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THE PAWNS OF HISTORY
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Through nothing more than sheer longevity, my grandparents became time travellers from another age.


When I knew them, in their declining years in the late 1970s and early 1980s, they were living in the same place they always had – a two-bedroom Victorian house halfway down the one street of the Staffordshire pit village where they had both been born in the previous century.


Their home was a portal to another era. The front parlour was filled with wartime 1940s utility furniture that was kept for a best occasion that never seemed to happen. They dwelled instead in one gloomy back room, where the hearth always burned while the wind rattled at the windows that looked out to the garden and the valley beyond.


There was no telephone, no central heating, and for most of their lives no hot running water. They cooked on a tiny oil-burning stove in the kitchen and only had a bathroom fitted, at my aunts’ insistence, in the early 1970s. Both, quite obviously, viewed the innovation with some considerable suspicion.


The silence of their days was broken by the sound of the front gate swinging, heralding the arrival of a neighbour or grandchild, or perhaps the district nurse, who would come every morning to visit my grandmother and dress her sores.


At some point in the late 1970s, my grandmother had lost the use of her legs and a gigantic hospital bed had been imported that filled up the tiny room. She would sit up in it and greet visitors, while all the while, she faded away.


They had few interests – my grandfather loved Norman Wisdom films and my grandmother loved to talk – but that was the extent of it.


They took the Daily Express, then still a broadsheet newspaper, but never seemed to read it, and I was too young to ever notice them talk about politics, if they ever talked about it at all.


In the corner of that dark back room stood a black and white television – their one nod to modernity – and beside it, two old wirelesses and a headset that had not seen action since the TV arrived. The detritus of the electronics of a passing century.


Several times a year my mother would drive me and my sister up there – and after the initial excitement of seeing my grandparents, boredom would swiftly set in. There was a small wall at the front that we could jump over. And that creaky gate that we liked to swing on. But that was the extent of the entertainment landscape, apart from the telly, which was rarely turned on.


Sometimes I’d sneak into that slightly creepy front parlour and read the encyclopaedias gathering dust in the corner. Once I came across my grandfather’s teeth in a glass and, having never seen dentures before, assumed they were a novelty toy and waved them about until someone told me off.


The only truly fascinating thing in the house, at least to my 10-year-old boy’s eyes, was the rifle. Parked behind the desk in the back room just beyond my reach – but never beyond my grandad’s. I longed to be shown it properly, or better still hold it or be told what it was for – but whenever I asked, silence descended and the subject was changed.


Like many boys of the 1970s, I was obsessed with two things in childhood: Star Wars and real wars. In between playing with my toy guns and action figures, or pretending that my sister’s hockey stick was a lightsaber, I’d read “soldier” comics like Warlord and Commando, both of which told dashing tales of British men fighting those evil Germans. I was proud that my own father had been in the Second World War and prouder still that my surviving grandfather had fought in the First.


So, when my obvious boredom could be placated no more my mother would encourage my grandfather to: “Tell him about the war, Dad!”


And Grandad would try to oblige. He would fetch down a picture of himself in uniform of kilt and cap; young and upright, he was very different to the 90-year-old man whose pipe sparks peppered his cardigan with holes as he tried to engage with his grandson.


Stirred to entertain me, he’d talk about how he’d joined up and marched off to war. He’d speak at length of the mud and the trenches, the noise and the friends he made. And sometimes he would take out a Bible in which he’d noted down the names of all the battles he’d been engaged in: Ypres, the Somme, Vimy Ridge. And all the friends he had lost.


And as he talked more, his voice would falter and his eyes would start to brim. Sooner or later – to my horror – he’d begin to cry, at which point my grandmother, observing things from her bed, would boom:


“Is he talking about the war again? He’s a bloody warmonger. Shut up about the war, Martin! Nobody’s interested.” Or words to that effect.


And, after an awkward moment or two, I’d leave, while my own mother tried to calm things down between her parents and go off to swing on the gate out front with my sister and wonder what it was all about.


One thing was clear. His stories were nothing like the ones in the comics. None of this matched up to Warlord. And frankly, I was a bit disappointed. I didn’t care about his chums and the mud and lice. I wanted to hear about the hand-to-hand combat stuff and all the times he had shot people or come face to face with people who might have been Adolf Hitler – you know – before he was famous.


Everyone knew it had all been tremendous fun in the wars, but when he talked about it, all he seemed to do was cry.


My grandmother died in the winter of 1985 and my grandfather a few short weeks after that. In time my parents bought the old house and did it up. They ripped out the partition wall between the two sitting rooms, put in a kitchen and central heating and added another bathroom upstairs. Soon, all that was left of my grandparents’ home was the teak mantelpiece above the fireplace and a patch on the right, where the varnish had been worn away by 70-plus years of Grandad leaning on it.


Once they were gone, my aunts and uncle and even my mother began to open up about them. Grandad had, by all accounts, not always been the kindly old man I had taken him for. In his earlier life he had had a terrible temper and had once tied a local man to a tree after an argument.


Nobody had been brave enough to cut the poor fellow down and all through the night he could be heard whimpering: “Martin, Martin, please let me go.” It was a bizarre story and one that had clearly affected my mother, because she’d retell it over and over again.


He had also hated Germans with an almost unhinged frenzy. At the end of the Second World War, my then teenage aunts had befriended some German prisoners of war who were working on a nearby farm and when my grandfather had found out he had shaved off their hair.


“He could be a terrible man!” my aunt said once. “We were all scared of him.”


It was unclear how he’d earned a living. Mum loved to tell a good story, but she wouldn’t give much out about that. In her version of things, his father had owned a small farm but when my grandfather inherited it, he’d sold it for a pittance and frittered the money away. He had been a coal miner for a bit and then done nothing very much at all, apart from drinking in the pub and worrying about wars.


