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			This one’s for Katie, Spencer, and Cameron,

			with much love.

			   

			To my sons, 

			I will say the moral of this story is clear:

			Don’t give up.
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			Author’s Note

			I can hear the question now: “Why another book about Winston Churchill?” Because Churchill, complex and multifaceted as he was, offers so many angles from which we can explore his life and career. Books about Churchill generally focus on his role as Great Britain’s iconic war leader or cover his life in its entirety. The latter tend to paint in broad brushstrokes, if only because there’s so much ground to cover. In recent years, however, a number of books have been published focusing on a single aspect of Churchill’s long and varied life, whether it be his career as an author (Peter Clarke’s Mr. Churchill’s Profession), his early political life (Young Titan by Michael Sheldon), or even his culinary tastes (Cita Stelzer’s Dinner with Churchill), to name a few.

			But the defining image of Churchill is that of unconquerable warlord: the bulldog scowl, the ever-present cigar, the “V” for victory salute, and a legacy of soaring oratory that continues to stir emotions. When most of us think of Churchill, we think of him as the icon immortalized by history—but what forces shaped him into the man he became? He was, after all, sixty-five years old when he ascended to No. 10 Downing Street, with a life behind him not short on accomplishment.

			Various Churchill biographers will undoubtedly give various answers. As this book attests, I think his most formative years were those he spent as a war correspondent, between 1895 and 1900. He mastered his command of the language writing articles and books, and experienced the heroics and horrors of combat that forever shaped his complex views of war. And it is war for which Churchill will always be remembered. As a side note, it was during this period that he developed a fondness for whisky and discovered the pleasures of a well-made cigar.

			As a former newspaper reporter, I’ve always been fascinated by Churchill the journalist. The volume in your hands gave me a chance to dive deep into one of the most exciting chapters of an already eventful life—and one that has not yet been the sole topic of a book.

			That said, I don’t consider this a biography or a work of history—although it contains elements of both. It is, instead, a true tale of adventure featuring Winston Churchill in the starring role. When writing the book, I described it to friends as “Winston Churchill as Indiana Jones.” As clichéd as it sounds, I hope you have as much fun reading it as I did writing it.

			     

			Cheers.

			Simon Read

			June 2015
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			Outside or inside, I will not return

			Till my attempt so much be glorified

			As to my ample hope was promised

			Before I drew this gallant head of war,

			And cull’d these fiery spirits from the world,

			To outlook conquest and to win renown

			Even in the jaws of danger and of death.

			—SHAKESPEARE, KING JOHN ACT V, SCENE 2.

		

	
		
			Prologue: History Calling

			Winston Churchill pondered the blank sheet of paper, his pen poised, ready to spill his thoughts. He would be blunt; nothing else seemed appropriate. Times of war necessitated hard truths—and this one would no doubt land heavily. A small island, a mere speck on the map, was presently the focal point of a desperate struggle, upon which rested the fate of a fading imperial power. He knew the message he needed to convey, but dipped his pen once more into the ink, debating the best way to start. He began with something easy and scribbled the date at the top of the page: October 4, 1895. The island in question was Cuba, currently rebelling against its Spanish master. Churchill wished to see the war for himself—but first he had to break the news to his mother.

			A twenty-year-old subaltern (junior officer) of cavalry in the 4th Queen’s Own Hussars, he longed for action. There was certainly none to be had in Hounslow, the borough in West London where the Hussars were barracked. Furthermore, judging from the daily newspapers, all seemed quiet across Great Britain’s empire, which encompassed nearly a quarter of the planet. There were occasional skirmishes one might expect when presiding over so much of the world’s population, but large-scale campaigns were now a rarity. Not since the Crimean War, fought from 1853 to 1856 against the Russian Empire, had British soldiers borne arms in a major European conflict. This was good news for most, but peace was not conducive to young Churchill’s longing for adventure.

			In the course of their daily duties, Churchill and another Hussar subaltern—Reginald Barnes—had discussed the quiet state of global affairs. Both knew if they wished to see action, they would have to search for it. Consulting maps and reading the news, it did not take them long to settle on Cuba. While the British Empire thrived, the same could not be said for Spain’s crumbling global dominion. More than 200,000 Spanish troops were on the island, attempting to crush an insurrection by a native populace tired of Madrid’s heavy-handed ways. Cuba, with its abundance of fertile soil, was a dominant force in the sugar market. Its cigars were a much sought-after commodity in Europe and America, and its mountains were ripe for the mining of gold and silver. It was no wonder the Spanish—who had nicknamed the island “The Pearl of the Antilles”—sought to maintain control of one of their last colonial possessions.

			The two young subalterns pondered the matter at length on the parade ground and over meals in the mess before it was settled: they would venture to Cuba for their first taste of war. Churchill, having been given his rank by Queen Victoria eight months earlier, on February 12, 1895, was eager to experience the thrill of combat. He had ideas about how impressively he might perform in the maelstrom of battle, and wanted to prove himself right. Imbued with the sense of invincibility that is the domain of many young men, he imagined the thrill of bullets missing him by inches, the air reeking of gun smoke, and the searing knowledge that any given minute might be his last.

			Cuba would be a dress rehearsal of sorts—one performed with strangers and not his fellow Hussars—to ensure his mettle held under the strain of enemy fire. Perhaps more importantly, Churchill realized that if he wished to follow in his father’s footsteps and pursue a political career, he would first have to make a name for himself—and what better way than by impressive performance in conflict?

			His lofty ambition, however, was curtailed by the frustrating reality of youth: he lacked the financial means to get to Cuba on his own and so could do nothing without his mother’s permission—and pocketbook. He turned back to his letter; knowing full well that Lady Randolph Churchill was no pushover, he decided he would tell her what he planned to do, rather than ask. “My dearest Mamma,” he wrote. “I daresay you will find the contents of this letter somewhat startling. The fact is that I have decided to go with a great friend of mine—one of the subalterns in the regiment—to America and the W. Indies.”

			As he sealed the envelope, he could only imagine her reaction.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1. In a Hurry

			Winston Churchill’s enthusiasm for soldiering dated back to his childhood. Perhaps symbolic of someone who spent his life in a hurry, he was reportedly born two months premature, on November 30, 1874, at Blenheim Palace in Oxfordshire. The ancestral home of the Marlboroughs, Blenheim remains an ostentatious monument to the military legacy of John Churchill, the 1st Duke of Marlborough, who defeated the French in the early eighteenth century and subsequently received the estate from a grateful nation. Winston’s parents, Lord and Lady Randolph, were visiting Blenheim while workers prepared their fashionable London home at 48 Charles Street, Mayfair, for the baby’s expected January arrival. While out one afternoon with a hunting party, the pregnant Jennie Churchill suffered a fall; this, followed by a bumpy carriage ride several days later, forced Winston’s early debut. The child arrived at 1:30 in the morning after eight hours of labor. If the opinion of everyone present was to be believed, Randolph Churchill wrote his mother-in-law, the baby was “wonderfully pretty.” All things considered, this was one of the kindest things he ever said about this son.

