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Preface


When I completed the final chapter of this book, at the end of February 2001, I was only a few days younger than was Churchill at the end of his second premiership, forty-six years earlier. Amid all the many who have written on or around Churchill – somewhere between fifty and a hundred – I can at least claim to be the only octogenarian who has ventured into the list. I suppose I can also claim to have had the widest parliamentary and ministerial experience of his biographers.


On the other hand I cannot claim really to have known Churchill. I was introduced to him by my father on a (to me) memorable occasion in 1941 when, the old chamber having been destroyed by bombs, the House of Commons was meeting in its temporary home of Church House in Dean’s Yard, Westminster. At around that time I listened to several of his most notable orations, some in Parliament, some broadcast, and throughout the war and its aftermath he was an immanent presence in my life, and in that of my contemporaries.


Seven years after that brief encounter of 1941 I became a young MP and sat in the House of Commons with him for the next sixteen years. With varying degrees of appreciation – I was of course in the opposite party – I observed his performance, first in opposition, then as head of his second government, and finally during the nine years of his parliamentary somnolence. I was aware of witnessing something unique, but also remote and unpredictable. It was like looking at a great mountain landscape, which could occasionally be illuminated by an unforgettable light but could also descend into lowering cloud, from the terrace of a modest hotel a safe distance away. I had no significant conversation with him during those sixteen years. I doubt if he knew who I was, although I became a member of the Other Club (over which he had kept a very tight control) at the end of his life, but only arrived in time to attend his obituary dinner.


However, although I had many inhibitions about venturing into a Churchill biography, the slightness of the acquaintanceship was not among them. I do not believe that biography demands or even necessarily profits from personal knowledge. It can distort as much as it illuminates. I never saw Charles Dilke or Asquith, but I do not feel that my lives of them suffered from this particular deficiency, any more than I thought that my now fifty-three-year-old piece of juvenilia about Attlee, whom I did know well, was made of higher quality as a result.


Even more obviously than with Dilke and Asquith, I never knew or saw Gladstone. I was at the start very hesitant about engaging with the Grand Old Man of Victorian politics, but that was for the quite different reason that I feared his larger-than-life quality made him too big a subject for me, and in particular that I would be defeated by his absorption in theological and liturgical disputes. Once launched on the project, however, I never regretted having undertaken Gladstone.


Similar inhibitions initially applied even more strongly to Churchill. And the scale of the existing literature about him was several times more formidable than that about Gladstone. Progress from Asquith to Gladstone to Churchill is exponential. If there is five times as much about Gladstone as about Asquith, there is at least ten times as much about Churchill as about Gladstone. On the other hand, after Gladstone, I had come to be attracted rather than inhibited by big subjects. To have tried to write a full-length book about a medium-grade even if inherently interesting subject, say William Harcourt or John Morley, both of whom could do with reappraisals, would be the equivalent of trying to get excited, after a Himalayan expedition, by an amble up Snowdon.


There were two decisive figures who persuaded me to undertake Churchill. The first was Andrew Adonis. He put the issue with almost exactly the same sentiment as that of the preceding sentence. ‘After Gladstone,’ he said, ‘there is one direction, and only one direction to go which will not be an anti-climax, and that is Churchill.’ The other influence, even more conclusive if not equally formative, was that of Lady Soames (Mary Churchill). When I was still hesitating she was as generous in encouragement as she has since been in help, although never wanting to see anything that I had written until it was past the point of no recall. ‘I would much like another Liberal study of my father,’ she enthusiastically said, referring back to Lady Violet Bonham Carter’s 1965 Winston Churchill as I Knew Him. I only hope that she will not be as disapproving of some aspects of this book as, despite that being essentially favourable (as is this), was Lady Violet (née Asquith) of my 1964 biography of her father.


As with Gladstone, so with Churchill I never had subsequent regrets. I found him even more rewarding as a focus of interest and effort than I had found Gladstone. Indeed, as will be seen in the last paragraph of the text, in the course of the process I changed my mind about their relative qualities as wholly exceptional specimens of humanity, and would now put Churchill marginally ahead of Gladstone. A sceptic might say this proves nothing more than that I have the self-centredness to regard whatever book I am currently engaged on as being more important than any others. It does not however make me regard the subjects of my absorption with excessive reverence. I have become increasingly convinced that great men have strong elements of comicality in them. This was certainly true of Gladstone and Churchill, and, as an offstage example, it was also true of General de Gaulle, who was two-thirds a political giant and one-third a figure of fun.


I do not claim to have unearthed many new facts about Churchill. With published sources about him on their existing scale this would be almost impossible. Nor am I a great partisan of the ‘revelatory’ biography. Churchill in life was singularly lacking in inhibition or concealment. There are consequently no great hidden reservoirs of behaviour to be tapped. Nearly all the facts have been provided in the massive eight-volume official biography started by Randolph Churchill but essentially done by Sir Martin Gilbert, with the dates of publication extending from 1966 to 1988. Every student of Churchill’s life is necessarily dependent upon these, and perhaps even more upon the Companion Volumes of supporting documents, thirteen of them up to 1939, with a further three, re-entitled War Papers, taking the documentation to the end of 1941. When this rich seam (for the moment) runs out, the deprivation is quickly felt. Any subsequent writer is deeply in Martin Gilbert’s debt.


I also have heavy debts to Andrew Adonis, the source of the already quoted piece of decisive advice. He in addition cast his encyclopaedic and critical eye over every page of the typescript. At one stage last autumn, when I thought that illness might prevent my writing the last eight chapters of the book, I decided that he was the only person who could possibly do it for me. Fortunately that did not prove necessary, but my debt to him nonetheless remains pre-eminent. He alone has impaired my rule that every sentence comes out in my own laborious and almost illegible long-hand. Three or four necessary linking passages of a few hundred words, only lightly amended by me, have come from his pen.


Next my debt is to my secretary, Gimma Macpherson, who with a little intermediate help from me transformed the nearly illegible manuscript into typescript, while also exhibiting a lively and encouraging interest in the narrative. Then there are those who, purely voluntarily, read every word of the resultant typescript and made many helpful criticisms and suggestions: Max Hastings; Arthur Schlesinger; the late Lord Harris of Greenwich; and, of course, my wife. Others read individual chapters or groups of chapters.


In addition there are those who might be described as the professional midwives of the book: Michael Sissons, my literary agent who was a part initiator of the idea and an unfailing source of encouragement; Ian Chapman (Junior) and then Jeremy Trevathan at Macmillan who were responsible for seeing it turn into a handsome volume; Peter James who is the prince of detailed editors; Robbie Low who did meticulous work on the reference footnotes; and Elisabeth Sifton of Farrar, Straus and Giroux, New York, who in the course of demanding many clarifications for the American edition also did much to make the text more comprehensible to some British readers.


ROY JENKINS


East Hendred


April 2001




Glossary of Parliamentary Terms


Churchill was a great parliamentarian and a member of the House of Commons (with two short intervals) for nearly sixty-four years. As such he naturally used a lot of parliamentary terms which may appear as incomprehensible jargon to non-British readers, and perhaps indeed to many British ones as well. But it would be depressingly denuding to strip his own language or mine in writing about him of such terms. I have therefore decided to attempt a glossary, primarily but not exclusively for American readers, in the hope that this will shed some light on to arcane mysteries.


Constituencies: Relatively small geographical areas from which MPs are elected by a simple plurality. The total number has varied but there have broadly been about 650 for a population which in 1900 was little more than thirty million and in 2000 barely sixty million. Until the Third Reform Act of 1885 nearly all constituencies were two-member, both in the boroughs (towns and cities) and in the (broadly) rural counties. After that most constituencies became single-member, but some two-member exceptions remained and included two of Churchill’s constituencies: Oldham in Lancashire from 1900 to 1906 and Dundee in Scotland from 1908 to 1922. In these exceptions candidates habitually had a ‘running mate’, nearly always of the same party. There has never been a ‘locality rule’ in British politics. No residential qualification is required and many of the most famous figures have been elected in the course of their careers from a bewildering geographical spread. Latterly this has become more difficult, although not impossible. Neither Margaret Thatcher nor Tony Blair had any connection with their constituencies until they came to represent them in Parliament. Churchill’s electoral contests embraced not only Lancashire and Scotland, but also London suburbia, as well as the East Midlands city of Leicester and the Abbey division of Westminster, the home ground of Parliament itself.


In these circumstances constituency chairmen, voluntary officials although often rewarded with knighthoods, were important in keeping non-locally bred MPs in touch with local opinion. There were also, until 1950 when they were abolished, twelve university seats as a little berry on the tree of geographical representation. The electorates here were the graduates of the respective universities.


Constituences are regularly reviewed by boundary commissions to ensure an approximate equality of electorates in the face of demographic fluctuations. Their boundaries may be redrawn, or the constituencies themselves may be merged or divided, and their names are often therefore changed.


Division: A term used in two senses, although the former appears much more in this book:


(i) a vote in the House of Commons (or occasionally the House of Lords) when members file through either the ‘aye’ or the ‘no’ division lobby and have their names recorded by parliamentary clerks. But although the name-checking is done by clerks the actual counting of the votes is done by MPs, two from each side, who stand at the exit doors to each lobby. Anyone calling a division thus has to put in two ‘tellers’, who do not nominally vote. Confusingly, therefore, the numbers voting on either side should always be augmented by two to give the accurate picture of how the House divided. As divisions are mostly conducted on party lines it is usual to refer to ‘the Tory lobby’ or ‘the Labour lobby’ or ‘the Liberal lobby’.


(ii) Division is also an alternative name for a constituency, in American terms the equivalent of a Congressional district. In this sense it is natural to talk about the Central Division or the North or West or East or South divisions of a big provincial city.


Parliaments: The House of Commons is elected at a general election for a parliamentary term of five years, and the party leader who is able to command a majority in the Commons is invited by the Sovereign to form a government: this is when a Prime Minister is said to ‘kiss hands’. The parliamentary term is divided into annual sessions, each session ending when Parliament is prorogued; at any time within the term, Parliament may be dissolved and a new general election held. (Both prorogation and dissolution are in the prerogative of the crown, although in practice the decision is the Prime Minister’s.) The period between sessions is known as a recess, though the word can also be applied to other periods when the House does not sit. A constituency which loses its MP through death or retirement during the life of a parliament must elect another at a bye-election.


The Address: Each year’s session of Parliament begins with a Queen’s (or King’s) speech, delivered by the Sovereign from the Throne in the House of Lords, but written for her (or him) by the government and is a statement of government legislative and other intentions for the year. The Prime Minister then moves a ‘loyal address’ thanking the Sovereign for ‘the Gracious Speech from the Throne’. The Opposition or an individual member can then put down amendments in the form of ‘while thanking Her (His) Majesty for the Gracious Speech regrets’ that X or Y is or is not included. If the government is defeated on an amendment to the Address it would be regarded as a central challenge to its authority, calling for either its resignation or a general election.


The Chamber: MPs debate in the Commons chamber, the government side sitting on benches to the right of the Speaker’s Chair, the opposition parties to the left. A member who changes his party is thus said to have crossed the floor. Front-benchers (members of the government and their Opposition equivalents) speak from one or other of two despatch boxes; all others speak from the back benches. The government front bench is also known as the Treasury bench. A gangway cuts through the middle of the benches on both sides. Close to the Speaker’s chair is the official box, where civil servants may be consulted by government ministers. The division lobbies – two long, narrow corridors – are parallel to but outside the chamber on either side. Arrangements in the House of Lords are similar, except that it has no Speaker and no Speaker’s Chair; instead debates are inactively presided over by the Lord Chancellor – or his deputy – seated on the Woolsack.


Procedure: Every bill presented to Parliament goes through several stages. The first reading in the House of Commons is a formal notification of the bill, an announcement of its long title (the bill itself may not yet have been drafted, but it cannot range further than the long title). The second reading is a general debate on the merits of the bill; if defeated on the vote at this stage, the bill cannot be reintroduced in the same session. The bill then goes to the committee stage, when it receives detailed examination clause by clause from a committee of the whole House or (an innovation of the Attlee government) from a standing committee consisting of up to fifty members appointed in proportion to the party strength in the House. There follows the report stage on the floor of the House, when the bill and any amendments agreed in committee are subjected to further detailed examination. Last there is a third reading, and if the bill is passed it then goes to the House of Lords for similar treatment. A bill passed by both Houses is enacted only when it receives the royal assent.


Prime Minister’s questions, recently unhelpfully gladiatorial, are short, regular sessions during which MPs may put questions to the PM.


Proceedings in both Houses are reported verbatim (though often tidied up to produce a greater elegance than the MP actually achieved) in the daily Official Report known as Hansard, after the name of the original printers.


Whips: The Leader of the House, who is a member of the Cabinet, is in charge of the business of the House, but the day-to-day organization of Commons business is in the hands of the party ‘whips’, one Chief Whip and perhaps eight or ten assistants on each side. On the government side their principal business is to expedite the passing of legislation. They issue a weekly instruction to their supporters about when important votes are likely and into which lobby they should go. These instructions can be defied, although it requires unusual boldness to do so at all frequently.


There are also occasional ‘free’ (or unwhipped) votes, particularly on private member’s bills, which are proposed by backbenchers not ministers and for which limited time is available.


During most of Churchill’s career the Whips’ Office also had certain extra-parliamentary functions in relation to the proposing of candidates for constituencies and the raising of party funds. These functions have recently fallen into desuetude.


It was also traditionally the case that whips’ tasks were workaday, not attracting those who rose high in politics. Latterly, however, both Sir Edward Heath and John Major have come to the premiership through the Whips’ Office.


The Franchise: Until the ‘Great’ Reform Act of 1832 Britain had a pattern of those entitled to vote which was both haphazard and highly restrictive. Even after that it remained restrictive, with only 650,000 able to vote. In 1867 the Second Reform Act, mainly by giving the vote to heads of working-class families in the boroughs, put the number up to nearly 2,000,000. In 1885 it went to about 5,000,000 and remained there until female suffrage began in 1918. Universal votes for all over eighteen (except for peers and lunatics) did not however arrive until 1970.


A further restriction on simple democracy was that the ‘business vote’ persisted until 1950. This gave a second or even a third or fourth vote to those who occupied business premises away from their homes. Such votes were significant in city centres such as Churchill’s 1906–8 Manchester constituency.


The Privy Council is a somewhat archaic survival from the Councils of medieval and early-modern monarchs, which figure much in Shakespeare’s historical plays. The Privy Council today has over 600 members and is summoned as a whole only on the accession of a new sovereign. Very small groups of Privy Councillors (the quorum is as low as four) meet with the Queen quite frequently formally to approve orders in council (executive acts) which are decided upon by the government. Of the 600 members of the Privy Council 150 or so are members of the House of Commons. All full ministers automatically become so on appointment and retain the rank for life. Thus Churchill was a Privy Councillor for the last fifty-seven years of his life and I have been one for thirty-seven years. They are addressed as ‘Right Honourable’ on envelopes and as ‘the right honourable gentleman’ or ‘the right honourable lady’ in parliamentary debates. They have traditionally enjoyed some priority in being called to speak in the House of Commons, but that has recently been eroded. As well as ministers and ex-ministers some senior backbenchers have the rank bestowed upon them.


The Lord President of the Council is one of the so-called sinecure offices, allowing membership of Cabinet without fixed duties. The others are the Lord Privy Seal and the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster.




PART ONE


A BRASH YOUNG MAN


1874–1908




1


A DOUBTFUL PROVENANCE


Churchill’s provenance was aristocratic, indeed ducal, and some have seen this as the most important key to his whole career. That is unconvincing. Churchill was far too many faceted, idiosyncratic and unpredictable a character to allow himself to be imprisoned by the circumstances of his birth. His devotion to his career and his conviction that he was a man of destiny were far stronger than any class or tribal loyalty. There have been politicians of high duty and honour – Edward Halifax and Alec Douglas-Home immediately spring to mind – who did see life through spectacles much bounded by their landed background. But Churchill was emphatically not among them. Apart from anything else, he never had any land beyond his shaky ownership (and later only occupation) of the 300 acres surrounding Chartwell, the West Kent house only twenty-four miles from London which he bought in 1922 and just managed, with financial subventions from friends, to cling on to for the remaining four decades of his life.


The second reason was that the Marlborough heritage was not one which stood very high in esteem, record of public service or secure affluence. The family had a memorable swashbuckling founder in John Churchill, the victor in the first decade of the eighteenth century of the battles of Blenheim, Ramillies, Oudenaarde and Malplaquet, who acquired a fine mansion among other rewards. But even this first Duke, although he inspired Winston Churchill to write four resonant volumes of praise (and of refutation of the historian Thomas Babington Macaulay’s criticism) just over 200 years after his death, was as famous for ruthless self-advancement as he was for martial prowess; and the house, as its name of Blenheim Palace implies and as its size-enhancing Vanburgh architecture was dedicated to achieving, was showy even by the standards of the time.


Subsequent holders of the dukedom contributed little distinction and much profligacy. In 1882, when the seventh in the line had been reached, Gladstone, who in general had an excessive respect for dukes, claimed that none of the Marlboroughs had shown either morals or principles. Certainly no lustre to the family name was added by the second, third or fourth Dukes. The fifth was a talented gardener, but he seriously dissipated the Marlborough fortune and had to abandon the fine subsidiary estate (now the site of Reading University) where he had exercised his botanical skills. The sixth was almost equally extravagant. The seventh, who was the father of Lord Randolph and hence the grandfather of Winston Churchill, made the nearest approach to respectability and a record of public service. He was an MP for ten years, Lord President of the Council under both Derby and Disraeli in 1867–8, and Lord Lieutenant of Ireland for the last four years of Disraeli’s second government.*


As a father this seventh Duke’s record was at once more dramatic and more mixed. On the one hand he produced a two-generation dynasty which made the name of Churchill resound throughout Britain’s national life in a way that it had not done since the death of the first Duke in 1722. On the other, the resonance, in the case of Lord Randolph, had a distinctly meretricious note to it. And Lord Randolph’s elder brother was, in the words of an eminent modern historian, ‘one of the most disreputable men ever to have debased the highest rank in the British peerage’.1 He appropriately bore the name of Blandford, the title of the Marlborough heir, for most of his relatively short life, during which he was expelled from Eton, got caught up in two sexual scandals, one of which involved him in a violent quarrel with the Prince of Wales (in which quarrel the fault may not have been unilateral), and sold off, as a short-term staunching operation, the formidable Marlborough picture collection. About his only constructive act was to install electric light and a rudimentary form of central heating at Blenheim. That was paid for by his second wife, who as a rich American provided sustaining dollars and began a strong Churchill family tradition of looking matrimonially westward. This example was followed by both his son, the ninth Duke, Winston Churchill’s cousin and near contemporary, who married two transatlantic heiresses, and by his younger brother (Lord Randolph Churchill), who married one (Winston Churchill’s mother). The fortune of the father of Lady Randolph was however a little precarious. Furthermore he was unwilling to contribute much of it to the sustenance of the Churchill family.


Since the eighth Duke there have been another three Marlboroughs. Of these subsequent three, while they rose somewhat above the level of the eighth Duke, it is difficult to find much that is positive to say. Winston Churchill’s family background, while nominally of the highest aristocracy, was subtly inferior to that of a Cavendish, a Russell, a Cecil or a Stanley.


He was born on 30 November 1874 and, mainly by accident, at the very core of this slightly doubtful purple – in Blenheim Palace, although in a singularly bleak-looking bedroom. The accident arose out of his being two months premature. He should have been born in January in the small but fashionable house in Charles Street, Mayfair which his father had rented to receive him, or more purposefully perhaps to use as a base for the somewhat rackety metropolitan life of which Lord Randolph and his bride of only seven and a half months’ standing were equally fond. This house not being ready, they had taken autumn refuge in Blenheim, and, as Lord Randolph put it in a letter to his mother-in-law in Paris, ‘She [Lady Randolph] had a fall on Tuesday walking with the shooters, and a rather imprudent and rough drive in a pony carriage brought on the pains on Saturday night. We tried to stop them, but it was no use.’2 Neither the London obstetrician nor his Oxford auxiliary could arrive in time, although it was over twenty-four hours to the birth from the onset of the labour pains, and the baby was born very early on the Monday morning with the assistance only of the Woodstock country doctor. Both mother and baby survived this paucity of attention perfectly healthily – as did the local doctor, who whether as a result or not was able himself to migrate to a London practice a decade or so later.


Everything to do with Winston Churchill’s arrival in the world was done in a hurry. Perhaps Lord Randolph’s most remembered phrase (and phrases were his strongest suit) was his description of Gladstone as ‘an old man in a hurry’. His own style was at least equally that of a young man in a hurry, almost in a constant frenzy of impatience, and perhaps rationally so, for, although thirty-nine years his junior, he predeceased Gladstone by three years. The hurry was pre-eminently true of his courtship of Miss Jennie Jerome. They first met at a Cowes regatta shipboard party on 12 August 1873 and became engaged to be married three days later.


There then intervened the only period of semi-stasis in the saga. The Jerome family were in fact a very suitable American family for a Marlborough alliance. Leonard Jerome was a New York financial buccaneer. Winston Churchill, in his still highly readable although hagiographic 1905 biography of his father, was to describe Jerome as having ‘founded and edited the New York Times’.3 This owed more to family piety than to truth. Jerome had briefly in the course of some financial deals been a part proprietor of the Times. But what he was strong in was not newspaper publishing but horse racing, having founded both the Jerome Park track and the Coney Island Jockey Club. There was a touch of Joseph P. Kennedy about him. There was even a suggestion that he named his second daughter after Jenny Lind, the ‘Swedish nightingale’ (although the spelling was different), who was his current principal inamorata. He was pleased at the idea of this second daughter marrying an English duke’s son (even if he was not the heir), but not to the extent of being willing, in the joke which John F. Kennedy was to make about his father’s financing of the 1960 Presidential campaign, ‘to pay for a landslide’. The seventh Duke was at first opposed to the whole idea of the union, being unimpressed by the uncontrolled precipitateness of his son’s passion, and believing moreover that ‘this Mr J. seems to be a sporting, and I should think vulgar kind of man’, who was evidently ‘of the class of speculators; he has been bankrupt twice; and may be so again’.4 Over the autumn the Duke was brought reluctantly to overcome these objections of principle by his son’s determination. He was the first but by no means the last of the Marlboroughs to have to deal with the fathers of American heiresses and he set a pattern of believing that the least consuegros could do for the honour of such a noble alliance was generously to finance it.


There were however two difficulties. First, Leonard Jerome, true to the Duke’s descriptions of the hazards of his occupation, was in a speculative downturn. He had been badly mauled by the plunge of the New York stock exchange of that year (1873). Second, he claimed to hold advanced New World ideas about the financial rights of married women. (This was before the British Married Women’s Property Act of 1882 gave women any property rights against their husbands.) The Duke assumed that whatever settlement could be obtained would be under the exclusive control of his son. Jerome thought it should be settled on his daughter. This led to a good deal of haggling which went on into the spring of 1874. Eventually a compromise was reached, by which Jerome settled a sum of £50,000 (approximately £2.5 million at present values), producing an income of £2,000 a year, with a half of both capital and income belonging to the husband and a half to the wife. The Duke settled another £1,100 a year for life on Randolph which gave the couple the equivalent of a present-day income of a little more than £150,000 a year, a sum which guaranteed that they would live constantly above their income and be always in debt.


As soon as this settlement was reached they were married, on 15 April 1874. It cannot be said that the wedding took place en beauté. It was not at Woodstock, or in a suitable London church, or a Fifth Avenue equivalent. It was in the British Embassy in Paris. The Jeromes attended and were among the very few witnesses, but neither Marlborough parent did; Blandford represented the family. However there was no ostracism at home. The couple were welcomed at Blenheim and in May were given a public reception in Woodstock, for which small family borough Lord Randolph had been first and fairly narrowly elected a member of Parliament at the general election of February 1874. He was twenty-five years of age at the time both of his election and of the birth of Winston Churchill. Jennie Churchill was twenty.