During the 1930s, he’d built an air raid shelter and long into the 1960s stocked it up with tins of food in case the Russians or Germans – or someone else – tried to invade.


The one source of enduring pride, which the whole family shared, was his war record. There was something gallant about that. The saga went that he had run away in the middle of the night, after an argument with his father, and joined the heroic Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders “through family connections”. Then, after four years of living in the trenches he had made it back “on the last boat” and collapsed into his mother’s arms on the doorstep of the farm.


Families, as we shall see later in this book, have a tendency to spin their own history and frequently exaggerate and make stuff up. An asker of awkward questions from an early age, over the years I’d pick holes in the story, much to my mother’s irritation.


“Last boat in 1918? What last boat? The war was over. Why was there a last boat?”


* * *


Ten years ago, my own mother became ill and we were obliged to sell our family home. As I set about clearing out the letters and remnants of lives that filled the drawers of our house, I found a file compiled by my late uncle that detailed my grandfather’s war. It had been tucked away by my mother unopened and unread. Inside it contained the truth of Grandad’s war. It was much darker than the fairy tale of the handsome young farmer in a kilt going off to fight for King and country.


He had indeed been attached to the Argylls but he was never really a member of that illustrious Highland Regiment – with its long history and roll call of battle honours. He was in fact in the Machine Gun Corps, the butchers of the Western Front, who created orphans and widows and bereaved parents, as they gunned down men in the First World War.


Grandad, undoubtedly, would have killed a lot of people.


The Corps’ main tool was the Vickers machine gun, a device that industrialised murder. The weapon could fire 500 rounds a minute over a range of 4,000 metres. Anyone advancing into it was cut into ribbons of flesh.


Known as “The Suicide Club”, because of the high casualty rate they sustained, courtesy of the sniper bullets they attracted, my grandfather’s corps were the most hated people on the Western Front – at least from the point of view of the enemy. They suffered some of the worst casualties of any unit. One in three were killed or seriously wounded. If they were captured at all they rarely made it to prisoner-of-war camps alive.


As I went through the record, it began to make more sense. The anger. The sorrow. The names of lost friends that he tried to pass on to a 10-year-old boy. The failure to ever amount to anything – because what was the point? His visceral hatred of Germans and his unwillingness to let his daughters go near them. The tying of people to trees – a common wartime punishment. The tears in front of the fireplace as he tried to tell his grandson the story he wanted to tell but the one that I, as a child, didn’t want to hear.


Quite obviously, he had been suffering from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.


* * *


All of the adults who lived through the Great War have now gone. Nobody can remember first-hand the events that wrecked my grandfather’s peace of mind and coloured the lives of those who knew him.


And yet even as the memory of the War becomes second-hand, there are those who were not there, who seek to attach themselves to it and shape the narrative further.


In the process, Grandad and millions like him are no longer ordinary people caught up in events. They are rendered as homogenous heroes or victims, and their lives and the scars they carried have been reduced, massaged and appropriated to fight a different battle long after they are gone.


At the same time many of “the big names” of history have had their roles greatly amplified. “Great men” narratives ensure that statues on plinths in European and American cities continue to shape the way that a good proportion of us perceive the past. Many a modern populist politician would like it to remain so. They insist that statues are “history” and that to question them is to seek to “erase” it – as if history itself was defined by lumps of brass and marble.


We will look at this curious conceit further on – but those twin elements of unquestioned acceptance and the false narratives they propagate are critical to the debunking of fake history and the theme of this book.


Statues are not harmless artifacts. They deliberately contrive to shore up narratives that attribute all of history and its deeds to a carefully selected group of mostly male individuals.


In the process, the vast majority of people are simply ignored and nowhere is that more apparent than in history’s almost complete disregard for women.


I’m ashamed to admit that I never asked my grandmother Lizzie to tell me about her life. Back in childhood, I simply wasn’t interested. She had been the mother to my own mother and the wife to my war veteran grandfather and that was enough. Her role was secondary and her life seemed somehow less important.


I never learned the names of her parents or what she had done before she met my grandad. I never learned anything about her at all.


And trying to find out, long after she has gone, is a challenge. The collective family memory draws a blank. The very few stories that tell us who she was are not properly curated. Like women throughout history, the events of Lizzie’s life have been largely forgotten.


I know she worked as a scullery maid in a “big house” and that her family were very poor. But that’s it. The rest is guesswork.


There are moments in this book where I have tried to draw out the stories of other women, only to be similarly set back. All too often, their lives have been eclipsed by those of the men who lived at the same time or excised from the narrative altogether. The further back we travel the more we see women reduced, almost entirely, to anonymous or even absent people. We know the name of Cleopatra’s father1 for example – but who her mother was remains a complete mystery.


Matters have not been helped by the fact that almost all of the most celebrated historians from antiquity onwards were men. Cutting women out has created a false impression that they “didn’t do anything” of note. Among some male academics and historians that attitude still prevails.


Those women who are present, whether Queen Elizabeth I or Catherine the Great, the playwright Aphra Behn, Maya Angelou or even (dare I say it) Margaret Thatcher, had to be greater still than their male contemporaries to succeed and make their mark. And in the process of scrutiny, they inevitably attracted less “fake history” than those men who jostled so vigorously to carve their names for posterity.


The same issue presents itself in aspects of race and geography. Africa’s past in particular has for too long been neglected by scholars and documentary makers – with interest only perking up when the Europeans arrive.


In short, the “dominant narrative” of history has, for the last thousand years at least, been dictated by “the dominant people” and that means that it has been written by white males, about white males, for white males.


Much of the “fake history” in the coming pages is therefore, inevitably, about those people and what they actually did rather than what we think they did – because challenging that is the reason I’m here.


I start with my grandparents because it’s important to remember that the history of the world is not simply one of “great men” but of the very many more supposedly “ordinary people” too. The majority. The individuals whose lives got tangled up in the power games of politicians, emperors and kings. The nameless soldiers on the fields at Culloden or Waterloo. The victims of the Irish and Bengal famines. The Mongol horsemen in Genghis Khan’s army.


