

[image: cover]






 





STEPHEN McGINTY





[image: img3a.jpg]


PAN BOOKS






 






PREFACE





[image: chapimage.jpg]





‘There is no question of Winston Churchill’s 


place in the cigar smoker’s pantheon . . .’





Gordon Mott,
executive editor of Cigar Aficionado.


 


THE SCENT OF cigar smoke has the ability to perfume 

the air at a remarkable distance from where 

the lit end softly glows. Multiply a solitary smoker 

by 4,000 and it is no wonder that guests at ‘The Big 

Smoke’, held in the Mandalay Bay casino and convention 

centre in Las Vegas, have little need for the brightly 

decorated signs that offer directions towards the 

evening’s entertainment. They just follow their noses.


For an hour, men in brush-cut hairstyles, complemented 

by thick moustaches and clothed in the 

executive wardrobe of play – white sneakers, chino-style 

shorts and button-down shirts – have marched 

along the corridors of this vast metropolis. They have 

skirted round the vegetation that resembles a caged rain-forest, passed the shark reef with its crowd-pulling 

tiger sharks and listened to the soulless trill of the one-arm 

bandits, designed of course to rob with the skill of 

two. A few are accompanied by women: blondes in their 

forties, brunettes in their thirties, and even the occasional 

young girl for whom lighting up would, judging 

by appearance, seem an illegal act. Many are smoking. 

The women puff on short robustos, the men favouring 

cigars that more closely resemble a cedar log. It is an 

act, in a public building, which in any other city would 

be grounds for arrest or fine, but in Las Vegas – where 

you can lose your house on red before comforting yourself 

in the capacious chest of a lap dancer – smoking, 

particularly ostentatious cigars, is positively encouraged. 

Caesar’s Palace even has an advert that spoofs the 

anti-smoking lobby. A beautiful, dark-eyed temptress 

reclines in a leather armchair and pushes a thick cigar 

between her ruby lips. The caption reads: ‘smoking Permitted’.


The corridors of the hotel’s convention centre are so 

vast that a guest would benefit from a golf cart to traverse 

them. And yet by 6.25 p.m., on a Friday evening 

in November 2004, one long corridor was packed with 

4,000 cigar lovers, many puffing out little clouds of 

blue-tinged smoke as they waited patiently for entry to 

the first of the weekend’s ‘Big Smoke’ events. Inside the main conference centre, a huge room the size of a football 

field, there was a bustle of last-minute activity. 

Each of the twenty-one cigar manufacturers had their 

stalls decorated, their free samples to hand and their 

eye-candy: young ladies with brilliant white teeth, long 

slender legs, and ample cleavage squeezed into the 

tightest of tops. Organized by the magazine Cigar 

Aficionado, as a means of both celebrating the cigar and 

introducing new brands to the consumer, ‘The Big 

Smoke’ is really an opportunity for like-minded obsessives 

to toast (or perhaps roast) their pastime.


Upon entry each guest receives a canvas shopping 

bag printed with the Cigar Aficionado logo, and a book 

of numbered tickets. Each number corresponds to a 

cigar stall where it can be exchanged for a free sample. 

While the stalls remain at the heart of the vast room, 

the essential accoutrements that constitute ‘the good 

life’ float before your eyes, like smoke itself. Jaguar, 

Mercedes and the mammoth military-style Hummer 

cars are on display. In one booth, surrounded by white 

netting, a golf pro coaches the perfect swing. At another, 

a long line of largely overweight men with an abundant 

variety of facial hair queue up to stand against a blue 

screen and have their protruding cigar lit by the Montecristo 

Platinum Girl. She is a beautiful nude model, encased in silver body paint, who appears in a series 

of popular adverts for Montecristo Platinum cigars, 

a quality brand produced by Altadis USA Cigars, the 

largest manufacturer in the United States. She’s also a 

collection of pixels, for the men are photographed on 

their own and the ‘girl’ added afterwards by computer. 

The only stall with a longer queue is the one where 

enthusiasts receive a photo and an iron-clad handshake 

from a physically present legend of American football.