She had passed most of her adolescence in Paris, which Mrs Jerome appeared to prefer to New York, was considered a beauty and had already attracted much admiration before she met Lord Randolph. Her looks were undoubtedly striking, but what emerges most clearly from many photographs is that she quickly assumed an appearance which was hard, imperious and increasingly self-indulgent. Her performance as a wife, and indeed as a mother, was at least as mixed as that of the seventh Duke of Marlborough as a father. She and Randolph undoubtedly began upon a basis of mutual passion. Although they both liked a fashionable London life she accepted with calmness and even contentment the three years of virtual exile to Dublin which followed from her husband’s 1876 quarrel (over a lady, but on his brother’s, not his own, part) with the Prince of Wales. Her second son, Jack, was born in the Irish capital at the beginning of 1880. There has long been a strong suggestion that this boy had a different father from Winston Churchill, although this did not prevent the two brothers being close at various periods of their lives, notably in South Africa at the turn of the century and at the peak of Winston Churchill’s career in the Second World War, when he accommodated the widowered Jack in 10 Downing Street. The most romantic candidate for alternative parenthood was Count Charles Kinsky, an Austrian diplomat of high aristocratic connection and of a proud elegance reminiscent of Sargent’s portrait of Lord Ribblesdale. Lady Randolph was much taken up with him in the early and mid-1880s but the dates are wrong for giving him a procreative role; he did not arrive in London until 1881. If the legitimacy of Jack Churchill is challenged, a more likely candidate seems to be the Dublin-based Colonel John Strange Jocelyn, who succeeded his nephew as the fifth Earl of Roden later in the year 1880. He was thirty years older than Lady Randolph, but that was no necessary bar.


She looked after her husband rather well during a protracted illness which effectively took him out of politics from the spring to the autumn of 1882, and very well during the last tragic three years or so of disintegration before his death at the beginning of 1895. But the couple were effectively estranged over much of the 1880s, including the years of his short political apogee. She, like Queen Victoria, did not know of his disastrous 1886 resignation from the Chancellorship of the Exchequer until she read it in The Times. During these years she had many suitors, more than a few of them probably lovers. They included apart from those mentioned, the Marquis de Breteuil, Lord Dunraven, the French novelist Paul Bourget and King Milan of Serbia. George Moore, the Anglo-Irish novelist, said she had 200 lovers, but apart from anything else the number is suspiciously round. She claimed to have firmly rejected the overtures of Sir Charles Dilke, which however did not prevent Lord Randolph, who appeared mostly to be more tolerant, from attempting to assault him.


After Lord Randolph’s death her choice of partners became more bizarre as well as more public. In 1900, at the age of forty-six, she insisted on marrying George Cornwallis-West, a Scots Guards subaltern who was twenty years her junior. The marriage lasted fourteen years before ending in divorce. Cornwallis-West clearly had considerable drawing power, for he then married Mrs Patrick Campbell. Three years later Lady Randolph made a third marriage to Montague Porch, an hitherto quiet Somerset country gentleman who had been a Colonial Service officer in Nigeria and who was even younger than Cornwallis-West. She died in 1921, aged sixty-seven. Porch survived until 1964.


Was Jennie Churchill a better mother than a wife? Her elder son’s most famous comment on their early relationship sounds a note at once admiring and wistful. After citing an adulatory passage (in which the most striking phrase was nonetheless ‘more of the panther than of the woman in her look’) written by the future Lord D’Abernon after first seeing her during the Irish period, Winston Churchill commented: ‘My mother made the same brilliant impression upon my childhood’s eye. She shone for me like the Evening Star. I loved her dearly – but at a distance.’5 This was in My Early Life (that is up to 1906) which he published in 1930, and is probably the most engaging of all his books, using a light and sparkling note of detached irony. The fact that these sentences were written and published nearly fifty years after the period to which they refer gives them a greater not a lesser validity.


They are moreover borne out by the correspondence of the period. Throughout his two years at his first preparatory school (St George’s, Ascot, which appears from the disparately independent testimonies of Churchill himself and of the art critic Roger Fry to have been a place of appalling brutality even by the flogging standards of the age), his subsequent three and a half years at a much gentler Brighton establishment, and then his nearly five years at Harrow, there is a constant hoping for visits which did not take place, of wishing for more attention in the future, and of being shunted around rather than of being automatically welcomed at home for short or long holidays.


The forms of letter address are also interesting. Churchill most frequently began his ‘My darling Mummy’ and ended more variously. A fairly typical second-year Harrow example was ‘Good Bye, my own, with love I remain, Your son Winston S Churchill’. She habitually wrote to him, not too infrequently but mostly shortly, ‘Dearest Winston’ and ended ‘Yr loving Mother JSC’.6


There were two competitors for writing to him at least equally or more affectionate letters. The first was the Countess of Wilton, in the relevant years a lady in her mid- to late forties, who wrote often, mostly starting ‘Dearest Winston’ and ending, more significantly ‘With best love, Yr ever affecte. deputy mother, Laura Wilton’.7 The other was Churchill’s nurse, Mrs Everest, who was engaged to look after him (and later his brother Jack) within a month or so of his birth. Elizabeth Everest was from the Medway Towns, and one of her lasting influences was to make Churchill feel that Kent was the best county in England. She would have approved (more than Clementine Churchill did) of his acquiring Chartwell twenty-seven years after her death. Before coming to the Churchills she had looked after the small daughter of a Cumberland clergyman, whom Winston retrieved after twenty years to join him at her graveside.


Mrs Everest obviously possessed among other attributes great descriptive power, for she made life in that northern parsonage so vivid to Churchill that, although vicarious, it was one of his most permanent early memories. There is no evidence that a spousely Mr Everest had ever existed, so that her ‘Mrs’ was purely honorary, like that of many a housekeeper of the period. Although she had a sister (who was married to a prison warder in the Isle of Wight), to whose house she once took Winston to stay, thus giving him, it has been suggested, his only experience of humble life, she was able to concentrate almost all her affection upon the two Churchill boys. She was the central emotional prop of Winston’s childhood, and mutual dependence continued throughout his adolescence. The Randolph Churchills had not kept her on after the end of Jack’s childhood, but Winston at least maintained strong contact and visited her several times in her final illness.


Mrs Everest’s letters to Churchill typically began (21 January 1891, when he was sixteen) ‘My darling Winny’ and ended ‘Lots of love and kisses Fm your loving old woom’.8 A typical topping and tailing from him to her (from Harrow, July 1890) was ‘My darling Old Woom’ and ‘Good Bye darling, I hope you will enjoy yourself, with love from Winny’.9 One other person who used ‘Winny’ (or ‘Winnie’) was Count Kinsky. On 5 February 1891 he wrote a letter from the Austro-Hungarian Embassy in Belgrave Square of which the content, as well as the salutations, was not without interest: ‘I am sending you all the stamps I could scrape together for the moment. Do you want some more later on? If so say so. How is your old head? I hope all right again. I am off to Sandringham tomorrow until Monday. If I have a good thing racing you shall be on. I am going to lunch with Mama now so must be off. Be a good boy and write if you have nothing better to do . . . Yours ever, CK’.10


Winston Churchill’s non-relationship with his father was even more wistful than was his semi-relationship with his mother. Lord Randolph was too exhilarated by politics during his period of success and too depressed by them (and by his health) during his decline to have much time for parenthood. It is one of the supreme ironies that now, more than a century after his death, he should be best known as a father. In life it was always an intensely personal fame, sought and achieved, which was his forte, just as parenthood or any other form of domestic activity certainly was not. The most poignant comment on Winston Churchill’s relations with his father is that which he is reported to have made to his own son, another and by no means wholly satisfactory Randolph, in the late 1930s, when that Randolph was twenty-six or twenty-seven. They had a long and maybe fairly alcoholic dinner together, alone at Chartwell. Towards the end Churchill said: ‘We have this evening had a longer period of continuous conversation together than the total which I ever had with my father in the whole course of his life.’11


If Lord Randolph does not stand very high as a parent, how does he stand, in the perspective of more than a hundred years, as a politician? Not much better, in my view. He had the gift of insolence, which can be defined as the ability to think up memorably amusing phrases and the nerve to deliver them without fear. It is by no means a negligible gift, but nor is it of the highest order. It is one which he has shared most notably with Disraeli, Joseph Chamberlain and F. E. Smith (Lord Birkenhead). But all of these were in a different category from him for constructive purpose and consistency of belief. Randolph Churchill had some qualities beyond his insolence to make his words resound and his fame increase. He had a memorable name, an idiosyncratic appearance and a good speaking delivery, whether on a provincial platform or in the House of Commons. He also had strong if sporadic private charm, although intermingled with offensive and often pointless rudeness. But did he have underlying qualities beneath his brash and slightly vulgar charisma which raised his performance above political ‘pranks’, the designation memorably bestowed upon them by Salisbury, the Conservative leader of the last two decades of the nineteenth century? Or was his record just that of an essentially immature young man without much warmth of heart or depth of brain?


The opinions of his major semi-contemporaries inclined much more in the unfavourable direction. Gladstone, the still more commanding Liberal leader, although he paid a surprising tribute to his ‘courtliness’, thought that he had not ‘a single grain of conviction in him except in the abstract’ (whatever the last phrase meant). Arthur Balfour, who had been one of the four members of Lord Randolph’s Fourth party,* although always a semi-detached one, said that he had ‘the manners of a pirate and the courage of a governess’.12 Salisbury in 1884 (although subsequently giving him major appointments in his first two governments) thought that Randolph was the antithesis of the Sudanese Mahdi who ‘pretends to be half mad and is very sane in reality’.13 The Mahdi was just about to murder General Gordon, to whom the same remark, either way round for that matter, might have been applied.


The real trouble with Randolph Churchill was that nearly all his political attitudes were dictated by opportunism and not by any coherent corpus of belief. Tory Democracy was his central theme. But he had very little idea of what he meant by it, except that he saw it as a good slogan for self-promotion and for the tormenting of the old guard of his party, first Sir Stafford Northcote and then Salisbury himself. He was a powerful demotic orator but it was never very clear to what end he wished to mobilize his working-class audiences. There was a certain ‘instinctive rowdyism’, as a Spectator obituary put it, about his politics. He liked an occasional provincial riot and a disorderly House of Commons. But his attempts to raise the mob for Toryism were essentially sterile. Salisbury’s promotion of ‘villa Conservatism’ was a great deal more rational as well as more successful because it was based on a real confluence of interest. Combined with the creation of the one-member suburban constituencies, a feature of the 1885 electoral settlement which Salisbury had percipiently negotiated with Gladstone, this made a far greater contribution to the solidity of Conservative representation in England, except for the very bad years of 1906, 1945 and 1997, than any forays which Randolph Churchill was attempting.


Lord Randolph’s opportunism produced several bewildering shifts of position. In the autumn of 1883 he delivered a speech in Edinburgh which was so hostile to any extension of the franchise that Arthur Balfour, who was sharing the platform with him, felt it necessary gently to repudiate him before the meeting was over. But within a few months he was denouncing the ‘mediocrity of an unchanging mind’ and advocating the full assimilation of the county to the borough franchise. They may have had something to do with his seeking a seat in radical Birmingham (Woodstock was due to disappear under redistribution), but it probably owed even more to his most natural recipe for political action which can be summarized as ‘if at first you don’t succeed, shuffle up the cards and try again’. The Edinburgh speech had generally gone down badly.


Still less consistent was Randolph Churchill’s attitude to the dominating Irish question. Ireland became increasingly difficult to govern as part of Britain during the early years of the second Gladstone government. Charles Stewart Parnell, a Protestant landlord paradoxically (for much of the agitation was about religion and land tenure), was proving a powerful new leader of the Irish Nationalist party, adept both at rallying crowds in Ireland and at disrupting the proceedings of the House of Commons in London. The Liberal government tried a mixture of mild land reform and Coercion (that is, giving special police and court powers by legislation). Neither was effective, and these failures began to prepare Gladstone’s mind for his dramatic 1885 conversion to Irish Home Rule. The issue was complicated by the fact that, whereas in the other three provinces the mass of the population was Celtic and Catholic, much of Ulster (then the most prosperous part of the country) was inhabited by Presbyterians of Scottish origin who preferred to be governed from London rather than from Dublin. The Scots Presbyterians were sometimes known as Orangemen after King William of Orange, who had facilitated their settlement following the Battle of the Boyne in 1690.


Lord Randolph became a principal agent of the Conservative alliance with Parnell over the summer and autumn of 1885. This alliance brought down the second Gladstone government and then garnered the Irish vote in England for the Conservatives, particularly in Lancashire. In pursuit of this objective Lord Randolph sought to undermine the ‘law and order’ decisions of the fifth Earl Spencer, Gladstone’s immediately preceding Viceroy in Dublin, and by so doing did much to swing both Spencer and Sir William Harcourt (former Home Secretary and soon to be Chancellor of the Exchequer) to Home Rule. In and out of government Randolph Churchill had opposed Coercion Acts, despite the fact that by 1885 at latest the only realistic alternatives for British policy on Ireland were either Home Rule or a prolonged period of ‘resolute government’. Balfour, despite his early sobriquet of ‘pretty Fanny’, and although he was semi-despised as an uncertain ally by Lord Randolph, had the firmness of mind to see this and the ruthlessness to provide the harsh resolution as Chief Secretary for Ireland from 1887 to 1892. Churchill havered between the two. He had been tolerant of Irish obstruction in the House of Commons, for he liked parliamentary mischief. He had been party to several murky negotiations with Parnell. And he was privately contemptuous of obscurantist Ulster politicians.


When therefore he went to Belfast in February 1886, whipped up religious as well as political intolerance and in a subsequent public letter coined his brilliant but wholly irresponsible slogan ‘Ulster will fight; Ulster will be right’, there was a widespread suspicion that he was motivated more by opportunism than by principle. And such suspicion would not have been lessened had the terms of a letter which he wrote at the time to his Dublin friend Lord Justice Fitzgibbon been known: ‘I decided some time ago that, if the G.O.M. [Gladstone’s sobriquet, short for Grand Old Man] went for Home Rule, the Orange card would be the one to play. Please God it may turn out to be the ace of trumps and not the two. . . .’


An even more extreme example of Randolph Churchill’s unprincipled audacity had been provided a few years earlier by his exploitation of the Bradlaugh issue at the beginning of the 1880 parliament. The performance on this issue of the majority of the House of Commons was a supreme example of Victorian hypocrisy. The atheist and somewhat self-righteous (but otherwise admirable) Charles Bradlaugh had been elected member for Northampton. A cross-party majority of the House of Commons made asses of themselves by refusing to allow him either to affirm or to take the oath (he was ecumenically willing to do either), despite the fact that he was twice subsequently returned at Northampton bye-elections precipitated by this intolerance, and then compounded rather than mitigated this foolishness by passing a resolution of sympathy and an expunging of these decisions eleven years later when Bradlaugh lay dying.


The greatest responsibility for these parliamentary antics rested upon Lord Randolph Churchill. Caring little for religion himself he saw the issue as an opportunity to run rings around Gladstone, who combined deep Anglican conviction with a growing tolerance. Given the total cynicism of his whole enterprise, Lord Randolph conducted it brilliantly – and, which was the redeeming feature, very funnily. He managed to portray the Grand Old Anglican as having (by supporting Bradlaugh’s rights) become converted to atheism, republicanism and contraception, and he did so with such wit and impudence that most of the House laughed with him, and against the Prime Minister, at this preposterous claim. More seriously he took a great deal of the edge of authority off the first couple of years of a government which had just been returned with a majority of over a hundred.


There were some counterbalancing virtues to Lord Randolph. He was by no means such a bad minister as might have been expected. As Secretary of State for India for seven months in the second half of 1885 he was on the whole liked by his officials. They were impressed by his capacity for hard work, his speed of comprehension and his surprising courtesy in dealing with them. He also resisted the will of the Queen to appoint her third son, the Duke of Connaught, most inappropriately as army commander in the Bombay Presidency, and secured, again contrary to the royal wish, the appointment of General Roberts, an altogether more serious soldier, although one always temperamentally committed to a ‘forward’ policy, to the higher post of Commander-in-Chief in India as a whole. Roberts and the Viceroy, Lord Dufferin, pushed Lord Randolph to the key event of his brief Secretaryship of State, which was the annexation of Upper Burma. This enabled Dufferin to add Ava (the ancient kingdom of which was the core of the added territory) to his title, but to Churchill’s record it merely added another contradiction. He had previously been strongly in favour of imperial restraint and economy: he was the only prominent Conservative to oppose Gladstone’s bombardment of Alexandria in 1882.


Lord Randolph’s India Office term was also marked by his inability to separate imperial administration from the polemics of internal politics. His presentation of the Indian budget to the House of Commons for instance, which was otherwise more lucid and informative than was usual, contained an ill-fitting and violent attack upon Lord Ripon, Dufferin’s predecessor, whom Churchill had a few months previously praised in extravagant terms. This caused a mixture of uneasiness and resentment. The nadir was however reached during a speech in Birmingham (where he was unsuccessfully contending the Central division against John Bright) when he denounced the offensive spectacle of ‘three Bengali baboos’ sitting on Bright’s platform in the august surroundings of the neo-Grecian town hall of that city. For the sake of a cheap phrase he exploded his reputation as a friend of educated Indians.


Both these events nevertheless contributed to the satisfaction of his most constant and dominating desire, which was to attract attention. Towards this goal he was greatly aided by the newspapers, who fully recognized his star capacity, even if it was that of a short-term and shooting one. In that November (of 1885) he was graded as ‘Class One’ by the Central News Agency, a category which he shared only with Gladstone, Salisbury and Joseph Chamberlain. It meant that his platform speeches got almost verbatim reporting, as opposed to the one column which was the ration of Hartington, Dilke, Granville and Spencer, or the half-column which was the standard allocation of Harcourt, Hicks Beach and several other leading politicians.


This réclame led to Salisbury somewhat reluctantly giving him the second position in his second government, which was formed in July 1886. ‘He feared Lord Randolph Churchill must be Chancellor of the Exchequer and Leader [of the House of Commons], which I did not like,’ was Queen Victoria’s succinct summary of the position in her journal entry for the 25th of that month.*14 He was thirty-seven, and was the youngest Chancellor since Pitt in 1782. Gladstone had been almost forty-three when he first occupied the office, although Palmerston had refused it at the age of twenty-five in 1809. Salisbury however regarded Churchill’s mental age as well below the evidence of his birth certificate. ‘His character’, he wrote, admittedly just after Churchill’s resignation at the end of the year, ‘is quite untamed. Both in impulsiveness and variability and in a tendency which can be described by the scholastic word vulgaris, he presents the characteristics of extreme youth.’


Nevertheless Churchill’s diligence and even adroitness in leading the House of Commons earned some plaudits. He got the necessary business through and Parliament into a six-month recess by early August. He then occupied the non-parliamentary months in four principal ways. First he went on an ‘incognito’ tour of Berlin, Vienna and Paris. The alleged incognito of ‘Mr Spencer’, far from preserving anonymity, greatly increased press interest in his peregrinations, of which the main object appeared to be the stirring up of trouble for his old butt, Stafford Northcote, reincarnated as the Earl of Iddesleigh and installed as Foreign Secretary. Lord Randolph’s second activity was the making of three vastly publicized October speeches, one at Dartford in suburban Kent and two at Bradford, where the National Union of Conservative Associations, which he liked to regard as a private army useful for reminding Salisbury of the independent power of his nominal lieutenant, was then meeting. On these various occasions it was the tone rather than the content (which was vague) of his speeches which made him seem as though he was not long destined for office. He spoke as an independent commander who might easily give his troops orders to be off in an opposite direction as soon as he had precisely determined what direction that should be.


His third occupation of the autumn, and one to which he took with ease and relish, was quarrelling with his colleagues. With Lord George Hamilton at the Admiralty and with the great newsagent W. H. Smith at the War Office, there was a certain rational basis for the quarrels. He was determined to slash their expenditure estimates. But he also picked gratuitous quarrels with at least another seven ministers, including Hicks Beach, his immediate predecessor as Tory Chancellor, who had graciously made way for him, and was his most friendlily disposed colleague. And, as though to make sure that he was leaving no one out, he wrote a November letter to the Prime Minister expressing general disillusionment with him, his government and the low intellectual level and class prejudices of the whole Conservative party in the House of Commons.


His fourth activity sounds more constructive but, in view of the logical consequences of the other three, proved equally sterile. He put together by early December a complete budget for presentation in April. It was a restless budget in the sense that it pulled up almost every plant in the garden, looked at its roots and replanted it in a somewhat different place. But it did not seek to alter the shape of the garden. It contained several attractive measures, including income tax down from eight to fivepence in the pound and the abolition of the tea duty. This was balanced by a mild degree of improvidence (a reduction in the sinking fund for redeeming government debt), some upward tinkering with non-regressive indirect taxes (wine, horses and cartridges), and a readjustment (mainly in favour of younger sons!) of death duties.


It was an extraordinary feat of mechanical self-discipline to have done it all at that stage, and it duly impressed most of his Treasury officials, who (like the India Office ones) found him courteous, comprehending and quick. But it was not a tribute to his political antennae. The idea that a budget could be sealed up nearly half a year in advance, put on ice and taken out in perfect condition and ready for delivery at the last moment was unrealistic even in the days when Chancellors did not deal with macro-economics and when Britain’s currency was splendidly isolated. Churchill even made the mistake of taking it to the Cabinet four months in advance, thus sacrificing the Chancellor’s normal prerogative of presenting his colleagues with a stark and urgent choice of his budget or no budget at all. It was coolly received. The coolness further alienated him from his colleagues. Within a few days he plunged into his 22 December letter of resignation. Almost certainly he intended it as a ploy and not a final act. But Salisbury had already had more than enough. He was a better if quieter tactician than Churchill. And he was not a man to resist the suicide of a nuisance. Lord Randolph was out, and out for good.


There were a few flickerings but not more from the dying volcano during the remaining eight years of his life. ‘He was the chief mourner at his own protracted funeral,’ was the terrible phrase of Rosebery, always better at phrases than at being Prime Minister (1894–5), about this closing period of Lord Randolph’s life. When Lord Randolph died in January 1895, Winston Churchill was just over twenty years of age. He was old enough to have known his father well. But he had not done so. He compensated by enveloping in a roseate glow his almost unknown and, when he did know him, preoccupied, ill-tempered and discouraging parent. His filial biography, mostly written nine or ten years after his father’s death, achieved the remarkable feat of being partisan, often unconvincing, yet still fresh and wholly enjoyable to read nearly a hundred years after it was begun. It did a great deal for Lord Randolph’s posthumous reputation, although that already had a curious survival capacity. His reputation, or at least his fame, went on beyond its deserts. A more realistic appraisal is that Lord Randolph had been unique since Pitt in attracting so much political attention while dying so young. But Pitt was Prime Minister for nineteen of his forty-six years. Churchill’s proportion of the same lifespan in even subordinate office was confined to eleven months. It could justifiably be said that his career was without rival in making so much noise and achieving so little. The main legacy that he left to his elder son (there was very little money) was a desire to cut a figure, accompanied by a conviction that he too was likely to die young, and that he had therefore better be quick about it.


This was Winston Churchill’s somewhat doubtful provenance. Some of the emotional pulls and disappointments of his childhood have already been discussed. It was clearly not a notably cosseted one, and justified John Grigg’s claim that Lloyd George’s rural Welsh background, even though notably non-affluent, with the early death of his schoolteacher father leaving him dependent upon his village-cobbler maternal uncle, was nonetheless more privileged in matters which count to a child than was the ducal ambience of Winston Churchill.15 He was lucky in Mrs Everest, perhaps less so in his schools. The brutality of the first one has been described. The second balanced its softness by a lack of intellectual rigour. The third was Harrow. Throughout there is the strong impression that his lack of academic quality was not nearly as great as has generally been presented. He was certainly not a natural classicist. Nor did he balance this deficiency with being a natural mathematician. But he loved narrative history and he had exceptional interest in and aptitude for the use of the English language. This was perceived and appreciated by the more intelligent of his teachers. They may not have recognized his potential ability to compose some of the most resonant speeches in the history of the language. But they did recognize that there was something unusual in him, which was well worth trying to bring out. The most successful of these ‘mind-openers’ was Robert Somervell, the lower-school English master. As Churchill put it in My Early Life, written, to use the phrase of the Harrow school song, forty years on:




Mr. Somervell – a most delightful man, to whom my debt is great – was charged with the duty of teaching the stupidest boys the most disregarded thing – namely, to write mere English. He knew how to do it. He taught it as no one else has ever taught it. . . . As I remained in the Third Fourth [a very disregarded form] three times as long as anyone else, I had three times as much of it. I learned it thoroughly. Thus I got into my bones the essential structure of the ordinary British sentence – which is a noble thing.*16




Somervell was not the only master who took a special interest in Churchill. J. E. C. Welldon followed Montagu Butler (the great-uncle of R. A. Butler, who was translated to the Mastership of Trinity College, Cambridge) as headmaster of Harrow in 1886. Churchill apparently first attracted Welldon’s attention by faultlessly reciting 1,200 lines of Macaulay’s Lays of Ancient Rome. For this he gained a prize open to the whole school, although still languishing in the lowest form. The trouble was the classical dominance of the period and Churchill’s combination of unwillingness and inability to wrap his mind around Greek and Latin grammar and texts. A little later Welldon attempted to repair this deficiency by giving him special classical tuition for three brief quarter-hours a week. It did not work. Churchill remained impervious to the subtleties of Latin construction. ‘Mr Welldon seemed to be physically pained by a mistake being made . . .’ the pupil wrote many years later. ‘I remember that later on Mr Asquith used to have just the same sort of look on his face when I sometimes adorned a Cabinet discussion by bringing out one of my few but faithful Latin quotations.’17


By the time of his special Welldon lessons Churchill had been placed in the army form, in which he spent his last three years at Harrow. This was a segregated mixed-age group, which he says resulted in his being ‘withdrawn from the ordinary movement of the school from form to form’. This sudden lurch of a decision appears to have resulted from his lack of obvious scholastic prowess and his growing interest in all things military. This impressed itself on his father, who in a rare visit to his playroom witnessed his collection and deployment of 1,500 lead soldiers. The playroom visit coincided with Lord Randolph’s growing conviction that Winston was not clever enough for the Bar. The idea that he was an uninterested and uninteresting dullard was however almost entirely misplaced. He could write very good general essays. His memory was phenomenal, as was shown by his Macaulay feat. And, whenever his enthusiasm was engaged, as it mostly was by history (perhaps particularly military history) and English literature, and was not inhibited by the baleful barriers of classics and mathematics, he performed well. These qualities were perceptively recognized by Welldon, who not only gave him the unsuccessful special lessons but also corresponded with him at length during his subaltern years in India.


