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To my mother and father


 
We shall go on to the end. We shall fight in France, we shall fight on the seas and oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our Island, whatever the cost may be. We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender.

—WINSTON CHURCHILL, ADDRESS TO THE HOUSE OF COMMONS JUNE 4, 1940

Many scenes have come & gone unwritten, since it is today the 4th Sept, a cold grey blowy day, made memorable by the sight of a kingfisher, & by my sense, waking early, of being again visited by “the spirit of delight.” “Rarely rarely comest thou, spirit of delight.” That was I singing this time last year; & sang so poignantly that I have never forgotten it, or my vision of a fin rising on a wide blank sea. No biographer could possibly guess this important fact about my life in the late summer of 1926: yet biographers pretend they know people.

—VIRGINIA WOOLF, Diaries
SEPTEMBER 4, 1927
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Introduction

I know exactly when my obsession with Winston Churchill began: on a plane from New York City to Anchorage, while I was reading a World War II history that described a scene at Churchill’s country house. Prime Minister Churchill, we learn, had standing orders that he was to be awakened before 8:00 A.M. only if Britain itself was invaded. Sometime after 8:00 one morning in 1941, Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden answered a knock by Churchill’s valet, who presented him with a cigar on a silver tray. “The Prime Minister’s compliments, and the German armies have invaded Russia.” Churchill—what a character! Not to be disturbed in sleep even for such extraordinarily good news for Britain. And then to celebrate by sending around a cigar, with that wonderful message, “The Prime Minister’s compliments, and the German armies have invaded Russia.”

I wanted to read more. Like many people born after Churchill’s death in 1965, I knew little about him. He’d been a great Prime Minister during that war, and he’d given a famous speech about “this was their finest hour,” and after Lady Astor snapped, “Winston, if I were your wife, I’d put poison in your coffee,” he’d retorted, “Nancy, if I were your husband, I’d drink it.” That was about the extent of my knowledge. I dog-eared the page to remind myself to track down a Churchill biography.

But later at the library, the huge and often multivolume biographies daunted me, and when I turned instead to read Churchill himself, I faced his five-volume history of World War I, his six-volume history of World War II, and his four-volume history of the English-speaking peoples. I didn’t know where to start. I wanted to know something about Churchill but not everything about him.

But I was lucky. I made just the right choice—Churchill’s partial memoir, My Early Life. The man was a James Bond who’d actually lived, the hero of a novel that really happened. I was enthralled by Churchill’s fantastic successes and failures, by his outsize character, and by his historic vision. And his writing was so masterful—I found myself rereading passages to savor his words. “The senior officers consulted together. As so often happens when things go wrong formalities were discarded, and I found myself taking part in the discussion.” Of his obnoxious ambition as a young soldier, Churchill wrote:




The expressions “Medal-hunter” and “Self-advertiser” were used from time to time . . . in a manner which would, I am sure, surprise and pain the readers of these notes. It is melancholy to be forced to record these less amiable aspects of human nature, which by a most curious and indeed unaccountable coincidence have always seemed to present themselves in the wake of my innocent footsteps.




The book’s closing paragraph was unforgettable: “Events were soon to arise in the fiscal sphere which were to plunge me into new struggles and absorb my thoughts and energies at least until September 1908, when I married and lived happily ever afterwards.” He published this memoir in 1930.

After that first book, I read one volume after another about Churchill and by Churchill. The scope of his life and experience overwhelmed me: just consider that Churchill was born in 1874 (the American Civil War ended in 1865) and lived to age ninety, entered Parliament first in 1900 at age twenty-five, held seven Cabinet positions between 1908 and 1940, was Prime Minister twice, and finally retired in 1964, at age eighty-nine. He lived in a time of tremendous change: he fought in a British cavalry charge using lances as weapons; already a Cabinet member in 1910, Churchill urged that Britain contact the Wright brothers—he’d heard about the invention of the airplane; he died the year Malcolm X was shot.

As I plunged into his life, a truth (often noted, often overlooked) confronted me: Churchill’s portrait could be drawn in innumerable ways, all “true.” I was struck to see his biographers reach different conclusions from the same facts. Was Churchill a military genius or a meddling amateur? Was he a great defender of liberty or a reactionary imperialist? Was he a success or a failure? Once I had command of the material, I amused myself by tracing how each account exaggerated certain details, and slid over others, to support its conclusions.

Some issues are complex, so it’s unsurprising that biographers weigh the evidence differently or reach contradictory conclusions. But often even a seemingly straightforward fact takes on a different character when related by different biographers. For example, in his fascinating account The Duel: Hitler vs. Churchill, John Lukacs observes, “Churchill, unlike Hitler, was a man of unrepressed feelings. Tears, on some occasions, would come into his eyes.” This is quite an understatement. Churchill in fact cried often and abundantly—“he could have filled buckets” according to one colleague. Perhaps Lukacs didn’t feel comfortable with the notion of a weepy Churchill.

