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For Alison Henwood





Introduction: Artists of History


The great artist of a great history.

De Gaulle on Churchill

I saw General de Gaulle standing stolid and expressionless at the doorway [at a desperate meeting during the French debacle of 1940]. Greeting him, I said in a low tone, in French: ‘l’homme du destin.’ He remained impassive.1

Churchill on de Gaulle



Artist of history’, a phrase de Gaulle might have applied to himself at least as much as to Churchill, is a more interesting one than ‘man of destiny’. Both men understood that in politics words are deeds and that some deeds are primarily important as symbols or statements. The understanding was particularly acute on the part of Charles de Gaulle. His memoirs begin: ‘Toute ma vie, je me suis fait une certaine idée de la France’ (‘All of my life I have had a certain idea of France’). It must be the most famous opening sentence of any memoir in history. It is curious, though, that few quote the following lines, in which de Gaulle says that his idea of France is ‘like the princess in the tale’. De Gaulle understood, and expected his readers to understand, that his idea of France was a fairy tale.



I have sought to provide an account of the lives of Churchill and de Gaulle that stands on its own and would make sense to a reader with almost no previous knowledge of these two men. This book, however, is not intended to rival the existing biographies of Churchill by, for example, Martin Gilbert, Roy Jenkins and Andrew Roberts, or those of de Gaulle by Paul-Marie de La Gorce, Jean Lacouture, Éric Roussel, Julian Jackson and Jean-Luc Barré. Nor is it intended to replace François Kersaudy’s classic book on the wartime relation between Churchill and de Gaulle.2 My aim in putting two such important figures together was to write a shorter rather than a longer book, one in which key themes might be drawn out. It is easier to make sense of Churchill’s complicated life when he is seen alongside de Gaulle, who had such a capacity for reducing every problem to its essentials.

Beginning biographical works with the statement ‘This is not a conventional biography’ has itself become something of a convention; a defining feature of the professionalisation of historical study in the twentieth century was the turn against biography. Lewis Namier’s The Structure of Politics at the Accession of George III (1929) and Fernand Braudel’s The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II (written in the comparative calm of a German Oflag during the Second World War and published in 1949) emphasised, in their different ways, that history should be understood as a matter of structures rather than the actions of great men.

Churchill recognised that his own writing, like so many things about him, belonged to the late Victorian age, when politicians were commemorated in long hagiographic biographies, such as the one that Churchill’s friend John Morley wrote of Gladstone or that Churchill himself wrote of his father, Lord Randolph. The authorised biography of Winston Churchill begun by his own son (also called Randolph) and continued by Martin Gilbert is the last example of this genre.

Churchill published only one explicit work of autobiography, but all his writing is implicitly autobiographical – Arthur Balfour remarked: ‘Winston has written a big book about himself and called it The World Crisis.’ Indeed, Churchill lived his whole life with an awareness of how he would eventually write about it.3 When he used a sonorous phrase – ‘the mortal gravity of the hour’ – during the Battle of France in May 1940, an official remarked in exasperation: ‘He is still thinking of his books.’4

De Gaulle’s relation to biography was more complicated. This may sound odd since half the books he published (all of them after 1938) were volumes of memoirs. For de Gaulle, though, the memoir was different from biography. He took remarkably little interest in personality – perhaps especially his own. His memoirs were even more impersonal than the books on strategy and military history he had written as a young officer. The most important character in his memoirs is not de Gaulle but France. Historians of the Annales school (who had once seemed so resolutely set against the study of individuals) began to let biography in by the back door from the 1960s onwards. Did responding to de Gaulle make them understand that writing about, say, Louis XIV might be a way of writing about France? Recently some historians influenced by the Annales school, such as Pierre Nora and Maurice Agulhon, have turned their attention to de Gaulle himself, or at least to his legend.5