Harrow was then a more famous school than it is today. It was much nearer to being on a level with Eton as a ruling-class school. It had not grown out of a religious collegiate foundation as was the case with Eton and Winchester, and was always a ‘school’ and not a ‘college’. This perhaps made it (at least overtly) more Mammon-orientated. But, as it had already produced five Prime Ministers, including the two nineteenth-century stars of Peel and Palmerston, and had in the pipeline another two in the shape of Baldwin and Churchill himself, it had a considerable political record. It did not provide Churchill with many of his close future collaborators: Leo Amery, with whom his relations were always prickly, and David Margesson, the dreaded Chief Whip, were about the nearest (and not very near) to this category. But it did give him both his favourite general of the Second World War (Field Marshal the Earl Alexander of Tunis, as he became) and his favourite private secretary (J. R. Colville). Churchill was not paternally loyal to Harrow: he sent his own son to Eton, without notably fortunate results. But he became sentimentally attached to his old school. After his visit to School Songs there in December 1940, when he was ecstatically received at an emotionally impressionable period of his life, he developed the habit of attending this nostalgic and for him satisfactorily tear-making occasion for most of the remaining twenty-four years of his life.


Harrow was not particularly good at preparing Churchill for the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst. He had to make three attempts, and was removed after the second failure to a well-known crammer called Captain James, in the Earl’s Court Road in London. Although his cramming was delayed for several months by a severe kidney-rupturing accident resulting from jumping (to avoid capture in a game) thirty feet from a bridge in Dorset, the Captain’s ‘renowned system of intensive poultry farming’ eventually worked and Churchill succeeded in being accepted for a cavalry cadetship. This had the advantage of demanding fewer marks than an infantry one, and the disadvantage that life in a cavalry mess was considerably more expensive. Churchill had done well in his history and (more surprisingly) his chemistry papers. In others he had done badly: ‘I had to find another useful card.’ He chose mathematics over Latin and French, the other possible choices, and by a great act of will he quickly learned enough to qualify. Then this alien knowledge ‘passed away like the phantasmagoria of a fevered dream’.18 But he was in, and he went to the Royal Military Academy in September 1893, remaining there for fifteen months.


Churchill did well at Sandhurst. Although he had just scraped in he passed out eighth in his batch of 150. He also proved himself good on and with horses. He left in December 1894, nine months after the end of Gladstone’s last premiership. Lord Randolph, having returned from an unsuccessful health-restoring world trip on Christmas Eve, died on 24 January 1895. Winston Churchill was commissioned as a second lieutenant in the 4th Hussars in February. His pay was little more than £150 a year (although nearly £300 in India, where his regiment was about to go), but he needed at least another £500 (approximately £25,000 at today’s values) to live up to the style of the regiment. There was not much money available from his father’s estate. He still had his mother, ‘forty, young, beautiful and fascinating’19 as he later described her at that time, but financially another drain, although strong on ‘networking’ influence. Otherwise he was on his own.
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SUBALTERN OF EMPIRE AND JOURNALIST OF OPPORTUNITY


The 4th Hussars disembarked at Bombay in early October 1896. Churchill thus arrived in India at the high point of empire, eight months before Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee. But he was never, either in the way he passed his time or in the assumptions of his thought, a remotely typical junior cavalry officer. He had a high romantic view of the monarchy and the Empire, but for the rest he was almost the antithesis of his kind. He did not welcome an ordered and leisurely life. He was conscious of the inadequacies of his education and intellectual knowledge, and eager to repair them. He was instinctively challenging of the conventional wisdom of the army, and often of the repute and military skills of famous generals. So far from wishing to be accepted as a typical and well-fitting member of the mess, earning plaudits for his good-mannered conformity, his dominating desire was to attract the greatest possible attention to himself, both on the local and on the world scene.


His flamboyant impatience was at least accompanied by enough good sense to see that his future did not lie in diligently awaiting promotion to captain, to major, to colonel, and then maybe to general officer rank. The military virtue which he abundantly possessed was personal bravery. His love of danger gave him a recklessness which was personally admirable but would not, at this stage of his life, have made him a confidence-giving commander of more than a handful of men. His addiction to polo (the only ball game which throughout his life stirred his interest) was almost the only other link with his confrères. But it was an intense effort of competitive willpower rather than a desire for recreational pleasure which drew him to play an obsessively large number of chukkas.


Given this last proclivity India was a happy overseas posting for Churchill. From the moment of his regiment’s arrival at Bombay he approached everything with a mixture of zest and bombast. His eagerness to get ashore after a voyage of twenty-three days resulted in the dislocation of his right shoulder in a too impatient effort to lever himself from a plunging launch on to some slippery harbour steps. It could easily be reset, but remained for the rest of his life likely to come out again at unexpected and inconvenient moments. He maintained that it once nearly did so when he made a too expansive gesture in the House of Commons.


On his third night in the sub-continent he, one other subaltern and three more senior officers of the newly arrived regiment were summoned to dine with the Governor of the Bombay Presidency, the appropriately titled Lord Sandhurst. As Churchill wrote over thirty years later, no doubt with a deliberate degree of self-mocking exaggeration:




His Excellency, after the health of the Queen Empress had been drunk and dinner was over, was good enough to ask my opinion upon several matters, and considering the magnificent character of his hospitality, I thought it would be unbecoming in me not to reply fully. I have forgotten the particular points of British and Indian affairs upon which he sought my counsel; all I can remember is that I responded generously. There were indeed moments when he seemed willing to impart his own views; but I thought it would be ungracious to put him to so much trouble; and he very readily subsided. He kindly sent his aide-de-camp with us to make sure we found our way back to camp all right.1




Churchill and the 4th Hussars then entrained for Bangalore, the Aldershot or main military depot of South India, which at a height of 3,000 feet was thought to provide very favourable climatic and other circumstances for regimental life. He settled into a large bungalow with two other subalterns, with all their needs looked after by a fleet of Indian servants. He also settled into a routine of duties which amounted to no more than three hours a day and were all completed by 10.30 a.m. Apart from those early-morning hours and recreational polo in the late afternoon, the rest of the day was free.


The 4th Hussars stayed in India for eight and a half years of this regime, but Winston Churchill effectively stayed for only nineteen months, and into this period he fitted two London leaves of a few months each, three winter visits to Calcutta which involved four days of travel each way, an expedition to Hyderabad as part of a triumphant team in a polo tournament, and participation, away from his regiment, in a hazardous but journalistically productive North-West Frontier expedition.


Even more remarkable than this impressively restless record, however, was how he spent his time during the months of tranquillity at Bangalore. At the same time that he was behaving with the utmost self-confidence to the Viceroy, to the Governor of Bombay and no doubt to his commanding officer, assuming an almost divine right to be present at every scene of military action in the world and pulling both his own and his mother’s strings to get to them, he also decided that he was seriously under-educated and ought to do something about it. This was perhaps the moment when Winston Churchill’s unique and paradoxical qualities, which were in sum sufficient to make him a very great man, first clearly exhibited themselves. These were his self-confidence and his self-centredness. Convinced that he was (or at least ought to be) a man of destiny, he had no desire to pass his days sharing the intellectual indolence of his fellow subalterns. There was also the insight to realize what he did not know. And there was the willpower, in unfavourable circumstances and by naive methods, to try to correct his deficiencies.


He was fleetingly attracted by the idea of resigning his commission and going to Oxford, where he would by this time have been about five years late. At least it would have been rather less of a drain on the family finances than life in the 4th Hussars. As he put it in a January 1897 letter to his mother (the fully preserved correspondence with whom was at this stage more substantial than during his schooldays): ‘I envy Jack the liberal education of an University.* I find my literary tastes growing day by day – and if only I knew Latin and Greek – I think I would leave the army and try and take my degree in History, Philosophy and Economics. But I cannot face parsing and Latin prose again. What a strange inversion of fortune – that I should be a soldier and Jack at college.’2


However he received no maternal encouragement to overcome the classical lions standing in his path, and instead set about a determined home university course. Here Lady Randolph did help, not as a postal tutor but as an efficient despatcher of requested books. At first his diet, and therefore his requests, were confined almost exclusively to Gibbon and Macaulay. She sent him the eight volumes of The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, followed by twelve of Macaulay – eight of history and four of essays. He got through them all, at a steady rather than a galloping rate: ‘Fifty pages of Macaulay and 25 of Gibbon every day’, he wrote in February. On the whole he was more impressed by Gibbon – Macaulay ‘is not half so solid’.3 But he found virtues in each of them: ‘Macaulay crisp and forcible – Gibbon stately and impressive. Both are fascinating and show what a fine language English is – since it can be pleasing in styles so different.’4 While ‘pleasing’ may be thought a surprisingly weak word for Churchill to have used in this context, there can be little doubt of the combined and permanent impact of both of them, different although he may have found their styles, upon his writing and his oratory.


When he moved outside this declamatory duo his quest for knowledge continued to be voracious but less discriminatory. He got heavily diverted into and substantially excited by Winwood Reade’s The Martyrdom of Man, a quasi-philosophical (and anti-religious) work of very doubtful permanent interest or value. Churchill’s self-education programme is curiously reminiscent of that of a very different specimen of humanity who nonetheless reached equally high political office, and for whom, nearly fifty years later, Churchill came to have considerable respect, namely Harry S. Truman. Truman as a young man made himself biographically very well read. He was particularly good not only on the history of the American presidency but also on the Roman emperors and on great military commanders of every epoch. But he had gained it all by solitary and untutored reading. As a result he was familiar with the spelling but not the pronunciation of many proper names and could come out with the most surprising versions. That was not exactly Churchill’s problem. The officers of the 4th Hussars may not have had much depth of historical or classical knowledge, but they knew what were the accepted pronunciation of the names of those of whom they had heard. However, the analogy did hold in another respect: neither Churchill nor Truman had in their early life anyone to knock the corners off the knowledge they were solitarily and a little laboriously accumulating. Churchill’s equivalent of Truman mispronunciations was regarding The Martyrdom of Man (which was a great favourite of his colonel) as a major even if misguided book.


For the most part his excursions outside the solid base of Gibbon and Macaulay were better judged and comprised such classics as Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations, Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species, Jowett’s translation of Plato’s Republic, and The Constitutional History of England by Henry Hallam (the father of the jeune homme fatal who so excited the mutual jealousy of Gladstone and Tennyson). In addition to this formidable course in background knowledge Churchill also set about the pumping into his veins of undiluted (and undigested) political facts. He got his mother to send him twenty-seven volumes of the Annual Register, in which, beginning with Disraeli’s second government of 1874–80, he studied the bare details of every major parliamentary debate and legislative development of these years of his very early childhood. He then summarized the accounts and gave his own moderately progressive judgements on how he would have spoken and voted on each issue. It was an impressive work of political exegesis, pointing to powerful application, an assurance that he should prepare himself for a great role, and a somewhat unsophisticated view of how best to do so.


This Indian correspondence with his mother was also notable in three other ways. First, his position as an intellectual tyro did not in the least inhibit him from the most sweeping comments on people and issues. Thus on 1 January 1897, during his long train journey back from his Calcutta Christmas, he dismissed the Liberal-appointed Viceroy: ‘The Elgins are very unpopular out here and make a very poor show after the Lansdownes. The evil that a Radical Government does lives after it. All the great offices of state have to be filled out of the scrappy remnant of the Liberal Peers. And so you get Elgin Viceroy. They tell me that they are too stiff and pompous for words – and “Calcutta Society” cannot find an epithet to describe them by.’5


An irony was that only eight years later, when Churchill became a junior minister in the Campbell-Bannerman government, Lord Elgin was to be his Secretary of State at the Colonial Office. Perhaps Elgin had not taken enough notice of him in Calcutta. But Churchill’s Tory partisanship of 1897 led to no admiration for the rising stars of that party. Eight weeks later he wrote:




Among the leaders of the Tory party are two whom I despise and detest as politicians above all others – Mr Balfour and George Curzon. The one – a languid, lazy, lack-a-daisical cynic – the unmonumental figurehead of the Conservative party; the other the spoiled darling of politics – blown with conceit – insolent from undeserved success – the typification of the superior Oxford prig. It is to that pair all the criminal muddles of the last 15 months should be ascribed.




Their chief he treated somewhat but not much better. ‘Lord Salisbury, an able and obstinate man, who joins the brain of a statesman to the delicate susceptibilities of a mule, has been encouraged to blunder tactlessly along until nearly every section of the Union party and nearly every cabinet in Europe has been irritated or offended.’6


Following these views it is not perhaps surprising that he wrote on 6 April: ‘There are no lengths to which I would not go in opposing [our Machiavellian Government] were I in the House of Commons. I am a Liberal in all but name. My views excite the pious horror of the Mess. Were it not for Home Rule – to which I will never consent – I would enter Parliament as a Liberal. As it is – Tory Democracy will have to be the standard under which I shall range myself.’7 Three months later, when he was home on a leave obtained remarkably quickly after arriving in India, it was under this standard that he got himself invited to deliver the first platform speech of his life, at a fête of the Primrose League, a Conservative fringe organization, on the edge of Bath. It was a good political speech, well phrased, quite amusing and with plenty of cues for applause. It was substantially reported in the Bath Daily Chronicle and nearly as well in the London Morning Post. But it did not give much indication that he was ‘a Liberal in all but name’. ‘The British workman has more to hope for from the rising tide of Tory democracy than from the dried-up drain-pipe of Radicalism’8 was perhaps the quintessential phrase.


The second topic which dominated his maternal correspondence was money. Here, in contrast with political judgements, it was Lady Randolph who took the lead. Her most reproving letter was dated 26 February (1897), a day after Churchill had blandly denounced Balfour and Curzon. ‘It is with very unusual feelings that I sit down to write to you my weekly letter,’ it ominously began.




Generally it is a pleasure – but this time it is quite the reverse. . . . I went to Cox’s this morning & find out that not only you have anticipated the whole of your quarter’s allowance due this month but £45 besides – & now this cheque for £50 – & that you knew you had nothing at the bank. The manager told me they had warned you that they would not let you overdraw & the next mail brought this cheque. I must say I think it is too bad of you – indeed it is hardly honourable knowing as you do that you are dependent on me & that I give you the biggest allowance I possibly can, more than I can afford. . . . If you cannot live on yr allowance from me & yr pay you will have to leave the 4th Hussars. I cannot increase yr allowance.9




Again on 5 March she reverted to the subject with frank precision: ‘Out of £2,700 a year [approximately £135,000 at present-day values] £800 of it goes to you 2 boys, £410 for house rent & stables, which leaves me £1,500 for everything – taxes, servants, stables, food, dress, travelling – & now I have to pay the interest on money borrowed. I really fear for the future.’10 And then she wrote once more on 25 March, no doubt only coincidentally from the Hôtel Metropole, Monte Carlo, saying that his last letter had arrived at ‘a bad moment & found me more than usually hard up’.11 Churchill, probably wisely, allowed these various complaints to flow off his back. The fact that Anglo-Indian mails were delivered only three weeks after despatch took something of the edge off them. By the time they arrived the mood may have changed. Out of these pressures Churchill evolved two firm rules which he followed faithfully for the rest of his life. The first was that expenditure should be determined by needs (generously interpreted) rather than by resources. He stood the famous maxim of Dickens’s Mr Micawber on its head. Second, he decided that when the gap between income and expenditure became uncomfortably wide the spirited solution must always be to increase income rather than to reduce expenditure.


Such a buoyant view of financial problems made an important contribution to the third topic in his correspondence with his mother. This was his desire that she should use all possible influence to get him to every scene of military action in the world. This was partly because of a reckless adventurism and partly because of a shrewd appraisal that he could earn £15 or £20 a ‘letter’ (as articles from a front were then mostly described) for front-line despatches to the Morning Post or the Daily Telegraph. There is not the slightest evidence that Lady Randolph ever offered her charms to Sir Bindon Blood or Sir Herbert Kitchener (as he then was) or Lord Roberts, which might have been unwelcome to at least two of them, or of her own willingness to accommodate them within George Moore’s exaggerated ‘two hundred’, but there is the strong impression that Winston Churchill wanted her to use every guile to get him to the most exposed positions on the frontiers of empire.


His first experience, however, had been on the shrinking frontiers of the Spanish Empire rather than of the still expanding British ones. In the autumn of 1895, very soon after his Hussars commissioning, he set out for Cuba and the guerrilla war against the local ‘rebels’ which the Spanish were desultorily waging. His father’s old Fourth party colleague Sir Henry Drummond Wolf, who had become ambassador to Madrid, was mobilized to procure access to the battlefields for Churchill and his subaltern colleague Reggie Barnes (later a major-general) to observe the activities of the Spanish forces. Winston Churchill celebrated his twenty-first birthday under mild fire. This he regarded as a very satisfactory concatenation. And his mother had a role on his way there, for he and Barnes had been met on the quayside in New York by Bourke Cockran, who had undoubtedly been one of her successful admirers, and was equally undoubtedly an American turn-of-the-century politician of interest. He had been elected to the House of Representatives in 1890 and he had made a run to secure the Democratic Presidential nomination for himself rather than Grover Cleveland in 1892. In 1895 he was in the course of changing sides, and in 1896 supported McKinley, the Republican nominee. He was (needless to say) rich. He was half an East Coast gentleman and half a Tammany Hall politico. He was a powerful orator and consummate politician from whom Churchill learned much, and with whom he continued to correspond long after their quayside encounter.


Cockran made a profound impact upon Churchill. As late as 1932, when he put together a collection of essays entitled Thoughts and Adventures, Churchill wrote:




I must record the strong impression which this remarkable man made upon my untutored mind. I have never seen his like, or in some respects his equal. With his enormous head, gleaming eyes and flexible countenance, he looked uncommonly like the portraits of Charles James Fox. It was not my fortune to hear any of his orations, but his conversation, in point, in pith, in rotundity, in antithesis, and in comprehension, exceeded anything I have ever heard.12




He took Churchill to stay at his Fifth Avenue residence just off the south-east corner of Central Park, a surprisingly up-town location for the 1890s on a site from which sprang first the old Savoy Plaza Hotel around 1900 and then the General Motors complex in 1968. Cockran gave a stimulating dinner party for Churchill on his first evening ashore, and generally entertained him so interestingly and generously as to imbue him with a lasting sense of the excitement of New York. ‘This is a very great country my dear Jack,’ he wrote to his brother.13 And to his mother: ‘They really make rather a fuss of us here and extend the most lavish hospitality. We are members of all the Clubs and one person seems to vie with another in trying to make our time pleasant. . . .’14 The electricity of New York in that mid-autumn week just before his twenty-first birthday was probably of even greater significance for his future life than his baptism of fire in Cuba. The credit for making this impact so strong upon this future honorary citizen of the United States must rest largely with Bourke Cockran.


Churchill’s second martial venture was with the Malakand Field Force against rebellious Pathan tribesmen in the Swat Valley close up against the Afghanistan frontier of India. He heard the news of the outbreak of the uprising and of the consequent despatch of a punitive British expedition of three brigades ‘on the lawns of Goodwood in lovely weather’* at the end of July 1897. The expedition was to be commanded by the splendidly named Sir Bindon Blood, then a major-general, who, in spite of participating in every campaign from the Zulu War of 1879 to his retirement in 1907, managed to live until the age of ninety-seven, dying five days after Churchill became Prime Minister in 1940. He matched Churchill himself in his ability to combine reckless exposure with extreme longevity. Of more immediate relevance however was the fact that a year or so before Churchill had extracted from Blood at a country-house party a loose promise that if ever he commanded another expedition he would allow the young cornet of Hussars to come with him.


The looseness of the promise did not deter Churchill. Within forty-eight hours of his Goodwood news, having telegraphed Sir Bindon but without a reply, he cut off two weeks of his leave and left Charing Cross Station on the Indian Mail train to Brindisi. ‘I only just caught the train; but I caught it in the best of spirits.’15 He then spent rather over a month in the most hectic travelling. His spirits slightly sagged when he got no telegraphic reply from Blood at either Brindisi or Aden, when the Red Sea was ‘stifling’, and when the ship provided neither tolerable food nor adequate ventilation. But they rose again when, at Bombay, he received an ambiguously encouraging telegram from Blood: ‘Very difficult; no vacancies; come up as a correspondent; will try to fit you in. B.B.’16 This was enough, supplemented only by a subsequent letter in the same vein, to sustain him for the thirty-six-hour journey to Bangalore, to persuade his indulgent colonel to let him go (presumably martial spirit and experience in young officers was welcomed), and to send him off on a still more formidable journey to the north, accompanied only by what he described as ‘my dressing boy and campaigning kit’.


He went to the Bangalore railway station and asked for a ticket to Nowshera, which was the railhead for the Malakand expedition, but which sounded like a more than passable imitation of ‘nowhere’. Then, in his own words:




I had the curiosity to ask how far it was. The polite Indian [booking clerk] consulted a railway time table and impassively answered, 2,028 miles. . . . This meant a five days’ journey in the worst of the heat. I was alone; but with plenty of books, the time passed not unpleasantly. Those large leather-lined Indian railway carriages, deeply shuttered and blinded from the blistering sun and kept fairly cool by a circular wheel of wet straw which one turned from time to time, were well adapted to the local conditions. I spent five days in a dark padded moving cell, reading mostly by lamplight or by some jealously admitted ray of glare.17




His determined desire to see action was incontestable.


What were the motives? Some he shared with most of his (nominal) kind. Cavalry subalterns in the year of the Queen–Empress’s Diamond Jubilee and at the peak of empire, were mostly brave, anxious to gain battle experience and to win medals and ‘clasps’. But few of them would have exerted themselves, as Churchill did, and travelled almost continuously, as he also did, for nearly five weeks and at their own expense to get to a fighting front. They would have lacked both the energy and the effrontery. Fame was his constant spur, and the best route to this that he saw at the time was through his writing. He was happy, even exhilarated, to run considerable risks to provide himself with good copy. The campaign in which he participated was at once a hazardous and a brutal one. From the point of view of his journalism it was a moderate success. He was accredited both by the (Indian) Pioneer and by the Daily Telegraph. But the latter paid him only £5 (£250 today) a column as against the £15 or £20 which he had been confidently expecting a few months before.


Much more important than these despatches, however, was the fact that his experiences in and around the Swat Valley led to his first book, accurately rather than imaginatively entitled The Story of the Malakand Field Force. He was with Blood and his troops for about six weeks. He got back to Bangalore just after the middle of October (1897). Nearly everybody except Winston Churchill would in these circumstances have been content to relax for a few months, to bore their fellow officers with their adventures, and to settle back into regimental routine. He, by contrast, had by the end of the year completed and posted off to his mother an 85,000-word book (the length of a short novel) on the campaign. The feat was the more remarkable because he was also working intermittently during that autumn at his one and only work of fiction, Savrola, which was of about equal length.


