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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 Jamess 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 capitals premier 
tobacconist. Robert Lewis was located on St Jamess 
Street, a boulevard dedicated to gentlemens 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 Winstons father, 
Lord Randolph Churchill (a frequenter of the capitals 
clubs) had informed his son of Robert Lewiss 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 
countrys confidence to her new home. English ladies 
of the day would not have entered the shop, but Lady 
Churchill was a fan of the firms 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 summers 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 stores owner and guiding 
spirit, Jos 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 familys 
detached house in Hampstead and Jos, 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 Jos the necessary 
funds to purchase Robert Lewis Tobacconist in 
December 1898. Born in 1810, Miss Semuda had been a 
friend of Count DOrsay 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 Joss 
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 Jos over Hannahs deteriorating health. Hannah would succumb 
to cancer that August.

Before grief descended on his broad shoulders, Jos 
de Solo Pinto had the brash manner of a poor boy made 
good. Born among the Jewish community of the citys 
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 mothers 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.

Jos 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 days 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 shops 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 lifetimes 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 Harrisons 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 Harrisons 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 citys gentlemen became quietly 
obsessed. This tobacco wrapped in leaves had first 
arrived in the country in the knapsacks of the veterans 
of Wellingtons 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 Jamess 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 Jamess Street, the Castle Street business was closed 
down when John Harrison III retired.

John Newman Harrisons 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 stores 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 shops first 
royal warrant from the Duke of Edinburgh, a naval 
officer, who was the fourth child of Queen Victoria. The 
Dukes 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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The first European cigar aficionado is generally considered 
to be Rodriguo de Jerez, who began to smoke a daily 
cigar on 28 October 1492. The precise date was recorded 
seven days later in the logbook of Vincent Pinzon, captain 
of one of the three caravels on the first expedition 
made by Christopher Columbus to the New World. 
However, the date, is as suspect as (to contemporary 
eyes) were the cigars. Columbus and his men only 
arrived in Cuba on 28 October 1492, twelve days after 
first breaking land in San Salvador. What is known is 
that de Jerez accompanied Luis de Torres, a Spanish 
translator fluent in Hebrew, Chaldean and Arabic, who 
explored the east of the island, spent time among the 
natives and recorded their smoking practices. Torres 
wrote: They carry a lighted piece of coal and some of the grasses, and inhale the aroma using catapults which 
in their language they call tobaccos.

In Cuba the Indians used a Y-shaped hollow tube 
which they pushed amongst burning tobacco leaves 
before inhaling. Over the next twelve years Columbus 
and his crew would encounter a range of different 
tobacco practices as, during his four voyages, he 
explored Haiti, Guadeloupe, Puerto Rico, Jamaica, 
Venezuela, Colombia and Honduras. Yet others such as 
Ramon Pane, a monk who accompanied Columbus on 
his second voyage, laid claim to discovering the weed. 
Alvarez Pedro Cabral, a Portuguese explorer, is another 
name rolled into the discovery of tobacco. In 1500 he 
first landed in Brazil where all levels of society, men and 
women, smoked pipes and what resembled crude cigars, 
tobacco wrapped in different plant leaves.

Any cigar smoker who has glimpsed the divine 
through a haze of blue smoke will appreciate the practices 
origin as a religious ceremony. In South America 
rudimentary cigars consisted of cured strips of tobacco 
wrapped in musa leaves or corn husks, which could 
reach a prodigious size of a metre or more, especially 
when rolled by shamans. Tribesmen would whittle special 
wooden supports shaped like tuning forks which 
could then be held in the hand or wedged in the ground. On occasion carana granules were added to the cigars 
as they affected the smokers vocal chords, giving them 
a deeper inflection which was considered more appropriate 
for communicating with the gods. The cigar 
smoke was used for healing, blessing and the nourishment 
of their spirit among Mayan, Incan and Aztec 
civilizations.

The very word cigar is derived from the Mayans. 
The Quiche tribe used the term jig or ciq to describe 
their primitive cigars; this evolved into Ciq-Sigan, a 
term used by the Mayans, which evolved once again 
when wrapped around Spanish tongues. Cigales first 
appeared in 1700 in the writings of Father Labat, a 
Dominican missionary who worked in the West Indies, 
while seegar appeared in the New English Dictionary 
in 1735.

If Cuba first gave the Western world a glimpse of 
tobacco and the Mayans of South America lent the 
name, the actual birth of the modern cigar was in Spain. 
Tobacco first arrived in Europe in the sixteenth century. 
Cortez was said to have laid it at the feet of King Charles 
V of Spain in 1518, while Hernandez de Tuledo of 
Portugal, landed a cargo of leaves on the banks of the 
Tagus in 1520. In France Jean Nicot, the ambassador to 
Portugal made a present of plants to the Cardinal of Lorraine in 1560 and of his name to nicotine. Once 
established, the taking of tobacco began in a medicinal 
manner, subsequently as a social pleasure first as snuff, 
then smoked in pipes.