Churchill and de Gaulle both began their adult lives as army officers and both spent an important part of their later life as writers. Both remained men of the nineteenth century into which they had been born. Comparable lives, however, are not the same as symmetrical lives. It is largely because of their differences that the two men’s lives are worth studying alongside each other. Churchill’s career began with a bang – he was famous, as a journalist and adventurer, even before he entered the House of Commons at the age of twenty-six.I It finished with a long whimper: his colleagues spent the four years after he became prime minister for the last time in 1951 waiting with increasing impatience for him to resign. The whole world spent the ten years after he did resign in 1955 waiting for him to die. De Gaulle’s career began less dramatically. He was less well known as a 48-year-old colonel in 1939 than Churchill had been as a 24-year-old lieutenant in 1899. If, however, the beginning of de Gaulle’s life moved at a slower pace, his end came quicker. He resigned unexpectedly as president in 1969. Not much more than a year later, lucid until his last moments, he died. Alfred Fabre-Luce – one of the many former Pétainists who would have preferred to see de Gaulle die on the scaffold – likened his death to the ritual suicide of the Japanese poet Mishima.6

There was something of the samurai about much of de Gaulle’s life. It had an almost stylised simplicity. One could sum up the broad lines in a few sentences – anyone attemping the same exercise for Churchill would do well to reach 1914. Consider the two men’s different relations with the instruments of democratic politics. De Gaulle despised parties and had nothing to do with them until he was in his late fifties. He was never a member of parliament and seldom set foot in the National Assembly. He disliked elections and the mere prospect that he, or a cause he supported, might be defeated was enough to make him contemplate resignation. He was under-secretary of state for war for a little less than a fortnight in 1940. He was prime minister from the summer of 1944 until January 1946 and then again, even more briefly, during the months after he returned to power in June 1958 – on the second of these occasions, he was also minister of defence and of Algerian affairs. From January 1959 until 1969, that is for the greater part of his time as an active politician, de Gaulle held just one office: president of France. He stood for election by universal suffrage only once in his life – in 1965, when his presidential mandate was renewed.

Churchill first joined a political organisation (the Primrose League) at the age of thirteen. He was a Conservative and then a Liberal and then a Conservative again – having worked his way back through several ephemeral party tickets in the early 1920s. He held twelve ministerial offices at various times: two of them twice and two of them in conjunction with other offices.II He was a member of parliament almost continuously for over sixty years, representing five different constituencies. He stood for parliament twenty-one times, five times in by-elections. He was defeated five times – twice losing constituencies that he had previously held. In the late 1930s, he had to work hard to avoid being evicted by the Conservative association in his own constituency. He led his party into three general elections and lost two of them. He wrote:


Whatever one may think about democratic government, it is just as well to have practical experience of its rough and slatternly foundations. No part of the education of a politician is more indispensable than the fighting of elections…7



Churchill, always a parliamentarian, was not always a democrat, or at least not always a believer in equal adult suffrage. There were times before 1914 when he opposed giving women the vote, and in the 1930s he toyed with an electoral system that would have given special weight to the votes of householders and ‘heads of families’. De Gaulle was never a parliamentarian but he was, at least after 1945, a democrat. It was his government in 1944 that gave women the vote.



Churchill and de Gaulle were both public men, but they defined this status in different ways. The public persona of the former was a highly coloured version of his private personality. Churchill and Lloyd George were the first British cabinet ministers to refer habitually to each other by their Christian names. But what was most striking about Churchill was that much of the country felt that they were on first-name terms with him. The Labour politician Denis Winston Healey was born in 1917, as Churchill licked his wounds after the failure of the Dardanelles expedition. John Winston Lennon was born during the Liverpool Blitz in October 1940.