Lady Randolph got the book published (very quickly) by Longman and proof-read (wildly inaccurately) by Moreton Frewen, an Anglo-Irish gentleman who was married to her sister Clara and was very briefly and much later MP for County Cork. The book attracted a great deal of notice, almost all of it favourable, except for complaints about the misprints and about some very eccentric punctuation, which was also the responsibility of Frewen. A review in the Athenaeum said that ‘it suggests in style pages by Napier punctuated by a mad printer’s reader’. The work of the ‘mad printer’s reader’ at first almost obliterated for Churchill his pleasure at the general success. ‘I scream with disappointment and shame when I contemplate the hideous blunders that deface it,’ he wrote to his mother in May 1898.18 However the approximately £600 (£30,000) which it earned constituted a balming poultice. The slim volume (in contrast with the considerable if eloquent prolixity of nearly all of Churchill’s later works) was an engaging and vividly written piece of rapportage, showing a strong narrative sense; there was also a by no means immature reflective chapter at the end. The whole was dedicated to Sir Bindon Blood. Of course the notice which it attracted, and part of the praise, stemmed from the resonance of the name Churchill bore. He even got an admiring letter from the Prince of Wales, not normally the most dedicated of bibliophiles: ‘I have read it with the greatest possible interest and I think the descriptions and the language generally excellent. Everybody is reading it, and I only hear it spoken of with praise.’19 However, the letter concluded by advising him to ‘stick to the Army’ and not rush to add MP to his name.


The writing of his novel straddled that of Malakand. He began it on the stifling voyage back to India for his North-West Frontier excursion. This was another example of his restless energy even under the most unfavourable circumstances. He told his mother that he had completed five chapters before leaving Bangalore for Nowshera. Then it was set aside. But he returned to it as soon as Malakand was out of the way, and he informed his brother in a letter of 26 May (1898) that he had finished it. Again it was short, even more so than was Malakand. It was originally to be called Affairs of State, a title about as different from Savrola as it is possible to imagine, and it retained this name in his references to it for at least the first eighteen months from conception. Savrola was essentially a British roman-à-clef (although it did not require much intelligence to break the key) implausibly set in a Balkan Ruritania. The heroine Lucile, married to the by no means entirely vicious but out-of-touch ruler–dictator Morala, is widely thought to have been modelled on Lady Randolph. His description of her radiance was reminiscent, a little mutatis mutandis, of John Henry Newman’s unforgettable description of the position, at once modest and dominating, of St Philip Neri in sixteenth-century Rome.20 ‘Foreign princes had paid her homage,’ Churchill wrote in Savrola, ‘not only as the loveliest woman in Europe but also as a great political figure. Her salon was crowded with the most famous men of every country. Statesmen, soldiers, poets and men of letters had worshipped at her shrine.’21


Yet the match is not perfect. Lucile is portrayed as more ethereal, and certainly more chaste, than Lady Randolph. Furthermore, as the love interest of the novel, at once forced and cardboard-like, involved her forsaking Morala for the rasher appeal of Savrola, who was undoubtedly Winston himself, the scenario, if authentic, would have been a little incestuous. This feeling is increased, and becomes practically Hamlet-like, if Morala, as many sought to do, is identified as Lord Randolph. One description of him is thought to support this view: ‘Her husband was affectionate and at such time as he could spare from public matters was at her service. Of late things had been less bright. . . . Hard lines had come into his face, lines of work and anxiety, and sometimes she caught a look of awful weariness, as of one who toils and yet foresees that his labour will be in vain.’22


There is a ‘nurse’, a crucial and continuing presence and influence in Savrola’s life, who is Mrs Everest reincarnated. Savrola himself is an immensely revealing portrait. He is a patrician on the side of the people. ‘Vehement, high, and daring’ was his cast of mind. ‘The life he lived was the only one he could ever live; he must go on to the end. The end comes often early to such men, whose spirits are so wrought that they know rest only in action, contentment only in danger, and in confusion find their only peace.’23


There was also a streak of cosmic pessimism present in the book, recalling both Gladstone’s essentially fearful religion, inspired by his apprehension of the awful prospects of mankind, and Balfour’s famously depressive passage when he wrote that ‘The energies of our system will decay, the glory of the sun will be dimmed, and the earth, tideless and inert, will no longer tolerate the race which has for a moment disturbed its solitude. Man will go down into the pit, and all his thoughts will perish.’24 Churchill wrote (at the age of twenty-three): ‘The cooling process would continue: the perfect development of life would end in death: the whole solar system, the whole universe itself, would one day be cold and lifeless as a burnt-out firework.’25 Yet, while he might echo the eschatological gloom of two of his illustrious Prime Ministerial predecessors, he (and to some considerable extent they too) had no intention of being inert in advance of the planet becoming so. ‘Ambition was the motive force,’ Churchill wrote of Savrola, ‘and he was powerless to resist it.’26


He did not write Savrola at all secretly, as many first novelists have done. But he was not a typical first novelist. His letters home were full of the news of its progress. And his fellow officers were kept abreast of his activities. Indeed, according to My Early Life, they made several suggestions ‘for stimulating the love interest’. Perhaps wisely he did not accept most of the suggestions for increasing the sexual titillation, but nor did he resent them, and the book is dedicated to ‘The Officers Of The IVth (Queen’s Own) Hussars In Whose Company The Author Lived For Four Happy Years’. The four years had many intervals, but there is nonetheless no reason to doubt the genuineness of the warmth.


Savrola, although almost equally quickly written, was published more slowly (and with fewer misprints) than Malakand. It first came out, rather like a Dickens or a Trollope novel (no bad precedents), in serial parts between May and December 1899 in Macmillan’s Magazine. In book form it first appeared in America in November of that year, and then in England in the February of 1900. It was a good pattern for a semi-established author, which he had certainly become by then, for an intermediate book The River War, eschewing the economy of Malakand and Savrola and running to a full 250,000 words and two volumes, had been published in November 1899. Savrola continues to be occasionally read; a new edition came out in 1990. But its continuing mild fame plainly stems from that of Winston Churchill rather than vice versa. It is a respectable, readable and fascinating (because of what later became of its author) piece of juvenilia.


The River War takes us into the next and middle phase of Churchill’s career as a soldier and publicist on the frontiers of empire. It was subtitled ‘An Historical Account of the Reconquest of the Soudan’, and was on an altogether different scale from the other two books. It also made some attempt at objective history as opposed to the simple relating of exploits in which the author had participated. Churchill himself did not appear on the scene until the second volume. The level of dedication was also raised. It was to ‘The Marquess Of Salisbury, K.G., Under Whose Wise Direction The Conservative Party Have Long Enjoyed Power And The Nation Prosperity, During Whose Administrations The Reorganization of Egypt Has Been Mainly Accomplished, And Upon Whose Advice Her Majesty Determined To Order The Reconquest Of The Soudan’. There was not much evidence of Churchill’s incipient Liberalism in these measured if unusually sycophantic words. They appear, however, to have been occasioned more by direct gratitude than by toadyism. Without Salisbury Churchill would probably not have participated in the campaign at all. The Sirdar (commander) of the Egyptian Army, then Sir Herbert Kitchener, leading the expedition of reconquest against the heir of the Mahdi, whose forces had murdered General Gordon at Khartoum thirteen years earlier, was strongly resistant to having Churchill on his strength. He clearly regarded him as a young whippersnapper who was ‘publicity seeking’ and ‘medal hunting’ – two descriptions which Churchill recorded as being unfriendlily applied to him at the time. Churchill in return wrote of the future ‘great poster’: ‘He may be a general – but never a gentleman.’*27


During the first half of 1898 Churchill pursued his desire to be part of the Sudan campaign with relentless determination. He was mostly at Bangalore, although in early January he again made the long expedition to Calcutta and was much better received than the year before. Even the previously reviled Elgins (with whom on this occasion he stayed, which may have been the main reason for his change of view) moved up in his estimation. Then, in late February, he travelled to Meerut near Delhi for another polo tournament, and went on from there for the 400 or so miles to Peshawar in the hope of being taken on by General Sir William Lockhart, who was about to conduct the Tirah campaign against another set of rebellious tribesmen on and around the North-West Frontier. This was a disciplinary as well as a physical risk, for it involved the certainty, if General Lockhart was uncooperative, of being late returning to Bangalore from his north Indian polo leave. Lockhart however was helpful and took Churchill on his own staff as an orderly officer and even allowed him to sprout the red tabs of a staff officer. But the General was less bellicose and therefore less forthcoming in providing Churchill with the action and danger than Blood had been. He even secured a lasting negotiated peace with the tribesmen, and Churchill was back in Bangalore by mid-April, where he remained for two months, getting on with Savrola and continuing to send frantic messages to everyone he thought might be of help about his desire to participate in the Sudan campaign. The battle at Atbara had already been won by Kitchener, but Churchill, quite rightly as things turned out, regarded this as only a useful prelude to the engagement with the weight of the Dervish force at Omdurman.


For this he hoped he might still be in time. One advantage of the bloodless Tirah expedition was that it entitled him to another long period of home leave, and he sailed from Bombay on 18 June. Churchill was extraordinarily fortunate in his home leave. Even viceroys normally had to wait two and a half to three years. This was his second return after only twenty months in India. At first he thought he could drop off in Egypt and go straight up the Nile. But by early June he came to accept that this was not possible. He had extracted some sort of promise from Sir Evelyn Wood, the Adjutant-General in London, but he was still well short of acceptance by Kitchener, the commander on the spot.


He was also seized by English nostalgia. ‘I cannot give up my fortnight in London,’ he wrote to his mother from Bangalore. ‘It is worth its minutes in sovereigns.’ And then, with an engaging ability to prick the balloon of his own enthusiasm: ‘You will probably find that I shall not enjoy it actually vy much. Schopenhauer [perhaps the disadvantage of too much undigested reading] says that if you anticipate you only use up some of the pleasure of the moment in advance. And that therefore things that are greatly looked forward to usually disappoint. . . . Still I shall come and shall hope you will meet me at [Victoria] station.’28 He was therefore set on a visit to England, and indeed asked whether a political meeting in Bradford (one of his father’s favourite stamping grounds) might be organized. But he also kept one foot firmly on his other objective and said that he was ‘leaving [my] native servant and campaigning kit in Egypt – tent, saddles, etc’. (Where did they go? Even if the left-luggage office at Port Said accommodated the equipment, what happened to the poor Indian servant, left alone nearly 3,000 miles from home in a country he had never seen before?)


The Tory meeting at Bradford was arranged and took place with some considerable success on 14 July; once again it was very well reported in the Morning Post. There is no evidence, however, and some considerable supposition to the contrary, that Lady Randolph had met him at Victoria. Although generally a good correspondent, she was only hesitantly welcoming of his visits to England, partly on the grounds of expense (the return passage cost about £80, the rough equivalent of £4,000 today), and partly because of her fear that he would be too much of a butterfly, alighting briefly on too many different attractive plants rather than sticking to anything long enough for solid achievement.


Furthermore, they had had a very rough epistolatory time (about money, needless to say) earlier that year. She wanted to borrow £14,000, no doubt to pay urgent debts. This she could only do with Winston signing certain documents which he judged likely to mean that his ultimate trust-fund income, that is after her death, would be reduced from £2,500 to £1,800. ‘I sign these papers’, he wrote on 30 January 1898,




purely and solely out of affection for you. I write plainly that no other consideration would have induced me to sign them. As it is I sign them upon two conditions – which justice and prudence alike demand. First. That you settle definitely upon me during your life the allowance of £500 per annum I now enjoy at your pleasure. Second. That you obtain a written promise from Jack that on coming of age he will at once identify himself with the transaction, insure his life and divide with me the burden.29




The first condition at least was not implemented. It was not so much this as the inherent squalor of financial disputes within families which left the damage. Two days before the letter just quoted he had written semi-tolerantly:




Speaking quite frankly on the subject – there is no doubt that we are both you and I equally thoughtless – spendthrift and extravagant. We both know what is good and we both like to have it. Arrangements for paying are left to the future. . . . I sympathise with all your extravagances – even more than you do with mine – it seems just as suicidal to me when you spend £200 on a ball dress as it does to you when I purchase a new polo pony for £100. And yet I feel that you ought to have the dress and I the polo pony. The pinch of the whole matter is that we are damned poor.30




What he wrote just two months later was much worse: ‘You ask me not to allude to the subject of money arrangements – and I agree with you that it is better not to prolong the affair. It has left a dirty taste in my mouth – and yet I would not be other than what I am or do other than I have done. The pain I feel in the matter is that it has brought a disagreeable element into our lives. I fear the effects may be permanent.’31 No doubt the dispute left a nasty taste in the mouth of Jennie Churchill also, and in that spring she hardly wrote to her elder son. In mid-April he was complaining, but more plaintively than bitterly, about her five-week silence and begging to be restored to her correspondence.


When he got back to England on 2 July she was at great pains, whether or not she met him at the station, to advance both his political and his military desires. As Churchill later put it: ‘Many were the pleasant luncheons and dinners attended by the powers of those days which occupied the two months of these frenzied negotiations. But all without avail.’ A powerful array of allies was mobilized. It ranged from the Prime Minister, through Lord Cromer, the long-standing and powerful British Agent in Egypt, and Sir Evelyn Wood the Adjutant-General to the less obviously relevant figure of Lady Jeune, the wife of the President of the Probate, Divorce and Admiralty Division of the High Court, who nonetheless seemed to be a key go-between. But the formidable and familiar figure of Kitchener remained for a time determinedly blocking. This atmosphere was succinctly captured in a letter with several surprising features which Wood (whose sister was Parnell’s Mrs O’Shea) wrote to Lady Randolph on 10 July:




Dear Jennie [a very familiar form of address for the period]


The Sirdar declines to take Mr Churchill [a very formal way of referring to a twenty-three-year-old son], and I write to show you the correspondence in order we may concert as to future measures – I will call tomorrow either at 9 on my way home cycling [very good for a senior general in 1898] – or about 10 on my way to office.


Yrs affect.


Evelyn Wood.32




The ‘future measures’ would no doubt have been formidable, although they might have been a case of an irresistible force meeting an immovable object, the latter in the shape of Sir H. Kitchener. The stubbornness of his resistance to Churchill was quite remarkable. Not only did he resist his Prime Minister and his local Cairo political superior on the matter, but he also seemed prepared to face a turf war with the army command in London. As Sirdar, his control over appointments in the formations of the Egyptian army was not in dispute. But that army needed to be reinforced for the Sudan campaign with British units, administratively if not operationally responsible not to him but to the Adjutant-General in the Horse Guards in London. He made matters worse by wanting to take Lord Fincastle, the son of an obscure Scottish earl, who had written a rival Malakand book to Churchill’s. Wood was coruscating about not accepting this nomination: ‘Fincastle had been reported three times “as below average of rank.” ’* Churchill was of course being very pushy and getting others to push even harder on his behalf, but the whole contretemps is a good example of the animosity which, for at least the first half of his life, his combination of brash bravery and determined publicity-seeking was capable of arousing.


Eventually it was sorted out by the otherwise unfortunate death of a young 21st Lancers subaltern. Maybe even Kitchener had begun to feel that he was over-engaged and was looking for a way out. At any rate it was all settled by 24 July, and a few days later Churchill bounded off on another of his rail and boat trips to the East. This time it was via Marseille, but the boat (‘A filthy tramp – manned by those detestable French sailors’) lived down to the reputation of that which had taken him to Bombay a year before. However he was always (at that stage in life) willing to put up with discomfort, ‘only five nights and four days’,33 in order to get to a scene of action.


He was also good at arranging his outlets. Before leaving London he got the Morning Post to agree to pay him £15 a column. This was not wholly compatible with the undertaking given by Lady Jeune in her last ineffective telegraphic appeal to Kitchener: ‘Hope you will take Churchill. Guarantee he won’t write.’34 Nevertheless it was fully comprehensible in view of the fairly chilling terms which the War Office laid down for his journey to Cairo and attachment to the 21st Lancers: ‘It is understood that you will proceed at your own expense and that in the event of your being killed or wounded in the impending operations, or for any other reason, no charge of any kind will fall on British Army funds.’35


Almost as soon as Churchill reported to the colonel of the 21st Lancers at Abbasiya Barracks in Cairo the regiment was off on the long 1,400-mile expedition to the south. He was in Luxor by 5 August, only eight days after leaving London, and at Atbara, the scene of the April battle which had aroused his desire to travel at least 8,000 miles in order to be present at the next engagements against the heir of the Mahdi, by 15 August. From there Kitchener began on the 24th the final advance which resulted in the (semi-)victorious Battle of Omdurman of 2 September. At first Churchill was not impressed by his regiment of attachment. ‘The 21st Lancers’, he wrote to his mother in late August, ‘are not on the whole a good business and I would much rather have been attached to the Egyptian cavalry staff.’36


The officer who was ‘attached to the Egyptian cavalry staff’ in this campaign was Captain Douglas Haig. Indeed it is remarkable how many of the great figures of the First World War were involved in what was after all a relatively small punitory and pacifying expedition sixteen years before its outbreak. Captain Rawlinson (later General Lord Rawlinson and in command of the British Fourth Army in France, which took much of the brunt of Ludendorff’s final and nearly successful offensive in the spring of 1918) was also on Kitchener’s staff. And when on the eve of the Battle of Omdurman Churchill went for a Nile-side walk he was hailed from a gunboat ‘by a junior naval Lieutenant named Beatty’ (later, with Jellicoe, one of the two most famous British admirals of the 1914–18 war), who tossed a magnum of champagne halfway towards the shore; Churchill gladly waded up to his knees in order to retrieve it. Churchill’s position after 1914, as a still very young (forty) senior minister, turned on his vastly greater knowledge of naval and military commanders than that possessed by any of his ministerial colleagues – except for Kitchener. But this was by no means a clear advantage. It bred jealousy at least as much as friendship.


Later Churchill revised substantially upwards his opinion of his regiment of attachment. ‘I never saw better men than the 21st Lancers,’ he wrote on 16 September to his shipboard ‘passage from India’ friend, the then Colonel Ian Hamilton, who by his inability to win (maybe against the odds) in Gallipoli in 1915 was to contribute to one of the worst downswings in Churchill’s mercurial career. ‘I don’t mean to say I admired their discipline or their general training – both I thought inferior. But they were the 6 year British soldier type – and every man was an intelligent human being that knew his own mind. My faith in our race and blood was much strengthened.’37


This was after their fairly famous if also fairly useless cavalry charge of 2 September. Great bravery was exhibited. Three Victoria Crosses were awarded within the regiment. But, as the seventh Marquess of Anglesey wrote in the fifth and 1982 volume of his definitive History of the British Cavalry: ‘As with the charge of the light brigade at Balaclava forty-four years before the most futile and inefficient part of the battle was the most extravagantly praised.’38 It was inefficient because it resulted in equally heavy casualties on the British as on the Dervish side, and, in circumstances in which they had immensely more troops on the spot but we had ‘the maxim gun’, this could hardly be accounted a triumph. The 21st Lancers lost one officer and twenty men killed, four officers and forty-six men wounded, all out of a total strength of just over three hundred. In addition, a severe loss for a cavalry regiment, 119 horses were destroyed. Only twenty-three of the opposing forces were killed, which makes somewhat improbable Churchill’s claim that, with the pistol which he was using in place of a sword because of his dislocated shoulder, he killed ‘several – 3 for certain – 2 doubtful’. However there is no doubt that he acquitted himself with honour and even distinction. As usual he led a charmed life, ‘without a hair of my horse or a stitch of my clothing being touched. Very few can say the same.’39 And a victory was secured, if not by the gallantry of the 21st Lancers, at least by the less reckless deployment of more stolid troops. Omdurman, the capital of the Khalifa Abdullahi, the heir of the twelve-year-dead Mahdi, was occupied within a day or so, and this phase of the campaign was over. The 21st Lancers, and Churchill with them, were stood down and began their journey of return. But, again to quote Lord Anglesey, ‘A more ineffective pursuit it is difficult to imagine.’40 The Khalifa was not captured until over a year later. Churchill made the same criticism at the time, but even more did he criticize Kitchener for his callousness towards the Dervish wounded on the field and for his desecration of the Mahdi’s tomb in Omdurman itself, including his belief that Kitchener made his skull into an inkwell. No doubt at this stage Churchill was, with some reason, hostile to Kitchener. However, in The River War, which because of it size and scope was an even more impressive feat of concentrated composition than were his earlier books, he damagingly maintained these criticisms, although softening them with some tribute to Kitchener’s general strategic direction.


‘The defeat and destruction of the Dervish army was so complete’, Churchill wrote semi-ironically in My Early Life, ‘that the frugal Kitchener was able to dispense immediately with the costly services of a British cavalry regiment. Three days after the battle the 21st Lancers started northwards on their march home.’41 Churchill made faster progress than most. He had after all only been ‘attached’ not anchored to the 21st Lancers and the excitement was over. He was back in England by early October and stayed there for two months. He was working hard on The River War and also on his own future. He decided to leave the army, which might be an economizing move insofar as it would save the £500 a year of lavish Hussars living. But it was hazardous in that it meant giving up his only regular income and depending entirely upon his growing but still uncertain literary earnings. Its central motivation was to seek a seat in Parliament, which also in the short run involved expense and not income, although in the longer run might be expected to buttress his fame and thus increase both his lecturing and writing value. This it spectacularly did, with the longer run beginning as early as the end of 1901 and continuing for nearly sixty years. But this was far from guaranteed at the time, and the decision to ‘send in his papers’ must therefore be accounted high-rather than low-stake play. Furthermore he decided to go back for a final three months in India, mainly for polo playing, which was a final bit of Hussar extravagance.


In England that autumn he pursued his political contacts and addressed three Conservative meetings – at Rotherhithe, Dover and Southsea. He wisely cultivated party agents, most notably Captain Middleton (the ‘Skipper’) at Conservative Central Office, and newspaper proprietors and their editors, being surprisingly impressed by the civility and manners of Alfred Harmsworth, not then Lord Northcliffe. And he a little desultorily courted Miss Pamela Plowden, whom he had met a couple of years before in India. He flickered, much attracted but slightly teasing in his letters, around her flame, but was obviously in no financial position to offer marriage. In 1902 she married the second Earl of Lytton, and survived Churchill by six years. They remained firm friends to the end of his life.


On 2 December Churchill set out on his third (and final; he never went back after his cavalry days) passage to India. By the familiar Brindisi–Bombay route he was in Bangalore a week before Christmas, and stayed there, his last period of regular regimental life, until mid-January 1899, when he set off first to Madras and then to Jodhpur and Meerut for six weeks of polo playing. This culminated, very satisfactorily, in the 4th Hussars defeating the 2nd Dragoons in the final and winning the championship. As with the number of Dervishes he had personally shot before Omdurman there is some confusion about how many of the winning Hussar quartet of goals were his. What is certain, however, is that he was a very good member of the team of four. Photographed with the other players, he stands out as looking much the youngest and also the least like a moustachioed stage version of a late-Victorian cavalry officer.


He always had to play with his left arm strapped to his side because of the old shoulder problem. But at Meerut he had complicated the issue by falling downstairs in Sir Bindon Blood’s governor’s residence. No doubt they had been intensively reminiscing about Malakand days. He sprained both his ankles, was considerably bruised elsewhere and was generally in a state of ‘walking wounded’. However his team-mates insisted that he should play. His quality must have been such that it is easy to understand why a man who only liked doing things that he did well and was in general uninterested by balls, moving or still, and never seduced by golf, went on playing polo until the age of fifty, just about when he became Chancellor of the Exchequer.


After Meerut he went for his third winter visit to Calcutta, and this time stayed a week with the newly installed Viceroy, George Nathaniel Curzon, the man he had called ‘the spoiled darling of politics . . . the typification of the . . . Oxford prig’ two years earlier. Under the influence of the Viceroy’s hospitality (or perhaps even more of the notice which it implied), he completely changed his view of the ‘very superior person’. ‘[I] had several long and delightful talks with Lord Curzon,’ he wrote on 26 March 1899 in the last letter that he ever sent to his Marlborough grandmother.* ‘I understand the success he has obtained. He is a remarkable man – and to my surprise I found he had a great charm of manner. I had not expected this from reading his speeches. I think his Viceroyalty will be a signal success. They are both already vy. popular.’42 This Calcutta visit was enhanced by the presence of his old headmaster Dr Welldon, who had become bishop there.


He reported on the Curzons in very similar terms to his mother, who at this stage had been seized with the idea of founding a literary magazine. For the general idea he was as enthusiastic as she was, but wanted it to be ‘of a certain dilettante excellence’ which would qualify it to be read ‘equally by the educated people of Paris, of Petersburg, of London or New York’,43 and might moreover make the family a much needed £1,000 a year. Almost needless to say it did not. Inappropriately entitled (in Churchill’s view) the Anglo-Saxon Review, it ceased publication after ten quarterly issues.