It is curious to think what Winston Churchill, the 

secular saint of the cigar smoker, would make of this 

jamboree. After all, he is the man who embodied the 

trinity of values, strength, power and wealth, or in his 

case the illusion of wealth, which are today most associated 

with this rolled collection of tobacco leaves. 

Would he wrinkle his nose at so many fit young men at 

leisure at a time of ‘war’? Perhaps, but then again, perhaps 

not. After all, the ‘war on terror’ is as nothing to 

the total war through which the British Prime Minister 

led his country in 1940–1945. He might have liked the 

scene. Churchill, remember, loved Americans in all their 

manners. The son of an American mother whom he 

adored (though she made little time for him), he made 

frequent tours of the country before and after the war. 

During the conflict he requested that America ‘give us the tools and we will finish the job’. No one was more 

relieved, however, when after Pearl Harbor, America 

rolled up its sleeves and joined in.


In fact, there is evidence to suggest that Winston 

would have been tickled pink to spend a few hours in 

such a place. Certainly he may in fact have favoured Pol 

Roger champagne, but there were the finest Californian 

wines, red and white, and brandy by the goblet. For a 

man with a hearty appetite, the plates of rare roast beef, 

seared lobster and fresh pasta on offer would have been 

too small, though that problem could be solved by 

stacking them together. As a politician he had always 

taken a childish delight in the latest inventions, which 

in the early decades of the twentieth century included 

planes and helicopters. So the display of the Hummer, 

designed for use in the deserts such as in Iraq (a country 

Churchill himself had a hand in creating), now 

kitted out with leather interiors and in-built DVD players 

for soccer moms and wannabe ‘bad’ dads, would 

have had him climbing aboard for a swift spin.


There were also scenes which would not have met 

with his approval. A devoted family man with little 

interest in, or regard for, the fairer sex beyond his 

beloved wife Clementine and his daughters, the presence 

of dancers – tame by Las Vegas standards but dressed in fishnet tights, black boots and black bras – 

would have had him spluttering his disapproval. Yet as 

a man who adored the casinos of Monte Carlo (on one 

occasion he lost a considerable sum, much to the chagrin 

of his wife), the lure of the crap tables, roulette and 

the soft green baize two floors below might have been 

enough for him to extend his personal benediction on 

the event. This is only what we can imagine. What is for 

certain is the regard in which cigar smokers of the world 

continue to hold Winston Churchill.


‘Winston Churchill – now there was a man who loved 

his cigars,’ said Ron, a tall, angular man with a thick 

head of salt-and-pepper hair and a fondness for Cao 

cigars. A regular attender at ‘Big Smoke’ events, he continued: 

‘I think he’s the perfect ambassador for the cigar 

smoker. He represents the best of what we want to be. 

He was a man of taste, and talent, but whose greatest 

achievement was his tenacity. He never gave in. That’s 

what we need, tenacity, against these bastards who want 

to stub out our passion.’
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Gordon Mott is the executive editor of Cigar Aficionado 

and host of the weekend’s event. In a quiet corner of an outside corridor, he sits in an overstuffed armchair, 

puffs on a cigar and ruminates on Churchill. ‘There is 

no question of Winston Churchill’s place in the cigar-smoker’s 

pantheon. He’s one of the only men to grace 

the cover of the magazine twice and he was voted our 

man of the century.’ The editorial for that issue asked, 

‘Has anyone ever embodied the pleasures of cigar smoking 

more than he did? Has anyone ever seen a photograph 

of Churchill without his constant companion?’


The cigar business in America has gone through a 

revolution in the past fifteen years. When Winston 

Churchill died in 1965 sales of cigars in America were 

at an all time high of nine billion, the vast majority of 

which were poor quality and machine rolled. Sales of 

quality, hand-rolled cigars accounted for just 5 per cent 

of the market (450 million). By the 1980s the number of 

imported cigars was virtually flat at 100 million, and 

retailers were grateful if their sales dropped by only two 

or three per cent annually. The sum spent on advertising 

quality cigars was indicative of the market’s 

stagnation: just $1 million per year.