			As parents Lord and Lady Randolph left much to be desired. Jennie Churchill, née Jerome, was a dark-haired American beauty and daughter of New York City financier Leonard Jerome, who had been “part proprietor” of the New York Times in the paper’s early days. After spending her adolescence in Paris, where she attended finishing school, she met her future husband at a yachting regatta in August 1873. They married the following April at the British embassy in Paris. She was twenty; he was twenty-five. A £50,000 dowry (roughly £3 million today) from Jennie’s father got the couple off to a good start, but a shared passion for London high society guaranteed a constant strain on their bank account. A similar affliction would hound Winston for much of his life.

			While Jennie established herself as one of London’s premiere hostesses and tousled the sheets with an impressive number of lovers, Randolph set his sights on high political office. He held the Conservative seat for Woodstock, “the local parliamentary constituency for Blenheim,” which he won in the February 1874 general election. He believed he was destined for greatness despite his mercurial temper and vicious tongue. These initially did not impede his political ascent. Under Prime Minister Lord Salisbury, he would serve—if only for a short time—as leader of the House of Commons and chancellor of the exchequer.

			With politics and jewel-studded social gatherings being their primary concerns, the Churchills had little time for parenting—even after their second son, Jack, arrived in 1880. Winston nevertheless adored his parents. His mother’s radiance and beauty struck him as something celestial, though like a star, she remained distant. He would later describe his father as the defining influence of his early years, but it’s difficult to see how this could have been true. Lord Randolph was a cold and distant figure who thought little of his son’s prospects and never spared a disparaging word.

			Responsibility for Jack and Winston’s well-being fell to the family nanny, Elizabeth Everest, hired shortly after Winston’s birth. It was in her that Winston confided and found solace in the turmoil of youth. The boys affectionately called her “Woom” or “Womany.” She loved and cared for them as if they were her own and in doing so blunted the emotional neglect of their parents. Mrs. Everest hailed from Kent, “the garden of England,” and regaled both boys with stories of her home county’s beauty, to the point that Winston wished to live there himself. This he would accomplish in November 1922 with the purchase of his beloved Chartwell Manor. Perhaps more important, it was Mrs. Everest who introduced Winston “to the delights of toy soldiers and the romantic world of soldiering.” Throughout his life, whether in writing, painting, or politics, Churchill never approached anything half-­heartedly—and his toy soldiering proved no exception. His nursery floor became a battlefield, where his army of fifteen hundred lead soldiers refought history’s greatest battles. In his first surviving letter, written when he was seven and while spending Christmas at Blenheim, he thanks his parents for “the beautiful . . . Soldiers and Flags and Castle.”

			His military campaigns, waged in miniature, stimulated a powerful and imaginative mind. The nursery could only contain him for so long. From his earliest days Churchill abhorred mental and physical inaction, prompting him to seek out the “manly pursuits of riding, swimming, shooting, fort-building and catapulting vegetables at passersby.” His adventurous spirit nearly got him killed when he was eighteen. Playing war games with his brother and cousin on his aunt’s estate, he jumped from a bridge to evade capture, intending to land in one of the nearby fir trees and slide down the trunk to make a daring escape. His aim proved less than accurate, and he plummeted twenty-nine feet to the ground. The resulting impact fractured his thigh and left him bedridden for three months.

			Devouring books, which he did when not tempting death, seemed more conducive to his physical well-being. He loved tales of adventure and history, seeing in Britain’s glorious past high standards by which he would always judge the present. His mind held tight to facts and verse and never let them go. As a thirteen-year-old he could recite, without mistakes, twelve hundred lines of Macaulay’s “Lays of Ancient Rome,” including these:

			Then out spake brave Horatius,

			The Captain of the Gate:

			“To every man upon this earth

			Death cometh soon or late.

			And how can man die better

			Than facing fearful odds,

			For the ashes of his fathers,

			And the temples of his gods?”

			Despite this mental acuity, he did not distinguish himself as a student. “He has no ambition,” wrote the headmaster at St. George’s School in Ascot, where Winston’s parents sent him at the age of seven. He loathed the place and counted the days until the end of each term. Likewise, the headmaster seemed to think little of his student. “Is a constant trouble to everybody and is always in some scrape or another,” notes one report. “He cannot be trusted to behave himself anywhere.” Winston nevertheless gained admittance to Harrow, the prestigious public school in northwest London, in April 1888. Founded in 1572 under a royal charter from Elizabeth I, the school counts among its alumni seven British prime ministers, including Churchill, Stanley Baldwin, and Robert Peel, founder of the modern-­day police force and the Conservative Party. Although six generations of Churchills had previously attended Eton, Lord Randolph believed the air at Harrow might prove beneficial to his son, who was prone to illness.

			Winston quickly dazzled school officials with a blaze of complacency. “His forgetfulness, carelessness, unpunctuality, and irregularity in every way, have really been so serious, that I write to ask you, when he is at home to speak very gravely to him on the subject,” the assistant headmaster wrote Jennie three months after the young man’s arrival. “[He] is a remarkable boy in many ways, and it would be a thousand pities if such good abilities were made useless by habitual negligence.” The young Churchill did not take kindly to the school’s emphasis on Greek, mathematics, and Latin, preferring history and English—the latter being a particular strength.

			In a prologue to his career as a war correspondent, Churchill demonstrated a flair for writing about military matters in an essay he penned for his English class. A work of fiction, it detailed the British Army’s engagement on a Russian battlefield, twenty-five years in the future—July 6, 1914. At Harrow he set out on his military career, joining the Harrow Rifle Corps, which took part in mock battles with competing schools. Here, Churchill displayed a knack for riding and shooting. He also impressed his instructors with his fencing and took a school prize for his swordsmanship. But such skills did not readily impress his father, who foresaw a bleak future for his son. Lord Randolph had initially hoped Winston would attend Oxford and study law. Churchill’s performance at Harrow, however, marred by “defiant behavior, fights and disrespect that sometimes led to his own humiliation,” did not bode well for a bright academic future. And so, two years after Churchill entered Harrow, Lord Randolph steered his son into the school’s army class.

			Ironically, Lord Randolph’s decision to push Winston into the military partially evolved from a rare moment of father-son bonding. On an occasion when Winston was home during a school break, Lord Randolph paid a visit to his son’s playroom and was impressed to see Winston’s fifteen hundred toy soldiers arranged on the floor, ready for battle. The level of planning and detail in the colorful formations struck a chord with the father, yet playing with toy soldiers does not mean one is automatically suited for the military. It took Churchill three attempts to pass the entrance exams for the Royal Military College at Sandhurst—but pass he eventually did, in June 1893. Although his scores were insufficient to “qualify him for a future commission in the infantry,” they allowed him to enter as a cavalry cadet. 