Pompidou, who served de Gaulle for two decades before succeeding him as president, was indignant at the suggestion that de Gaulle might ever have addressed him as Georges.III De Gaulle seemed not to be on first-name terms even with himself; in his memoirs he frequently referred to himself in the third person. Sometimes he talked as though de Gaulle the public figure was a regrettable but necessary creation who imposed some inconvenience on de Gaulle the private man. He wrote to the British foreign secretary in March 1941, drawing attention to ‘exceptional elements’ on which the Free French were founded: ‘The first – I must apologise for having to write this – the personal and symbolic role played by General de Gaulle.’8

Churchill was rarely alone and there seemed no part of his life that was not open to other people. Robert Boothby, who served as his parliamentary private secretary when Churchill was Chancellor of the Exchequer in the 1920s, recalled:


Solitary reflection was alien to his nature… In the drawing-room, the bed-room, the bath-room, the dining-room, the car, an aeroplane, a sleeping berth on a train or in his room at the House of Commons, the flow of his private oratory never ceased. I remember on several occasions being commanded to attend him when he was having a bath and to make suitable notes of what he said. At intervals he turned a somersault, exactly like a porpoise; and when his head reappeared at the other end of the bath, he continued precisely where he had laid off.9



Churchill was famous for receiving male visitors while he was in the bath.IV He dictated letters from this position – a habit that dated to his time at boarding school. In 1942, Eddie Marsh, Churchill’s one-time private secretary, visited Downing Street, where the prime minister received him ‘in vest and drawers on his way to his bath’.10

Churchill cared deeply about his reputation but could be indifferent to his dignity. Once, when walking in the country, he fell into a stream. Instead of extracting himself, he remarked, with a logic that would have done credit to William the Outlaw, that, since he was wet, he might as well enjoy himself. He then spent half an hour splashing around and building dams.11 One can imagine the nanny shouting ‘Master Winston, look at the state of your clothes’, but there was no nanny present because at the time of this incident Churchill was His Majesty’s secretary of state for home affairs. People often commented that Churchill’s spontaneity, even when he was in his late seventies, made him seem like a child.

No one imagined de Gaulle as a little boy. He almost never emerged from the bedroom (a private place) without a jacket and tie.12 The notion of conducting business from bed, as Churchill frequently did, would have horrified de Gaulle. A chambermaid at the Élysée Palace was sacked for taking a photograph of his bed.13 De Gaulle’s public persona was like a late-medieval suit of armour – uncomfortable and largely designed for ceremonial use. Gaston Palewski claimed that he had known ‘de Gaulle before de Gaulle’ (by which he meant de Gaulle before 1940) and added that the general had once written to him: ‘you know the affection that I have for you under the carapace’.14

Those around Churchill were conscious of the continuous performance, in which he was always either putting on a show or rehearsing some part of what he was about to say in public – visitors on 13 May 1940 were greeted with a brief preview of the ‘Blood, Toil, Tears and Sweat’ speech that he would deliver later that day.15 Sometimes the self-consciousness was too visible. Harold Nicolson watched Churchill in parliament on 11 April 1940 ‘giving an imitation of himself making a speech’.16 But often those who were summoned to Churchill’s presence treated it as a kind of pantomime – all the more enjoyable because they knew the script so well. On 12 March 1940, the American under-secretary of state, sent by Roosevelt on a mission to Europe, called on Churchill:


As soon as the preliminary courtesies had been concluded, Mr. Churchill commenced… a cascade of oratory, brilliant and always effective, interlarded with considerable wit. It would have impressed me more had I not already read his book Step by Step (of which incidentally, he gave me an autographed copy before I left) and of which his address to me constituted a rehash.17



The public statements of de Gaulle, by contrast, were the product of private meditation. He did his thinking alone and presented his conclusions only when he was ready. He hated to admit that, during the war, the British authorities had seen, and sometimes changed, speeches he broadcast to occupied France. His associates were subjected to long monologues, but this did not mean they could follow his thought. Indeed, those who listened to de Gaulle’s private statements sometimes became more mystified as they did so. When he became president, his ministers often had little idea what he was about to say. He learned his texts by heart so that they would not appear to be prepared and sought to impart an almost magical quality to his declarations.