Sometimes I’d detect a biographer’s reading too much into facts—supplying motives or states of mind—without any apparent evidence. William Manchester’s engaging biography Churchill: Visions of Glory describes a photograph of Churchill’s mother, Jennie Jerome, when she was in her late teens: “Dark, vivacious, and magnificent, she stands alone, staring boldly at the photographer, her left arm outflung, the hand atop a furled umbrella, her hips cocked saucily. It is almost a wanton pose, the posture of a virgin who can hardly wait to assume another position.” How in the world, I asked myself as I studied the picture, did Manchester come up with all that? To me, it looked like a picture of a mother and her three daughters, decked out in Victorian finery. True, Jennie had her hand on an umbrella, and true, later in her life she’d have many lovers, but her hips didn’t look cocked, and her posture certainly didn’t look wanton. This description seemed to tell more about Manchester than about Jennie Jerome.

The distortions of a writer’s viewpoint are even more apparent in a memoir. The “diary” of Churchill’s carping, self-important doctor Lord Moran is an amusing example of dramatic irony: there’s quite a gap between what Lord Moran said happened and what the reader thinks happened. Lord Moran relates a conversation with Churchill about Churchill’s fits of depression, or “black dog,” which Moran considered quite serious. Moran said:




“Your trouble—I mean the Black Dog business—you got from your forebears. You have fought against it all your life. That is why you dislike visiting hospitals. You always avoid anything that is depressing.”

Winston stared at me as if I knew too much.




Conceited Lord Moran thought Churchill stared at him as if he knew too much. I suspected Churchill was thinking “Cheek!” or “No, I don’t like visiting hospitals. Who does?”

Reading multiple biographies of a single figure underscores the range of response that a fact or an event can inspire. In John Charmley’s revisionist account Churchill: The End of Glory, he quotes from Churchill’s address to the House of Commons on June 4, 1940:




We shall go on to the end. We shall fight in France, we shall fight on the seas and oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our Island, whatever the cost may be. We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender.




Charmley admits that this speech, considered one of Churchill’s most inspiring and significant, was “sublime,” but, he concludes, it was “sublime nonsense.”

These examples illustrate the multiple interpretations and characterizations that can be given even to simple facts, and many issues are far more difficult. Was the Dardanelles strategy wrongheaded or brilliant—and how responsible was Churchill for that military disaster? Was Churchill an aristocratic snob or a friend of the working class? Why was he ousted as Prime Minister in 1945? Layers of facts refute one another. And there’s also the question of what facts matter. For example, does a biographer emphasize incidents like Tonypandy or Antwerp or Greece—or not? Explore Churchill’s sex life, his financial arrangements, his friendships, his diet, his religious beliefs—or not?

To make sense of the conflicting evidence, and to establish what I thought important, I decided to write a biography of my Churchill.

Churchill, of course, hasn’t lacked biographers. About 650 biographies cram the shelves, and his official biography alone runs eight volumes and more than nine thousand pages—the Guinness Book of World Records ranked it the longest biography in English. Added to this are dozens of memoirs by his friends, family, and colleagues; Churchill’s appearance in thousands of histories; and Churchill’s many accounts of his own life.

Unlike that of his other biographers, my life didn’t overlap Churchill’s. Geoffrey Best, John Charmley, Martin Gilbert, Roy Jenkins, John Keegan, John Lukacs, William Manchester, Clive Ponting, Robert Rhodes James, Norman Rose, and all the others can remember the living Churchill, but I was born after he’d died. Churchill was never a presence in my life. I’m different in other ways, too: most of his biographers are British, and as far as I can tell, they’re all men, except for a few friends and relatives.

I don’t feel apologetic, as others have claimed to do, for writing another life of Churchill. There are many, it’s true—even in 1950, Churchill said of his life to a biographer, “There’s nothing much in that field left unploughed”—but each generation must retell his life, and not only as new facts emerge. “These facts are not like the facts of science—once they are discovered, always the same,” observed Virginia Woolf, of biography. “They are subject to changes of opinion; opinions change as the times change.” A biographer must get the facts right, but accuracy is not interpretation—and interpretation can never be final.

I could see a Churchill towering over the pages, vivid, brave, and tragic, and I wanted to describe this Churchill, my Churchill. As I did my research, I could feel myself skipping and lingering, careful not to discover too much in my scavenger hunt through history. Would I find only what I was looking for?

To cure this, I decided to write a biography that would make my case for my Churchill but also press the opposing arguments—a biography that would convey the ambiguities of his character and reputation as well as the elementary themes of his life. Was he a great champion of democracy, or not? Was he an alcoholic, or not? I would present both arguments. That way, the biography could give the reader a perspective usually only gained by reading ten biographies, with their contrasting viewpoints.