			Churchill believed this was a fresh start and sent his father a triumphant letter, but Randolph saw little reason to celebrate. The cavalry, with its horses, riding equipment, and other necessities, cost £200 a year. Winston’s failure to make the infantry, in Randolph’s mind, only confirmed that his son was destined for failure. To his own mother, Lord Randolph complained that Winston possessed no discernible talent for hard work. The boy seemed to drift through life doing the absolute bare minimum to get by, all the while maintaining a very high opinion of himself. As far as Randolph could tell, his son was sorely lacking in common sense and intelligence.

			He did not spare Winston the sting of his disappointment. Putting ink to paper, he penned a blistering denouncement and accused his son of living an insignificant life of wasted opportunities. Members of the cavalry were third-rate soldiers, in Lord Randolph’s eyes—meaning, by extension, that Winston was also. In fact, he could hardly understand the young man’s sense of accomplishment. Never, Randolph lamented, had he received an exemplary report from any of Winston’s teachers. His son’s school career was defined by embarrassment and ineptitude. His rage building on the page, Randolph told Winston not to write to him anymore regarding his schooling. What was the point? The boy was incapable of achieving anything worthwhile. He concluded the vicious diatribe with a broadside: “I am certain that if you cannot prevent yourself from leading the idle useless unprofitable life you have had during your schooldays and later months, you will become a mere social wastrel, one of the hundreds of the public school failures, and you will degenerate into a shabby, unhappy & futile existence.”

			Winston replied with a contrite letter and apologized for being a disappointment. He promised to work hard and make his father proud. At the time Randolph wrote his scathing denouncement, he was frustrated by his own failures. In December 1886, a mere five months after becoming chancellor of the exchequer, he resigned in a fit of pique over a budget disagreement. He wanted to reduce military spending, but the lord of the admiralty and secretary of state for war put up stubborn resistance. Hoping to get his way, Randolph penned a letter to Lord Salisbury, in which he stated, “I do not want to be wrangling and quarreling in the Cabinet, and therefore must request to be allowed to give up my office and retire from the Government.” Believing the prime minister would side with his chancellor, Randolph was thrown for a loop when the old man called his bluff and took the missive as a letter of resignation. The move forever left Randolph a pariah among the elite and effectively killed his career. His health did not help matters. A protracted illness—which some accounts claim was syphilis—slowly ate away at him, rendering him physically haggard and mentally frail. His decline had been evident for some time. In July 1886, when Lord Salisbury had informed Queen Victoria that Randolph would be chancellor of the exchequer, the queen had voiced her misgivings in a journal entry: “He is so mad and odd and also has bad health.” Randolph’s brutal letter to Winston may have been a by-product of his malady.

			Unlike Harrow, Sandhurst seemed to suit Churchill. Tactics and fortification took precedence over Greek and Latin. Learning to dig trenches and construct breastworks, developing an understanding of topography and its impact on battle, and mastering the fine art of setting and detonating explosives enthralled Churchill. He enjoyed learning about recent conflicts, including the American Civil War. On occasion he received invitations to dine with officers at the Staff College, where they taught the mechanics of war, from the makeup of divisions and armies to the maintaining of lines of communication and supply. Such topics were of immense interest to Churchill, but his yearning to learn was tempered by a sadness that knowledge of this kind would only be put to use in mock battles. He cast his mind back a hundred years and imagined marching off to war against Napoleon. How thrilling an experience that must have been! But in the current days of peace and prosperity, progress, and enlightenment, it seemed almost a shame large-scale conflict between great nations was forever a thing of the past.

			As at Harrow, Churchill excelled at riding and further improved his skills by taking courses at Knightsbridge Barracks with the Royal Horse Guards. Riding in the saddle was for him one of life’s greatest pleasures. He possessed a romantic view of the risks involved, believing that a fatal fall from a horse was a most noble way to die.

			Churchill’s path appeared to be set. In December 1894 he graduated from Sandhurst with honors, having placed “eighth in a class of 150 cadets.” The accomplishment came too late to mean anything to his father. That summer Jennie and Randolph—accompanied by a ­doctor—had embarked on a trip around the world, hoping it might restore Randolph’s health. His condition only deteriorated and prompted the couple to return home early. They were back in London on Christmas Eve, with Randolph in a painful state of rapid decline. He died on January 24, 1895, aged forty-five. Mourning the loss of his father, but with his ambitions stoked and eager to live up to the man’s expectations, Churchill received his commission and joined the 4th Hussars the following month.

			The regiment, dating back to 1685, had fought against Napoleon and seen action in the first Anglo-Afghan War and other far-flung corners of the empire. As the 4th Light Dragoons, it took part in the legendary “Charge of the Light Brigade” at the Battle of Balaclava. Despite its gloried history, life for the regiment was quiet at the time Churchill joined it. He spent his days taking part in riding drills and pondering ways to finance the high lifestyle the regiment expected of its officers. His annual pay was £150—some £500 shy of what he needed to furnish his own quarters and purchase the required “one charger, three polo ponies, and two hunter-jumpers.”

			His quest for funds was coupled with his desire for action. Perhaps one could support the other. The army divided the year into seven months of summer training and five months of winter leave, with officers “receiving a solid block of two and a half months’ uninterrupted repose.” Churchill’s acquisition of polo ponies and the other accoutrements of an officer’s life had depleted what meager funds he had. What he sought during his first winter leave was an exploit that would pad his bank account. And so he wished to go to Cuba to report on the conflict there.

			            

			His mother was taken aback—as Churchill expected—by her son’s decision, especially as it would fall on her to finance the whole thing. Churchill guessed the adventure would cost no more than £90, travel expenses included. He did not yet possess his brilliant command of the English language—at least where Jennie was concerned. She was not entirely thrilled at the prospect of her son heading off to a war zone. She reminded him that he and Jack were the only two people she had left in this world and chided him for his presumption: rather than telling her he was going, it would have been more appropriate to ask if he could. Certainly it would have been polite to consult her the moment the idea dawned on him. Nevertheless, she understood his desire for new adventures and promised not to interfere with his “little plans.” It was just as well, for Churchill would have gone with or without his mother’s blessing. Maybe, she wrote, “experience of life will in time teach you that tact is a very essential ingredient in all things.” Churchill and tact would, for the most part, always remain strangers.

			A few strings had to be pulled. Young British officers did not normally hop on boats and head to war zones of their choosing—but not all young officers were Churchills. The name brought with it connections that could make things happen. The British ambassador to Madrid, Sir Henry Drummond Wolff, was—as luck would have it—a family friend. Wolff and Lord Randolph had in 1883 founded the Primrose League, an organization tasked with spreading Conservative principles throughout Great Britain. Wolff arranged for the Spanish minister of war to write a letter of introduction on Churchill’s behalf to Marshal Martinez Campos, the captain-general of the Spanish Army in Cuba. Appealing to the commander in chief of the British Army, Churchill received the blessing of the War Office. The head of the Intelligence Department at the War Office provided maps and other useful information on Cuba. By October 21, 1895, everything was set, but the matter of compensation remained unresolved. Churchill hoped to make a profit from his expedition.