I have dubbed them the “pawns of history”. The people who have been reduced to extras in the “big events”. The millions who throughout time were obliged to sweat, toil and suffer as a result of – or for – the ambitions of others.


By upending the great lies and lazy conceits of the past, we can better comprehend it, and by doing that we can elucidate our present. Fake history runs deep. This book’s mission is to topple it from the plinth and lift up truth in its place.


In the process, we can come to understand our modern world better and make sense too, of why my grandad cried when I asked him to tell me about what he had done in the Great War.




1 Ptolemy XII Auletes









CHAPTER ONE
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WINSTON CHURCHILL WAS BRITAIN’S GREATEST PRIME MINISTER
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How we deliberately misremember the past


The greatest challenge facing anyone writing a book that could theoretically cover the entire course of human history – is that there’s an awful lot of history.


Trying to get a grip on everything that happened in the past would be like painting the Forth Bridge. You’d have to dedicate your entire life to the task. Although given that this is a book about fake history, I should perhaps clarify that the legend of that never-ending paint job is itself a myth. Never happened.


Most people get their “history” from dimly remembered lessons in school, the “things that happened to Grandad” or those generally agreed notions of what “we all accept to be true”.


The subject is far more than a mere academic discipline. The events of the past are nowadays part of the entertainment landscape. The TV schedules and streaming services are clogged with documentaries about kings and queens, wars and empires, which for the most part, concentrate on recent events. There’s a very good reason for that. Near history is accessible. There’s something familiar about it. We feel we can almost reach back and touch it. It also makes for cheap telly, thanks to the vast wealth of archive material available.


There’s audio of George VI stuttering his way through speeches, footage of suffragette Emily Wilding Davison throwing herself under a horse, and even a creepy snatch of Queen Victoria thanking people at a garden party; but we can’t hear the tremble in Charles I’s voice as he is sentenced to death for treason in 1649.


The cadaver of recent history is still warm. It doesn’t need actors stumbling about on wobbly sets – the clothes are still in the family dressing-up box. Our grandparents were there.


And in much the same way we feel we know our favourite soap actors, the protagonists who occupied centre stage feel familiar and known to us.


In Britain, no figure from the last century looms larger than Sir Winston S. Churchill. He is a 20th-century icon every bit as big as Elvis, Dolly Parton or Marilyn Monroe. Signature cigar in hand, bow tie around the neck, his carefully crafted image still resonates five decades after his death. He is more than a statesman. He is Britain’s most enduring celebrity – and a man whose story has become as mythologised as any still revered idol.


And so, inevitably perhaps, this book starts with him – or more specifically, with someone who worked for him – standing on an empty pavement, on a chilly winter’s night in 1944, staring down at a bundle of documents marked “Top Secret” that were lying in the street.


Who exactly had dropped them is unknown, but the woman who found them, according to no less a source than Churchill’s grandson Nicholas Soames, was a cleaning lady at the Ministry of Defence – who we shall call “Mrs Jones”.


As it was the middle of the night and as the wartime blackout was still in full swing, it is something of a miracle that she managed to see anything at all. London in that winter of 1944 would have been almost imperceptible to the naked eye. On moonless nights, it would have been impossible to see your hand in front of your face and simply walking along the roads was fraught with danger. The blackout was meant to stop the Luftwaffe identifying targets on the ground, but it generated home-grown carnage all of its own.


In 1941, an astonishing 9,169 people were killed on Britain’s roads, the highest traffic casualty toll in British history and almost 10 times higher than the annual figure today, despite the presence of considerably more cars.


Writing in the British Medical Journal in 1939, the King’s Surgeon, Lancelot Barrington-Ward, suggested that thanks to blackout regulations, “the Luftwaffe [is] able to kill 600 British citizens a month without ever taking to the air.”


The blackout was also a gift to muggers, thieves and pickpockets, who seized the opportunity to rob their fellow citizens, having clearly never heard of that famous Blitz Spirit.


It was therefore, no doubt with some trepidation, that Mrs Jones emerged into the streets of Whitehall late on that January night, and it was perhaps an acute over-awareness of the dangers, lurking there, that led her to spy the ribbon-bound documents lying in a puddle. Mrs Jones had been dusting the filing cabinets of Whitehall for years and she knew an important bundle when she saw one. This was obviously something that needed to be safe-guarded, but Mrs Jones was no fool. She knew that if she turned back now there’d be a lot of awkward questions. So, fulfilling her patriotic duty, she scooped the file up in her coat, looked swiftly about her and hopped on the night bus home to the East End.


The previous year, the war had turned in Britain’s favour. Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union had left the German Wehrmacht on the back foot in the east and things were little better for him in the south. The Allies had pushed the German army across the Mediterranean and in September 1943 had begun advancing through Italy.


By the onset of winter in 1943 they had reached the Gustav Line and that is where the problems started. This was one of the many defensive lines that had been built across Italy by the Germans and Italians in anticipation of an Allied invasion and it was so effective that it ground the Allied advance to a halt.


In early December, Churchill flew to Tunisia to visit the troops in a morale boosting trip, but as soon as he landed, he fell gravely ill. According to his physician Lord Moran, on the night of 14th December the PM almost died from the combined effects of pneumonia and heart problems, although by the 16th, thanks to Moran’s efforts, Churchill was on the mend. As he recuperated in bed, Churchill pored over plans that would break the stalemate in Italy, and it was those plans that Mrs Jones had now found in the street.


For a few brief hours, the course of the Allied campaign in Italy lay in the lap of a middle-aged woman from Wapping, with her weary feet up in front of the stove, enjoying a biscuit and a well-earned cup of tea.


And then the back door swung open and her son marched in fresh from the pub.