To capture this complexity, I elected to portray Churchill by looking at him from multiple angles. And so Forty Ways to Look at Winston Churchill is both about Churchill and about the problem of giving an account of Churchill. It asks the reader to look at Churchill in multiple ways and, by doing so, to consider the problems inherent in biography.

This book is divided into forty chapters, each creating a different picture of Churchill. Why forty? Historically, forty meant “many”—just as we, after inflation, use the word million: “There are a million reasons to study Churchill.” Because form is as influential as substance, Forty Ways exploits various structures, some quite unexpected, to tackle its subject. And rather than try to reconcile conflicting views, I’ve kept them distinct, so readers may decide for themselves what picture emerges.

There’s a long tradition of reexamining the same subject in multiple ways: the four Gospels, Bach’s Goldberg Variations, Wallace Stevens’s “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird,” Kurosawa’s Rashomon, and Monet’s Haystack and Rouen Cathedral series all demonstrate the subtleties that emerge when a single subject is viewed under different lights. Dark and bright, blame and praise, must both be included: only one with a thorough knowledge of Churchill’s character, even his faults, can appreciate his grandeur; only one who sees his inconsistencies can understand his hard core.

This multi-angle approach is meant to demonstrate biography’s limits. A single biography, read alone, is almost always convincing; as Janet Malcolm observed, “The lay reader, who knows only what the biographer tells him, reads . . . in a state of bovine equanimity.” The reader who continues to a second biography is more likely to question the facts. Katherine Anne Porter denied a biographer’s ability to capture the truth when she wrote in the margin of a biography about herself, “Another bloody monkey mind! Can’t you keep your grubby paws off of our lives. You don’t know anything and can’t guess right so shut up.” By providing multiple interpretations, this biography means to reveal the unreliability of confident conclusions.

To distill Churchill’s sprawling life into its essential elements, each chapter focuses on one question. What was Churchill’s supreme moment? How did he see the world? What was his dominant quality? What were his motives, his formative role, his weaknesses, the important dates of his life? How did he look? How did he die? What made him a hero? Did he cheat on his wife? Such questions sound naive when put bluntly, but they are, after all, what we want to learn when we study great lives.

This fragmented approach seemed the most economical and also the most exciting way of pulling out the essential—essential, to be sure, in my view—from the overwhelming material about Churchill’s life. With so much eliminated, Churchill’s themes emerge sharply: the Island and the Empire, the attraction of war, the craving for fame, the tears, the tension between the imagined and the real. I describe my Churchill—a hero, a genius, one of the greatest men who ever lived. But this biography also shows there are other Churchills.

And so this life of Churchill is irregular; it dwells on some topics and omits others. I have good precedent for my method. Churchill, whose lack of university education didn’t stop him from writing biographies and histories, wrote of his History of the English-Speaking Peoples, “This book does not seek to rival the works of professional historians. It aims rather to present a personal view.” Clement Attlee noted of that history, and the observation applies just as well here, that it could have been titled “Things in History which Have Interested Me.” In this account are the things about Churchill which have interested me.

I hope that this biography—inconclusive as it is—will help others to catch a glimpse of Churchill’s extraordinary character and life, and to consider, as well, how little we can know anyone, and how impossible is the task of summing up.


 
1

CHURCHILL AS LIBERTY’S CHAMPION

Heroic View

As their subtitles reveal, most of Churchill’s biographers acclaim him as a hero: Isaiah Berlin’s mystical tribute, A Portrait of a Great Man at a Great Moment; Geoffrey Best’s balanced praise, A Study in Greatness; Martin Gilbert’s meticulous volumes, including The Prophet of Truth and Finest Hour; William Manchester’s virile adventure story, The Last Lion. Memoirs like Violet Bonham-Carter’s intimate portrait, Pug Ismay’s loyal account, and Jock Colville’s reminiscences argue the same case. And of course, of all the mythmakers, no one did more than Churchill himself to construct the heroic “Churchill.”

A torrent of facts proves their conclusions: that Churchill was a great man and the savior of his country; a farsighted statesman; a brilliant politician, orator, and writer; a loving husband and father; a man with a few endearing faults—or if not endearing, excusable.
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Winston Churchill, June 1943.
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No leader did more for his country than Winston Churchill. Brave, magnanimous, traditional, he was like a king-general from Britain’s heroic past. His gigantic qualities set him apart from ordinary humanity; there seemed no danger he feared, no effort too great for his limitless energies.