			He contacted Thomas Heath Joyce, editor of the Daily Graphic in London, and secured a contract for five dispatches from the front lines for twenty-five guineas. This would be Churchill’s first foray into journalism and introduce him to a lifelong love. Writing to his mother, he promised to bring home a vast quantity of fine Havana cigars, which he hoped to store in her London cellar at 35 Great Cumberland Place.

			On November 2 Churchill and his fellow Hussar subaltern, Reginald Barnes, set sail on the Cunard Royal Mail steamship Etruria. It was Churchill’s first transatlantic voyage, at the end of which awaited adventure and—he hoped—his first steps into the public limelight.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2. Havana via New York

			Calm seas carried the ship that first day, but they turned violent thereafter. Waves pummeled the Etruria and soaked the deck. This nearly proved too much for Churchill and Barnes, but though they came close, they were spared the indignity of joining other passengers bent over the railings. Despite their severe queasiness, the two young officers never missed a meal in the ship’s saloon. They could be proud of being among the sturdy few, for no more than a handful of nauseated passengers ever braved the evening dinner service. Miserable weather and culinary courage aside, the transatlantic voyage proved uneventful—too much so for Churchill’s liking. He played the occasional game of bezique, but proved unlucky at cards. Fortunately the games were played for modest stakes. Always in search of stimulating conversation, he found his fellow travelers—although pleasant to be around—an utter bore. “There is to be a concert on board tonight at which all the stupid people among the passengers intend to perform,” he wrote his mother, “and the stupider ones to applaud.”

			Churchill found little in the nautical experience to enjoy. It remained a mystery to him why anyone would subject himself to such mind-numbing tedium. The young man, who as a statesman and war leader would later take great pleasure in sailing on British ships of war, could not fathom ever wanting to travel by sea again. The journey took seven interminable days, by the end of which Churchill was all but ready to leap overboard. New York, its buildings taking shape through the heavy gray mist on the morning of Saturday, November 9, was a grand vision to behold.

			Hosting Churchill and Barnes in the big city was William Bourke Cockran, a Democratic New York State representative and renowned political orator. Cockran knew the Churchill family through a past romantic entanglement with Jennie. Prior to her son’s departure, Jennie had written to Cockran, asking him to look after Winston. In a testament to Lady Randolph’s charm, Cockran kindly obliged. He put the two young men up in his penthouse on the corner of Fifth Avenue and Fifty-Eighth Street and exposed them to New York’s high society.

			That first night, Cockran hosted a lavish dinner party for his guests. On the list of those invited were a dozen members of the state judiciary, all of whom Churchill found worthy of his attention. One guest, a Supreme Court judge, invited Churchill and Barnes over drinks to visit his courtroom and view American jurisprudence in action. The case in question was the murder trial of David F. Hannigan, who had shot and killed one Solomon Mann. Mann had seduced Hannigan’s sister, got her pregnant, then made her seek an abortion, resulting in medical complications and the sister’s eventual death. The tawdry details of the case made it a media sensation.

			The two young officers accepted the invitation. In the meantime, there was much for Churchill and Barnes to see and do. On their first full day in town, they took a tugboat tour of New York harbor and visited the headquarters of the Atlantic Military District. An early dinner was scheduled with the Vanderbilts for five that evening, and it did not disappoint. Their hosts treated the two young subalterns like royalty, spoiling them with drink and food and offering them guest memberships to some of the swankiest clubs in town.

			Churchill and Barnes initially planned to stay in New York for three days, but decided to extend their visit to six. The American way of life enthralled and fascinated Churchill. New York proved to be a world unto itself, unlike anything Churchill had yet experienced. London may have been the world’s capital at that time, but New York hummed with its own unique energy. Churchill noted the trains clattering on the elevated rails, the ferries cutting back and forth across the harbor, and the cable cars with their clanging bells. It was a loud, wondrous extravaganza of organized chaos and innovation. That both the upper and lower classes could indulge, side-by-side, in the convenience of such amenities struck the Victorian Churchill as remarkable. This was a fine example of American enterprise. Men of vision and business had built the city’s transportation system with the end goal of making a fortune.

			Churchill—eager to strike it rich on his own behalf—admired this entrepreneurial verve, but he found American currency distasteful. He thought the paper dollar an abomination and felt strange using one to pay his way across the Brooklyn Bridge. It lacked the heft and class of a pound sterling. He could not fathom how a country brimming with youthful vitality could have such a cheap and unseemly form of currency. He thought it reflected poorly on the government and could only surmise that the nation’s sharpest minds were in business and not politics—though Cockran proved the exception. The two men often stayed up late discussing everything from government to Cockran’s enthusiasm for yachting.

			On Wednesday, November 12, 1895, the two British officers found themselves in a New York City courtroom with a front-row seat to the Hannigan murder trial. The experience perfectly crystallized Churchill’s opinion of America. Neither the judge nor the lawyers wore the robes and powdered wigs of their English counterparts. It was a glaring lack of tradition that spoke to a certain simplicity. Americans were a straightforward people, uninterested in pomp and history. They ­adopted a utilitarian view of life and had little time for ceremony. In Churchill’s mind, there was nothing romantic about America, but he admired its bare-bones approach to things.

			What he did not admire was West Point, which he visited the following day. Far from being impressed by the American military academy, Churchill thought it a travesty. Rules prohibited the cadets, in their early twenties, from smoking or possessing money. Not until they completed their first two years of training were they granted a paltry two-month leave. It seemed that school boys in England enjoyed a greater degree of freedom. It puzzled Churchill that young men would submit to such restrictions. Could someone who so willingly surrendered his freedom, he wondered, be expected to fight for the liberty of others?

			There were other adventures to be had in the great metropolis. The city’s fire commissioner, at Cockran’s request, arranged for Churchill and Barnes to tour several fire stations. At one the sudden, loud jangling of an alarm bell threw the place into a fit of frantic action. Horses were harnessed and hitched to the fire wagon, while men—some not even fully dressed—zipped down the fire pole, leapt atop the wagon, and raced off to fight the blaze. The enthralling performance lasted no more than a few seconds, so well rehearsed were the players. It was a mesmerizing feat, a great display of energy and vigor, emblematic of Americans in general. Everyone seemed to be in a hurry to get somewhere or accomplish something—sentiments Churchill could fully appreciate. But in their rush, Americans could often be uncouth. They reminded Churchill of a rambunctious minor who, having no respect for authority, throws food at the dinner table or talks out of turn. The initial reaction might be one of shock or disgust, but the child’s youthful exuberance and joyful disregard of the consequences are somehow entertaining—perhaps even enviable. Churchill thought the United States a fun but wild child among nations, one with little time for the traditions and stuffy reserve of the Old World. The country displayed, if anything, self-confidence in blazing its own path.