“What’s that?” he asked, pointing at the folder, and when she told him, he declared: “I should probably take it back.”


After some debate as to whether that was wise, what with all those people being killed by traffic, he jumped on his bike and hot-peddled it to Whitehall.


Not for the first time in British history, the young man’s patriotism was to come up against the bureaucratic stiffs at the Ministry who told him to “leave them there and go”. Taking umbrage, Jones Junior declared that he wouldn’t hand them over to anyone less than an Admiral. Eventually some blimp1 was dragged from his glass of brandy and took the documents away.


Shortly after that, the penny dropped.


The following morning, in a growing climate of panic, an emergency War Cabinet was called and the security breach assessed. Churchill flew into one of his rages. How had this happened? Who was to blame? Who should be sacked? His Chief Military Assistant, Hastings “Pug” Ismay, was quick to reassure him that no secrets had been compromised and then told his boss about the cleaning lady and her son. And as Ismay spoke, Churchill was so moved by the whole rambling bikes, blackouts and biscuits saga that he began to cry. The old man was a bit of a crier and it didn’t take much to push him over the edge. Once the tale was over, he wiped his tears, blew his nose, banged the table and declared:


“She shall be made a Dame Commander of the British Empire! Make it so!”


So, the order was sent out that Mrs Jones, the MOD cleaning lady, should be given a damehood, but by the time the King’s birthday honours came out it had been downgraded to a mere MBE. Churchill, who seems to have been keeping an unusually close eye on the awards lists, wasn’t having that and was determined to make good on his promise. And sure enough, when his own resignation honours were published, Mrs Jones was fifth on the list with a DBE.


This is one of those fabulous Churchill stories. It illustrates the inherent decency and wisdom of the man. A politician, as concerned for the common charwoman as his commitment to defeat Hitler. Winston Churchill. Top bloke. Gong giver.


It’s also completely made up.


The anecdote originates with a Churchill biographer by the name of Alexander Boris de Pfeffel Johnson, who was later to emulate his political hero by becoming Britain’s 55th Prime Minister. In 2014, Johnson, then still Mayor of London, wrote a gushing paean to Winston entitled The Churchill Factor which hammered home the parallels between the war-time leader and himself, with all the subtlety of a pneumatic drill in a secluded rural hamlet on a peaceful Sunday morning.


According to Johnson, Churchill was Britain’s greatest hero who “saved our civilisation” from the threat across the Channel for no other reason than that he had a great big personality and a winning way with words.


“He and he alone, made the difference,” Johnson wrote. 


Johnson’s hagiography left many unconvinced. In a withering review in the New Statesman, eminent historian Richard J. Evans likened the work to being “cornered in the Drones Club and harangued for hours by Bertie Wooster”. That is, perhaps, a little unfair on Wooster, the foppish comic foil to Jeeves in P.G. Wodehouse’s classic comic novels. For while Bertie might be a bit of a fool, he is at least well-meaning and full of good intentions.


Johnson’s book, by contrast, was on a mission. Or more accurately two missions. One to armour-plate Churchill’s reputation, the other, to hop a ride on his legend.


The text is plagued with inconsistencies, factual errors and dubiously sourced events including the one about the cleaning lady, which Johnson claims he was told by Churchill’s grandson, Nicholas Soames. The anecdote seems to have tickled the author because he reiterated it constantly while promoting his book and even at the 32nd Annual Churchill Conference in Oxfordshire in June 2015 where the audience seem to have soaked it all up unquestioningly.


Ending the tale, Johnson does at least confess that the story “has withstood all my efforts to verify it at the Churchill Archive or elsewhere.”


Well I have, and in doing so, I have concluded that Mr Johnson can’t have tried very hard.


The facts of the “Mrs Jones” story can be quickly and easily debunked by anyone with access to something called the internet. 


Awards are archived in freely accessible public record databases and can be easily googled. The number of women who received DBEs in Winston’s resignation honours lists in August 1945 amounts to a great fat zero. Of the 37 honours dished out on 14th August 1945, only four went to women and three of those were the Defence Medal (DM). All of those DMs went to Churchill’s aristocratic Downing Street secretaries while his Assistant Private Secretary, Shelia Allison Minto, received an MBE.


Nobody got a DBE.


Dig deeper and you find that between 1941 and 1946, just 21 DBEs were awarded. None of them are gifted to cleaning ladies from the East End. All went to powerful, famous, well-connected and “eminent” women.


The story of the lady who got made a Dame for retrieving secrets from a puddle is no more real history than claiming that Mickey Mouse invented radar. It’s a flat-out fabrication.


It might seem like a harmless fabrication. A “good story” and nothing more. But it matters.


The recent past shapes our recent present in more ways than we notice. Churchill’s iconic life and deeds are increasingly used to shape our present. To define “who” we are. If we can’t get Churchill right – we get nothing else that follows in our own history right either.


* * *


The historian Andrew Roberts, who has dedicated much of his life to the study and the cult of Winston, once claimed that “a thousand biographies” have been written about him – but if that is true, a good proportion of them will be filled with all the things Churchill never said and another with all the things he never did. Very few people in very recent history have been the subject of such mythologising.


Take the famous anecdotes and quips beloved of Churchill superfans – and known by all. There’s the story where the PM, late at night, stumbles into the great Labour MP Bessie Braddock in the corridors of power: “You’re drunk!” she says, to which Churchill replies, “and you’re ugly, but in the morning I will be sober.” Boris Johnson claims to have identified “the very spot” where the encounter took place. Which is fascinating, given that it is unlikely that it ever took place at all.


Churchill was a gentleman of the Victorian era, not a wise-cracking vaudeville act, and the gag is older, even, than him. It was first related by Augustus Hare in his diary about an encounter between two unnamed MPs in 1882, when Churchill was eight and Bessie Braddock had yet to be born. The joke was well-worn enough to have been used in a 1934 W.C. Fields film It’s a Gift. So if Churchill ever said it, he was simply plagiarising a very old and corny joke.