So there was no contribution from it to the war chest for a political foray which he had become almost obsessively keen on creating. His urge for politics and his sense of his political vocation were welling up with increasing force. After some pro-Salisbury (‘He is a wonderful man’) and anti-Joseph Chamberlain (who was ‘losing ground a good deal’) remarks, he had justified his judgements by adding in an 11 January letter: ‘I feel it instinctively. I know I am right. I have got instinct in these things. Inherited probably. This life is vy pleasant and I pass the time quickly and worthily – but I have no right to dally in the pleasant valleys of amusement. What an awful thing it will be if I don’t come off. It will break my heart for I have nothing else but ambition to cling to.’44


After Calcutta he returned to Bangalore and his regiment for only four days of settling up, which he was fortunately able to do at a slight profit. He sailed from Bombay on 20 March, just under thirty months since he had first arrived there. Although India was for several years in the early 1930s to dominate his political activity, and considerably to damage his political prospects, he never felt it necessary to refresh his direct knowledge of the sub-continent, which he regarded as a geographical expression and ‘no more a country than is the equator’.


He broke his journey home in Egypt and went for nearly two weeks to Cairo, where he installed himself in the Savoy Hotel (‘very comfortable though I fear rather expensive’),45 and endeavoured to do as much checking and further accumulation of knowledge as possible for The River War, which was then close to completion. His most valued source was Lord Cromer, the effective head of the government of the country, with whom his relations became at least as good as those with Kitchener were bad; the two may not have been unconnected. Cromer expressed general admiration for the text he had been asked to read, although not without thinking it necessary to put Churchill right on a number of matters. ‘My remarks were, I know, severe, and it is very sensible of you to take them in the spirit in which they were intended,’46 he wrote on 2 April. One of the things about which he put him right was General Charles Gordon, the victim of the Mahdi’s revolt of 1884–5, who to most of the British public was the prototype of a Boys’ Own Paper hero, although to Gladstone little more than an unbalanced and insubordinate junior general. Cromer, fourteen years later, and with Gladstone as well as Gordon dead, inclined very much to the Gladstone view, and semi-converted Churchill to it. After the young author had been given by Cromer first luncheon and then a two-and-a-half-hour critique of his book, he, a little crestfallen, wrote:




What I then learned makes it necessary to considerably modify [one of Churchill’s very rare split infinitives] the earlier chapter dealing with the Gordon episode. I feel that it will be impossible for me to sacrifice all the fine phrases and pleasing paragraphs I have written about Gordon, but Cromer was very bitter about him and begged me not to pander to the popular belief on the subject. Of course there is no doubt that Gordon as a political figure was absolutely hopeless. He was so erratic, capricious, utterly unreliable, his mood changed so often, his temper was abominable, he was frequently drunk, and yet with all he had a tremendous sense of honour and great abilities, and a still greater obstinacy.47




There is little room for doubt that Cromer was one of the few people who succeeded in establishing a mixture of moral and intellectual ascendancy over the almost irrepressible Churchill of this period. This comes out well but almost unconsciously from his account of Cromer taking him to see the Khedive. ‘I was much amused by observing the relations between the British Agent and the de jure Ruler of Egypt. The Khedive’s attitude reminded me of a school-boy who is brought to see another school-boy in the presence of the head-master.’48


Churchill got back to England via Marseille in mid-April, and almost immediately plunged into politics. First he made full use of his silver spoon to sup with the great and famous. On 2 May he sat down at a Rothschild dinner party with both Balfour and Asquith – and seems to have been less intimidated by these two Prime Ministers-in-waiting than by Cromer: ‘A.J.B. was markedly civil to me – I thought – agreed with and paid great attention to everything I said. I talked well and not too much – in my opinion.’49


He addressed Conservative meetings in Paddington (his father’s old seat) and Cardiff in mid-May. His political attention, however, was becoming concentrated upon Oldham, the strongly cotton-dominated borough in Lancashire just to the north of Manchester. It was a two-member parliamentary seat, one of the thirty or so in this category left over in the broadly single-member seat redistribution of 1885 from what had previously been the old borough pattern. In 1895, it had returned two not very distinguished Conservatives. By 1899 one of them was unwell and wanted to resign. The other (Robert Ascroft) thought Churchill would be a suitable bye-election candidate and junior running mate in a future general election. He summoned Churchill to see him in the House of Commons, and arranged that, as a suitable testing of the waters, Churchill would come to Oldham in June and address a meeting. Churchill agreed with alacrity, as any eager prospective candidate would have done, but proposed that his cousin, the almost equally young Duke of Marlborough, should share the platform with him.


Then Ascroft confused the situation by suddenly dying before the meeting, while his ailing colleague remained alive, although anxious to go. The government party machine thought they might easily lose both seats, and decided they would prefer to concentrate the misery. The unusual event of a double bye-election in a single constituency was therefore decided upon, polling day was fixed for 6 July and Churchill was proclaimed, almost without discussion, as one of the Conservative candidates. He was twenty-four and a half, and his sixty-five-year political career was launched.
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OLDHAM AND SOUTH AFRICA


At Oldham in July 1899 Churchill neither distinguished nor disgraced himself. Together with his running mate (than whom he did marginally better) he participated in the loss of two previously Conservative-held seats. But the election came when the government was on an ebb-tide; the result did not greatly surprise the party leaders and managers; and the adverse swing of around 2 per cent was modest for a mid-term bye-election.


Was Churchill an effective candidate? He himself certainly thought so during the campaign. ‘My speech last night at the club produced great enthusiasm,’ he wrote to his mother on 25 June, ‘and there is no doubt that if anyone can win this seat I can.’1 To Pamela Plowden, who had proved resistant to his efforts to entice her to Lancashire, he wrote on the Sunday before the poll that, while the result was doubtful, ‘I personally have made a vy good impression.’2


The line-up of candidates was curious. At the 1895 general election both the two elected Tories and the two defeated Liberals had been relatively obscure. This was subject only to the qualification that the subsequently deceased Ascroft, who had headed the poll, running a good 600 votes ahead of his fellow Conservative (Oswald QC), had the working-class pull (and Oldham was very much a working-class borough) of being the highly respected solicitor of the Amalgamated Society of Cotton Spinners, the main local trade union. This connection was probably largely responsible for Churchill’s junior partner becoming James Mawdsley, the general secretary of that union in Lancashire. This was at first thought to be a brilliant ploy. The Manchester Evening News on 26 June opined that Mr Mawdsley ‘may be able to carry [Mr Churchill] into Parliament as the late Mr Ascroft carried Mr Oswald’.3 (He certainly had the weight to do so. He was an immensely heavy man who succumbed in the course of a year from injuries sustained by sitting in and sundering a china bath.)


The new Conservative pair were given the sobriquet of ‘the scion [of the aristocracy] and the socialist’, which was thought to be helpful, although Churchill was a scion with hardly any inheritance, and Mawdsley was a very doubtful socialist. Mawdsley’s main contribution to the platform case seemed to be a reiteration of the somewhat downbeat mantra that both parties were hypocritical, but that the Liberals were the worse. Moreover, instead of being perceived as a splendid upholder of one end of the flag of Tory Democracy, he was more widely thought of as a class traitor. ‘In the end, however,’ as Churchill sadly reflected long subsequently, ‘all the Liberal and Radical Trade Unionists went off and voted for their party, and we were left with our own strong supporters rather upset by the appearance of a wicked Socialist on their platforms.’4


The Liberal team was more formidable. The senior of the two was Alfred Emmott, whose family was very much part of the warp and woof of Oldham, being one of the leading cotton spinners of the town, and who at the age of forty had already himself served on the town council for eighteen years and been mayor. He continued as member for Oldham for twelve years, serving for the last five of these as Chairman of Committees in the House of Commons, and then becoming a peer, most unusually combining this with entering the government for the first time and occupying two successive parliamentary secretaryships before being promoted to a brief spell of Cabinet membership in 1914–15. Asquith, in a frivolous ‘marking as in a [Cambridge] Tripos’ letter at the end of February of the latter year, put him equal bottom (with four others) in his list of Cabinet effectiveness.


The second and still brighter candidate star (although even he was to get only equal ninth in the Asquith ‘marking’) was the then twenty-nine-year-old Walter Runciman. His family were shipowners and even wealthier than the Emmotts, but from Tyneside, and no doubt partly for this reason ran 200 votes behind Emmott. Unlike Emmott he did not hold Oldham at the 1900 general election, but, subsequently sustained by a bewildering number and spread of other constituencies, entered the Cabinet on the same day as Churchill in 1908, was President of the Board of Trade both for the first two years of the First World War and for six years of the National government in the 1930s. He then crowned his career by producing a plan for the dismemberment of Czechoslovakia which greatly aided the Munich surrender of 1938.


Hovering like a constant cloud over the two Tories throughout the double bye-election was a Clerical Tithes Bill, which the Salisbury government had recently introduced. This was a piece of fairly gross financial favouritism for the Church of England, directly benefiting both the income of the clergy and the revenues of the Church schools. It aroused vehement Nonconformist opposition. Rather as the community charge ninety years later became almost universally known as the poll tax, so its proper name got submerged in the unfriendly catchphrase of the Clerical Doles Bill. Indeed Churchill in his retrospective account appears to have convinced himself that this was its true title, and so referred to it without inverted commas or explanation.


Emmott and Runciman were both Nonconformists. There is no certainty about Mawdsley’s religious affiliation, but it is unlikely that he would have been an Anglican. So the only even nominal member of the Church of England involved in the contest was Churchill, and the weight of the controversy therefore fell upon him.* Exceptionally he decided to take cover, and repudiated the bill. This may or may not have won a handful of votes, but it certainly provoked criticism, from Arthur Balfour, the soon-to-inherit crown prince of the Conservative party, and, later, from Churchill himself. Balfour was reported to have said: ‘I thought he was a young man of promise, but it appears he is a young man of promises.’ And Churchill’s own subsequent verdict was: ‘Amid the enthusiastic cheers of my supporters I announced that, if returned, I would not vote for the measure. This was a frightful mistake. It is not the slightest use defending Governments or parties unless you defend the worst thing about which they are attacked.’5


The last point may have been an exaggerated statement of position, but it was the case that when the votes had been counted, and had revealed a gap of about 7 per cent of the poll between Churchill and the second and defeated Liberal, he left the borough, having made some good local friends but trailing no clouds of national glory: ‘I returned to London with those feelings of deflation which a bottle of champagne, or even soda-water, represents when it has been half emptied and left uncorked for a night. No one came to see me on my return to my mother’s house.’6 However there was at least a letter, from the ever urbane (and occasionally kind) if also coolly critical Balfour: ‘I hope you will not be discouraged by what has taken place. For many reasons this is a very unpropitious time to fight bye-elections. . . . Never mind, it will come right; and this small reverse will have no permanent ill effect upon your political fortunes.’7


In spite of this placebo, and a number of other friendly letters from high sources (Salisbury, Joseph Chamberlain, Cromer, General Evelyn Wood) occasioned however less by the loss of the bye-election and more by The River War, which he completed in late July, had published in early November and distributed liberally, he did not feel that he had earned any Oldham laurels on which to rest. They were not nearly solid enough, and in any event he was not a rester. He needed yet another theatre of action. During September war in South Africa became imminent. Until 1886, when gold was discovered in the Witwatersrand and Johannesburg moved to becoming the richest mining city in the world, an uneasy balance existed between the Boers and the British in South Africa. The British were mostly in Cape Province and Natal. The Boers dominated the Transvaal and the Orange River Colony, where they carried on a rugged agriculture and lived in close-knit and isolated communities. The majority native tribes were little regarded on either side of the divide. The opening up of the ‘Rand’ upset the balance. The lure of gold brought an influx of British and other nationalities into the Transvaal. The Boers, who controlled the political process of the province and of the Orange River Colony, treated them as ‘Uitlanders’ and refused them voting and other rights. Gradually the tension built up. It was exemplified by the reckless adventure of the Jameson Raid in 1895 and by Cecil Rhodes’s desire to develop a British imperialism up the whole length of Africa, linked by a Cape-to-Cairo railway, and on 12 October (1899) it led to the outbreak of war between the British and the two Boer republics, a war which proved much more difficult and protracted than the British had expected.


By 14 October* Churchill was embarked on a Castle Line ship and on his way to Cape Town and the front. It was not entirely a question of quick and sudden reaction. Churchill had done a good deal of anticipation and advance planning. In mid-September, fortified by a competing offer from the Daily Mail, he had made a remarkably favourable journalistic arrangement with the Morning Post. He was to be paid £250 a month for a four-month assignment (the equivalent of a modern salary of £160,000) plus all expenses. And in early October he had got Chamberlain, the most dominant of Colonial Secretaries, to commend to Alfred Milner, the most powerful of High Commissioners, ‘the son of my old friend’.


When Churchill sailed on the Dunottar Castle he was in the company of Sir Redvers Buller, the just-appointed Commander-in-Chief for the war, plus staff, and – personal for Churchill – by a fine consignment of sixty bottles of alcohol together with a dozen of Rose’s Lime Juice. This fortfying baggage was interesting not so much for its size, which was quite modest and fitted in with the fact that Churchill never drank quite as much as, not entirely to his displeasure, he was reputed to do, as for the prices which the bill revealed. The claret cost two shillings a bottle, the port three shillings and sixpence, the vermouth three shillings and the Scotch whisky four. The only mildly extravagant items were vintage champagne at nine shillings a bottle and Very Old Eau de Vie at twelve and sixpence.8


The voyage was not pleasant. Churchill’s constant search for long-distance adventure was made the more impressive by his thoroughly disliking turn-of-the-century liner life, which through a film of nostalgia sounds so attractive. Frequently he was sick. He also hated the constrictions of a ship. ‘What an odious affair is a modern sea journey,’ he wrote in his first despatch for the Morning Post. However the Dunottar Castle got him to Cape Town by the end of the month in which the war had started. The war was still nearly 1,500 miles away. He proceeded by train to East London and then by another boat (seasick again) to Durban, to where his ingenuity (shared with two correspondents) got him half a week ahead of the more leisurely progress of Buller and staff.


In the course of the voyage out he had secured from Lord Gerard, a rich, middle-aged but adventurous bon vivant who had found his way on to General Buller’s staff as an aide-de-camp but was also, a little confusingly, Colonel of the Lancashire Hussars, the promise of a commission in and attachment to that yeomanry regiment.* The ambiguity of Churchill’s position as half a newspaper correspondent and half a serving officer had been a recurring feature of his previous martial adventures. Nor was it unique to him. It had been equally true of Lord Fincastle VC on the North-West Frontier, and the status of Colonel Rhodes, the correspondent of The Times in the Sudan, was not completely clear. As on these previous occasions it certainly did not make Churchill a non-combatant. Had he been so he could hardly have claimed to have killed five and maybe seven Dervishes. But in South Africa the issue quickly assumed a considerable importance.


From Durban Churchill immediately proceeded fifty miles north to Pietermaritzburg. By then the British position in Natal, let alone the prospect for a successful conquest of the Boer republics of the Orange River Colony and the Transvaal, was becoming precarious. Nearly all the Natal British forces were already shut up in Ladysmith (another hundred miles to the north), with the railway line cut at Colenso on the Tugela river. At Estcourt, which was as far north as the British could get unimpeded, Churchill ran into a North-West Frontier acquaintance, Captain (later General) Aylmer Haldane (a cousin of the future Lord Chancellor R. B. Haldane), who was about to be sent with an armoured train, a naval gun and a few scratch companies to probe for a further advance. Churchill readily accepted the opportunity to accompany him. As he was to write in My Early Life: ‘Nothing looks more formidable and impressive than an armoured train; but nothing is in fact more vulnerable and helpless. It was only necessary to blow up a bridge or culvert to leave the monster stranded, far from home and help, at the mercy of the enemy. This situation did not seem to have occurred to our commander.’9 Churchill’s criticisms of this ‘monster’ were no doubt justified, although it could be commented that the only rival for vulnerability were great battleships, with the expensive ordering of which, within little more than a decade, he was to have a great deal to do.


The vulnerability of the train proved itself more quickly and decisively than that of the dreadnoughts. After a penetration of about fourteen miles Boer horsemen were sighted on the surrounding hills, and it was decided to withdraw to base at Estcourt. Under sporadic fire the ‘monster’, with a civilian engine-driver who was anxious to get out of the combat zone, was making a good forty miles an hour when it was suddenly derailed. The engine, which was in the middle of the train, remained on the tracks, but three of the armoured trucks were off and blocking the path home.


Haldane organized return fire against the encircling and heavily bombarding Boers, while Churchill endeavoured to get the wrecked trucks off the track. He established a fine morale-boosting ascendancy over the lightly wounded and anxious-to-flee engine-driver, persuaded him to resume the controls and to move the engine up and down trying with some success to butt the trucks to one side. This enabled the engine and half the train, taking the wounded, to get away and return to Estcourt. Churchill remained at the core of the little battle. Suddenly he found himself confronted at forty yards by the rifle of a Boer horseman:




That morning [it was 15 November 1899] I had taken with me, Correspondent-status notwithstanding, my Mauser pistol. I thought I could kill this man, and after the treatment I had received I earnestly desired to do so. I put my hand to my belt, the pistol was not there. When engaged in clearing the line, getting in and out of the engine, etc., I had taken it off. . . . The Boer continued to look along his sights, I thought there was absolutely no chance of escape, if he fired he would surely hit me, so I held up my hands and surrendered myself a prisoner of war.10




So eventually did half the contingent. They were taken to Pretoria, where Churchill together with other officers was incarcerated in the State Model School, converted into a prison camp.


There was no question but that Churchill had behaved with his usual reckless bravery during the two-hour or so attempt to get the train going again. The only person who queried this was Churchill himself. He defensively quoted ‘the great Napoleon’ as having said that ‘When one is alone and unarmed a surrender may be pardoned.’ There were however two ambiguities relating to his capture. The first related to the identity of the Boer sharpshooter who had him so firmly in his sights and whom he might have killed had he not mislaid his pistol. As a result of a chance encounter in London three years later Churchill came firmly to believe that it was General Louis Botha himself. Botha succeeded from the premiership of the Transvaal to that of the new Union of South Africa in 1910 and became the key figure in holding that country staunchly to the British cause in 1914 and in defeating the German forces in South-West Africa in the following year. The idea that they might have met in single combat and that either might have killed the other therefore assumed a strong place in Churchill’s dramatic and romantic mind. Alas, it seems to be an unfounded figment. Even Randolph Churchill in the first volume of the mammoth official biography could not sustain it. He thought the most likely explanation was that Botha, who at that stage could not speak English at all fluently, had been misunderstood by Churchill. He had meant to say that he was in general command of the area in which the incident of the armoured train had taken place and not that he was the lone horseman.


The second ambiguity was on what possible ground Churchill could claim to be a non-combatant, immune from capture, or at any rate entitled to immediate release if, by ill-chance, this fate befell him. Yet this case he pursued with considerable implausibility and great persistence. He submitted requests for his release as a non-combatant on 18 November, 26 November (‘I have consistently adhered to my character as a press representative, taking no part in the defence of the armoured train and being quite unarmed’) and 8 December.11 However he was willing to play both sides of the street, and on 30 November he wrote to the Assistant Adjutant-General at the War Office asking to be classified as a ‘military officer’, because there had been rumours of an exchange of combatant prisoners and he thought that otherwise he might ‘fall between two stools’. His appeal to the Boers of 8 December contained a significant new point: ‘If I am released I will give any parole that may be required not to serve against the Republican forces or to give any information affecting the military situation.’12


At first the Boer Commander-in-Chief appeared absolutely adamant against his release. On 19 November General Joubert telegraphed from Ladysmith to Pretoria: ‘I urge you that he must be guarded and watched as dangerous for our war; otherwise he can still do us a lot of harm. In a word, he must not be released during the war. It is through his active part that one section of the armoured train got away.’13 Within a couple of weeks however Joubert changed his mind, and on 12 December, no doubt influenced by Churchill’s parole pledge, he wrote: ‘If I accept his word, then my objections to his release cease. Seeing that a parole was promised him and that he suggested leaving Africa to return to Europe where he would report and speak only the truth of his experiences – and if the Government accepts this and he does so – then I have no further objections to his being set free, without our accepting somebody else in exchange. . . . PS Will he tell the truth? He will also be a chip off the old block.’*14


Before Joubert’s change of mind had begun to be put into effect, Churchill had gone over the fence of the State Model School with the intention of making the 280-mile journey to Portuguese territory at Lourenço Marques. On his own and unable to speak either Afrikaans or Kaffir, although fortified by the surprisingly large sum of £75 in cash (the equivalent of £3,750 today), this was a most hazardous undertaking. It might not however have been any less so with two companions, Captain Haldane and a third man, sometimes referred to as Lieutenant and sometimes as Sergeant Brockie in contemporary accounts. This was the plan up to the moment of escape. Brockie was in fact a regimental sergeant major of the Imperial Light Horse who succeeded in passing himself off to the Boers as an officer and thus was in the State Model School rather than with the other ranks behind barbed wire on Pretoria race-course a mile and a half away. The two companions would probably have provided more of a protection against loneliness than safety against capture, although Brockie’s ability to speak both Dutch and Kaffir might have been a help.


The essence of the danger however lay in the presence of Winston Churchill, whether alone or accompanied. His publicity-attracting quality guaranteed that the escape would be immediately reported to the top of the Boer government, and that the most strenuous efforts would be made to ensure recapture. For this reason Haldane and Brockie at first resisted his inclusion in the group. They may also have been influenced by a wonderfully rash and grandiose plan which he and a few other junior officers had been planning and to which he devoted five full pages of My Early Life. They would not just get over the fence and slip away. They would overpower the thirty rather dozy police guards, seize their arms, hurry to the race-course, do the same thing there, release the 2,000 other-rank British prisoners and with this sizeable force take over the whole capital city, incarcerate the Kruger government, and hold out for weeks or months, maybe long enough to bring the war to an end. This wildly optimistic plan was firmly sat upon by the more senior British officers in the State Model School.


Churchill’s solitary escape aroused continuing and tangled but largely subterranean controversy. To dispose of the breaking of parole point first: Churchill undoubtedly volunteered undertakings (most notably in his letter of 8 December to the Boer government) which he did not subsequently fulfil. He served against the Republican forces for another seven months until he finally left South Africa on 7 July 1900, and he gave all the information, military and other, to Sir Redvers Buller about the situation in the Transvaal which he possessed.15 However his offer of parole had not been accepted. He had not been released, even though he might have been. He had escaped. Furthermore, insofar as he was a military officer, he would have been breaking rules if he had given such a parole. It was his duty to try to escape and, if he succeeded, to be available for further service. This led back to the persistent ambiguity about his status, which he was only too keen himself to foster, playing one card or the other according to which best suited his short-term advantage. He hated being a prisoner, even though it was only for twenty-four days. ‘In Durance Vile’ he headed the relevant autobiographical chapter. He was determined to get out at the earliest possible moment. His impatience, his self-centredness and his conviction that he had to pursue his search for fame on every day of what he believed would be his short life all combined to give him a feeling of almost divine right to immediate freedom.


Nor can it be argued that this ambiguity about parole did much harm to his future relations with the Boer leaders of what became the Union of South Africa. Botha, who had probably at least been loosely in charge of his capture, became a firm friend. And Smuts, then a young Boer general, who later became his favourite Dominion Prime Minister, and almost his favourite adviser of any sort, confined himself to telegraphing laconically on 16 December (1899): ‘What truth is there in the rumour that Churchill has escaped but has been caught again?’16 Joubert, the Commandant of the Boer forces, took at least temporarily a more resentful line: ‘. . . I wonder whether it would not be a good thing to make public the correspondence about the release of Churchill to show the world what a scoundrel he is’.17


The second, more delicate and quietly long-lasting issue was whether Churchill had behaved badly by going off on his own. This was a view taken fluctuatingly if not obsessively by Haldane, by Brockie (killed in a Rand mine accident within a few years), by Lieutenant Frederick le Mesurier of the Dublin Fusiliers, who successfully escaped with Haldane and Brockie three months later (he was killed in the Ypres Salient in 1915), and by Lieutenant Thomas Frankland of the same regiment, who was also killed in the same year in Gallipoli, and who was closely associated with both the December and the March escapes.


Haldane’s view was much the most tenacious, partly because he lived much the longest – until 1950, and to illustrate the down as well as the up fluctuations of the grievance sent Churchill a copy of his 1948 memoirs with a warm inscription. (Frankland had done the same, although with a less solipsistic book, as long before as Churchill’s marriage in 1908.) The essence of the complaint of General Haldane (as he had become) was that Churchill when he made his unilateral break-out had let down the other two by rendering their escape impossible without a substantial delay, and that he had done so without consultation. He scouted Churchill’s claim that he had got Brockie’s approval for his move, and carried Brockie with him in this. What does not seem to be in dispute is that the break had been planned for the previous night, but had been postponed, apparently with tripartite agreement, until the following evening (12 December) because the disposition of the guards was unpropitious. Once again the circumstances did not look right, so Haldane and Brockie went to a hurried dinner, intending to try again later that night. At this stage Churchill lost patience and went over the fence on his own. There is some obscurity as to whether he was aware that the second postponement was intended to be only until later that night; probably so, for he claimed to have waited for the others, in considerable danger of being apprehended, for one and a half to two hours on the far side of the fence. This wait (whatever was its exact length) is borne out by the fact that Haldane recorded a Pyramus and Thisbe-like conversation with him through the fence, during which he offered Churchill his compass and some chocolate. What is also obscure is why Haldane and Brockie assumed that Churchill’s having gone over precluded their following; the alarm had not been raised.


