of honour of the disastrous campaign there with which he was associated in World War I. ‘It will always be incredible to future ages that every man did not rally to an enterprise which carried with it such immense possibilities, and which required such limited resources to carry it into effect,’ he had told the House of Commons in 1917. Grandpapa may now have been an old man, but he was quite aware of what was going on. He referred to the Dardanelles at dinner, but did not dwell on the subject, and nor did anyone else.


The Patriarch of the Greek Orthodox Church came on board. It was a wonderful sight, the priest, robed in black with his flowing white beard, and Winston Churchill sitting on the deck as the Christina sailed slowly down the Bosphorus. From Istanbul we began the journey back to Monte Carlo. We stopped at Athens, where after visiting the Acropolis we went to a fabulous dinner in the garden of the Garoufalides’ villa.


From Athens we sailed non-stop to Monte Carlo. The holiday was over, and everyone – or almost everyone – was ready to return to shore. The sea was rough, and we were quite happy to see the Christina’s home port. We all went our separate ways, unaware that within a short while our summer holiday was to become one of the most written-about cruises of all time, that two marriages were over, and that the tragedies of the Onassis family were just beginning.


Apart from the two couples at the centre of all the drama, I was probably the only person on whom the cruise had made a deep impression. Never before or since had I experienced such effortless tourism in such incredible surroundings. I learned for the first time, outside the pages of romantic novels, about affairs of the heart; but more significantly I had the opportunity to be with my grandfather at close quarters over three and a half weeks. I had spent a lot of time with my grandparents before, but this was quite a different experience. Grandpapa had aged considerably in the past few years, but he appeared very happy aboard the yacht. The changing scene every day as we cruised from one magnificent sight to another seemed visibly to stimulate him.


I have never forgotten that amazing holiday, and the experience made me wonder about the other journeys my grandfather had undertaken during his long and extraordinary life. I decided to try to retrace his footsteps in Cuba, India and Africa, where he had had such thrilling adventures in his youth, from which he was lucky to return alive; and in America, the homeland of his mother, where he spent so much time. I was fortunate to be able to relive some of his wartime journeys with those who had accompanied him; and I have my own memories of the painting holidays which were such an important part of the last fifty years of his life.


Of course, some of the places have changed beyond all recognition, and many of his travelling companions are no more; but following the trail of my grandfather’s travels through four continents over more than seventy years has made me understand him better, and appreciate all the more his ceaseless energy and incredible zest for life.






















CHAPTER 2
A New World




If my father had been American and my mother British, instead  of the other way around, I might have got here on my own.


Winston Churchill in an address to the United States Congress, 26 November 1941





Churchill’s lifelong love affair with America began on Saturday, 9 November 1895 when, three weeks short of his twenty-first birthday, he disembarked in New York from the Cunard steamship Etruria. At a little under eight thousand tons she was tiny compared to Cunard’s present-day sixty-nine-thousand-ton QE2. One of the last of the line to carry sail, the Etruria had been tossed about by winter storms, and the young subaltern had not enjoyed the experience. Nor had he enjoyed the company of his fellow passengers. ‘There are no nice people on board. I do not contemplate ever taking a sea voyage for pleasure,’ he wrote to his mother during the crossing. In this mood he began to look upon his planned three days in New York as little more than an irksome delay in his journey to his ultimate destination, Cuba, and while at sea had decided to cut his stay in New York to a day and a half.


Commissioned nine months earlier into the 4th Hussars and stationed at Hounslow near London, Churchill had thirsted for action. War service was, he said, ‘The swift road to promotion and advancement. It was the glittering gateway to distinction. It cast glamour upon the fortunate possessor alike in the eyes of elderly gentlemen and young ladies.’ Unfortunately, in the winter of 1895 there was no prospect of war service with the British Army, as it was almost entirely at peace. There were few junior officers with any active service, and there had been nothing more exciting on Churchill’s horizon than ten weeks’ uninterrupted leave granted for the purpose of foxhunting. Scanning the world for adventure, he learned that the Captain General of Spain, the renowned Marshal Martinez Campos, had been sent to put down an insurrection in Cuba, which was then a Spanish colony. Some eighty thousand Spanish troops were being shipped to the island to deal with the uprising. Here was a war Churchill might join as an observer. It would be more entertaining and useful to chase Cuban guerrillas through the bush than foxes across the English shires or young ladies through London drawing rooms. A fellow officer, Reginald Barnes, a future general also avid for experience, agreed to accompany him.
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