			On the evening of Friday, November 15, Churchill dined with his cousin Sunny, the 9th Duke of Marlborough, who had married the American railroad heiress Consuelo Vanderbilt nine days earlier. The New York Times covered the event in great depth and declared the ceremony at St. Thomas’s Church on West 53rd Street to be “without exception, the most magnificent ever celebrated in this country.” Churchill enjoyed Sunny’s company and the lavish hospitality of the Vanderbilts, but he cared little for American journalism. It was, in his estimation, entertainment for the lower classes, catering to gossip, innuendo, and hyperbole, with little regard for the truth. So accustomed had Americans become to reading such tripe, that even the upper echelons of society mistook it for a quality product. Nevertheless, the city and its people made a lasting impression on Churchill, instilling in him a love for America that would never diminish. And in William Bourke Cockran, Churchill found the closest thing he would ever have to a mentor: a man who resembled his father in terms of success and power, but who recognized a kindred spirit in Churchill’s intellectual curiosity and treated him as an equal. The two men forged a lasting friendship, but the time had come to leave New York for Key West and venture on to Cuba.

			      

			Thanks to Cockran, Churchill and Barnes made the thirty-six-hour journey by train in the comfort of a private stateroom. Although Churchill found the food barely edible, he was thankful not to endure the long trek in a cramped carriage with the traveling masses. Upon reaching Key West they boarded the steamer Olivette for the ninety-mile crossing to Cuba. The journey proved more pleasurable than the torturous Atlantic voyage from England. The waters remained calm and the onboard company did not bore him, while the prospect of adventure lent the crossing an air of exhilarating expectancy.

			Churchill and Barnes arrived in Havana on November 20, 1895. A storm in the early morning hours disturbed Churchill’s sleep, the rain slashing at his cabin window. He made his way up to the deck when the weather cleared and watched the dark outline of Cuba take form on the horizon. As the ship finally steamed into Havana’s outer harbor, Churchill saw—high atop a cliff—the imposing Morro Castle, guarding the entrance to Havana Bay. On the voyage over he had learned that the compound, once a fort, was now a prison and place of execution. One story he heard detailed the fate of a poor Spanish lieutenant, who during the previous May had commanded fifty troops. One morning, while he and his men were enjoying breakfast at a local café, they were taken prisoner by a gang of rebels. They were soon released, but not before being stripped of all their weapons. Spanish military authorities promptly arrested the lieutenant, hauled him before a court martial, and sentenced him to death for dereliction of duty. He was killed by a firing squad in the castle’s courtyard.

			Once on shore Churchill and Barnes established themselves—if only for the night—in the Gran Hotel Inglaterra, planning to leave for the front the next morning. Conditions in Havana were better than Churchill expected. During the crossing from Key West, rumors on the boat had suggested the city was a cesspool of disease and rife with rebellion. Yellow fever was supposedly ravaging the populace, an assertion that proved untrue. In fact as far as Churchill could tell, everything appeared normal. Other than a vigorous search for concealed weapons in his baggage when he disembarked and a close inspection of his passport, he encountered no signs of a rebellion. People came and went, performing any number of mundane tasks that carry one through the day. Everything appeared to be business as usual. The dearth of insurrection coverage in the local newspapers, however, did strike Churchill as odd. He was told that government censors, who preferred to keep citizens in the dark, edited the papers. While Spanish officials excelled at concealing news of war and any progress made by the rebels, the Cuban insurgents exaggerated their gains, no matter how minuscule, resulting in an environment completely devoid of the truth.

			Churchill and Barnes would soon begin discovering the facts for themselves. On that first night they met with Alexander Gollan, consul general for Cuba, who assured them all necessary arrangements for the ensuing adventure had been made. They returned to their hotel, which overlooked Havana’s bustling central piazza, and puffed their way through several cigars. Although the brand of cigar they smoked remains a mystery, the Cuban-made Romeo & Julieta would become one of Churchill’s personal favorites. As he smoked, savoring the slow burn of the tobacco, he considered the adventure before him.

			In later years, writing for a public still recovering from the horrors of trench warfare, Churchill admitted that some might “not understand the delicious and tremulous sensations” he felt at the prospect of combat. The technological advancements in weaponry that would render the Western Front an abattoir two decades later were still a faint glimmer in some dark imagination. For Churchill, the Cuban expedition was his chance to start building a public platform. Although a military man, he did not plan on making a career of the army. He wished to pursue politics but needed to establish his credentials and character. Reporting from a war zone would certainly get his name out there.

			Early on the morning of November 21 he and Barnes set off for the central town of Santa Clara, where Marshal Martinez Campos—sent by Madrid to subdue the rebellion—maintained his headquarters staff. They traveled twelve hours by rail, through the towns of Matanzas and Cienfuegos. The journey was not without risk, as rebels routinely tossed dynamite at passing trains. Spanish soldiers patrolled the route and rode the rails, but the insurgents remained a brazen threat. As Churchill gazed out his carriage window at the passing jungle, he cursed himself for not bringing a camera. The stations along the way resembled small forts. Some were simple stockades made of lumber, others a sturdier construction made of stone—but all had a garrison of up to twenty men. A concrete blockhouse guarded passage across every bridge, for the rebels were efficient at sabotage. It was not uncommon for them to hack away the support timbers of a bridge, causing considerable destruction when a train crossed the expanse.

			Churchill learned one favorite tactic employed by the rebels involved loosening rails on the track and tying a thick wire around the unfastened length of railway. When a train passed over the compromised stretch, the rebels would yank the wire and pull the track out from underneath the train, often causing a derailment. When Churchill’s train reached the station of Santa Domingo, the passengers learned that insurgents had cut the line several miles ahead, sending a train off the tracks and seriously injuring fifteen of its passengers. An armored car was added to Churchill’s train for extra protection. Fortunately—though perhaps not for Churchill—the journey passed without incident.
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			He and Barnes arrived at Santa Clara early that evening and were met with a warm welcome by Marshal Campos. Campos had successfully quelled a rebellion in Cuba in 1867 and returned to his native Spain, where he reaped the political benefits and became prime minister. He had also served as his country’s minister of war before the latest Cuban rebellion drew him once more to the lush island. Campos placed his guests in the care of a young lieutenant who spoke very good English. The lieutenant told Churchill and Barnes their best chance of seeing any action lay in joining a patrol column. Unfortunately the local commander, General Juarez Valdez, had set off with a column that morning for the town of Sancti Spiritus, some forty miles away. Churchill, desperate to be in the thick of things, suggested they leave immediately to catch up with the patrol. The young lieutenant shook his head. They would get no more than a few miles into the jungle before meeting an unpleasant end. Churchill was incredulous. Where, he wanted to know, were the enemy? The lieutenant smirked and said they were everywhere, explaining that the nearest enemy outposts were no more than half a mile outside the town. If challenged by a sentry in the jungle, one’s survival very much depended on the answer given, either “Spain” or “Free Cuba.” The problem seemed to be that it was not always clear who had issued the challenge. Discerning a friend’s voice from that of a foe, noted Churchill, often involved “a process of deduction Sherlock Holmes might envy.”