In the seventeenth century there was a brief backlash 
against its use. King James I dismissed it as 
stinking grass in 1619, and across Europe monarchs 
who had previously encouraged its use now penalized 
the practice. In Europe there was confiscation; in the 
Middle East amputation, with smokers suffering the loss 
of their lips and nose, but hostility to smoking was 
unsustainable in the face of its potential profit to the 
coffers of kings. Taxation was soon favoured over proscription, 
Queen Elizabeth I ordering a tax of twopence 
on each pound of tobacco arriving from the colonies of 
Virginia, a practice repeated by monarchs across the 
Continent.

In Spain the funds from taxation allowed the government 
to built factories in which the raw tobacco 
arriving from Cuba, now settled and firmly under 
Iberias lash, was processed and then transformed into 
modern cigars, the first of which appeared in 1676. 
Spains success was to find methods of curing and fermentation 
that led to the development of a tobacco leaf 
which could provide the wrapper  or outer envelope  of the modern cigar. Previously this role was played by 
the leaves from other plants. In 1731 the royal factory in 
Seville, the Real Fabrica del Tabacos, was founded, and 
by 1800 5,000 people worked full-time in the production 
of the puro as the Spanish cigar was then called. 
Georges Bizets opera Carmen, written in 1820, was 
inspired by the women who worked in the tobacco factories 
of Seville.

The machismo that continues to surround cigar 
smokers is tied to the Bandolero, the Spanish tobacco 
smugglers of the early nineteenth century. These rugged 
men favoured large moustaches, slung cartridge belts 
over their shoulders and wore full-length capes while 
riding semi-wild Andalusian stallions. The Bandoleros 
scorned both cold and hunger, insisting that all they 
required was wine, women, poetry and tobacco. The 
most famous of their number were los siete nios de 
Ecijoa or the seven sons of Ecijoa, who won fame for 
stealing a consignment of cigars sent from Cuba to King 
Fernando VII. When the French invaded Spain in 1808 
the Bandoleros joined forces with the British army, led 
by Sir Arthur Wellesley (later Duke of Wellington), and 
introduced the troops to the pleasures of cigars, which 
were easier than pipes to smoke on the march.

For nearly 150 years Spain had dominated the cigar market and introduced cigars to other nations, but in 
1817 the glow from this golden age began to dim. This 
was caused by the stroke of a pen when the Decreto Real 
was signed, an agreement that relaxed the monopoly 
under which all Cuban tobacco had but one destination: 
Spain. The beginning of the nineteenth century had 
been a time of farewells to the Spanish empire; she lost 
the silver mines of Peru, and Mexico broke free taking 
Florida and California with her. All that remained was 
Cuba and in an attempt to prevent the country from 
also snapping the bonds, Spain let out the leash. Cuba 
was now free to open to whomever she chose.

For many years there had been a black market in 
tobacco between Cuba and the United States. American 
citizens had developed a taste for cigars courtesy of 
General Abe Putnam, who in 1762 had participated 
with British troops in the sack of Havana and claimed 
as many cigars as three donkeys could carry. He then 
sold them singly to customers at the tavern he owned in 
Connecticut. In time Connecticut imported tobacco 
seeds from Cuba and set up its own factory in 1810. The 
Decreto Real now allowed legitimate business to pass 
between the two countries, triggering a boom in sales. 
Yet this was not just America. It was soon discovered 
that cigars rolled in Cuba, then dispatched to Europe, retained their flavour and smoked far finer than those 
rolled using the same tobacco in Spain.

Seven years before the Decreto Real was introduced, 
the first trademark cigar had been registered in Havana: 
it was the name of Bernard Rencureels, followed shortly 
by H. de. Cabanas y Carbjel. The nineteenth century 
saw the birth of the great cigar brands of today as 
dozens of new factories sprang up in Havana. In 1827 
Partagas was founded; 1834 Por Larranaga; 1837 Ramon 
Allones; 1840 Punch; 1844 H. Upmann; 1848 El Rey del 
Mundo; 1865 Hoyo de Monterrey and in 1875 Romeo y 
Julieta. The birth of the twentieth century also brought 
forth Bolivar in 1902.

Romeo y Julieta, which would become a particular 
favourite of Winston Churchill, was founded by
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CHURCHILLS CIGAR

Stephen McGinty is a senior writer with the 
Scotsman newspaper. He has also worked for the 
Sunday Times in London and the Glasgow Herald. His first book, This Turbulent Priest: The Life of Cardinal 
Winning (2003), was described by the Daily Telegraph 
as the years most surprising page turner.

His favourite cigar is a Cohiba Robusto.
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