So far there does not seem to be any more conflict of evidence than that which would be natural between two honest witnesses, of different temperament, describing a motor accident which they had observed from opposite sides of the street, particularly if they were recalling it after a long interval. Haldane’s complaint was most clearly set out in a long (6,000-word) memorandum which he drafted in 1924 and then amplified in 1935.* This reversion to the issue, once after twenty-five years and again after thirty-six, may be held to point to an obsession and to contradict his own statement (in the memorandum) that ‘I decided that the less was said the better, which is the policy I have consistently followed in the matter.’ On the other hand Haldane never sought to publish the memorandum, not even in his own memoirs. When he died he deposited it, and the rest of his diaries, in the National Library of Scotland, where it can be consulted, although there has never been any attempt to bring it to public notice. The essence of his criticisms were as follows:




[1] I must admit that I was surprised and disgusted to find myself left in the lurch, for Churchill had walked off with my carefully thought-out plan or what he knew of it, and had simply taken the bread out of my mouth.


[2] . . . the truth was that at Pretoria I was thinking of three individuals and he of one man only, himself. . . .


[3] Had Churchill only possessed the moral courage to admit that, in the excitement of the moment, he saw a chance of escape and could not resist the temptation to take advantage of it, not realizing that it would compromise the escape of his companions, all would have been well. . . . But it was not to be, and the false step, once taken, made the difficulty of retraction, if ever contemplated, a thousand times more difficult, until, as time went on, it became impossible; for what would have been overlooked in the spontaneous admission of an impetuous youth of twenty-five, would have been condemned in the maturer man.18




In further mitigation of Haldane’s nearly half-century-long keeping of the issue alive, at any rate in his own mind, it can be said that he was subject to successive provocative waves as Churchill continued to publish accounts of these distant events with which Haldane did not agree. Almost immediately after the events described Churchill got his two South African chronicles into the bookshops. London to Ladysmith via Pretoria came out in May and sold 14,000 copies. It was followed in October by Ian Hamilton’s March, which sold 8,000. Then, almost a generation later, he produced at the turn of the years 1923–4 two Strand Magazine articles recounting his escape. These articles undoubtedly provoked Haldane to his 1924 setting out (privately) of the record as he saw it. And in 1930 Churchill produced his much praised and very successful My Early Life, in which no fewer than ten (out of twenty-nine) chapters were devoted to South Africa, with four of them specifically on his own capture and escape. While it took Haldane five years to react to this, his 1935 expansion of his 1924 screed may be seen as a disagreeable raking over old ashes, but it must be said in Haldane’s defence that these ashes had been far from allowed to lie smouldering by the other principal party.


There was another, earlier incident in Churchill–Haldane relations which may well have left a considerable deposit in Haldane’s mind. In 1912 Churchill believed that he had been libelled in Blackwood’s Magazine on the question of whether he had broken his parole. He swung into heavy action with his close friend F. E. Smith, later Lord Birkenhead, and not the most gentle of KCs, acting for him. They wanted Haldane, then a brigadier-general with a command in Kent, to give evidence for Churchill. Haldane did not want to do so, although he was equally adamant that he would not go into the box against him. A great barrage of persuasion was unleashed against him: a summons from the Admiralty to call there upon the First Lord, as Churchill had become, and pressure to meet Smith to help prepare the statement of case. Haldane took effective evasive action, but found the rumbustious circus approach distasteful. It reminded him of an occasion when Churchill, trying to get himself accepted as part of the Haldane–Brockie break-out party, had mistakenly tried to attract Haldane with the promise of glorious publicity: ‘[He] held out as a bait that he would take care that, if successful, my name was not hid under a bushel. In other words I should share “in a blaze of triumph” such as, according to the account of his escape in the Strand Magazine, he enjoyed on reaching Durban. But advertisement has never appealed to me.’19


The last sentence was no doubt honestly modest, but it also revealed a plain soldier’s distaste for the publicity rodomontade which always attended Churchill, and maybe a touch of perverse jealousy too. Common involvement in an escape enterprise, even if the parties remain successfully together instead of being separated, is by no means always a recipe for continuing friendship. The Haldane issue cast a nasty private shadow over the otherwise gratifying glamour of Churchill’s escape. But there is no clear evidence that Churchill was guilty of anything more than impetuous self-centredness, accompanied by rash courage. And all these three attributes were always very much part of his make-up as a young man. So was luck, and he enjoyed a great deal of this in his solitary journey from the prison camp to Lourenço Marques.


First he walked through the town for half a mile until he struck a railway line, which he hoped was the one east to Delagoa Bay. He wore a brown suit and a slouch hat, and hoped that if he walked with confidence he would be unchallenged. His audacity paid. Then he walked for two hours along the line until he came to a train station, which might have been Eerste Fabriekan, the first of thirteen which, at widely varying intervals, were scattered along the route to the Indian Ocean. His tactic was to jump on a train a short way out of the station just before it had gathered speed. This he accomplished with difficulty, for, partly because of his dislocated shoulder, he was not particularly agile. It was a goods train, mainly carrying empty coal bags back to a colliery area. Among them he enjoyed a comfortable if sooty sleep for a few hours. He was however awake to leave the train well before dawn. This again presented some difficulty. He bounced into a ditch and was lucky to suffer no laming injury. He was then near Witbank, the third of the stations and the centre of a mining district. He had accomplished about 80 miles and had another 200 to go.


Throughout the next long day of South African summer he wandered about, nervous of being seen, without much sustenance or plan. Then at 1.30 a.m. on the second night he came to a colliery with substantial outbuildings. He decided, mainly because he had no alternative, to risk an appeal for help. Perhaps he would find someone who, maybe out of sympathy or avarice (he was more than willing to spend his £75), would not turn him in to the Boer authorities but assist him on his journey. He knocked at a door. This was his outstanding, almost miraculous piece of luck. The man who sleepily answered was an English mine manager named John Howard. Once Howard had busted Churchill’s original and wholly unconvincing explanation of his presence and established his true identity and purpose, he took him in and fed him, even supplying him with whisky and cigars, then got a colleague, Dan Dewsnap,* to lower him down the mine shaft, where he remained, accompanied by a troop of rats but well provendered, for several days until the excitement and intensive searches occasioned by the discovery of his escape appeared to be abating. Eventually, a full week after his break-out he was with the help of Howard and his friends put in a truck of wool bales which was to be shunted on to a freight train bound for Delagoa Bay. The journey was estimated to take sixteen hours, but in fact it lasted almost four times as long, with many hours of waiting culminating in a final agonizing night (although he managed to sleep through most of it) at the border station of Komati Poort, but on the wrong side of the frontier. Eventually the train chugged on across the border and at Ressana Garcia he saw through a chink, almost as though they were a company of welcoming angels, the elaborate uniforms of Portuguese officials on the platform.


This was how Churchill told the story in My Early Life, published thirty years later, although it appears from the 1990s investigations of his granddaughter, Celia Sandys, and published in her Churchill: Wanted Dead or Alive, that he was dependent not only upon luck and his own nerve but also upon the attendant activities of Charles Burnham, a local storekeeper and merchant, whose goods provided Churchill’s protection and bower. Burnham decided that he ought to come with him on the train, and at various points of hold-up, when Churchill thought he was entirely dependent upon chance, he was in fact dependent upon small bribes judiciously dispensed by Burnham to untie dangerous knots.20 What however is neither new nor disputed is that, once safely in Lourenço Marques, Churchill with some difficulty roused the British consul and having established his identity was once again well received. Late that same evening he was on a boat to Durban, where he arrived on 23 December.


He was given a resounding welcome and immediately found himself a figure of world fame. ‘The blaze of triumph’, in which, if accurately reported by Haldane, he had offered the latter a share, was no exaggeration. He made a speech to a large crowd in front of the town hall and he received ‘sheaves of telegrams’ from many parts of the world before he departed that evening to dine and sleep with the Governor of Natal at Pietermaritzburg. The next day he rejoined General Buller’s army. Buller was an admirer, although the feeling was by no means fully reciprocated, in spite of the General’s Victoria Cross, which had however been earned many years earlier. Buller was reported (by Churchill) as saying: ‘You have done very well. Is there anything we can do for you?’21 What he did was to give Churchill a lieutenant’s commission in the South African Light Horse, without requiring him to give up his Morning Post reporting, despite the fact that such duality of function had been forbidden by the War Office. Roberts and Kitchener, who arrived in South Africa in March, the former as Commander-in-Chief and the latter as his Chief of Staff, did not take nearly such an enthusiastic view of Churchill. ‘Bobs’, the great Field Marshal, was very cool. Their job was to repair the damage of the three British defeats of the December (1899) ‘black week’ (of General Gatacre at Stormberg, of General Lord Methuen at Magersfontein, and of General Buller at Colenso).


Churchill stayed in South Africa for another six months until Pretoria had been occupied and the war, in his view, had been won. He engaged, and always with gallantry, in a number of serious actions, at Spion Kop, at Hussar Hill, at Potgieter’s Ferry and at Diamond Hill. He was among the first into both Ladysmith and Pretoria. Nonetheless it is difficult not to see much of this post-escape period as resembling the transformation scene of a spectacular musical comedy, with a full stage and the characters arriving from all sides, but with Churchill always at the centre. In late January (1900) Lady Randolph turned up, accompanied from Cape Town to Durban by her younger son Jack, and more or less in command of a hospital ship called the Maine, for which £40,000 of Anglo-American money had been raised. Unfortunately one of her first patients was Jack, who was lightly wounded on 12 February and needed a month’s care. Winston Churchill was disappointed that Pamela Plowden was not of the party. ‘Oh why did you not come out as secretary?’ he wrote to her on 28 January.22 On 6 January he had written to his mother about her (Lady Randolph and Miss Plowden were quite close and perhaps both treated Churchill’s exuberance with something of the same mixture of admiration and detachment), ‘I think a great deal of Pamela; she loves me vy dearly,’23 which perhaps betrays a certain complacency about his relations with Miss Plowden. She married Lord Lytton within two years.


Lady Randolph was at this time a good deal more urgently intent on matrimony than was Miss Plowden. In mid-March she and her ship sailed off the scene and back to England with a load of wounded. Very soon after her return she married George Cornwallis-West, who was only two weeks older than Winston Churchill. The union, which lasted in a rickety way for thirteen years, did not enhance her general standing.


Meanwhile the musical extravaganza rolled on in South Africa. Among Churchill’s performances was a bicycle ride through the centre of Johannesburg in civilian clothes while it was still under somewhat feeble Boer occupation. By this cool expedition he got an important message through to Roberts, who softened towards him as a result. He also helped Roberts by reducing the ludicrous clutter of dukes on his headquarters staff. It put flesh on W. S. Gilbert’s Gondoliers line of eleven years earlier: ‘Dukes were three a penny.’ There were indeed three of them there, Norfolk, Marlborough and Westminster. Churchill managed to relieve him of the latter two for most of the time. They accompanied him on an alternating basis on his various expeditions, rather as the Downing Street private secretaries were to do forty years later. ‘Enter Churchill, accompanied by two dukes’ might have been an appropriate stage direction. When he cantered into Pretoria and visited his old place of incarceration he was accompanied by Marlborough. When travelling down to Cape Town for his voyage home he was breakfasting on the train with Westminster (such were apparently still the amenities of wartime travel) when there was a minor ambush. Churchill, true as ever to his non-combatant status, fired his last anti-Boer shots. It is unlikely they hit anyone.


In these latter months he had however been almost as combative with words as with bullets, but in what was interpreted by many to be a pro-rather than an anti-Boer direction. From Durban he had telegraphed a despatch to the Morning Post in January: ‘Reviewing the whole situation, it is foolish not to recognize that we are fighting a formidable and terrible adversary. The high qualities of the burghers increases their efficiency. . . . We must face the facts. The individual Boer, mounted in suitable country, is worth from three to five regular soldiers.’ And he compounded the sin in some eyes by urging in March that ‘A generous forgiving policy must be followed,’ even to the Boers in Natal, who had revolted rather than declaring war. ‘Peace and happiness can only come to South Africa through the fusion and concord of the Dutch and British races, who must forever live side by side under the supremacy of Britain. . . .’24 Even with the last phrase this early example of his ‘magnanimity in victory’ approach produced a storm of criticism.


When he got to Cape Town after the interrupted train journey he paused only to give Sir Alfred Milner, the experienced and normally self-assured High Commissioner, the benefit of his views, as well as to have a day’s jackal-hunting with him and the attendant Duke of Westminster, before sailing for home in the Dunottar Castle, by chance the same ship which had brought him out, just over seven months before. As a young man in a hurry he had certainly not been slothful during these months. His bravery, his effrontery, his impact had all been remarkable. At the age of twenty-five he had acquired something approaching a world reputation. In future whatever he did or said was sure to attract attention, even if not agreement or admiration.




4


TORY INTO LIBERAL


Churchill landed at Southampton on 20 July 1900. Ten weeks and two days later he was elected member of Parliament for Oldham, still within his twenty-sixth year. He had been unattracted by the offer of an alternative candidature at Southport, on the coast of Lancashire, which had been dangled before him while he was still in South Africa. Southport, with its combination of seaside landladies and early commuting members of the Liverpool commercial classes seeking ozone breezes, sounds a better Conservative proposition than the largely proletarian cotton-spinning town of Oldham. But this was not in fact so. Curzon had been comfortably elected at Southport in 1895, but, when he left to become Viceroy of India in 1898, the bye-election was lost by the Conservatives. The winning Liberal died in the following year and the second bye-election produced a similar result.


Churchill would therefore have gained nothing by being tempted to Southport. But he was not so disposed. He believed in his ‘star’. And his star hovered over Oldham. The words of Dan Dewsnap at the Transvaal colliery continued to ring round in his head. ‘They’d all vote for you next time,’ Dewsnap had said. (In fact they were far from doing so. The swing to Churchill between the 1899 bye-election and the 1900 general election fourteen months later was only about 6 per cent, which was just enough.) But it was his belief more than the facts which counted. He believed that he would always get through, even if by narrow margins. The bullet that cut through the feather of his South African Light Horse hat at Spion Kop would do no more than sartorial harm. The man who opened the door to him at the colliery near Witbank would take him in and not turn him in. The burghers in the streets of Johannesburg would be too preoccupied to notice the passage of a stray cyclist. And so, thus far, it always worked out, including at Oldham. He beat Walter Runciman by 222 votes and squeezed into second place, only sixteen votes behind Emmott, the better-dug-in Liberal, and a crucial 409 votes ahead of his own Tory running mate.


Overall this ‘khaki election’ allowed the Conservatives to capitalize on the apparent British victory in South Africa (although it was to be another eighteen months before the Peace of Vereeniging with the Boers was signed) and restore their majority to its solid 130-plus level before the erosion of bye-election defeats like those at Oldham in the previous year. Despite the narrowness of the contest there, however, the local campaign was not a particularly rough one. Both Emmott and Runciman were Liberal Imperialists, more inclined to the views of Rosebery and Asquith than to those of Lloyd George or even Campbell-Bannerman. They could not therefore easily be denounced as disloyal pro-Boers, and indeed Churchill himself, while eager to exploit his own adventures, was not disposed to lash himself into a passion of anti-Boer hysteria.


Joseph Chamberlain, the lion of the moment, came to Oldham to deliver over an hour’s oration on his behalf. This led to his inviting Churchill for two days to his house in Birmingham, where polling was still continuing, and sending him round to three West Midlands meetings in a special train. The great man put on for him a programme worthy of Lord Beaconsfield’s theatrical reception of the young Duke of Portland at Hughenden in 1880. Chamberlain rested in bed all of one day, but got up for dinner to receive the returning political warrior and to regale him with a bottle of 1834 port. With Balfour, Salisbury’s nephew and soon-to-succeed crown prince, Churchill’s dealings were more mixed, but in outcome at least equally head-turning. He failed to get Balfour to travel the eight miles from his own constituency in Manchester to Oldham, but then responded to a summons from ‘King Arthur’ to abort a journey to London and immediately return north to Manchester:




Mr Balfour was addressing a considerable gathering when I arrived. The whole meeting rose and shouted at my entry. With his great air the Leader of the House of Commons presented me to the audience. After this I never addressed any but the greatest meetings. Five or six thousand electors – all men – brimming with interest, thoroughly acquainted with the main objects, crowded into the finest halls, with venerated pillars of the party and many-a-year members of Parliament sitting as supporters on the platform! Such henceforward in that election and indeed for nearly a generation were my experiences.1




The new Parliament met for a couple of weeks on 3 December, not only for swearing-in and the election of a Speaker, but for a Queen’s speech (not delivered by the declining Sovereign in person) and for eight parliamentary days of substantive debate. They were all devoted in one form or another to matters arising out of the South Africa War, and indeed on the second night of the debate on the address an amendment relating to the terms on which a settlement should be made was moved by Emmott, the senior member for Oldham. It was amazing that Churchill, with the eagerness of the new junior member, let all this pass over his head without attending. He had sailed for New York on 1 December.


This indicated a calm nerve and a determination to stick to his plans, but did not mean that he undervalued his new position. Objectively the standing of an MP was far higher in 1900 than it is today. Britain, although a little shaken by the early defeats of the South African War, was a great and self-confident empire, and one of its proudest possessions was its parliamentary system. Although it had a more restricted franchise than most developed countries, the prestige of its legislature was much higher. It would have been difficult to find any member or aspiring member, not merely Tory or Liberal, but in the nascent Labour party too, and even, paradoxically, quite a few of the Irish Home Rulers as well, who did not instinctively regard the House of Commons as the greatest legislative assembly in the world.


Churchill certainly did. He also regarded membership of it as a natural although highly desirable part of his destiny. Having got there he remained a member with one very brief interval, and a second more worrying one of two years, for sixty-four years, a span which exceeded even Gladstone’s sixty-two and a half years. It was therefore doubly odd, that, being delighted in the autumn to add the suffix of ‘MP’ to his name, he was not also eager to avail himself of the earliest opportunity of sitting on the green benches, from which, apart from Gladstone – the greatest thunderer of the lot – Disraeli, Russell, Palmerston, his father and Joseph Chamberlain had performed.


He was not blasé. But throughout his life he was very realistic about money. He was not exactly grasping, and he had no dominating desire to accumulate for its own sake ‘a great stock of scrip or securities’ (in the famous phrase he was to use about his friend Birkenhead),* but he was determinedly extravagant without any bedrock of financial support. Most MPs in those days were rich, and the minority who were not were in general naturally austere. Churchill was neither. And MPs were not then paid.


Churchill, who had already had a good previous financial period, with the success of several books accompanied by a high Morning Post salary and a low-spending seven months in South Africa, shrewdly decided that his earning capacity as a celebrity lecturer was at a temporary peak and that he had better cash in on it. He therefore devoted the last days of October and the whole of November to an intensive and profitable British lecture tour. It was arranged through an agent, Gerald Christie, whom he continued to use for many decades. Churchill managed to keep a full grip on the equity, which meant the number and cost of the tickets which could be sold for a particular evening in a particular hall. As a result, in the meticulous accounts which he kept, his net profits, which were high, given the money values of the period, both varied substantially and produced very precise sums, calculated down to shillings and pence.


He limbered up with a visit as a returning alumnus to Harrow School on 25 October, but even there he did not allow his nostalgia to prevent his going away the richer by £27, the equivalent today of £1,350. He also there learned that his material was out of control – he was of course talking about his South African adventures – and that he only got through a quarter of his notes in one and a half hours. He had this better organized for his real launch, which was at the St James’s Hall in London on 30 October. There he had persuaded Field Marshal Lord Wolseley, the Commander-in-Chief of the army, to take the chair and introduce him, and he made the impressive sum of £265 6s 2d (the rough equivalent of £13,000). He devoted himself throughout to getting the most eminent of chairmen: Rosebery in Edinburgh, Derby in Liverpool, Dufferin and Ava in Belfast, Ashbourne, the Irish Lord Chancellor, in Dublin, and he would have got Joseph Chamberlain in Birmingham had that weary titan not thought it necessary to take a post-election Mediterranean holiday; Churchill had there to make do with Lord Dudley. After the St James’s Hall launch he did another twenty-seven widely scattered engagements in the next thirty-one days. In effect he had only Sundays off. The star occasions were Liverpool, which exceeded even the St James’s Hall takings, and Cheltenham, which was not far behind. Glasgow, Birmingham, Brighton, Bristol, Manchester and Dublin also produced very solid takings. Only the semi-suburban occasions of Westbourne Park (London) and Windsor failed (narrowly) to net the equivalent of a modern £3,000. The month produced an aggregate of £3,782 15s 5d (£190,000). It was a spectacular effort.


Britain having been conquered, America beckoned. The December parliamentary session was sacrificed to Mammon, but Mammon, as can be his way, disappointed, though maybe only by the standards of the Churchill family’s maritally based expectations that America would always be more generous than Britain. He did not allow for a difference of emotional reaction to the Boer War. While England was mostly bathed in a lather of jingoism, the United States was at best more detached and at worst saw the British war against the Boer republics as a delayed repeat of its own War of Independence. Also in New York, where he started, there was a residual Dutch feeling among some of the oldest-established families who might otherwise have been expected to be the best upholders of an Anglo-Saxon partnership. This did not however prevent Governor Theodore Roosevelt – just elected Vice-President and only nine months short of succeeding the assassinated McKinley as President – from inviting him to dinner in the Mansion at Albany, the New York State capital, within a few days of his arrival.


There is no record of whether this Albany dinner went badly, but it certainly did nothing to prevent the development of a deep and surprising Theodore Roosevelt animus against Churchill. Scattered over the years his judgements (in correspondence) were always unfavourable. On 23 May 1908, he wrote to his son: ‘Yes that is an interesting book of Winston Churchill about his father, but I can’t help feeling that about both of them that the older one was a rather cheap character.’ A few months later Roosevelt wrote to Whitelaw Reid, the proprietor and editor of the New York Herald Tribune: ‘I do not like Winston Churchill but I suppose I ought to write to him.’ (Churchill had just sent Roosevelt a copy of one of his books.) Then in June 1910, when Roosevelt had represented the US government at the funeral of King Edward VII, he wrote to Senator Henry Cabot Lodge: ‘I have refused to meet Winston Churchill. . . . All the other public men, on both sides, I was glad to meet.’ His sole approach to a counterbalancing remark was on 22 August 1914 when he wrote to Arthur Lee MP (the donor of Chequers): ‘I have never liked Winston Churchill, but in view of what you tell me as to his admirable conduct and nerve in mobilizing the fleet, I do wish that if it comes your way you would extend to him my congratulations.’2


This chronicle of prejudice was perhaps put into perspective by Mrs Alice Longworth, Roosevelt’s daughter, who lived on in Washington well into her nineties and the 1980s, always retaining her edge of sharp comment. Arthur Schlesinger once said to her: ‘Why did your father dislike Winston Churchill so much?’ ‘Because they were so alike,’ Mrs Longworth conclusively replied.3


Churchill’s American lecture agent was not nearly as satisfactory as Christie in London. Major Pond, as he styled himself, although it was not obvious in which campaign he had served, was both tiresomely obtrusive and made bad bargains. By 1 January 1901 Churchill was writing of him (to his mother), ‘He is a vulgar Yankee impresario and poured a lot of very mendacious statements into the ears of the reporters. . . .’4 Pond may have been a scapegoat for Churchill’s general dissatisfaction with the tour, but his pejorative use of the word ‘Yankee’ to his mother was odd. Through a combination of Pond, somewhat disappointing financial returns and audiences more cool about the British cause than he had expected, Churchill’s enthusiasm for the United States was less on this trip than it had been five years before. This time he much preferred Canada, where he had better audiences, made more money and spent an enjoyable Christmas with the Governing-General Mintos in Ottawa.* Altogether he felt, paraphrasing Laurence Sterne, that ‘they order these things better in Canada’.