The launch of Cigar Aficionado in September 1992 

corresponded to or, according to its publisher, Marvin 

Shanken, triggered the first rise in the market for 

decades. In 1993 premium cigar imports to the USA rose by 10 per cent. In 1994 the figure was 12.4 per cent. 

Then, like a fat cigar on a steep incline, the market 

growth picked up speed. In 1995 imports rose by 33.1 

per cent; in 1996 by 66.6 per cent and, finally, in 1997 

by 76.8 per cent, which represented a total of 520 million 

cigars. Of course, a rise is often succeeded by a fall, 

and so it was in the cigar business. The boom, while not 

quite going bust, certainly leaked a lot of air. In a bid 

to meet escalating orders, cigar manufacturers used 

lower-grade tobacco which resulted in inconsistent 

smokes. Over the next five years sales dropped to 

around 253.3 million in 2002, a disappointing figure 

compared with 1997 but still an increase of 250 per cent 

in a decade.


Yet a curious mood has emerged. A new frisson of 

resistance has rippled across the country. The health 

battle against smokers was handed an extra weapon in 

its armoury in January 1993 when the Environmental 

Protection Agency reported that ‘second-hand smoke’ 

killed 3,000 non-smokers each year.*1 From this report 

flowed a tide of anti-smoking legislation. Five years 

later California became the first state to ban smoking 

in public places. Other states which followed included Florida and New York. In Europe countries such as Ireland 

and Italy followed suit, with Scotland becoming 

smoke-free in 2006 and with England and Wales stubbing 

out in the summer of 2007. Yet still the cigar burns 

on.


The cigar was integral to the character of Winston 

Churchill. In November 2005, the publishers Hutchinson 

issued a short book about Isambard Kingdom 

Brunel, the Victorian engineer, who was also an inveterate 

cigar smoker. They erased the cigar from a classic 

portrait of him, and insisted it was not a major part of 

his character – unlike, they explained, the character 

of Winston Churchill.


The aim of this short book is simple. To trace 

the smoke signals from the first contented puff by the 

Greatest Briton (as voted by viewers of the BBC) on 

the recreation that would define, if glimpsed in silhouette, 

his character. To ask what cigars meant to him, 

what risks he would undertake to smoke them, and 

what was it about burning tobacco that brought ease 

and balance to a mind and body forced – through Nazi 

aggression and American reticence – to carry the last 

hope of a democratic Europe.


Since taking his first puffs as a schoolboy and experiencing 

Cuban cigars in Havana as a young war correspondent amid the battles of the Spanish-Cuban 

war in 1895, until his death seventy years later, Winston 

Churchill was rarely without a cigar clamped between 

his jaws. His cigar became a potent political prop, a 

handy pointer and steady source of solace when the 

‘Black Dog’ of depression snapped at his heels. Whether 

he smoked seven each day, beginning at breakfast, 

200,000 during his lifetime, or as his daughter Mary 

Soames suggested: ‘not as many as people thought’, 

the Prime Minister was defined by his private 

passion, inspired two generations of cigar smokers and 

bequeathed the world the Churchill, one of the largest 

and most impressive cigars.


Churchill’s Cigar charts the politician’s relationship 

with his cigar and the men such as Samuel Kaplan, a 

New York well-wisher who kept him in supplies during 

the Second World War and created the first ‘Churchill’ 

cigar. Or Antonio Giraudier, a Cuban millionaire who 

for almost twenty years took on the role of filling 

Churchill’s humidor, even after he was forced to flee his 

native land following Castro’s revolution.


The book examines the extraordinary lengths, 

supervised by Lord Rothschild, that were taken during 

the war to ensure the Prime Minister was not poisoned 

by a rogue cigar. It also traces his passion through his various flirtations with different brands, styles and sizes 

with which he regularly experimented, and examine the 

clandestine system that left suppliers unaware of each 

other. It also explores how the constant infusions of 

nicotine affected the balance of his mind. We meet 

artists such as the photographer Yousuf Karsh, who 

achieved his classic photograph of a scowling Churchill 

by snatching the cigar from his mouth, and Clare Sheridan, 

the sculptor who threatened to commit suicide on 

the steps of No. 10 Downing Street unless the Prime 

Minister gave her a ten-minute sitting without the cigar.