Churchill’s finest hour came in 1940. After warning for years against the Nazi threat, he rallied Britain to stand alone against Germany—after France and so many countries had fallen, and before the Soviet Union and the United States could be prodded into action. Churchill—with his tremendous gifts of eloquence, energy, and refusal to compromise and with his colorful symbols of cigar, whiskey, and V sign—became an icon of courage and liberty. In the greatest conflict in human history, which consumed the lives of 55 million people, Churchill alone saved England and the world.

But the famous triumphs of 1940 are just a small part of his story. Churchill burst into public life as a war hero and journalist and entered national politics at age twenty-five. Within a few years, he was a leading English figure—in fact, the first Churchill biography appeared when he was merely thirty-one years old. In his sixty-two years in the House of Commons, Churchill held every major government office, with the exception (ironically, given his tremendous influence in foreign affairs) of Foreign Secretary. This experience gave him an unparalleled grasp of the workings of Britain’s civil and military machinery.

Churchill’s abilities weren’t exhausted by political administration. His voluminous writings and speeches were of remarkable quality and influence; he was an accomplished painter, a fast bricklayer, an airplane pilot, a polo player, and a crack shot; he was also a devoted husband and loving father.

The facts of Churchill’s life are fabulous in their sweep—a pageant of English life. His earliest memory was of watching scarlet soldiers on horseback while his grandfather, the Duke of Marlborough, addressed a crowd in Ireland. India, primogeniture, the trenches, Windsor Castle, silver trays, labor strikes, puddings, rose gardens, lions, umbrellas . . . all these weave through his story.

Winston Churchill was born on November 30, 1874. His father, Lord Randolph Churchill, was a gifted politician and a descendant of John Churchill, the first Duke of Marlborough and the greatest British general of the eighteenth century. His mother Jennie, a beautiful, accomplished American, was the daughter of New York financier Leonard Jerome.

From boyhood, Churchill had craved adventure, and in 1896, he sailed with the Fourth Hussars to India. There, restless with a cavalry officer’s light duties, he pored over works by Macaulay, Gibbon, Darwin, Plato, and Aristotle, as well as records of parliamentary debates and his father’s speeches, in a rigorous program of self-education. Impatient to make his name, to see action, and to earn money, Churchill also won assignments as a war correspondent. This began his career as a writer; over his lifetime, he would write acclaimed books about military campaigns he’d seen, biographies, histories, essays, and even a novel, as well as innumerable magazine and newspaper articles.

In 1899, Churchill set off to report from the Boer War, where he was captured during a brave attempt to rescue an armored train. He soon managed to escape and, as he stole across enemy countryside, happened by pure luck to knock at the door of a British-born coal-mine manager, who arranged his passage to safety. He received a hero’s welcome, and the thrilling story of a Duke’s grandson outfoxing the enemy made him a national celebrity.

But Churchill knew he wanted to be a politician, not a soldier. Back in England in 1900, he won his first election and entered the House of Commons as a Conservative at age twenty-five, as his father had done at the same age.

Because of his strong support for free trade, in 1904 Churchill switched from the Conservative to the Liberal Party. His talents shot him into prominence, and, already a Cabinet member at age thirty-three, he would go on to hold a remarkable array of offices. His tremendous abilities, forcefulness, and trenchant wit were acknowledged by everyone. In no time, Churchill made himself into an outsize public figure famous throughout Britain; he wasn’t even thirty-five years old when Madame Tussaud’s added his life-size wax figure to its displays.

In 1908, after a whirlwind courtship, he married Clementine Hozier, to whom he remained happily married for the rest of his life.

In his early Cabinet posts, Churchill helped build the foundation for the modern welfare state; then, in a move that marked a shift from domestic to military policy, he became First Lord of the Admiralty in 1911. Although his tenure there was among the most satisfying in his career, it ended in frustration.

During World War I, Churchill championed a daring plan to break the war’s bloody stalemate by taking the Dardanelles Straits, which lie between the Turkish mainland and the Gallipoli Peninsula. By forcing the Dardanelles, the link between the Mediterranean and the Black Sea, and by seizing Constantinople, the capital of Britain’s enemy, Turkey, the allies could ship supplies directly to Russia’s Black Sea ports—and by helping the Russian armies, reduce pressure on the Western Front.

The War Cabinet approved Churchill’s plan but failed to ensure sufficient support, and despite Churchill’s monumental efforts to save the campaign, it failed. When the Liberal government fell, the Conservatives insisted on Churchill’s ouster as a condition of coalition. Out of office, discouraged by his inability to contribute to the war effort, Churchill went to serve at the Western Front (no other politician of his stature served in the trenches). His war against lice, his improvements to conditions, and his fearlessness under fire won the admiration of his men. Too capable to be allowed to remain in the field for long, he returned to London in 1917 to take up a series of important positions.