Yet the failure of the tour was very relative. He cleared just over £1,600 (£80,000) for two months’ effort, about 40 per cent of what he had made in half the time at home. Winnipeg (a clear winner), New York,† Philadelphia and Toronto did him the best. He found the grind of one-night performances often more exhausting than rewarding (on one occasion there was no public lecture but he ‘was hired out for £40 to perform at an evening party in a private house – like a conjurer’),5 and he may even have been a little homesick, if not exactly for his ‘home’, which was never a very strong feature in his life as a young man, at least for the political arena in which he had earned a place and which he had treated so cavalierly in December. ‘I shall be home by the 10th of February and am looking forward very much to the beginning of Parliament . . .’ he wrote to his mother on 9 January. ‘I have got to hate the tour very much indeed, and if it were much longer I do not think I would be able to go through with it.’6 He had counterbalancing achievements, however. He also wrote at about this time: ‘I am vy proud of the fact that there is not one person in a million who at my age could have earned £10,000 without any capital in less than two years.’7 Nor did he, except at the margin, spend this equivalent of a modern half-million pounds on riotous living. He handed it over for investment to Sir Ernest Cassel, the epitome of a successful Edwardian plutocrat and a close friend of King Edward himself. There was always the sense with Churchill, at this stage largely because of the multifarious high-life contacts of his mother, that if he had wanted a music lesson it would have been Sir Edward Elgar who would have been sent for, or, if a little nursing attention had been required Florence Nightingale would have come out of retirement.


The Britain which Churchill re-entered at Liverpool on 10 February was different in one important symbolic respect from the one he had left. Not only had the new century begun (by strict if not popular reckoning) but the Victorian age was over. Queen Victoria had died on 22 January while Churchill was in Winnipeg. He was not shattered by the news. It did nothing to take the edge off his pleasure at $1,150 having been collected at the doors of his lecture that evening, and his first comments (again to his mother) were some friendlily mocking remarks about the self-indulgent lifestyle of the new King. But it did have the quirkily odd result that he, who was for much of his later career to be regarded as the last Victorian left in British politics, had by his eagerness for lecture fees forgone the opportunity to take the parliamentary oath of allegiance to the Queen. When he was first admitted, on 14 February, it was to King Edward VII that he swore his fealty; this was probably appropriate, for in fact he was, and remained, essentially an Edwardian rather than a Victorian.


Four days later he made his maiden speech. This was neither a disaster like Disraeli’s notorious 1837 performance, nor a spectacular success like the 1906 polemic of his future friend F. E. Smith. He spoke for half an hour at about 10.30 on a Monday night immediately following David Lloyd George, who was then a thirty-eight-year-old North Wales solicitor and MP of eleven years’ standing and some fame and/or notoriety, who had just made a somewhat intemperate pro-Boer speech. This juxtaposition (together with his own réclame) ensured Churchill a very full house. At least two newspapers however (the Standard and the Morning Post) were even more impressed by the attendance in the Ladies’ Gallery than on the floor: there was a great turn-up of Conservative grandes dames, but they were more matriarchal and auntly than romantically maidenly.


It was a good speech, and it reads well today. Churchill had of course prepared it most carefully and more or less learned it by heart. This was not unusual in a maiden speaker of energy and ambition. What was unusual in Churchill however was that it was a practice that he continued for years to come; indeed the meticulous preparation although not the learning by heart persisted throughout the whole of his career.


What he could not prepare was an appropriate opening comment on Lloyd George’s speech. With the thought for this he was most fortuitously provided by his neighbour (Thomas Gibson Bowles, MP for King’s Lynn, who also subsequently transferred to the Liberal party) a few minutes before he had to take the plunge. Bowles told him to say that Lloyd George, who had made a violent speech while withdrawing a moderate amendment, would have done better to have moved his moderate amendment without making his violent speech. It was a neat beginning.


Churchill spoke from the corner seat in the bench immediately behind the ministers, which was the place from where his father had latterly but not most successfully performed, and he did so in a full frock coat. The subject was the general conduct of the war in South Africa, and he had four striking passages. Early on he said: ‘If I were a Boer fighting in the field – and if I were a Boer I hope I should be fighting in the field . . .’. Then, arguing against a proposition that in a post-war transition to democracy there should be interim military rather than civilian government, he said: ‘I have often myself been very much ashamed to see respectable old Boer farmers – the Boer is a curious combination of the squire and the peasant, and under the rough coat of the farmer there are very often to be found the instincts of the squire – I have been ashamed to see such men ordered about peremptorily by young subaltern officers, as if they were private soldiers.’ His third point was that it ought to be made ‘easy and honourable for the Boers to surrender, and painful and perilous for them to continue in the field’. And the fourth, on which he sat down and therefore, wisely or otherwise, made the final memory of the speech, was to raise the spirit of Lord Randolph Churchill by saying that he was sure that his kindly reception was ‘because of a certain splendid memory which many honourable members still preserve’.8


Edwardian newspapers, popular and patrician alike, reported Parliament with a detailed interest unimaginable today. Nevertheless, while not making headline news in the way that F. E. Smith’s first speech was to do six years later, the welter of comment, largely favourable, aroused by Churchill was exceptional. Many of the cuttings from nineteen different newspapers which he kept among his records were adulatory without qualification. The more interesting were the less typical ones. H. W. Massingham in the Liberal Daily News wrote:




Mr Winston Churchill’s reply was in very striking contrast to the speech [Lloyd George’s] to which it was indeed only nominally an answer. The personal contrast was as striking as that of treatment and method. Mr George has many natural advantages; Mr Churchill has many disadvantages. In his closing sentences he spoke gracefully of the splendid memory of his father. Mr Churchill does not inherit his father’s voice – save for the slight lisp – or his father’s manner. Address, accent, appearance do not help him.


But he has one quality – intellect. He has an eye – and he can judge and think for himself. Parts of the speech were faulty enough – there was claptrap with the wisdom and insight. But such remarks [‘more squires than peasants’, ‘an honourable peace’, etc.] showed that this young man has kept his critical faculty through the glamour of association with our arms.


. . . then Mr [Joseph] Chamberlain rose. His speech was an able piece of debating – clear, rasping, coarse in tone, full of points aimed – and successfully aimed – at the average party spirit of his following. . . . But the speech was utterly without elevation – and in insight and breadth of treatment it was far inferior to Mr Churchill’s.




The Manchester Guardian sketch, written by J. B. Atkins, who had travelled out to South Africa with Churchill, had something of the balanced appraisal of a friendly acquaintance. ‘His [Churchill’s] was a carefully turned speech, filled with antitheses of a literary flavour. His father, with all his power, had little literary sense, and this possession is all in favour of the young member who started out tonight.’ Perhaps the most critical note came from the Glasgow Herald:




Occasionally there were tones and inflections of voice which forcibly recalled his father, Lord Randolph Churchill, but the hon. Gentleman did not show much trace of his parent’s brilliancy in debate. . . . Readiness he had in abundance and he may develop well, but to those who remember the electrical effect of the father’s maiden speech, the son’s first plunge into debate was nowhere near so high a flight.




Immediately after this maiden effort Churchill showed slight signs of parliamentary incontinence and intervened twice in the following week. One of them was a supplementary question which Speaker Gully ruled out of order. This incontinent tendency did not gain momentum. He made two quite notable speeches that spring, one in March and one in May, and was then kept fairly quiet during the remaining three years for which he sat as a Conservative.


In 1901 he made a total of nine Commons interventions, but these were supplemented by about thirty political speeches in the country and a fresh burst of lecturing in the spring – somewhat less profitable than in 1900. The March speech was a debating effort (although nonetheless carefully prepared) on the side of the government. Major-General Colvile had held a fairly disastrous command in South Africa and had first been ‘Stellenbosched’, in the vivid current word for being sent back to base (the equivalent of limogé in French) and then returned to England, from where, in a generous ‘old boys’ gesture, he had been appointed Commander-in-Chief of the garrison at Gibraltar. Later, however, when more damaging facts about Colvile’s inadequacies had come to light, this appointment was rescinded by the War Office. A storm of parliamentary criticism ensued, and it looked as though the government might be defeated by a motion demanding a committee of enquiry. Churchill weighed in with force, arguing that ‘the right to select, to promote and dismiss’ must be left to the military authorities. Selection was a necessary human process, particularly in the armed forces, and if it were hobbled the army would become a flaccid affair. The speech was the success of the occasion, and Churchill himself believed that he had turned votes and helped to give the government a comfortable majority. He had certainly pleased St John Brodrick, the Secretary of State for War, whose note to him (admittedly sent during the excitement of the debate) contained a fine example of false prophecy: ‘May I say you will never make a better speech than you made tonight.’9


He did not long retain the War Secretary’s favour, for his May speech was an all-out attack on a scheme of army reorganization which was intended to be the chef d’oeuvre of Brodrick’s Secretaryship of State. It involved an increase in the army estimates by £5 million over the previous year, exclusive of special expenditure in South Africa and China (the Boxer Rebellion). This ‘extravagance’ set Churchill pietistically off. It was fifteen years since Lord Randolph had made for the cause of military economy ‘the greatest sacrifice of any minister of modern times’. ‘I am very glad the House has allowed me . . . to lift again the tattered flag that I found lying on a stricken field.’


Fortunately, however, Winston Churchill engaged with issues more serious than this waving of the filial bloody shirt. Brodrick proposed the creation of three army corps of regulars and another three of militia and volunteers in reserve. Churchill was scathing about the three regular corps: ‘one is quite enough to fight savages and three are not enough even to begin to fight Europeans’. ‘A European War cannot be anything but a cruel heart-rending struggle, which, if we are ever to enjoy the bitter fruits of victory, must demand, perhaps for several years, the whole manhood of the nation, the entire suspension of peaceful industries, and the concentration to one end of every vital energy of the community.’ This was a better prophecy than that of Brodrick, about his future speechmaking, and Churchill’s aphorism that ‘the wars of peoples will be more terrible than the wars of kings’ was also very much on the mark.


His other major point – an unorthodox one for a cavalry subaltern – was to proclaim the supremacy in terms of British national interest of the navy over the army:




The only weapon with which we can expect to cope with great nations is the Navy. . . . And surely to adopt the double policy of equal effort both on Army and Navy, spending thirty millions on each, is to combine the disadvantages and dangers of all courses without the advantages or security of any, and to run the risk of crashing to the ground between two stools, with a Navy uselessly weak and an Army uselessly strong.10




This speech, which lasted nearly an hour, was a setpiece oration. He recorded that he had spent six weeks preparing it, much of which must have gone on learning it by heart, for he sent off the text to his friend Oliver Borthwick at the Morning Post, requesting a good report, nearly three weeks before the debut. He delivered the speech faultlessly, betraying however to a sharp observer that he was reading from an internal teleprompter by at one stage picking up a book in order to read a long quotation from his father, and then putting the book down again well before the end of the passage. The time of preparation was well spent. The speech not only made a splash at the time, but had several important consequences for Churchill. It gave him a theme which he developed on several speaking and writing occasions in the remainder of the year. It made him an interesting figure to the Liberal party; warm letters were written by such disparate figures on that side of politics as Sir William Harcourt, W. T. Stead and John Burns.11 And, most important of all, as he wrote of it, admittedly nearly thirty years later, in My Early Life: ‘it marked a definite divergence of thought and sympathy from nearly all those who thronged the benches around me’.12


As the central interest of the first phase of Churchill’s parliamentary career is the build-up to his change of party of May 1904, this speech must be seen as one important early stage of the journey. In some way the process in retrospect seems ineluctable. In another it is subject to a rather awkward question: What would Churchill have done had he been offered a post in the Conservative government? On 11 July 1902, Salisbury resigned and his nephew, Arthur Balfour, moved as effortlessly into the premiership as Asquith was to do in 1908 and Neville Chamberlain in 1937. Perhaps because he had for so long been almost co-head of the government, Balfour made very few changes to its shape. Almost the only one of any importance was his appointment of C. T. Ritchie as Chancellor of the Exchequer in the place of Hicks-Beach, who had insisted on retiring with Salisbury. It was a strange appointment, for neither socially nor intellectually did the worlds of Balfour and Ritchie touch. Balfour thought of him as an effective if unprepossessing man of business who must therefore understand the dark mysteries of finance and economics, about which his own ignorance was profound. But Ritchie was as stubborn as he was unversed in the ways of Balfourian courtesies and ambiguities, and he had become a dogmatic Free Trader. His first and only budget proved a perfect trip-wire for setting off the great Protectionist–Free Trade dispute which was to bedevil the Balfour government and reduce the Conservative position in the next parliament to a rump, just as the great European dispute was to do to the Major government and its aftermath ninety years later.


The Protectionist issue was also to have a profound effect on the career of Winston Churchill. In the summer of 1902, however, that young and thrusting politician was more concerned with the minor changes in the government, or rather with their absence on any scale, than with the possible ‘political consequences of Mr Ritchie’.* He had been closely associated over his year and a half in the House of Commons with a group of four other highly privileged young Conservatives. They were all between three and five years older than he was, but none in 1902 was more than thirty-four. They were happy to be known, at once self-mockingly and self-consciously, as the ‘Hughligans’, after their most intellectually certain and, on the majority of issues, most right-wing member, Lord Hugh Cecil, the fifth son of the old Marquess of Salisbury. Cecil, like Gladstone, sat seriatim for Greenwich and for Oxford University, although in a reverse order from the GOM, and was almost as highly educated, although of a much more sterile and less constructive cast of mind. Of the other members of the coterie there was Earl Percy, the eldest son of the seventh Duke of Northumberland and as a Christ Church ‘first’ another of those who half made Churchill feel the lack of a university education, although this was already a declining neurosis. Next came Arthur Stanley, a younger son of the sixteenth Earl of Derby who, like Churchill, had gone straight from school into the ‘world’, although that of diplomacy rather than of the army. He faded politically, and his main middle-life distinction was to be chairman of the Royal Automobile Club for nearly thirty years; he looked rather like an inter-war advertisement for ‘Shell Goes Faster’. The remaining member was Ian Malcolm, the very model of a matinée idol, who matched his own looks by marrying Lillie Langtry’s daughter. Malcolm and Cecil lost their seats in the 1906 slaughter, as Churchill would have done had he stuck to the Conservative party.


Most of the Hughligans had some fairly intimate association with Balfour, being either his relations or his former private secretaries, which perhaps inhibited them from repeating the wrecking role which their loose inspiration, Lord Randolph Churchill’s Fourth party, had performed a generation earlier against both Gladstone and Stafford Northcote (the 1876–85 Tory leader in the Commons). Hugh Cecil, for example, was not able to achieve his full fastidious ‘hooligan’ potential until nearly ten years later when he played such a leading part in the ‘squalid, frigid’* shouting down for a full half-hour of Asquith, as to provoke Will Crooks, a solid Labour trades unionist MP, to exclaim that ‘many a man has been certified insane for less than the noble lord has done this afternoon’.13


What the Hughligans were really good at was the organization of intimate political dinner parties in the subterranean private dining rooms of the House of Commons. Their aim was to deepen their acquaintanceship with the famous, and perhaps even more to make sure that the famous knew who they were. They cast an eclectic net. They had Balfour and Campbell-Bannerman, Morley and Hicks Beach, and on one occasion in July 1901, as over-enthusiastic hosts or hostesses are liable to do, they overdid it by inviting both Rosebery and Harcourt, who had not been on speaking terms for seven years, to dine on the same night. It served them right that, Rosebery having been put off (though he had them all for a Sunday at Mentmore a couple of weeks later), Harcourt forgot to turn up.


Nine months later they had a notable dinner with Joseph Chamberlain. With his taste for dramatic entries and exits, he paused at the door as he left them and (at least in the pointed-up memory of Churchill) said, ‘You young gentlemen have entertained me royally, and in return I will give you a priceless secret. Tariffs! There are the politics of the future, and of the near future. Study them closely and make yourselves masters of them, and you will not regret your hospitality to me.’14 As that was thirteen months before Chamberlain’s political pattern-shattering speech at Birmingham town hall in favour of Protection and his supremely but justifiably arrogant remark to the Liberal Chief Whip (‘You may burn your leaflets; we are going to talk about something else’), the advice was not as trite as it sounds in retrospect. One of those who benefited from it (Cecil was also a Free Trader) was Churchill. He did indeed study tariffs, and made himself a master of the polemics of the subject, but not in a way that Chamberlain would have wished.


The Hughligans were closely linked in the sense that they were much at ease in each other’s company, and that friendly relations persisted long after they had lost any political cohesion. Hugh Cecil was a High Tory best man at Churchill’s wedding four years after the latter had joined the Liberal party. But such association did not proscribe those who were ambitious (which Churchill most assuredly was) from keeping a watchful and not entirely benevolent eye on the progress of the others. In Balfour’s minor reconstruction of the government only Percy got preferment. He became under-secretary at the India Office, and a year later was transferred to the Foreign Office. There can be little doubt that Churchill would at that stage have liked junior office, and probably thought that he deserved it. There is no extant letter of the time, not even to his mother, which discloses his thoughts, but the matter is at once delicately and not too euphemistically dealt with by his son Randolph Churchill in the second volume (and the last which he wrote) of the official biography: ‘Balfour did not avail himself of this opportunity to offer Churchill any Ministerial office. So high was Churchill’s opinion of his own merits and so considerable had been his early parliamentary success that whatever others may have thought, we may be sure he would have been in no way surprised by inclusion in the ministry.’15


So the awkward question is whether a parliamentary under-secretaryship would have kept him within the Conservative party. It would undoubtedly have made him better disposed towards Balfour, and have made it more difficult for him easily to slip his Tory moorings. But there is little enough to suggest that, although like nearly every ambitious politician his lips sometimes slavered and his eye gleamed at the prospects of office, he could be easily bought off. It is unlikely that, in or out of office, he would have been seduced by Chamberlain’s Protectionist doctrine. The arguments which Churchill deployed against it, and which he had been developing in correspondence and in speech hints a year or so before its full-scale Birmingham launch in May 1903, point to a profound conviction rather than to any mood of personal pique. He would have been deeply unhappy when in the autumn of 1903 Balfour encouraged the resignation of the three Free Trade ministers – Ritchie, Balfour of Burleigh and Lord George Hamilton – and then found that the Duke of Devonshire too, whom the Prime Minister did not want to lose, insisted on going with them. It is unlikely that, after that, any junior post and probably not even a senior one, would have kept Churchill in a government which was listing heavily towards Protection, and shipping a good deal of electoral water in the process.


Churchill’s Conservative infidelity had begun before Balfour became Prime Minister with a typically unrewarding flirtation with that incorrigible political allumeur Lord Rosebery. Rosebery announced long in advance that he was going to make a great speech at Chesterfield in mid-December 1901. Its greatness was symbolized by the fact that Asquith and Edward Grey, his two Vice-Presidents of the Liberal Imperialist Council, travelled that far north just to sit upon his platform. And Churchill got into a quiver of excitement about the prospect of its leading to the formation of a middle party. Rosebery was strong on phrases which were memorable rather than meaningful. The Liberal party must pursue a policy of the ‘clean slate’ and put away ‘flyblown phylacteries’. In the meantime ‘I must plough my lonely furrow . . . but before I get to the end of that furrow it is possible that I may find myself not alone.’16 But whether this meant that he was going to unfurl a standard to which middle opinion could rally was left totally obscure.


Churchill however continued to hope that the chubby earl would prove decisively responsive. Three weeks later, at the beginning of 1902, Churchill went to speak at Blackpool, against which background (although the tower and the piers had been added in the meantime) his father, eighteen years earlier, had made one of the best of his insolently mocking satires of Gladstone. Lord Randolph’s ‘chips with everything’ speech had described how delegations of working men who came to witness Mr Gladstone at his tree-felling recreation were ‘permitted to gaze and worship and adore . . . and each of them presented with a few chips as a memorial of that memorable scene’. And so it was with all those who from different directions had looked to the GOM’s 1880 victory and his second premiership for succour. ‘To all who leaned upon Mr Gladstone, who trusted in him, and hoped for something from him – chips, nothing but chips – hard, dry, unnourishing, indigestible chips . . .’.17


Winston Churchill did not quite emulate such satire, but there were two interesting aspects to his Blackpool speech. First, he dropped his handkerchief for Rosebery to pick up, and in the course of so doing provided an insight into his own somewhat romantic criteria for leadership: ‘I welcome Lord Rosebery’s speech because he is the only man amongst the opposition who has a patriotic mind, and who is in a position to offer responsible criticism. Lord Rosebery possesses the three requirements an English Prime Minister should have. He must have a great position in Parliament, popularity in the country, he must have rank and prestige.’18


Second, he made an early (for him) and very tentative foray into social policy. The other (and very different from Rosebery) Liberal who greatly impressed him at this time was John Morley. Churchill was already going through a phase when other pastures were green and where the tea next door was better than in one’s own parents’ house. When Churchill dined with Morley in that same December of 1901 in a small male party which included Buckle, the editor of The Times, J. A. Spender of the Westminster Gazette and Lord Goschen (whose availability as a replacement his father had memorably forgotten when he resigned in 1886 and who had still become a somewhat sententious ex-Chancellor of the Exchequer of Free Trade views), his host had greatly commended to him Seebohm Rowntree’s study of poverty in York. Churchill quickly bought and read it, and it figured prominently in his thoughts and correspondence over that Christmas and New Year. At Blackpool he said:




I have been reading a book which has fairly made my hair stand on end, written by a Mr Rowntree who deals with poverty in the town of York. It is found that the poverty of the people of that city extends to nearly one-fifth of the population; nearly one-fifth had something between one and a half and three-fourths as much food to eat as the paupers in the York Union. That I call a terrible and shocking thing, people who have only the workhouse or prison as the only avenues to change from their present situation.19




Rosebery proved a false siren, as Hugh Cecil, not often wise but so on this occasion, warned Churchill at the turn of the year: ‘[do not] respond to the Imperialist’s invitation until he has built himself a house to entertain you in. Now he has only a share in a dilapidated umbrella.’20 It was a shrewd piece of metaphorical advice, in spite of houses (as well as money) being attributes of which Rosebery – the lord of Dalmeny, Mentmore, the Durdans, 40 Berkeley Square and a Naples villa – was never short.


Perhaps as a result of Rosebery’s perennial inability to provide more than a flickering light but more probably because nearly all political movement tends to be a ratcheting process, with fluctuations of mood and two steps forward being balanced by at least one step back, early 1902 was for Churchill a period of pause in his general pro-Liberal direction. He supported the Tory government’s Education Bill of that session, which was a sensible thing to do, for it marked a decisive advance for state secondary education, and offended the Liberals only because the bill also extended state aid to Anglican and Roman Catholic primary schools, and the prejudices of Liberal Noncomformist supporters made the party prefer them to be inefficient rather than subsidized.


His other 1902 piece of anti-Liberalism was less admirable. Almost the only collective achievement of the Hughligans was the blocking of the Deceased Wife’s Sister Bill. The question of whether a widowed husband should be legally allowed to marry his sister-in-law was at the time an issue of dispute at least comparable with the age of homosexual consent or the banning of foxhunting a hundred years later. There was a clear Commons (although not Lords) majority in favour of liberalization. But there was a virulent minority, of which Lord Hugh Cecil, on high sacerdotal grounds, was a leading member, who were determined to oppose. He got his little band of five, including Churchill, to exploit a most blatant procedural device. Being at that time all bachelors (Malcolm’s Langtry marriage was later in the year) they might not in any event have been considered best qualified to pronounce on the issue which, at a time when frequent deaths in childbirth left many modest families dependent upon an aunt moving in, was of considerable practical concern. Still less did they cover themselves with glory by lingering so long in the division lobby after a previous vote that, it being a private member’s and not a government bill, time ran out and the majority was frustrated. It could be argued that these wrecking tactics were suitably in the tradition of Lord Randolph Churchill’s manoeuvring of the Fourth party to exploit the Bradlaugh issue in the early 1880s. Cecil and co. earned a rebuke from the Speaker and a good deal of public obloquy. Lord Randolph’s grandson, Randolph Churchill, argued in the second volume of the official biography, with his tongue presumably firmly in his cheek, that Winston Churchill was doing no more than following a family tradition. Three successive Dukes of Marlborough, he pointed out, had voted against the measure in the Lords. It is tempting to remark that the family tradition would have suggested there was no point in marrying a second sister. Whatever fortune the father-in-law was willing to make available would have been sucked dry in the first go.