Following his death in 1965 Churchill’s relationship 

with cigars continued with the creation of the eponymous 

cigar and the erection, in the new Australian town 

of Churchill, of a 101-foot bronze ‘cigar’ (see Chapter 6). 

Even today, forty years after his death, the trade in his 

cigar accoutrements remains increasingly fierce. Who, 

for instance, would spend £43,000 for his gold cigar 

case or £2,270 for his cigar stub? Even fellow cigar 

lovers, such as Groucho Marx, were intrigued by his 

passion:





One night at the embassy Winston Churchill’s 

daughter Mary was my dinner partner. When the 

butler passed round the cigars, she said, ‘Take one for me.’ I said, ‘What? What do you want a cigar 

for? You don’t smoke cigars, do you?’ She said, ‘No, 

but my father does, Winston, and we play a little 

game.’ I said, ‘What kind of a game?’ ‘I take a cigar, 

and he takes a cigar, and then he bets me a pound’ 

– I think it was around two and a half dollars – ‘and 

we bet who can hold the ash on the cigar the 

longest.’ At this time he was running the British 

Government. Now, you never think of a man like 

that trying to win two bucks from his daughter.





So come, let us follow the smoke.
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CIGARS, YOUNG WINSTON 
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‘You do not like my smoking cigars. 


I will not do so anymore, I am not fond enough 


of them in having any difficulty in leaving them off.’





Winston Churchill, in a letter to his father, 
27 October 1893.


 


AT THE BIRTH of the twentieth century, Hansom 

cab drivers in London would receive a pouch 

full of shag for every customer safely delivered 

to Robert Lewis, the tobacconist at 81 St James’s Street. 

A small barrel of loose tobacco was placed just inside 

the front entrance, so that cabbies could escort their 

charges inside, scoop up their sweet-scented bonus and 

return swiftly to the reins. However, Winston Churchill 

did not require a Victorian cabbie to introduce him to 

the wood-panelled interior of the capital’s premier 

tobacconist. Robert Lewis was located on St James’s 

Street, a boulevard dedicated to gentlemen’s clubs and 

shops that catered to the requirements of their clientele, 

such as saddlers, gunmakers, and coffee houses where 

the political gossip was as scalding as the beverage being served. It could be assumed that Winston’s father, 

Lord Randolph Churchill (a frequenter of the capital’s 

clubs) had informed his son of Robert Lewis’s location 

prior to his death from syphilis in 1895. Yet in fact 

it was his mother, Lady Churchill (formerly Jennie 

Jerome), a great American beauty who had carried her 

country’s confidence to her new home. English ladies 

of the day would not have entered the shop, but Lady 

Churchill was a fan of the firm’s gold-tipped Alexandra 

Balkan cigarettes, which she smoked using a small 

amber tube which cost one guinea.


On 9 August 1900, a hot and muggy summer’s day, 

Winston Churchill, then twenty-five years old, first 

stepped into Robert Lewis and began a relationship that 

lasted sixty-five years and ended only with his death in 

1965. In later life, as we shall see, Churchill was promiscuous 

with cigar retailers, secretly enjoying supplies 

from any number while leaving each with the perception 

that they were the chosen one. Robert Lewis, 

however, deserves the description as his most favoured 

establishment and has the heavy leather-bound order 

books as testament. On that first day young Winston 

purchased 50 Bock Giraldas, a small Havana cigar, for 

£4, and a box of 100 large Balkan cigarettes at a further cost of 11 shillings. It was an order he would repeat every 

couple of weeks for many years.


The interior of Robert Lewis was panelled with dark 

wood. The walls had floor-to-ceiling shelves on which 

sat neatly stacked boxes of cigarettes and cigars. Illumination 

was provided by parallel rows of floral-shaped 

lamps. To the right, as customers stepped through the 

door, was a long wooden counter on which pipe racks 

were displayed and where a solitary ashtray – regularly 

emptied – was placed. Behind the counter stood a 

wooden writing scribe with silver inkwell on which the 

ledger was regularly updated by Charles Craven, the 

store manager, a clean-shaven and carefully dressed 

man who possessed an air of aristocratic decorum. Like 

many stores of the time, Robert Lewis had its own commissionaire. 