After returning to the Conservative Party, Churchill ascended in 1924 to Chancellor of the Exchequer—a post second only to the Prime Minister. He’d nearly reached the summit of power.

In the “wilderness period” of the 1930s, however, the political tide turned against him. From the sidelines, he hammered against the menace of German rearmament and the policy of appeasing dictators, but for years, no one listened. Over time, though, as Hitler’s treachery confirmed his predictions, Churchill’s authority grew. He’d long urged a confrontation with Germany, and when Britain declared war, it was clear that Churchill must join the fight. He returned as First Lord of the Admiralty.

When Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s government fell in May 1940, the nation turned to Churchill. At last his unique qualities were brought to bear on a supreme challenge, and with his unshakable optimism, his heroic vision, and above all, his splendid speeches, Churchill roused the spirit of the British people. Years later, Churchill recalled this time: “There was a white glow, overpowering, sublime, which ran through our island from end to end.” Churchill lit that glow.

On June 16, 1940, France collapsed. Britain stood alone, under constant air attack and threat of invasion, while Germany controlled all of Europe. “Let us therefore brace ourselves to our duties,” Churchill exhorted, “and so bear ourselves that if the British Empire and its Commonwealth last for a thousand years, men will still say, ‘This was their finest hour.’ ”

On June 22, 1941, Germany invaded the Soviet Union, and Churchill immediately pledged British aid. On December 7, Japan attacked Pearl Harbor, and Britain declared war on Japan even before the U.S. Congress did. The three great Allies were then engaged, to fight to the end, despite their profound differences. Slowly, the Allies began to turn the tide, and after years of battle, Germany capitulated. On May 8, 1945, as Churchill announced victory in Europe, an enormous crowd gathered to cheer him. “In all our long history,” he thundered, “we have never seen a greater day than this.”

Churchill wasn’t allowed to savor victory. Within weeks, to the shock of the entire world, he was voted out of office by a public determined to put memories of the war and its sacrifices behind them. With remarkable prescience, Churchill had observed in 1930: “The Englishman will not, except on great occasions, be denied the indulgence of kicking out the Ministers of the Crown whoever they are.” In 1945, the British people showed him just how well he understood them.

On August 14, 1945, after two strikes by atomic bombs, Japan surrendered.

After the war, Churchill devoted himself to writing, but he wasn’t content merely to comment on history. He continued to be an influence on foreign affairs and in March 1946, on a visit to the United States, gave his famous speech: “From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across the Continent.” The public called Churchill back to power in 1951, and he remained Prime Minister until old age finally halted him in 1955. He took leave of Queen Elizabeth, whose great-great-grandmother had reigned when he received his army commission.

Still active in retirement, in 1962, at age eighty-seven, he broke his hip while abroad. A French hospital prepared a bed for him, but he said, “I want to die in England.” The Prime Minister sent a Royal Air Force Comet to bring Churchill back to London. Churchill kept his seat in the House of Commons, the institution he loved so much, until 1964.

Winston Churchill died on January 24, 1965, at age ninety, and in a rare honor, received a state funeral. Hundreds of thousands of people stood in line for hours to pay their respects to the man who’d done so much, in so many capacities, for his country. Afterward, his body was carried by train through the winter countryside to Bladon churchyard, where he’d chosen to be buried beside his father.

“We shall defend our Island, whatever the cost may be,” Churchill had vowed in June 1940. “We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds . . . we shall never surrender.” His service to his country will never be forgotten, and his words will be celebrated as long as the world rolls round.


 
2

CHURCHILL AS FAILED STATESMAN

Critical View

Laboring beside the Churchill mythmakers are the demythologizers, who challenge the heroic accounts by exposing a different set of facts. Clive Ponting, for example, emphasizes Churchill’s reactionary, arrogant ideas; John Charmley argues that Churchill’s unrealistic dedication to war and trust in the United States led to the collapse of British power; and David Cannadine amasses evidence of Churchill’s many character flaws. Diaries and letters, such as those by Lord Moran and General Sir Alan Brooke, divulge Churchill’s failings as an administrator, a strategist, and a colleague.

Together, these describe an opportunistic, antidemocratic, warmongering, spendthrift egotist who, with his obstinate belligerence and sentimental trust of the United States, fatally undermined the Empire.

Churchill was a crossbreed of English aristocracy and American plutocracy.
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Winston Churchill, August 1944.

Winston Churchill, August 1944.
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On his father’s side, the Churchills were a textbook example of a blue-blooded dynasty in decline. Though the Marlborough line was venerated, family members distinguished themselves mostly by debts, gambling, drinking, philandering, and scandal. Churchill’s father Randolph shared many of these faults. He was a brilliant but unstable demagogue who rocketed his way to early political prominence and then threw away his career when, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, he resigned over a budget issue. He never held office again and died young and insane, likely from syphilis.