The same goes for the tale where Nancy Astor, the first Conservative woman MP, tells Churchill that if she were married to him, she would put poison in his coffee, to which the PM replies that, if that were so, he’d drink it. A withering rebuff sure – but it wasn’t Winston’s.


That gag had been around since the days of Queen Victoria and had previously been attributed to everyone from David Lloyd-George, PM during the First World War, to the American author Mark Twain. Quote Investigator, the website dedicated to tracking down falsely attributed sayings, discovered that the line appeared in the 1935 movie Bright Lights, where the following exchange takes place:


 


Patricia Ellis: If you were my husband, I’d give you poison.


Joe E. Brown: Yes, and if I was your husband, I’d take it.


 


And that’s just the start of it. Churchill never said that the Royal Navy was governed by “rum, sodomy and the lash”. He never claimed that “if you’re not a liberal by 25 you don’t have a heart” and that “if you’re not a Conservative by 35, you don’t have a brain”, and even if had he done so he’d have looked bloody stupid. For he himself was a Conservative MP at 25 and a Liberal one by the time he turned 35.


Winston never moved away from a Socialist MP at the West-minster urinals, fearing his manhood would be nationalised and he never wrote “this is the sort of English up with which I shall not put” in a letter to a publisher when criticised for ending a sentence with a preposition.


Despite a million internet memes with his picture on them claiming he wrote: “If you’re going through hell, keep going”, he never said it. That quote seems to have entered public consciousness via a religious article in an American Christian newspaper and has only been attributed to Churchill since the mid-1990s. He never declared that “courage is what it takes to sit down and listen” or that “an empty car pulled up at Downing Street and Attlee got out” or that the Labour leader, his wartime coalition partner, was a “sheep in sheep’s clothing”.


Attach a fairly anodyne quote to a picture of a famous person and you give it value. And Churchill like Freud, Einstein and Twain seems to be the gift that keeps on giving in that regard.


Churchill was a great coiner of phrase. Unlike many a modern politician he penned his own speeches and on the evidence of his books, or at least the ones he wrote by himself, he was undoubtedly capable of great wit.


But the magnified cartoonish Churchill of our popular imagination is no more the real man than Julie Andrews was the “real” Maria von Trapp. He has become as much a work of fiction as Sherlock Holmes or James Bond – and much of the groundwork of that characterisation was laid out by none other than Winston Churchill himself.


For as great a politician as he was – what he really excelled at was self-promotion.


Various sources claim Churchill stood up in the House of Commons in January 1948 and said that we should: “leave the past to history, especially as I propose to write that history myself.” Hansard, the record of all parliamentary exchanges, excludes it perhaps because it was an interjection, but here, at last, is a quote that fits the man.


The line anticipates one in the 1962 western, The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, where a character sums up the folklore of the Wild West thus: “When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.”


Churchill could not more perfectly be summed up.


He quite literally took control of the narrative in his six-volume The Second World War. Written collaboratively and published between 1948 and 1953, the books put their author centre stage. The highly subjective account, which was a global best-seller, reaped its author millions of pounds – but more importantly, forged his legend.


Churchill, alone among the wartime leaders, wrote an account of the events between 1939 and 1945 and his narrative placed himself firmly in the middle of things. By his account, his judgement is seemingly inviolable, with the great man deflecting blame for his own mistakes in Norway and Greece while taking full credit for things he got right – or didn’t have much of a part in.


In reality, Churchill prevaricated over the planned invasion of Normandy in 1944 known as operation Overlord. He was wary of the plan, continually seeking to delay it or even postpone it indefinitely, but The Second World War bends the narrative to overstate his support for the assault and thus glory in its subsequent victory.


In the years since, his biographers and admirers have been all too happy to play along.


People love a great story. The one about the British Bulldog who spent years in a hermit-like wilderness only to emerge to lead a quasi-holy crusade against the unspeakable evil of Nazism is just such a tale. Over time, it has become ever more sacrosanct and the cult-like guardians of it ever more bellicose.


That reputation was only bolstered by the 2002 BBC2 TV poll, which determined that the wartime PM was our Greatest Briton. That curious national exercise placed him a mere two places ahead of his distant cousin Princess Diana in a list that included Some Mothers Do ’Ave ’Em actor Michael Crawford, Cliff Richard and – confusingly – at number 86, U2 frontman Bono, who is Irish.


Since that coronation by TV, Churchill has been our “national hero”. And to question it is to risk being branded “unpatriotic” or worse.


“The history of the world is but the biography of great men,” wrote Thomas Carlyle, the Scottish thinker, and for the likes of Boris Johnson, Andrew Roberts and many others in the UK and abroad, Winston Churchill is immutable. A still resonating political God.


But “great men” narratives and top 10 lists are a dangerous conceit where actual history is concerned.


* * *


Winston Churchill was first and foremost a product of wealth and nepotism.


Born into one of the most powerful and well-connected families in England on 30th November 1874, he was the scion of a veritable political dynasty. His father Randolph was spoken of as a future Prime Minister and was briefly Chancellor of the Exchequer before his early death. Winston was the grandson of the 7th Duke of Marlborough, who had been both the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland and a cabinet minister under two prime ministers. The Churchill and Spencer family trees peppered history with great leaders, politicians and generals all the way back to the 15th century.


Much has been made by biographers of Winston’s dismal school years and how he overcame his academic deficiencies to get into the Royal Military College at Sandhurst on his third attempt. This forges a Cinderella-like narrative of an underdog, climbing above failure to make it to the top. None of it would have been possible if his family hadn’t been so eminently well connected, though. Churchill was no pantomime Dick Whittington. He was a very posh chap from Oxfordshire, whose dad had been Chancellor and whose mum was obliged to keep telegramming round to find him a job because little Winnie had flunked out of his very expensive school.