Sergeant Major Rose was a tall, thin man 

with a carefully waxed moustache whose dark green 

uniform bore the medals he had earned as a veteran of 

the Rifle Brigade, which had participated in the 324-mile 

march from Kabul to Kandahar in August 1880 

during the Second Anglo-Afghan War. Rose, who also 

acted as caretaker, lived in a small flat above the shop 

with his wife and three children. In 1900, a sixteen-year-old 

boy named Fred Croley joined the staff. A tall, quiet, 

thrifty character, he would become the right-hand man and future partner to the store’s owner and guiding 

spirit, José de Solo Pinto.


On that Thursday in August 1900 when Winston 

Churchill arrived at the shop, Mr de Solo Pinto was 

absent. His beloved Scottish wife, Hannah Lawrence, 

was dying in the upstairs bedroom of the family’s 

detached house in Hampstead and José, an emotional, 

charismatic Jew, was distraught. Not only was Hannah 

his life, and the mother of his two small children – May 

Abigail, seven, and Vivian, a boy of five – but she had 

helped to build his new livelihood. It was her employer, 

an affluent, strong-willed and intellectual Victorian 

spinster called Miss Semuda, who had lent José the necessary 

funds to purchase Robert Lewis Tobacconist in 

December 1898. Born in 1810, Miss Semuda had been a 

friend of Count D’Orsay and Alfred Guillaume Gabriel, 

the amateur artist and professional dandy, while her 

brother was a distinguished naval engineer and Liberal 

MP. Six years earlier, in 1892, she had agreed to José’s 

request to marry Hannah, who worked as her paid 

companion, whereupon she in turn literally became a 

member of the new family. The large house in Greencroft 

Gardens was bought for the ample space that 

allowed Miss Semuda and her sister to move in, and at 

the age of ninety she was as distressed as José over Hannah’s deteriorating health. Hannah would succumb 

to cancer that August.


Before grief descended on his broad shoulders, José 

de Solo Pinto had the brash manner of a poor boy made 

good. Born among the Jewish community of the city’s 

East End, he was tied to his race but not its faith. 

Although he would boast that the family name could be 

traced back to their eviction from Spain in the fifteenth 

century by King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, he 

raised his son and daughter as Protestants rather than 

tolerate any interference by his family in their upbringing 

after their own mother’s death. The success of 

Desola, his wholesale company, was largely in spite 

of rather than due to his management. He had a head 

for business that was buried in the sand and staff 

frequently referred to him as ‘The Ostrich’, a moniker 

of which he grew so fond that he frequently used it in 

correspondence.


José enjoyed the good life to a degree which would 

make his most famous customer doff his top hat in 

admiration – throwing expensive parties, dispensing 

lavish gifts and matching Winston Churchill glass for 

brimming glass. At breakfast he would consume a tumbler 

of sherry, lunch was accompanied by two bottles of 

wine and another two were downed at dinner, while copious glasses of port helped send him to sleep. When 

he discovered he had diabetes, then a common killer, he 

took out a life insurance policy worth £1 million which 

he paid for with a single large premium. When insulin 

was later developed and his life was no longer in the 

balance, he resented the cost of his policy until the day 

he died. Yet instead of modifying his diet to suit his disease, 

he examined the day’s menu and, assisted by his 

barber-surgeon, who arrived at the family home each 

morning to shave him, the pair worked out what insulin 

was required to keep him out of a diabetic coma while 

he consumed meals with gusto.
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Robert Lewis the store had been purchased by Pinto 

in 1898 following the retirement of Charles Edward 

Baxter and the death of William Hanson Dodswell, 

its previous proprietors, who had helped to assure 

the shop’s success by signing a lucrative deal with the 

founder of the game of lawn tennis. Major Walter Clopton 

Wingfield, who wrote his guide to the game in 1874, 

was an inveterate inventor who pioneered the less successful 

sport of bicycle gymkhana (formation cycling to 

classical music) as well as a popular pipe mixture. The major sold the secret recipe and licence to Robert Lewis 

in 1886 – demanding and receiving not just a handsome 

sum but a copy of the tobacco tin made from silver ‘of 

about the thickness of a shilling’ plus a lifetime’s supply 

of his eponymous pipe weed to be delivered to his door 

each week.