The family of Churchill’s American mother, Jennie Jerome, was also inclined toward gambling, profligacy, and infidelity (Jennie was named after one of her father’s mistresses, Swedish soprano Jenny Lind). Jennie escaped none of these undesirable family traits. She had numerous lovers, many of whom would be conscripted to boost her son Winston’s career. Throughout her life, her extravagance would keep her on the brink of financial disaster.

Randolph and Jennie met on August 12, 1873, and married the following April. Winston was born only seven months later—according to the Times, prematurely, but not everyone believed that.

Too busy with their fashionable lives to take an interest in their children, Jennie and Randolph left their two sons mostly in servants’ care. Churchill depended on his nanny Mrs. Everest—whom he called “Woom” or “Woomany”—for affection and attention. Already at boarding school at age nine, Churchill wrote his negligent mother, “It is very unkind of you not to write to me before this, I have only had one letter from you this term.” When his parents did concern themselves with Winston, he disappointed them with school reports of tardiness, laziness, and misbehavior. He also lisped on the letter s, which gave his speech a slurred, unattractive sound.

His father arranged for him to go into the army—not out of any belief in Winston’s military abilities but because he’d concluded his son wasn’t clever enough to become a lawyer. Even so, Churchill twice flunked the entry exam for the military academy at Sandhurst and barely squeaked through after six months with a London “crammer.” He qualified only for the cavalry—where, because financial demands on officers were greater, intellectual demands were lower than for the infantry.

Churchill’s regiment arrived in India in 1896. Churchill had skated through school, but at this point he decided that to achieve the fame and power he craved, he must educate himself. In a crash course of self-improvement, Churchill read through an assortment of books sent by his mother. Throughout his life, he showed the undisciplined intelligence typical of autodidacts; he was incapable of rigorous analysis, and after making his conclusions, clung to them too stubbornly.

Over the next few years, Churchill schemed to join Britain’s “little wars.” He relished these battles: “This kind of war was full of fascinating thrills . . . at the worst thirty or forty, would pay the forfeit; but to the great mass of those who took part in the little wars of Britain in those vanished lighthearted days, this was only a sporting element in a splendid game.” (The “fascinating thrills” were perhaps less obvious to those fighting the British. In the Battle of Omdurman, for example, British losses were 25 dead and 136 wounded; Muslim dervishes had 10,000 dead and 15,000 wounded.)

Churchill exploited every family connection to get himself posted to scenes of military action—so he could win fame either by performing heroic deeds or by writing about them. He soon appreciated that the quickest path to the limelight was to criticize the most prominent men, and he never shrank from telling others, including military superiors, how to do their jobs. One early book, The River War, was disparaged as “A Subaltern’s Advice to the Generals.”

In 1899, Churchill made his first campaign for a seat in the House of Commons—and suffered his first of many defeats. After losing, he retreated to South Africa to report on the Boer War and was almost immediately captured. Abandoning companions who’d planned to escape with him, Churchill bolted from the prisoner-of-war camp and fled to safety. With his instinct for the spotlight, Churchill exploited the potential of his escape. He telegraphed ahead with news of his adventure so he could be greeted with a hero’s welcome, which he acknowledged with a well-prepared “impromptu” speech. As he’d planned, the press eagerly picked up the story.

Back in England, his carefully managed stature as a war hero helped him win election to Parliament (barely) in 1900. Churchill waited a mere four days after taking his seat to make his maiden speech; the Daily News reported that “address, accent, appearance do not help him.”

Four years after being elected as a Conservative, he decamped to join the stronger party, the Liberals, which rewarded this desertion with an important appointment. Churchill would use the turncoat trick again, in 1924, to “re-rat” to the Conservatives when that party was again in power.

Although no one denied his intelligence, responsible people considered Churchill a reckless and conceited opportunist. Switching parties won him enemies each time, of course. He also infuriated colleagues in every position he held. He interfered in other people’s responsibilities, exceeded the bounds of his authority, and failed to set sound priorities. He overworked his staffs and diverted them to work on his pet projects. “He was hated, he was mistrusted, and he was feared” was how even a close friend characterized Churchill’s reputation. Even his own family disliked him. The dowager Duchess of Marlborough admonished the new wife of the ninth Duke: “Your first duty is to have a child and it must be a son, because it would be intolerable to have that little upstart Winston become Duke.”

Churchill was a gifted speaker when properly prepared, but he couldn’t think on his feet and rarely said anything in public he hadn’t memorized. His speeches were plotted right down to stage directions—“pause; grope for word”; “stammer; correct self”—meant to give the impression he was extemporizing. Although his speeches read well today, he often failed to persuade his actual audiences because he couldn’t adapt his prefabricated pieces to the mood of the situation.