These were Winston Churchill’s last throwbacks. Even before Chamberlain flung the Protectionist issue into the centre of British politics, Churchill was committing himself to a quasi-philosophical position, profound or naive according to taste, from which he had no intention of resiling. ‘Our planet is not a very big one compared with other celestial bodies,’ he wrote to a constituent in 1902, ‘and I see no particular reason why we should endeavour to make inside our planet a smaller planet called the British Empire, cut off by impassable space from everything else.’21


Then, ten days after Chamberlain’s Birmingham speech in May 1903, Churchill wrote a letter of intransigent protest and warning to Balfour:




I am utterly opposed to anything which will alter the Free Trade character of this country; & I consider such an issue superior in importance to any other now before us. Preferential Tariffs, even in respect of articles which we are bound to tax for revenue purpose, are dangerous and objectionable. But of course it is quite impossible to stop there and I am persuaded that once the policy is begun it must lead to the establishment of a complete Protective system, involving commercial disaster, & the Americanization of English politics. . . . I should like to tell you that an attempt on your part to preserve the Free Trade policy & character of the Tory party would command my absolute loyalty. I would even swallow six army corps – if it would make any difference & sink all minor differences. But if on the other hand you have made up your mind & there is no going back, I must reconsider my position in politics.22




This long handwritten letter from a twenty-eight-year-old backbencher of only two and a half years’ standing to a Prime Minister could be admired for boldness or damned for brashness, but it was certainly an example of Churchill’s self-confidence and determination always to go straight to the top. In the same week he gilded the lily by writing in similar form to Campbell-Bannerman, the leader of the opposition, urging him to consider in his parliamentary tactics the interests of the Conservative Free Traders, as prospective allies in the fiscal battle. Churchill received courteous but bland replies from both leaders.


Further stages in the evolution of Churchill’s political position were marked by two even longer letters which he wrote in the last part of 1903. The first was dated 24 October and was addressed to Hugh Cecil. But it is also marked ‘Not Sent’. Whether this reduces its validity is a moot point. It could be argued that it makes it more an unprejudiced mind-steering exercise on Churchill’s part. On the other hand when drafted it was presumably intended to be sent, and the fact that Cecil was himself an hysteric, although someone of a very different temperament from Churchill, may account for the occasional hysteria of the tone.




I want to impress upon you that I am absolutely in earnest in what I said to you yesterday & I do not think that anything is likely to happen to turn me.


I understand your plan vy clearly; and it is not mine. I do not want to be enrolled in a narrow sect of latter day Peelites austerely unbending in economics, more Tory than the Tories in other things. I do not intend to be a ‘loyal supporter’ of the Unionist party [alternative name of the time for the Conservative party] or of this present administration, & I object to be so labelled. . . . to proceed making perfervid protestations of loyalty to the ‘party’ & yet to trample on the dearest aspirations of the party & thwart its most popular champions is to court utter ruin.


You like this sort of thing. You derive a melancholy satisfaction from the idea of being driven out of politics nursing your wrongs. . . . I think you will have your martyrdom as you wish.


But I do not share this view. I am an English Liberal. I hate the Tory party, their men, their words and their methods. I feel no sort of sympathy with them – except for my own people at Oldham. . . . It is therefore my intention that before Parliament meets [that is in late January or February] my separation from the Tory party and the Government shall be complete & irrevocable; & during the next session I propose to act consistently with the Liberal party.23




His second letter was to his American friend Bourke Cockran, dated 12th December, and contained interesting indications of his confidence that people in his position could secure new constituencies almost as easily as he could command a new horse in the hunting field:




. . . I believe that Chamberlain will be defeated at the General Election by an overwhelming majority. What will happen to the Free Trade Unionists by whose exertions this result will have been largely attained is another matter. . . .


I do not think people like Lord Hugh Cecil and myself will be shut out of Parliament. The freedom which we possess here of standing in any constituency enables those who are well known and looked upon as prominent politicians to find another road back [to] the House of Commons when one particular constituency rejects them. But I fear the rank and file of our small party will suffer terribly – many of them being altogether extinguished and ending their public life once and for all. . . . I have had all sorts of rows and troubles in my own constituency and I am thinking of trying my luck in pastures new. . . .


I wish you would send me some good Free Trade speeches that have been made in America, and some facts about corruption, lobbying, and so forth.24




The reference to constituency trouble in this letter was fully justified, for on 23 December his General Purposes Committee in Oldham sent him as a sour Christmas present the news that it had passed the following resolution for submission to a full meeting of the Association on 8 January 1904: ‘That this meeting intimates to Mr Winston S. Churchill, MP that he has forfeited their confidence in him as Unionist member for Oldham, and in the event of an election taking place he must no longer rely on the Conservative Organization being used on his behalf’. At the wider January meeting the resolution was endorsed with only one vote to the contrary and a few abstentions. It was however a stand-off rather than a critical situation, for the last thing that Churchill’s local Conservative militants wanted was a bye-election, which they were fairly sure they would lose. He was therefore able to offer to resign, but to do so with impunity and to continue to sit in Parliament until the general election.


His reference to ‘trying his luck in pastures new’ was equally quickly followed up. On 13 January he wrote: ‘I lunched with Herbert Gladstone [youngest and most political son of the GOM, who was then Liberal Chief Whip] yesterday and talked to him a great deal about seats.’25 In some ways, however, the most pregnant sentence in Churchill’s letter to Cockran was that demanding ‘some facts about corruption, lobbying, and so forth’. It should be seen as an echo of a phrase in his Balfour letter when he wrote of his fear that Protection, besides its economic unwisdom, would lead to ‘the Americanization of English politics’. Apart from his belief that Protection would impoverish Britain (and Lancashire in particular) Churchill had a profound conviction that tariffs meant the handing over of fiscal politics to the competing pulls of different industrial interests, and that those with the longest purses and least scruples would get the highest duties. This view intertwined with two other strands – his sense of shock at the poverty (as exposed by Rowntree and others) in which many people in the richest country in the world were condemned to live, and a certain, maybe partly snobbish, repugnance at the plutocratic opulence of many of the ‘new men’ of Edwardian life – to produce a general radicalization of his politics. This latter feeling was not very different from that which Gladstone, vastly different a character although he was, felt at the ostentation of the 1870s, another decade full of new affluence, as was vividly portrayed in Trollope’s least benevolently tolerant novel, The Way We Live Now.


Churchill was vulnerable to the charge that it was other people’s sumptuousness and material values rather than his own which shocked him. It was for instance within the slipstream of the refreshment of two weeks at Sir Ernest Cassel’s villa in the Swiss canton of the Valais (‘A large comfortable 4 storied house – complete with baths, a French cook & private land & every luxury that would be expected in England . . . on a gigantic mountain spur 7,000 feet high and [in] the centre of a circle of the most glorious snow mountains in Switzerland’)26 that he went to Glasgow in November 1904 and delivered one of his strongest speeches in this genre. But he was not alone in practising this dichotomy.* Many of Gladstone’s most moralist orations were delivered on forays from the most luxurious of country houses. And if personal austerity is to be regarded as a necessary foundation for radical impulse some of the most famous battle cries for reform must be invalidated.


On the Glasgow occasion, at a large meeting in the St Andrew’s Hall, Churchill attacked the government for becoming increasingly subservient to the capitalist interests in the country. In one of those contrapuntal phrases of which he was so fond, and in the use of which (although with more rotundity) he anticipated the speeches which Theodore Sorensen was fifty years later to write for John F. Kennedy, he said that he was more afraid of the Independent Capitalist Party than of the Independent Labour Party:




No one seems to care anything but about money today. Nothing is held of account except the bank accounts. Quality, education, civic distinction, public virtue seem each year to be valued less and less. Riches unadorned seem each year to be valued more and more. We have in London an important section of people who go about preaching the gospel of Mammon, advocating the 10% commandments, who raise each day the inspiring prayer ‘Give cash in our time, O Lord’.27




By this time Churchill had crossed his Rubicon. He did not actually fulfil his promise (or threat) to Cecil that by the beginning of the 1904 session he would be on the opposition benches. But on the Tory benches he became an increasingly isolated figure. On 29 March a parliamentary scene of almost symbolic rejection of Churchill by his old party took place. On the motion for the Easter adjournment (and therefore an occasion for a general review of the political situation), which had been moved by the Prime Minister, Churchill rose to speak (still from the government side of the chamber) immediately following Lloyd George. Balfour rose simultaneously, but to leave the chamber. Churchill was affronted by what he regarded as the Prime Minister’s ‘lack of deference and respect’ to the House. This was being over-sensitive. No doubt some aspects of parliamentary manners were better in those days, but ex-senior ministers, let alone rebellious backbenchers of twenty-nine, have often in recent decades had the experience of a Treasury bench less populated and attentive than they thought was their due. At any rate Churchill’s self-importance, no doubt playing on an existing feeling that he was a presumptuous and disloyal young cub, provoked a major Conservative demonstration. The front bench all shuffled quietly out. The backbenchers left with less dignity but almost equal unanimity. Some of them stood noisily at the side of the Speaker’s chair and up the steps beside the official box, mockingly barracking their erstwhile colleague.


This Holy Week demonstration of Christian charity had a profound impression on Churchill. It made clear to him how strongly reciprocated was his doubly private (because not sent) expression of hatred of the Tory party to Hugh Cecil of the previous autumn. His angry dismay was little assuaged by his father’s old Fourth party colleague, Sir John Gorst, then the nearly seventy-year-old Tory member for Cambridge University, staying behind and rising to protest on possibly excessively nostalgic grounds against Churchill’s ostracism (‘the hereditary right of the honourable member for Oldham to the respect and consideration of the House ought to have preserved him from such treatment as he received at the hands of his party this afternoon’).28 Gorst’s support was not based only on manners and memories of the early 1880s. He followed Churchill across the floor of the House and unsuccessfully contested his home town of Preston as a Liberal in 1910.


Churchill’s House of Commons experiences in that spring were traumatic. Three weeks later, on 22 April, he was making one of his most radical early speeches in favour of a private member’s bill to improve trades union rights and reverse the immensely harmful (to the unions) decision in the Taff Vale case of 1901; this judgement reversed the presumption which had prevailed since the 1870s, and allowed unions to be sued for damages as a result of strikes. Here he was not as isolated on his own benches as on the previous occasion, for seventeen Conservatives supported the motion put forward by David Shackleton, MP for Clitheroe. But this experience was still more devastating to Churchill. When he had been speaking for forty-five minutes (too long, one is tempted to say) without notes, but with as usual a text completely committed to memory, his internal teleprompter suddenly collapsed. He was on a sentence which began: ‘It lies with the government to satisfy the working classes but there is no justification . . .’.29 That was when amnesia struck. After a brief agony of vainly searching for words, both in his mind and in his pockets, which nonetheless must have seemed like an eternity, he sat down and covered his face with his hands.


This would have been an appalling confidence-shattering experience for anyone. It was especially so for Churchill. The first escalation came from the fact that he was not a nervous young member endeavouring, rather beyond his capacity, to do his duty by his constituents. He was, by his own choice, a high-wire trapeze artist, and the sight of his falling off without a safety net must have been for many an almost irresistible pleasure. Nonetheless the much vaunted collective good feeling of the House of Commons seems for once to have asserted itself, and the murmurs of supporting sympathy were much stronger than the Tory jeers. The second escalation was that it was little more than ten years since many members had observed the appalling mental decline, from physical causes, of Lord Randolph Churchill, much of the degeneration exhibiting itself through inability to make coherent speeches. Winston Churchill had made much of proclaiming that his was a short-lived family, and that he must get on quickly with the achievement of fame. But such faintly rhetorical predictions of his own doom were different from actually exhibiting in public what could easily be an early symptom of an hereditary decline.


This crisis came when Churchill was negotiating an exceptionally exposed and dangerous political defile and made his recovery from it the more remarkable. He had a short period of abject dismay, but then rallied by attempting to improve his memory by the new system of Pelmanism (of which nothing ever came) and more practically by ensuring that in future he always had with him the fullest and most clearly set-out speech notes.


His next significant action in the House of Commons was silent but nonetheless eloquent. He decided that it was time to change parties, and made one of the more dramatic floor-crossings in parliamentary history. When Parliament resumed after the Whitsun recess he rejected the unfriendly government benches and took his seat below the gangway on the Liberal side. This has sometimes been presented as though it were a gesture based upon an impulse of the moment. But as the seat upon which he landed, as well as being next to Lloyd George, who had already become a friendly acquaintance, was the one from which he thought his father performed in his days of Fourth party mischief,* it is difficult not to believe that it was more than fortuitously empty, and that there must have been an element of prearrangement. While there is room for argument about whether he was ever an engrained philosophical Liberal (but who of the leaders were: was Gladstone, was Joseph Chamberlain in his radical days, was Lloyd George himself?), there was no doubt that his new party offered him at the time a more comfortable beach than the one that he had left.




5


CONVERT INTO MINISTER


Churchill’s landing on the Liberal shore is reminiscent, mainly because of Gladstone’s 1866 use of it in not wholly dissimilar circumstances, of the Virgil passage on Dido receiving the shipwrecked Aeneas at Carthage. Gladstone of course deployed the original Latin before the House of Commons: ‘Eiectum litore egenem Excepi’ (an exile on my shore I sheltered), and added that he hoped the Liberal party would not at any time say of him, ‘et regni demens in parte locavi’ (and fool that I was I shared with you my realm). While the Liberal party, unlike Dido, neither exactly fell in love with Churchill (except, maybe, for Violet Asquith) nor gave him half their patrimony, they did treat with remarkable enthusiasm and generosity a latter-day recruit who joined them only at a time when their prospects were already riding high. A constituency (Manchester North-West) which, while far from superficially gilt-edged, was in fact almost perfectly tailored for his short-term enhancement was quickly made available. He went to Manchester and received the endorsement of the Liberal Association there at the end of the same week at which his parliamentary débâcle of 22 April 1904 had occurred. It was a very welcome gleam of light in that mood of temporary darkness. Parties nationally mostly welcome converts, although the local enthusiasm for making room for their candidature can often be markedly low. But there was no problem about making room in Manchester North-West. The seat had a popular local Conservative member in Sir William Houldsworth and the Liberals had allowed him an unopposed return in 1900. Then, with one of Churchill’s pieces of luck, Houldsworth announced, three months after the new candidate’s acceptance of the nomination, that he was retiring.


Nationally the Liberal party in 1904–5 were in a position not very different from that of Tony Blair’s Labour party in 1995–6. The government were doing very badly and they were doing well. The bye-elections were highly satisfactory. Yet the record of successive defeats was such that the Liberals could not quite believe the favourable evidence. They had won only a single general election since 1886, and that the narrow and barren victory of 1892. They had also been through some very bitter intra-party disputes, and, while they had more experienced ex-ministers than were available to Labour in 1997, there was a gap of doubt to be bridged as to whether they could form a coherent and competent administration.


Churchill brought no experience of government, but he brought a famous name, an ebullient personality and a sense, not entirely complimentary, that he was unlikely to join a losing side. Partly for that last reason, Churchill’s popularity at this stage in his career was by no means the equivalent of his fame. Although he was often far from easy social currency, he was invited almost everywhere that he chose to go. Hospitality to young lions was not the same as voicing consistent approval of their behaviour. King Edward VII, perhaps the last British monarch to be an arbiter of fashion, sometime enemy of Lord Randolph but long-term friend, although probably not more, of Lady Randolph, provided an elevated one-man map of conflicting attitudes towards their son. As Prince of Wales he always took an interest in him, frequently corresponding about his books and his various imperial adventures at the end of Queen Victoria’s reign. Then, as King, he had him to stay at Balmoral for an autumn week in 1902, which was hardly the royal habit with young backbenchers of twenty-seven. ‘I have been vy kindly treated here by the King, who has gone out of his way to be nice to me,’ he wrote to his mother. ‘It has been most pleasant & easy going & today the stalking was excellent, tho I missed my stags. You will see the King on Weds when he comes to Invercauld;* mind you gush to him about my having written to you saying how much etc etc I had enjoyed myself here.’1


By the next year however he appeared to be relatively out of favour. ‘I go to Dalmeny [Rosebery’s Firth of Forth house] tomorrow,’ he wrote this time from Invercauld. ‘I have put my name down at Balmoral – but I fear I am still in disgrace.’2 This by no means amounted to a severance of relations. The links were too manifold for that. In November 1904, when Churchill made his anti-plutocracy speech in Glasgow, Lady Randolph was staying at Sandringham in a select and fashionable party organized for the King’s sixty-third birthday. ‘I read your speech at Glasgow with such interest,’ she wrote to him from there with maternal ambiguity. ‘I did not discuss it with the King, you will be surprised to hear. I think it was rather a pity your Chairman attacked A[rthur] B[alfour] the way he did.* I see the audience resented it – at least so the papers make out. . . . Here I am in a hotbed of protectionists.’3


After the change of government in December 1905, Churchill’s relations with the King inevitably went on to a slightly different basis, although his status as a junior minister did not make them officially close, and there was still a substantial element, good and bad, of the personal in them. In August 1906, in reply to a somewhat boastful letter from Churchill about the weight of business he had transacted during the session, the private secretary’s reply contained an addition in the royal handwriting stating: ‘His Majesty is glad to see that you are becoming a reliable Minister and above all a serious politician, which can only be obtained by putting country before Party.’4 His admonitory benignity must be seen against the comprehensive disapproval of the new undersecretary about which the King had written to the Prince of Wales (later King George V) as recently as 19 March that year: ‘As for Mr Churchill he is almost more of [a] cad in office than he was in opposition.’5


Politicians at this period set great store by protestations (at any rate within a charmed circle) that political differences, and even strong public attacks, should make no difference to personal friendship. There was always an element of fiction about this, particularly insofar as it related to the best-established figures, who nominally set most store by it. Churchill had two sets of correspondence during the years of his transition with marquisal grandees both of whom protested the supremacy of friendship over politics. The first was with Salisbury (the lesser fourth, not the Prime Ministerial third marquess) in 1904. However there is not much evidence of subsequent intimacy; Churchill never stayed again at Hatfield during that marquess’s lifetime. The second was with Londonderry, who was the nephew of his Marlborough grandmother, to whom Churchill had been close up to her death in 1899. This concerned membership of the Carlton Club,* that ever prickly subject for those leaving or joining the Conservative party. Londonderry, who was Lord President of the Council as well as chairman of the Club, wrote that ‘whatever course you take politically will I hope never make any difference to our relations’,6 but again there was not much evidence of subsequent closeness.


Paradoxically it was in fact among the ‘new men’, whose manners were supposed to be less good, that Churchill made and preserved some of the best cross-party relationships. With Lloyd George he enjoyed a deepening friendly acquaintanceship well before he symbolically sat himself down beside him in the House of Commons. Joseph Chamberlain was surprisingly benign towards Churchill’s implacable opposition to the cause which was dearest to his heart. When he became aware that Churchill thought he had ‘cut’ him in the lobby of the House of Commons, he wrote (15 August 1903) quite a long letter of denial; it was his ‘short-sightedness’ and not any personal hostility: ‘you may be certain . . . that I bear no malice for political opposition. I have felt for a long time – in fact from your first confidences to me – that you would never settle down in the position of what is called “a loyal supporter”. I do not think there is much room in politics for a dissentient Tory, but Heaven knows that the other side stands much in need of new talent, and I expect you will drift there before very long.’7 And, a year or so later, when Churchill had completed that drift, Chamberlain had him for a night at Highbury, his Birmingham house, and was most helpful about the biography of Lord Randolph Churchill with which he was currently much occupied.


The third example was the strongest of the lot. Almost as soon as Churchill had settled into the bosom of the Liberal party, F. E. Smith erupted on to the political scene as a swashbuckling Tory barrister–MP from Liverpool. He made his reputation with a coruscating but not maidenly first speech in March 1906, and then proceeded, in spite of a certain underlying (but at the time well-concealed) moderation, to espouse the more extreme course in nearly all the Conservative controversies of the Liberal years. He was for dying in the last ditch and not compromising on resistance to the Parliament Bill which curbed the powers of the House of Lords, and he was depicted as Edward Carson’s ‘galloper’ in the virulence of his resistance to Irish Home Rule. In spite of this he became and remained Churchill’s closest friend, so much so that, after Smith’s premature death in 1930, he was never fully replaced in the sense that Churchill never again had a friend who was an equal as well as a wholly congenial intimate.*


The exception to the ‘new man’ rule was the ninth Duke of Marlborough. Sunny, as he was known – not particularly matching his temperament but stemming from his early designation of Earl of Sunderland, before he became either Marquess of Blandford or Duke – was a solid Tory on the issues and a junior minister (indeed in the post in which Churchill succeeded him) in the declining years of the Balfour government. But, much to his credit, he never faltered during those years in his family loyalty or genuine friendship towards Churchill, for whom Blenheim remained a safe and welcoming haven. In July 1908 Churchill was even allowed to take Lloyd George to stay there.


However, almost all Conservative government supporters who did not know Churchill, and some of those who did, were much less friendly to him. A good example was provided by J. L. Wanklyn, the Liberal Unionist MP for Central Bradford and a man of such obscurity that he escapes the great catch-all of Who Was Who. On 5 February 1904 he wrote:




75 Chester Square


Sir,


One of your friends opposite rudely interrupted Mr Wyndham in his speech yesterday afternoon and was told by the Speaker to resume his seat. When I called ‘order, order’, you had the impertinence to turn round and rebuked me for ‘shouting people down’. Permit me to warn you that if I have any more impertinence from a young man like yourself, I shall know how to deal with it. Your conduct in using words like ‘lie’, ‘quack’, ‘charlatan’, ‘weak’, ‘dangerous’ of Mr Balfour and of Mr Chamberlain has disgusted most people, as well as


Yours truly


James Leslie Wanklyn8




The same feeling expressed itself in Churchill’s being blackballed for the Hurlingham Club, which, as he noted with offence, was almost without precedent as polo players there were both rare and in consequence normally greatly welcomed. This put him into a defensive mood – about clubs at least – which he expressed by declining an offer to put him up for Brooks’s, a good and more traditional alternative to the Carlton, but already at least as Liberal Unionist as Asquithian. ‘I do not think while political animosities are so keen that I should care to expose myself to the petty malevolence of the ballot. I was fortunate to be elected to a good many clubs while I was yet unknown. I am disinclined at present to put myself forward for others, though I should greatly like to be a member of Brooks’s. . . . I do not think you & your Liberal friends realise the intense political bitterness which is felt against me on the other side.’9


His politely rejected proposer was the Master of Elibank, later Liberal Chief Whip, who had been a Churchill fan for some time. He had written to him after the Tory walk-out during his speech of 29 March 1904 to express his resentment ‘in common with that of many others’ at ‘the abominable rudeness with which you were treated in the House yesterday’, and had added, striking a more upbeat and probably therefore even more welcome note, ‘Your speech was splendid & unanswerable.’10 However there was in general no lack of Liberal welcome. Although Churchill’s natural affiliations might have been expected to be more with the Liberal Imperialists, Asquith, Grey and Haldane, his personal relations at the time of his transition were rather closer with the ‘little Englanders’. For John Morley’s often quirky personality he had conceived a regard, partly but not wholly literary, second only to his admiration for Rosebery’s sterile glamour, and Morley was a benignly unobtrusive godfather to the launching of his Liberal life. Lloyd George, hardly perhaps a little Englander, has in this context already been mentioned. But it was Campbell-Bannerman who, even if not the most dominant figure, was the leader of the party and the future Prime Minister who was to give Churchill his first office.


With him Churchill’s relations were smooth if not intimate. C.B. had greatly (and publicly) admired an early March (1904) speech of Churchill’s attacking a Protectionist Sugar Convention to which the British government had subscribed. He described the speech as ‘brilliant’ and ‘containing the most sustained piece of irony I have ever heard in the House of Commons’.11 Churchill purred, and replied appreciatively. A month later the leader invited Churchill to a quiet little dinner, which was as good a welcome as could be received by a new recruit to a party, particularly one who at that stage had not actually arrived.


Churchill threw himself into the causes of his new party with all the vehemence of a convert and all the impetuosity of his nature. His speeches indeed were inclined to go over several tops. In May 1905 he delivered in Manchester his classic but hardly moderate denunciation of the party he had only recently left, and of its leader with whom he had enthusiastically stood on a platform in that same city at the beginning of the same parliament:




The great leader of the Protectionist party, whatever else you may or may not think about him, has at any rate left me in no doubt as to what use he will make of his victory if he should win it. We know perfectly well what to expect – a party of great vested interests, banded together in a formidable confederation, corruption at home, aggression to cover it up abroad, the trickery of tariff juggles, the tyranny of a party machine, sentiment by the bucketful, patriotism by the imperial pint, the open hand at the public exchequer, the open door at the public house, dear food for the million, cheap labour for the millionaire.12




Then in late July of the same year, when Balfour was beaten on a snap vote in the House of Commons but declined to resign, Churchill delivered an unrestrained House of Commons denunciation. The Prime Minister had ‘flouted the traditions of Parliament and dishonoured the service of the Crown’. Balfour’s reply was thought to have inflicted more damage on Churchill than he had himself received from the attack. ‘It is not on the whole desirable’, the Prime Minister said, ‘to come down to this House with invective which is both prepared and violent. . . . If there is preparation there should be more finish, and if there is so much violence there should certainly be more obvious veracity of feeling.’13
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