			But hope was not completely lost. After discussing the possible risks, the men decided to travel by train to the town of Cienfuegos and catch a steamer to the port of Tunas, on the island’s eastern shore. From there another train—this one heavily guarded by armed escorts and fortifications along the track—would take them to Sancti Spiritus. The route totaled 150 miles but would allow Churchill and Barnes to reach the town one full day before Valdez and his men emerged from the nearly impenetrable jungle.

			The men arrived in Tunas late that night only to learn rebels had cut all communications between the port and Sancti Spiritus, blown up a portion of the railroad tracks between the two towns, and ambushed a train. They would have to wait for the line to be repaired the following morning before setting off for their final destination. They checked into the local hotel, “an establishment more homely than pretentious,” and waited for daybreak. For Churchill, the delay must have been agonizing. It was not merely the prospect of seeing combat up close that excited him, but the opportunity it presented to try his hand at serious journalism. His first dispatch covered his arrival in Cuba; the second would detail the journey from Tunas to Sancti Spiritus.

			Churchill and Barnes boarded a train at first light. The thirty-mile route, they learned, was considered the most dangerous stretch of track on the island. Churchill couldn’t help but notice that the sides of the carriages were reinforced with steel boiler plates. Armed soldiers and men of the Guardia Civil—the Spanish military police—occupied every compartment. The railway itself hugged the mountains, firmly held by the rebels, and passed through thick jungle that offered no more than a few yards of visibility. More than two dozen small forts lined the route, which was patrolled by some twelve hundred Spanish troops. An eager Churchill and Barnes took their seats. The train traveled at a sluggish ten miles an hour and made prolonged stops at every station, where the commander of the nearest fort had to confirm that it was safe to proceed down the next stretch of the line.

			Only a week before, the rebels had overtaken one of the railroad fortifications. General Máximo Gómez, the Cuban military commander, led the assault and positioned a number of his men on a hill five hundred yards from their objective. His troops opened fire to distract the Spanish defenders, who failed to notice enemy forces charging the fort from both sides. While the fort’s garrison, which numbered no more than fifty, fought desperately, another wave of rebels hit the fort in a frontal assault and battered down its main entrance.

			Churchill and Barnes arrived in Sancti Spiritus and were dismayed by what they saw. The town was a dismal slum overwhelmed by filth and disease. Twelve people had recently died of smallpox, while another eleven had succumbed to yellow fever. The slow onset of winter and the cooling temperatures, however, were helping to bring the dual epidemics under control. The poorest citizens and the soldiers stationed in the town seemed to be suffering the worst of it. Beyond the town, in the jungles and mountains, lurked some twenty thousand rebels. If a small group of Spaniards dared venture more than a mile beyond the tree line, they would likely vanish and never be heard from again. Safety lay strictly in numbers. Only a lengthy column of infantry and cavalry bristling with firepower could expect to make it through the jungle—but they were not immune to attack.

			One might think that Churchill, a diehard imperialist, would have little respect for those rebelling against their European masters, but initially this was not the case. He admired the rebels’ cunning. They did not wear any formal uniform, only a badge, allowing them to move about virtually with impunity and conceal themselves among the normal citizenry. They could spy in the open without fear of capture. Local villagers loyal to the rebellion served as an informal intelligence network, reporting anything they saw or heard that might assist the fight for independence. The Spanish were at a consequent disadvantage despite their might. The rebels kept tabs on every Spanish general and knew the state and disposition of all Spanish forces.

			Decamping in wretched Sancti Spiritus, Churchill found himself surrounded by the enemy. The circumstances presented a grand predicament for an eager war correspondent. Roughly three thousand Spanish troops arrived in the town the day after Churchill. They came in from the jungle, armed with double bandoliers and sweating under oversized panama hats. They looked surprisingly fit—in Churchill’s opinion—considering the length of their march and the terrain they had to conquer. He and Barnes sought out their commanding officer, General Valdez, and made their introductions. Valdez was more than happy to have two British officers join his infantry column. He viewed their presence as a symbolic gesture of Britain’s support. Churchill, through an interpreter, thanked the general for his kind words, saying he believed the ensuing adventure would prove to be “awfully jolly.” The general appreciated the young man’s enthusiasm and said they would be departing at first light. He explained that the purpose of his mission was a two-week march through enemy territory to capture and kill rebels, and to check on towns still garrisoned by Spanish troops to ensure all was well. Conditions in Sancti Spiritus were such that he wished to move his men out as quickly as possible. After dining with Valdez, Churchill and Barnes retired for the night.

			Before going to bed, Churchill penned a letter to his mother. He was, he wrote, thrilled to be leaving Sancti Spiritus—and its dual plagues of grime and contagion—with his health intact. How unfortunate it would be to have traveled all this way only to fall victim to disease.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3. Churchill Under Fire

			It was still dark when Churchill woke up and ventured outside. In the predawn gloom, he could see the silhouettes of Valdez and his men as they bustled about preparing for their departure, checking weapons and fastening saddlebags. Churchill and Barnes, following their example, unholstered their revolvers and inspected the cylinders, ensuring that a round occupied every chamber. As a correspondent Churchill could not actively engage the enemy, but he could defend himself if need be. He looked beyond the town to the dark shapes of the nearby mountains. He felt no fear, only exhilaration, and desperately hoped for some kind of action. What young soldier wouldn’t? In the saddle, Churchill could not think of one fellow Hussar back home who wouldn’t surrender a month’s salary for such an adventure.

			The column of six hundred infantry and three hundred cavalry set off beneath a brightening sky. The air, even at this early hour, felt uncomfortably heavy and settled on the skin like warm, wet gauze; the jungle—thick and damp—soon encroached on the men from all sides. Having heard the stories of enemy outposts so close to town, Churchill rode in a state of constant expectation, waiting for gunfire to shatter the tropical idyll at any moment. Trudging along on his horse, he took mental notes of everything for his next Graphic column. “I find the chief difficulty of writing these letters,” he reported, “is that where material is plentiful opportunity is scarce, so that when one has much to write of one has usually but little time to write it in, and conversely.” On this occasion, however, he need not have worried, for his passage through the jungle proved extraordinarily uneventful. Churchill emerged disappointed from the overgrowth into open country, without so much as a glimpse of the enemy. It was nine in the morning. An order came down the line to dismount for breakfast.