Churchill made his career in Parliament but had some trouble with elections. When he lost in 1908, “What’s the use of a W.C. without a seat?” was a joke that made the rounds. In 1922, Churchill lost and was rejected three times by the voters before he finally got himself elected in 1924.

Despite the widespread suspicion he aroused, and despite the elections he lost, Churchill managed to attain several high offices in the 1910s and 1920s. That period is dominated, however, by the debacle of 1915, when, as First Lord of the Admiralty, Churchill forced through his plans for the disastrous Dardanelles campaign. Unrealistic in his goals, unwilling to consider his colleagues’ grave misgivings, Churchill pressed for commitment of British forces. The result: a catastrophic slaughter of troops that led to the fall of the government. Churchill loudly withdrew to the trenches on the Western Front but stayed fewer than six months—fewer than three months in frontline conditions. He soon managed to rejoin the government as Minister of Munitions, but the grim question “What about the Dardanelles?” would dog him for the rest of his life.

Consistency of policy was not Churchill’s hallmark. Although in the 1930s Churchill would castigate the government for Britain’s lagging military might, during the 1920s he himself worked to enfeeble British armed forces. As Secretary of State for War and Air, he cut Royal Air Force plans for 154 squadrons to a mere 24, and as Chancellor of the Exchequer, he fought to shrink defense spending. Also as Chancellor, in what he himself later called the “biggest blunder in my life,” in 1925 Churchill ignited a monetary crisis when he returned Britain to the gold standard, a policy that led to deflation, unemployment, and industrial unrest.

Churchill supported a large family and a lavish lifestyle on his earnings, and as a result, his finances were always shaky. In 1929, he lost his savings in the Wall Street crash and kept out of ruin only through his efforts as a writer. Churchill’s major works were all about himself, to greater or lesser extent—his personal experiences, his family, or at most remove, his view of his country. He churned out material and somehow managed to keep afloat.

From 1929 to 1939, shunned by Conservatives and Liberals alike, Churchill was excluded from executive office and influence. Much of his isolation was due to his vehement resistance to Indian independence; while most Britons supported a policy of gradual concession, he insisted that independence would mark the downfall of the British Empire and would reduce India to despotism.

Also during the 1930s, safe on the sidelines, Churchill had the luxury of criticizing the government’s policies regarding Nazi Germany without having to grapple with the practical limitations of a tight budget, a weak economy, and pacifist public opinion. His grim warnings about Hitler were blunted by the lurid prophecies he’d made about the threat posed by Indian independence, by the Bolsheviks, by the trade unions, and by the “Socialists,” as he called the Labour Party. His arguments about Germany were often ill informed—for example, he exaggerated German strength—and he proposed impractical measures. Nevertheless, Hitler’s menace was real, and Churchill’s position strengthened as the Nazi peril grew.

When Britain declared war on Germany, on September 3, 1939, Churchill joined the government as First Lord of the Admiralty. He became Prime Minister in May 1940, after the failure of the British operation in Norway—one for which, incidentally, Churchill bore most responsibility—led to the fall of Chamberlain’s government. Many didn’t want him as Prime Minister; his long-windedness, theatricality, ill judgment, habit of meddling, and also his heavy drinking, were notorious. However, Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax, the more favored candidate for Prime Minister, refused to accept the position, and so it settled on Churchill.

Once in office, to secure complete power and without seeking parliamentary approval, Churchill made himself Minister of Defense. Within two months, he controlled the government, the armed services, and Parliament. His friend and colleague Lord Beaverbrook admitted, “Churchill on the top of the wave has in him the stuff of which tyrants are made.” Despite the enormity of his responsibilities, Churchill inserted himself into every process down to the size of the jam ration, misspellings in government telegrams, and the fate of bombed zoo animals.

All who knew Churchill agreed he was rude and egotistical. He interfered, he wasted time with his harangues and wild schemes, he refused to listen. Working with Churchill during the war, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff described him as “temperamental like a film star, and peevish like a spoilt child.” In flagrant disregard of severe wartime rationing, Churchill smoked, drank, and ate to excess. Ordinary Britons were grateful for one egg and a few ounces of meat each week; Churchill’s breakfast often exceeded a schoolchild’s weekly protein consumption. At a time when George VI monitored the royal bathtub to limit hot water to five inches, Churchill’s aide arranged for a back-up system in case of power outage at Chequers, to ensure that the Prime Minister wouldn’t miss his daily hot bath, filled to the brim. Churchill’s selfish habit of working late into the night—at times until 4:00 A.M.—exhausted those working around him. He raged at the typists who struggled to keep up with his torrent of words and rarely bothered to learn the names of his servants and secretaries.