Underneath the charm and the clowning, Churchill was a vain man. He knew himself to be exceptional and took it for granted that he would be the centre of attention. Extraordinary though this may sound, Charles de Gaulle’s defining quality was modesty. He stood on his dignity when he represented France but made no great claims about himself as an individual. Churchill said he felt that he was ‘walking with destiny’ when he became prime minister in 1940. Compare this to de Gaulle’s description of his return to power in 1958:


So be it! In spite of the difficulties that I faced in myself: my age – sixty-seven – the lacunae in my knowledge and the limits of my capacities… I would, to serve her [France], personify this great national ambition.18



Whereas Churchill (the son of a well-known politician) had been born into public life, de Gaulle had laid out an abstract conception of how a leader or chef ought to behave long before he himself attained a position of any significance. He emphasised reserve, mystery and solitude. In 1925, de Gaulle’s notes for a course he gave at the French staff college contained the following lines on the qualities of leadership: ‘distance – control of oneself, coldness… sudden and rare interventions (religious miracle)’.19 De Gaulle was one of the greatest speakers of the twentieth century, but his most impressive quality was one that almost all twentieth-century politicians (Churchill especially) lacked: the capacity to remain silent.



These two different ways of behaving in public reflected two different characters. Churchill was short,V plump, hedonistic and charming. He was fond of money and not too scrupulous about how he got it. One might suggest that Churchill’s vices and virtues were ones the British associate with the FrenchVI or at least with politicians of the Third Republic. He was above all a parliamentarian and it is easy to imagine him fitting in with the convivial world of what Robert de Jouvenel called La République des Camarades.

As for de Gaulle, his vices and virtues were sometimes those the English claim for themselves. He was tall, physically awkward and painfully formal. In financial matters he was incorruptible. When his grandchildren came to tea at the Élysée Palace, he told the footmen to bring him a bill for the cakes they had consumed. De Gaulle’s country house (chosen largely because it was modest enough to be sustained on an officer’s pay) did not have hot water for the first few years that the family occupied it. Churchill’s country house had a heated swimming pool.

Both Churchill and de Gaulle, however, were deeply rooted in their own countries. Churchill belonged to a collegiate ruling class. Even at his moments of greatest success, he could not entirely escape from the fact that a British prime minister is merely ‘first among equals’ and even at his moments of greatest eccentricity or perversity he was never entirely cast out. He was knitted together with his colleagues by shared experiences of school, by membership of London clubs (for men of his generation, the House of Commons was the most distinguished of such clubs) and by family ties. If Churchill sometimes seemed ‘un-English’, it was because he belonged to a bohemian section of the aristocracy that defined itself against the chilly bourgeois virtues of men – such as Baldwin and Chamberlain – who came to claim that they represented England. De Gaulle’s isolation was also rooted in a certain kind of French culture. Not that of the République des Camarades but that of Catholic royalists who were distant from the republic but obsessively loyal to what they conceived to be the nation.

Churchill lived in an ancien régime – incarnated in the houses of parliament, monarchy and established Church. The sprawling complexity of his long career partly reflected the fact that he operated within the baroque convolutions of an English political system in which layers of innovations were built on the past without entirely displacing it. The austere simplicity of de Gaulle’s politics sprang partly from the fact that he lived outside any political system other than the one that he constructed himself; his nostalgia for elements of the ancien régime did not mean that he made any serious attempt to restore it.

Of course, public personae, perhaps especially those that seem most spontaneous, are artificial creations. Churchill’s real character bore a close resemblance to his public image, but this did not mean that he was entirely natural. His informality was calculated. He knew that it was in his country’s interest that he should propose rumbustious toasts to Stalin and that he should cultivate friendship with Roosevelt. The moment when Churchill emerged naked from a bathroom at the White House and said: ‘the Prime Minister of England has no secrets from the President of the United States’ was as full of deliberate significance as the moment when de Gaulle took the salute at a military parade.