			While some men cooked meals, others busied themselves tying hammocks between the trees in a nearby copse. Once the morning’s ration of coffee was downed, a large bottle of rum cocktail made the rounds. Churchill, never one to pass up a drink, indulged and discovered that he enjoyed the sweet libation. He observed the soldiers around him as he drank. They had passed through eight miles of jungle—their backs bent beneath rolled canvas blankets; pots, pans and other cooking utensils; canteens; and nearly two hundred rounds of ball ammunition—and still had another eighteen miles to go before reaching that day’s objective.

			He could not help but be impressed by Spanish fortitude. The morning’s march had been nothing short of grueling, made all the more strenuous by the relentless heat and unforgiving terrain, but no more than a few men had fallen out of line. Although the average Spanish soldier was in his midtwenties, many looked older, with scruffy facial hair and their skin turning leathery from constant exposure to the tropical sun. Presently the soldiers, having finished their rum, checked and cleaned their Remington and Mauser rifles. The humid conditions and the fording of rivers meant the upkeep of weapons remained a constant priority. When they finished, the men retired to their hammocks for their morning siesta and encouraged their British compatriots to do the same.

			For two soldiers in Her Majesty’s Army, stopping midmarch for a nap was an alien concept, but the Spanish and Cuban cultures were to leave an indelible mark on Churchill. It was here that he developed his lifelong passion for cigars and an appreciation for the well-timed nap. During the First World War, when he served as lord of the admiralty, Churchill claimed that by taking an hour-long nap after lunch, he could extend his workday by two hours. Now he clambered into a hammock in the shade of a tall tree and quickly dozed off. The men slept until two o’clock and afterward were on the march within an hour. The remainder of the day passed without incident. At dawn on the second day the column set off for a place labeled Iguara on ­Churchill’s map.

			As the men tramped through the heat and jungle, a Spanish soldier told Churchill their destination was wholly dependent on food convoys from Sancti Spiritus. Insurgents, the soldier claimed, had Iguara completely surrounded. Such knowledge made the approach to the town all the more exciting. The men followed a narrow, winding track that could hardly be called a road. In some places it ran along the edge of a creek; in others it veered upward to a broad, grassy ridge before dropping back down again. It was not ideal for transport or traveling. It often passed through large areas of swampy ground that forced the men to take wide detours, sometimes through thick vegetation. The route, with its many bends and obstacles, made conducting any meaningful reconnaissance impossible. The column marched single file, the horses struggling with the terrain. The going proved slow and dangerous, for the landscape favored the enemy. Jungle and valleys offered countless places to hide. If the rebels attacked, the road would be too narrow for the column to fan out and muster an adequate defense. All the men could do was keep marching forward.

			Upon arriving at Iguara, Churchill discovered it was not a town, but a smattering of houses and barns numbering no more than five. Here Valdez’s column reprovisioned the Spanish garrison with enough supplies to last them the next two months. The column stayed in town for just one night before moving out early the next morning. Until now Churchill had harbored a certain respect for the Cuban rebels—an unprofessional army of untrained civilians, fighting a major European power for their independence. But the more he spoke with his Spanish cohorts, the more his attitude changed. The Spaniards viewed the conflict as a matter of national integrity. Losing the island—a cherished possession—would be a major blow to Spanish prestige. It surprised Churchill that the Spanish viewed their colonial possessions the same way the British viewed theirs. It had never occurred to him that other nations attached a similar value to their imperial holdings.

			Although the rebels remained elusive, evidence of their activities was not hard to find. Houses burned to the ground, incinerated sugar fields, and smoldering campfires betrayed the rebels’ movements. As the troops pressed on with their mission, it became evident they were under regular surveillance. A lone horseman would occasionally appear on a high ridge or materialize at the edge of a jungle clearing before quickly retreating from view. On the third day of marching, Spanish troops attacked members of a Cuban reconnaissance party spotted in some nearby brush. For several frantic minutes the jungle echoed with gunfire as rounds tore bark from trees and thinned the rebels’ hiding place of cover. When it was over, one Spanish soldier and several Cubans lay dead. It was hardly a battle, nor was it the experience for which Churchill had traveled so far—but he remained hopeful.

			On the afternoon of November 29 the column reached the town of Arroyo Blanco. It was larger than Iguara, consisting of twenty single-story homes, which, Churchill noted, were “destitute of floors.” The town—although not much in terms of appearance—was of strategic importance to the Spanish because of its nearby heliograph station, a signaling device in which a moveable mirror was employed to flash Morse code messages to headquarters in Santa Clara using reflected sunlight. Churchill learned upon arrival that the enemy had attacked the town two days earlier. The local garrison of two hundred Spaniards had fought off the assault and in the process reportedly killed twenty insurgents.

			The day they arrived, news reached Arroyo Blanco that Maximo Gomez and some four thousand of his men were camped several miles to the east. The Spanish decided to give chase early the next morning. Churchill was told the rebels had a very limited supply of ammunition and supposedly went into battle with no more than three rounds allocated to each man. What ammunition they did have was of little use, as the Cubans were considered lousy shots. Only at close range, the Spanish told Churchill, could a Cuban hit a target. This also allowed them to slash and stab with their machetes. It was, Churchill reported, Cuba’s weapon of choice. The machete was an indispensable tool for cutting sugar cane, chopping wood, clearing brush, and just about every other kind of work that called for hacking and slicing. In times of war its short, wide blade made it a lethal implement. The Cubans, having honed their skills through nearly constant use, made deadly swordsmen. In close-quarter action a machete could easily sever a limb or cut a rifle in half with one powerful strike.

			That afternoon Churchill and Barnes joined a patrol to reconnoiter the heliograph. The small party skirted the enemy outposts in the jungle and climbed a hill beyond Arroyo Blanco, up to the station. Because the journey took longer than anticipated, the sun had retired beyond the tree line and left them in darkness before they made it back to town. The return trek, through nearly two miles of rebel-i­nfested jungle, excited Churchill. His only escort was six lightly armed officers from the Spanish military police. Should the rebels attack, he and his party would be hopelessly outgunned. Their ponies moved slowly through the nearly impenetrable growth. On several occasions a pony would lose its footing on the uneven ground and dispatch its rider to the earth with a thud. The overhead canopy of trees blocked the sky from view. Churchill strained to see more than a few feet in either direction, but the night was complete. As they carefully picked their way down the invisible trail, he wondered why the rebels had not yet attacked. This did not, in his opinion, speak well of their initiative and daring. Nevertheless, it was a relief to reach the town in one piece.

			Churchill had arrived in Cuba with preconceived notions of war. Nourished on the history of campaigns by Wellington, Napoleon, and his own illustrious ancestor, the 1st Duke of Marlborough, Churchill envisioned large armies on the field of battle, their banners unfurling in the wind, marching headlong into the fray. The Cuban campaign was a corruption of that romantic view. Here, there would be no great clash of forces. When the enemy attacked, it did so quickly, materializing out of the undergrowth and striking fast before dissolving once more into the jungle. Churchill saw no way for the Spanish to win such a conflict. Spain was a country of limited financial resources, yet it had deployed a quarter million men to this distant land.