Imagining himself to be the new Marlborough, weeping openly at patriotic scenes, proclaiming on the wireless, and most important, truckling to President Franklin D. Roosevelt, Churchill led Britain with little hope of victory until the entry of stronger nations, the Soviet Union and the United States, in 1941. Churchill and Roosevelt had a much-photographed “special relationship,” but beneath the surface, Roosevelt opposed Churchill’s reactionary ideas and doubted his enthusiasms. “Winston has fifty ideas a day,” Roosevelt observed, “and three or four are good.” He was also exasperated by Churchill’s windy discourses. At one meeting, when Churchill began to speak, Roosevelt passed a colleague an irreverent note, “Now we are in for one-half hour of it.”

As the war ground on, national support for Churchill changed to criticism. No one doubted his ability to inspire, but what about his other duties? In 1942, the Tribune asked bluntly, “How long can we afford a succession of oratorical successes accompanied by a series of military disasters?” The lack of a successor protected him. One officer noted that Churchill “is virtually dictator, as there is absolutely no one else to take his place. . . . I am sure [he] has a silent chuckle when he reminds the House that he is entirely their servant.”

In time, however, Britain’s allies shoved Churchill to the sidelines, and after 1942, effective direction of the war slid from his grasp. Churchill’s sentimental trust in the United States, and in his friendship with Roosevelt, blinded him to the United States’s determination to dismantle the Empire by forcing Britain to exhaust its wealth in the war effort and by requiring Britain to adopt pro-American trade policies.

Ignoring some of his wisest advisers, Churchill threw every possible resource into the war effort, and by doing so, he assured the British Empire’s liquidation. The war’s heavy human, financial, and material demands exacerbated the strain on the already overextended Empire to the point that, after the war, the depleted Britain could no longer stand as a great power.

Churchill refused to recognize the Empire’s vulnerability. He also refused to acknowledge the changing mood in Britain—the spread of egalitarian feeling and the longing for peaceful prosperity. His ignorance of the people’s hopes and his bitingly partisan campaign—as when he argued that British Socialists inevitably would use some form of “Gestapo”—offended the public. Two months after Germany’s surrender, the British people voted Churchill out of office.

Two years later, Churchill lost a battle he’d considered one of the most important of his life, when Britain granted India its independence. Over the next few decades, the Empire would be dismantled; once India was gone, maintaining most of the rest of the British Empire in Africa and Asia was unnecessary and unworkable.

In 1951, at the age of seventy-seven and to the dismay of his long-suffering heir apparent Anthony Eden, Churchill returned as Prime Minister. In June 1953, he had an incapacitating stroke, which, in a shocking deception, he hid from Parliament and the press. In 1955 he reluctantly resigned. He visited the House of Commons for the last time in 1964; he stayed only forty-five minutes and never returned. He died the next year, at age ninety.

During his life, Churchill had seen the Empire at its greatest, and, as he well recognized, he participated in its decline.

Mirroring his public life, Churchill’s personal life was scarred by repeated failure. Three women rejected his marriage proposals before Clementine Hozier accepted him. Even Clementine considered backing out of the engagement, until her brother reminded her that she’d already broken off two engagements and that she couldn’t humiliate a public figure like Winston Churchill.

Even in the earliest days of their marriage, Churchill made no attempt to hide his true priorities from his wife: he was talking politics with Lloyd George even before he and Clementine had left the church after their wedding ceremony. During their marriage, Churchill’s relentless demands, extravagance, and disreputable associates drove Clementine to spells of depression. Eventually, she preferred not to spend too much time with her husband.

Most of Churchill’s children didn’t lead successful or happy adult lives.

His eldest daughter, Diana, born in 1909, wanted to be an actress but met with little success. She was twice divorced, suffered from depression, and died from a pill overdose in 1963.

Churchill’s son, Randolph, born in 1911, was a journalist and failed politician. He was universally considered an overbearing, egotistical snob—in fact, one club’s constitution stipulated, “Randolph Churchill shall not be eligible for membership.” Drunken arguments, broken marriages, and unfulfilled ambitions marred his life.

Churchill’s daughter Sarah, born in 1914, scandalized her parents first by going on the stage, then by marrying a vaudeville comedian, whom she soon divorced. She suffered from alcohol problems and unhappy romances.

His youngest daughter, Mary, born in 1922, had the most settled existence and lived with her family near her parents.

Of the solid virtues specially prized by the English—modesty, steadiness, dignity, composure—Churchill lacked all. He was loud, pushy, self-advertising; he thundered and wept. He worked hard but often fruitlessly. One historian noted, “Churchill stood for the British Empire, for British independence, and for an ‘anti-Socialist’ vision of Britain. By July 1945 the first of these was on the skids, the second was dependent solely upon America, and the third had just vanished in a Labour election victory.” Churchill had a long career in British politics—in which all his greatest efforts failed.
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