Churchill was a privileged child who didn’t have to do well at school, because whatever brickbats were thrown his way, he would inevitably fall back on his silk-stockinged feet. That doesn’t make much of a story, though, so over time his origin tale has been edited to portray him “overcoming the odds” and “learning valuable lessons” on a path to destiny.


A lot of what really happened doesn’t fit the bowdlerised narrative. For a start, the man who would later be celebrated as the saviour of liberty, spent much of his early life depriving people of that very thing.


His first taste of action, as a young army officer, came in 1895 when he was posted to Cuba as an observer during the island’s war of independence against Spain. There, following his involvement in military skirmishes, he was awarded his first medal, the Cross of the Order of Military Merit, for helping the Spanish suppress the revolt. Which rather spoils the narrative of Churchill as the great defender of liberty fighting oppressive tyrants, as if he was fighting for the tyrants.


He travelled to India in 1896 and joined expeditions to the North-West Frontier to secure the borders of the British Raj and crush local uprisings. While serving in Sudan in 1898, Churchill took part in the Battle of Omdurman, in which the forces of the British Empire (together with Egyptian troops), equipped with machine guns, modern bolt-loading rifles and artillery took on poorly equipped Ansar followers of the local Mahdi and butchered them. Forty-eight British troops died in that engagement – and 12,000 Ansaris.


Churchill seems to have had twinges of doubt in the face of the slaughter and wrote that:


“These were as brave men as ever walked the earth. The conviction was borne in me that their claim beyond the grave in respect of a valiant death was not less good than that which any of our countrymen could make.”


But even as he praised the heroism of “native people” pitted against the vast machinery of the British Empire, there was no doubt, for him, who the good guys were.


In a letter to his cousin, the Duke of Marlborough, dated 29th September 1898, he boasted about having taken part in what was to be the last great cavalry charge by the British Army against the Mahdi’s men, contrasting the honourable close-knit fighting of his unit against the butchery elsewhere. But one doubts that this sympathy was much consolation to the families of the dead, or the people of Sudan, whose only consolation was that they were eventually to be ruled and exploited by British and Egyptians rather than the Mahdi or any of the other European powers with growing interests in Africa, such as the Belgians.


Churchill was a product of an Empire that believed itself culturally and morally superior to everyone else on Earth.


The young Winston was saturated with inherent self-regard that surpassed even that normally imbued as a product of the English aristocracy and the British public school system. This conceitedness was too much for some. One contemporary journalist, writing for the Daily Chronicle, dubbed him “Pushful the Younger”.


No opportunity to promote himself went unmissed. When the Boer War broke out in 1899, the former army officer, now re-invented as a journalist, managed to secure the equivalent of £100,000 from London’s Morning Post, to cover the campaign for just four months’ work. His subsequent capture and escape from a prisoner of war camp were turned to his advantage and soon he was being feted as the living embodiment of the Boy’s Own2 spirit.


Shortly after that, he entered politics – and part two of his legend began.


Until 1911, MPs weren’t paid, meaning that politics was a rich man’s hobby. Elected Conservative MP for Oldham, aged 25, in 1901, Churchill immediately embarked on an epic campaign of self-promotion, which culminated in him crossing the floor in 1904 to become a Liberal MP. His timing could not have been better. The Tory government collapsed shortly afterwards and the subsequent general election in 1906 saw his new party storm to power under Henry Campbell-Bannerman. Two years later, Churchill was appointed President of the Board of Trade and aged just 33 he became the youngest cabinet minister since 1866.


This was not a “path to destiny”, though. Churchill was always first and foremost a politician, driven by aspiration, working to his own agenda to serve private ambition. Even as he moved from party to party, from post to post and hobby-horse to hobby-horse, the core mission was always, first and foremost, to promote Winston’s interests, fuel Winston’s ambitions, and one day to elevate Winston to the highest office in the land.


Over the course of his long political life, Churchill entertained many positions and veered from decidedly “Conservative” to strongly reformist tendencies.


His more enlightened instincts were there from the start but they were driven too by his indomitable wife Clementine, a life-long liberal, who in another time and place could well have made her way to the front bench on her own merits. And perhaps even to Downing Street herself.


For most of her husband’s life, Clementine Churchill was his chief political advisor. Which is all the more remarkable when you consider that Clementine harboured a lifelong hatred of the Conservative party


When they first met, Clemmie was extremely hostile to what she viewed as the vile ‘Tories’ and seeking to impress her, Churchill described his own former party in a 1908 letter to his fiancée as:


“Filled with old doddering peers, cute financial magnates, clever wirepullers, big brewers with bulbous noses. All the enemies of progress are there – weaklings, sleek, slug, comfortable, self-important individuals.”


Two years after writing that, as Home Secretary, he was pushing many decidedly progressive and liberal reforms, including the introduction of a distinction between political and criminal prisoners and the ending of imprisonment of children. He also commuted half the death sentences passed during his term.


In 1911, as President of the Board of Trade, he was responsible for the first attempts at creating a welfare state and, while it chimed with the mood of his party, undoubtedly Clemmie had a hand in it.


Over the next 50 years of his political career, his wife wrote hundreds of letters to him, often at key moments, that demonstrate a calm, guiding hand at the tiller – even as her husband rocked from one hobby horse to the next.


Clementine, like many wives and women in history, is the unsung hero of the Churchill legend. Operating behind the scenes and displaying formidable foresight and intuitiveness, her role has been dampened and downplayed by most Churchill biographers.


The predominantly male Churchill fan-base prefers the story as the tale of one man and his destiny, not one man and a highly intelligent woman working in partnership. But without Clemmie behind him, it is unlikely that the wayward Winston would have sustained his long career, let alone made it to that plinth in Parliament Square.


Left to his own instincts and devices, there were many times when Churchill’s conflicting instincts left him playing an elaborate game of political Twister with a foot, simultaneously in every political camp.