			Despite Spain’s fading power, its army marched into the Cuban jungle expecting a quick victory. Most soldiers thought it would all be over come springtime—an outcome Churchill considered highly unlikely. The rebels were masters of the terrain and employed it well to their own tactical advantage. The Spanish Army was a relic of the old European style of war, unaccustomed to the hit-and-run attacks favored by the Cubans. In some cases the rebels were darting back into the brush with smoking rifles before the Spanish had any clear concept of what was happening. If the enemy continued employing such methods, Churchill opined in one Graphic column, he failed to see how the Spanish could ever emerge victorious.

			The voicing of such opinions would not go unnoticed in London.

			      

			The following day, November 30, 1895,Winston Churchill turned twenty-one. As had become routine, he awoke before dawn and prepared to move out with the column, which numbered roughly seventeen hundred men, organized into the artillery and two squadrons of cavalry. The day before, Valdez had dispatched two battalions with provisions to resupply Spanish garrisons throughout the area. The men who remained behind would catch up to the enemy and, it was hoped, force them into a decisive confrontation.

			A serpentine mist swirled about the men and horses as they moved out at five that morning. The mist began to rise and grow more opaque as they entered the jungle. They were not far out of town when, with a loud, whip-like crack, gunfire erupted near the end of the column. Churchill swung around in his saddle and searched for the telltale puffs of smoke from long-bore rifles, but the mist concealed the enemy’s position. Although eager for action, Churchill and Barnes were not foolhardy; neither wished to be shot, regardless of the bragging rights that might attend the ordeal. The fighting raged seven hundred feet or so down the line, a fact that brought Churchill some measure of false comfort. The column continued moving, leaving its attackers behind, and soon passed into open country. The mist began to thin and revealed an inhospitable route of bogs, creeks, and dead grass.

			A faint path, almost overgrown with brush, wound its way through the swampy terrain. Officers at the front of the column drew their machetes and began attacking the vegetation. The column made slow but steady progress and stumbled at midday across what appeared to be a vacated rebel camp hidden in the woods. Piles of charred wood remained where bivouac fires had once burned near now-empty shelters made of palm leaves. Flattened grass and snapped branches betrayed the enemy’s path of escape, and the column set off in pursuit. They reached the town of Lagitas at five o’clock—if a place comprised of one barn could be called a town. Around the solitary structure, Churchill saw smoldering campfires and half-eaten tins of food. A conversation with the farmer who called the place home confirmed the rebels had departed not long before the Spanish arrived.

			Valdez gave the order for his troops to dismount and establish camp for the night. As Churchill and the others climbed down from their horses, someone shouted in alarm and pointed to a nearby field. Twenty-­five rebels, who had been watching the so-called town, had broken cover and were retreating to the nearby woods. A contingent of Spanish troops gave chase, but the Cubans vanished into the trees some four hundred yards away. Later that night, to prevent a surprise attack, four infantry companies were placed on guard duty between Lagitas and the woods. Now it was time to eat.

			Churchill sat down to his meal, struck by his surroundings as he ate. The moon—full in the sky—bathed the tops of the palm trees in silver light but failed to reach the jungle floor. Several fires burning along the jungle’s edge fared no better in penetrating the blackness. An enemy patrol, if it were quiet enough, could easily maneuver within striking distance without being detected—yet Churchill, taken by the night’s beauty, gave little thought to such things. The glow of the moon, the flickering of the fires, and the gentle rushing sound of a nearby river lent the scene a mystical quality and rendered war an alien concept.

			The cat-and-mouse game continued early the next morning, when the column vacated Lagitas before sunrise. No sooner had the Spanish commenced marching than the tree line of nearby jungle roared to life with gunfire. The thick vegetation and morning mist camouflaged the enemy and thwarted Spanish attempts to fight back. For ten minutes bullets flew, slamming into trees, tearing up earth and dirt, but missing their intended targets. Then the commotion ended just as suddenly as it had begun, as the rebels retired once more into the jungle’s depths.

			All the while, the column pushed forward and soon found itself battling its way through thick vines and creepers and low-hanging branches heavy with leaves larger than a man’s hand. Churchill, surveying the dense vegetation, realized the enemy could easily sneak up on them, with devastating effect. The infantry took the lead position, while the cavalry secured the rear. The soldiers in the front, their uniforms soaked and blackened with sweat, hacked away at twisting, entangled branches and forged a path for the horses. At eleven o’clock the men came to a clearing no more than a couple of hundred yards across. It was here they decided to breakfast. Churchill was biting into a bony chicken when enemy fire battered the clearing. One round, missing Churchill’s head by no more than a foot, struck a nearby horse. The Spaniards returned a salvo and advanced on the enemy’s perceived position just beyond the clearing. When the infantrymen reached the spot, all they found were spent shell casings and trampled undergrowth.

			The experience awakened Churchill to the real dangers of his adventure. Until now the risk of death or injury to him had seemed remote. He approached the wounded horse, a dripping red hole between its ribs where the slug had struck home. It hung its head in obvious agony as a soldier removed its saddle and bridle. The horse was promptly put out of its misery. The episode gave Churchill pause. This journey may at first have been a game in his youthful eyes, but child’s play it was not.

			Valdez ordered his men to immediately saddle up and move out. Once more the men reentered the brush. Churchill, not for the first time, marveled at the colors of the jungle—the deep greens and the vibrant hues of alien plants—and the massive palm trees that towered overhead. They marched for another four hours, at one point wading across a river, before coming to a place marked on their maps as Las Grullas. It was not a town—nor could it even be called a village—its sole feature being a rundown cabin. It was here they decided to camp for the night. Although the sun was beginning its rapid descent, the heat remained oppressive. The men had sweated through their uniforms, which clung uncomfortably to their damp skin. Churchill got off his horse and reconnoitered the immediate area. It was bordered on three sides by the river and offered no adequate cover against enemy fire. Ideally, one would not want to stay here long—but as this was their only option, the men made the best of their situation. Making the best of it in this case meant going for a swim.

			The cool rush of the river proved impossible to resist after the jungle’s sweltering embrace. Churchill and Barnes peeled off their soiled clothes and convinced two officers to join them for a dip. Naked, they jumped in and happily washed away the day’s grime. The river, blue and clear, lent the setting an idyllic quality. After this brief respite, Churchill and his companions emerged from the water and began to dress on the riverbank. A rifle thundered somewhere nearby, followed quickly by another, and forced the men—still only partially dressed—to duck for cover. A sentry upstream from Churchill’s position crouched behind a fallen tree and fired at the insurgents, who could be seen advancing through the jungle, fleeting glimpses of their figures between the trees. They were no more than two hundred yards away when one of the officers who had swum with Churchill ran off, half-dressed, to muster reinforcements; he returned with fifty soldiers.
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