The store can be traced back through multiple hands 

and round a variety of addresses to a small site at 14 

Long Acre in Covent Garden, opened in 1787 by a young 

Welshman by the name of Christopher Lewis. He had 

arrived in the capital a few years earlier and experimented 

with various trades before settling on being 

sa tobacconist. The area provided local shops for the 

inhabitants of the stone mansions of the Strand, yet 

despite being in a potentially profitable location, the 

business faltered because Lewis had opened his doors 

without having the necessary funds behind him. Robert 

Lewis, a pharmaceutical drug broker and family friend, 

stepped in along with John Harrison, a wine merchant 

from Bread Street, and together all three men were able 

to settle the store on firmer financial ground. So firm, in 

fact, that a second shop was opened in George Yard, by 

Tower Hill, where Sir Walter Raleigh, who helped to 

popularize pipe smoking, had lost his head.*2


In the early 1800s John Harrison’s son, John Harrison 

III, wished to move the business to Great Newport 

Street, but Christopher Lewis resisted and when he 

retired his own son, Thomas Lewis, lacked the will to 

battle against Harrison’s plans and so left the business 

in ill-will. Harrison then made his move, accompanied 

by Robert Lewis, who, after twenty-five years as a drug 

broker, changed his title on the books to that of ‘merchant’.


The Great Newport Street shop was among the first 

in Britain to stock cigars, where Harrison added them 

to the array of tobaccos, snuffs, pipes and pouches 

and watched as the city’s gentlemen became quietly 

obsessed. This tobacco wrapped in leaves had first 

arrived in the country in the knapsacks of the veterans 

of Wellington’s army which had fought against the 

French forces during the Peninsular War in Spain, where 

cigars were passionately popular. Cigars altered the 

atmosphere in the shop. Where previously customers 

would collect their tobacco and promptly leave, now 

many were settling down on a tobacco tub to smoke and 

sip on an offered sherry. In 1830 John Harrison III moved 

the business to 10 Castle Street in Leicester Square where 

he was joined by his son, John Newman Harrison, who 

possessed a keen eye for property. Four years later, in 1834, the son acquired the lease on 81 St James’s Street 

and, unable to find a tenant, he persuaded his father to 

open a second shop on the premises. Due to the success 

of St James’s Street, the Castle Street business was closed 

down when John Harrison III retired.


John Newman Harrison’s next innovation was to 

bring into the business the Robert Lewis whose name 

still hangs over the door today. Surprisingly little is 

known of this Robert Joseph Lewis, who is thought to 

have been a relative of the Robert Lewis who was the 

financial saviour of Christopher Lewis, the store’s initial 

founder. What is known, however, is that he was a 

coffee broker who brought a hospitality to the trade 

that resulted in a glittering clientele and the shop’s first 

royal warrant from the Duke of Edinburgh, a naval 

officer, who was the fourth child of Queen Victoria. The 

Duke’s daughter Marie, the Queen of Romania, also 

became a client, as did Oscar Wilde, whose cigarettes 

were individually inscribed ‘Oscar’ in red letters.


The royal connection extended to the land on which 

the shop sat. A new lease was granted on 29 September 

1873 on behalf of ‘Her Majesty, The Queen, the Grand 

landlady’, a description sure to leave Victoria far from 

amused should it have reached her ears. The lease 

lists 36 professions that the store was prohibited from practising, including ‘vintner, distiller, tripe boiler, 

tallow melter and sugar baker’. Queen Victoria detested 

smoking as much as her husband, Albert, enjoyed it. 

Only the smoking room in the royal apartment was 

not marked with a ‘V&A’, instead being graced with a 

solitary ‘A’.
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