The associates of Churchill and de Gaulle recognised that ‘myth’ or ‘legend’ were important aspects of their political identity.20 Sometimes it is hard to trace where the myths that surrounded both men came from. There were even myths about myths. Philippe Barrès claimed in 1941 that inhabitants of France’s African empire believed that de Gaulle was a corporal who had been killed in action but was so enraged by the advent of Corporal Hitler that he had risen from the grave to lead the fight against Nazi Germany.21 Even de Gaulle’s name seemed to spring from French legend. At first, many assumed that it was a nom de guerre, intended to evoke the race that had once fought against the Roman invaders, and somehow the association persisted even after the war – perhaps reinforced in the minds of French children by the fact that the Asterix cartoon series was launched in the same year de Gaulle became president.22

People came to believe things about Churchill and de Gaulle that were obviously untrue – though such beliefs sometimes reflected an underlying core of reality. In 1960, a conservative journalist thought that Churchill gave his name to the tellers in the lobby of the House of Commons because he did not expect to be recognised.23 No one outside a trappist monastery would not have recognised Churchill in 1960. However, he did often make an ostentatious show of respect for the House of Commons. Similarly, it is unlikely that, as some ‘witnesses’ claimed, de Gaulle told his Russian hosts, when surveying the site of the Battle of Stalingrad, that he admired the Germans for having got so far.24 But it is true that he respected German military prowess.

A few writers mythologised themselves at the same time as they mythologised their hero. Maurice Ashley’s account of his time as Churchill’s research assistant in the 1930s captures Churchill’s kindness and sympathy for the young.25 But readers moved by Ashley’s description of his own plebeian origins and left-wing views might be surprised to know that his father, a civil servant, had known Churchill for years.26 One of the most celebrated evocations of de Gaulle’s world view – André Malraux’s Fallen Oaks – was supposedly based on a single conversation after de Gaulle’s retirement in 1969. Jean-Noël Jeanneney, whose father, Jean-Marcel, had been one of de Gaulle’s ministers, was himself invited to lunch with de Gaulle shortly after Malraux’s visit. He got the impression that de Gaulle and Malraux had talked largely about cats, of whom de Gaulle was fond ‘because they are not afraid of me’.27

Myths about Churchill and de Gaulle extended even to their appearance. A Conservative, describing Churchill’s funeral, wrote ‘he never smiled’;28 a working-class man in 1940 said that Churchill ‘never shed a tear since the day he was born’.29 In fact, Churchill frequently smiled and cried in public. The image of his features locked in cold determination (that might, depending on one’s point of view, go with moral seriousness or ruthlessness) owed much to the wartime photograph by Yousuf Karsh, who achieved the desired expression by snatching the cigar from Churchill’s mouth.

De Gaulle’s reputation in France first grew among people who knew him only as a voice on the radio and often had little idea what he looked like – some believed that he was short and fat because that was how Vichy caricature portrayed him.30 After the war, he was often shown in uniform (in both the hostile caricatures of 1968 and the statues erected in his honour), though he usually wore a suit on public occasions after the war. Immediately after his death, his wife and servants laid him out on the dining-room table and dressed him in his uniform. His civilian clothes were burnt.31



It is easier for the historian to get to the ‘real’ Churchill than to the ‘real’ de Gaulle. Though Churchill’s accounts of his own life were often contrived or misleading, he wrote and spoke more than de Gaulle and he did not cultivate the same air of deliberate mystery. Consider a simple question: did Churchill and de Gaulle speak each other’s language? We know that Churchill spoke ‘execrable but expressive French’.32 De Gaulle took English lessons when in London during the war but we do not know whether the rare occasions when he spoke the language in public were spontaneous outbursts of emotion or the calculated product of careful preparation.33 When he published his memoirs, Anthony Eden had known de Gaulle for almost twenty years, but he still had to write to the French ambassador to ask whether he should send the president the English version or wait for the French translation: ‘I do not know if the general reads English fairly easily.’34