Women’s suffrage is a case in point. For most of the years that preceded women getting the vote, Churchill was implacably opposed to the notion of women voting, suggesting that it would be akin to a man demanding the right to have a baby. And yet, when the tide turned in favour, he began to thaw and professed that he was only willing to fully commit to it if the male electorate agreed in a proposed referendum on the issue.


Churchill was obsessed with popular opinion and what we nowadays call “optics”. Image was everything and on his long path of self-promotion, no publicity stunt was to be missed. He often got it wrong.


When a violent Latvian gang was cornered by police at the Siege of Sidney Street3 in January 1911, Churchill hot-footed it down to Stepney with his private secretary and a photographer in tow. There he made a show of “taking charge” of events including ordering the fire brigade to stand down when the house in which the gang were hiding caught fire following an exchange of fire with the police and a detachment of Guards.


Churchill was roundly lambasted for interfering with the operation at the time and when footage, shot by Pathé News in one of their earliest film reports, was shown at cinemas it was apparently greeted with boos and four-letter words.


Two weeks after the siege ended an inquest was held and the former Conservative Prime Minister Arthur Balfour held the errant Home Secretary to account:


“I understand what the photographer was doing” he bellowed, “but what was the honourable gentleman doing?”


The man who would one day be dubbed the Greatest Briton of all time was also, frequently, to find himself out of his depth. When war broke out in 1914, for example, Churchill was First Lord of the Admiralty, a job he was singularly ill-suited to.


Many Conservative newspapers had attacked Churchill’s appointment in 1911, deeming his temperament unfit for such a big role. The Spectator4 declared: “he has not the loyalty, the dignity, the steadfastness to make an efficient head of a great office.” And they were on the money, because from the outbreak of war, his worst tendencies were on display.


Big on promises, he failed to support them with deeds.


In October 1914, Churchill visited the besieged Belgian city of Antwerp and promised to provide reinforcements to bolster the defence against the German army, but almost as soon as he was gone, the British army was withdrawn.


A greater disaster came the following year, when he personally backed a plan to relieve pressure on the Russians by attacking the Turkish army in the Dardanelles and opening a second front. That terrible miscalculation at Gallipoli ended in catastrophe, with 50,000 French, Australian and British Empire troops dead.


Following uproar and resignations in protest, Churchill was demoted to Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster before resigning in November 1915.


Ever eager to put out his own first draft of the Churchill legend, Winston later claimed that he was right and that the assault on Gallipoli would have worked if only he had been in overall control. Almost immediately he began to portray himself as a scapegoat who had been wronged; most historians strongly disagree.


“The attacks at the Dardanelles and Gallipoli convinced many of his contemporaries that Churchill was a man of blood, lacking sound judgment, and unfit for high office,” wrote his official biographer Sir Martin Gilbert. Others, including the historian and author Christopher Bell, have suggested that Churchill got “swept up” in the misadventure – despite it being a patently bad idea. Disaster or not, 1915 is a pivotal year in Churchill mythology. Following the catastrophe at Gallipoli he donned a uniform and went out to France to fight on the Western Front.


This is the legend of the noble, repentant politician who accepts that his actions have cost lives and who therefore puts himself in the firing line in a powerful act of penance. The truth of Churchill’s time in the trenches however is very different to the folklore.


Keen to be made a brigadier,5 Winston actively canvassed for the rank but had to make do with being a mere colonel. Unfortunately, he proved so rusty, on account of not having been in uniform for 16 years, that when he gave parade ground orders to his infantrymen, he used anachronistic 19th-century cavalry commands, that left them all marching into one another in bewilderment.


In January 1916, he was sent to Ploegsteert (aka Plugstreet), a quiet part of the Western Front, eight miles south of Ypres. That was the closest he ever came to actual war.


He was undeniably a big hit with the men. Lax on discipline, he liked to strut about in a French army helmet and lead the troops in singsongs. As not much was happening war-wise, he spent a lot of his time painting watercolours and writing to Clemmie.


Boris Johnson’s biography would have matters otherwise. In The Churchill Factor, he claims that Churchill ventured out into no man’s land some “36 times”. It seems highly unlikely, because Colonel Churchill was only at the front for six weeks and for most of that time in reserve.


Johnson suggests that Churchill was in the thick of things, but there were no major engagements in the area around Ploegsteert during his very brief stint at the front. The occasional rogue shell fell and the odd bullet may have whizzed past, but the idea that he was “constantly under fire” as Johnson and others would have it is demonstrably untrue. A complete fabrication.


The legend of Churchill at the front remains a beguiling and romantic notion, however, and one that suggests by inference that generally members of Parliament didn’t do that sort of thing in the Great War. That by being there, Winston was embarking on something brave and unique, which set him apart from all those other MPs.


It’s wholly untrue. Colonel Churchill was very far from being the only parliamentarian in uniform. By January 1915, 184 MPs from all parties were on active service in the armed forces and, unlike Churchill, many remained so for the duration of the war. Overall, 264 MPs served in some capacity during the conflict, or about 40% of all parliamentarians.


A good percentage gave their lives. Twenty Members of Parliament died on active duty.


One of those, Harold Cawley, Liberal MP for Heywood, was killed by a Turkish sniper at Gallipoli. A victim of his right honourable friend’s woefully planned misadventure in pursuit of ambition. 


By comparison with most of his serving colleagues, Churchill’s stint in uniform was very short indeed. And anyway, within weeks of arriving at the front he was bored stiff and itching to return to Westminster.


By March 1916, he was back in London on leave and lobbying hard to get a cabinet job. Returning briefly to the front in April he sought again to resign his commission and had to be dissuaded by Clemmie, who told him in a stern letter, to be “patient” since it might play badly with “simple people”.


“Your motive for going to France was easy to understand – Your motive for coming back, requires explanation,” she wrote.


Churchill wrote to friends and colleagues asking for advice and clearly hoping that they would say what he wanted to hear. Most said he should stay in France.


And then he had a stroke of luck. In mid-spring his battalion was amalgamated with another, rendering him redundant. He returned to Westminster on 7th May 1916 and his brief and uneventful time at the front was over.


Like the Siege of Sidney Street or those quips he never uttered, the “he donned khaki and went to the front” story is critical to the Churchill myth. Repeated endlessly as proof of his integrity, upon examination, it falls apart like cigar ash in the wind.


It’s disappointing to determine that stories we’ve grown up with aren’t as thrilling or reassuring as we would like them to be. It’s comforting to buy into the Churchill myth because as “our Greatest Briton”, it shines well on us as well. He’s our mascot. Our one great, towering modern hero. Why spoil it with inconvenient facts and examination?


None of this is to deny that Churchill was not a major presence in 20th-century British politics. He looms large in our collective consciousness precisely because he burned so brightly. There’s much to like and much to admire.


He was undoubtedly a clever man, with a broad range of interests and an almost boyish interest in things. He wrote acres of books. He had a ferocious energy. He was knocked down countless times – both literally and metaphorically – but he always got back up and dusted himself down and started all over again.


That determination is admirable, but his irrepressibility was undoubtedly born of that innate sense of Spencer-Churchill privilege and entitlement.


As with his tenure as First Lord of the Admiralty, in his post-war career, he frequently failed to live up to the hype. His term as Chancellor of the Exchequer between 1924 and 1929 is a disastrous case in point. His decision to take the country back onto the Gold Standard in April 1925, though popular, caused the value of the pound to rise and exports to fall. That precipitated mass unemployment and deflation and, in turn the General Strike of 1926.


But very little is made of that or of Churchill’s many other career failings, because “the big event” of his war leadership from May 1940 has come to eclipse everything else. Handed the office he had craved all of his life, Churchill finally and undeniably came into his own.


His greatest successes came out of mimicking the better decisions of the Great War, including the notion of creating a war-time coalition to steer the country through the crisis. He rallied the nation with commendable duty and purpose. He gave the impression of a capable commander at the centre of things and that’s important in a crisis.


He was very good at playing the part. He set out a clear narrative and acted as a rallying figure for what was to follow. He defined the parameters of the war. Good against evil. Democracy against tyranny. Civilisation against despotism. He offered the promise of hope, of victory and eventual glory. He inspired his people to keep on keeping on.


Churchill clearly relished it all. He liked being at the blazing core of things. He was good at the big stuff. The bellicose language, the defiant speeches, the posturing with machine guns and the V for victory hand flicks. Undoubtedly a rallying figure is needed when a country is at war and Churchill made a very good one indeed. He was made for the job of wartime PM, because it suited his talents. And he was undeniably good at it, not least because he became a symbol and a beacon at the heart of government.


He was also undoubtedly popular with a broad swathe of the British public because, like Boris Johnson, he projected a personable X factor.


Time has turned the favourable hand into myth. Nations in need of heroes want their paragons to be bigger people than the rest – outsized and cartoonish. Imbued with super-powers. Churchill has been turned into fiction. His wit exaggerated, his intelligence amplified; his foresight, his integrity, his intuitiveness, his love of democracy, and his steely nerve in the face of the Nazi war machine all blown out of proportion to fashion a supernatural God.


The truth no more resembles the myth than the physical Churchill measured up to his three-metre-high statue in Parliament Square. But as we shall see throughout this book, very often people prefer to buy into the myth than the reality of what happened.


* * *


In the summer of 2020, as Black Lives Matter protests erupted in London, there were fears in some corners that activists might seek to topple Churchill’s statue outside the Palace of Westminster.


Some of those fears were deliberately concocted.


Embattled by the Covid crisis engulfing the nation and recovering from his own brush with death6, Boris Johnson, now Prime Minister, seized the moment to appropriate Churchill once more and shore up his political base by defending the wartime leader.


Johnson took to his Twitter account.


The statue, he wrote, was a “permanent reminder of Churchill’s achievement in saving this country – and the whole of Europe – from a fascist and racist tyranny,” adding, “we cannot try to edit or censor our past.”


In the 55 years since his death, Churchill had become an inviolable, secular Tory God. Any attempt to question his perceived place in history was a blasphemy. How dare “truth seekers” bring up awkward “facts”. To do so was to “rewrite” the past – or at least the “perceived past” in which Churchill had saved the world from tyranny. Boris Johnson the “ersatz Churchill” needed the real one to remain untouchable and unvarnished to serve his own narrative as his latter-day incarnation.


If Churchill fell, the man who had mimicked him, might fall as well. It was a fight worth having.


As the BLM protests intensified, someone wrote “was a racist” under Churchill’s name on the plinth. Emma Soames, the late PM’s grandaughter, began to wonder whether the effigy should be moved out of the square.


Writing in The Daily Telegraph, Johnson wrote that he would “fight with every breath in his body” to keep the statue up, and quite swiftly Twitter was erupting into one of its vicious Punch and Judy battles and commentators were demanding that soldiers be posted to defend the great man’s memorial.


But by picking the fight, Johnson inadvertently set in motion the unpicking of the Churchill myth. Soon, academics and historians were emerging from dusty lockdown libraries, to point out the many paradoxes of Winston.


For all the cries from Tory supporters that Winston “wasn’t a racist” or that he was “a defender of free speech and liberty” and a “defender of democracy”, there was clear evidence to the contrary.


Take his record on Irish nationalism.


In May 1920, it was Churchill, who as Secretary of State for War, first suggested the recruitment of an Auxiliary Division, later known as the Black and Tans, into Ireland to crush the independence movement in what was then still part of the United Kingdom. While Churchill himself quickly went cool on the scheme, his idea was nonetheless adopted by the British backed executive in Dublin with devastating consequences.
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