What of the two men’s religious beliefs? We know everything about Churchill’s. He was not a Christian. That he revealed this fact with such candour was all the more remarkable because Christianity was so central to English public life and because his father had campaigned to prevent an avowed atheist from being allowed to take his parliamentary seat. Winston Churchill had an Anglican upbringing and imbibed the low-church piety of his beloved nanny Mrs Everest, but he lost his faith in his early twenties. Later, he accepted that Christian belief had generally benign effects. Writing a version of the Bible stories updated to modern times was one of the many money-spinning projects with which he toyed, and he often used Christian images in his speeches during the Second World War.

In ecclesiastical terms, Churchill was a reformer. He did not believe that the Anglican Church should enjoy special privileges in education or that it should collect Church rates. In liturgical terms, he was a reactionary who hated the new prayer book (by which he meant the one introduced in 1928) and particularly its rendition of the marriage service.VII However, his ecclesiastical reformism prevented him from putting his liturgical conservatism into effect – because, unlike many MPs, he did not think that parliament should exercise its right to govern the Church of England and throw the 1928 prayer book out. Churchill’s overall position on religion could be summed up with his remark on the day of German surrender in 1945 that he would tell the House of Commons and then proceed to St Margaret’s church (attached to Westminster Abbey) to give the good news to the Almighty, or with one of his most famous witticisms: ‘I am like a flying buttress that supports the Church from the outside.’

At first glance de Gaulle looks simpler. He was born into the Catholic Church and christened Charles André Joseph Marie de Gaulle. He went to religious schools. At his funeral, his wife’s last gesture was to trace the sign of the cross on his coffin; she ended her own life in a convent. When asked to sum up his beliefs during the war, his laconic response included the words ‘I believe in God’. But the apparent simplicity raises questions. His aides noticed that he was bored when he attended a mass he had asked them to organise.35 He was tolerant, even admiring, of those who killed themselves rather than endure dishonour36 – though suicide was a mortal sin in the eyes of the Church.

Like many intelligent men, the Catholic novelist François Mauriac found it hard to be rational when he came up against de Gaulle. His writings on de Gaulle in the 1960s are marked by such gushing enthusiasm that an uninformed reader would not guess they were written by the man who had published The Knot of Vipers in 1932. But, after a chilling description of de Gaulle’s willingness to countenance dealing with Stalin, Mauriac’s tone becomes less confident. At the end of the passage, he admits:


I do not know de Gaulle. On the pew in his parish in Colombey-les-Deux-Églises or perhaps in the evening at the foot of his outsize bed, what does he say to the infinite being, if he talks to him? And in what tone does he talk to him? What is de Gaulle’s prayer? And does he pray? That, we will never know.37



What is true of private belief is, a fortiori, true of more banal political matters. Churchill’s every action left a written trail. This was partly because he was keen to leave a record of his work for history and because his experience in the First World War had taught him how documents could be used to justify controversial decisions. Sometimes he found it easier to tell people disagreeable things in writing than face to face. Even when they were living in the same house, he and his wife sometimes communicated by letter. During the Second World War, he needed to issue clear, written instructions. He once claimed that his ‘telegrams, decisions and instructions’, when set up in type by the government printer, matched the length of two issues of The Spectator magazine for every month of the war.38 He dictated letters but also sometimes wrote on documents in his own hand. As far as the archives are concerned, many politicians disappear when they attain power. Most of the documents issued in their name have actually been drafted by civil servants. Even Margaret Thatcher’s opinions can often be discerned only from squiggles at the side of the page – though she did once sign a letter that had been drafted by her officials and then write in her own hand underneath that she disagreed with the opinion that had been expressed in her name. But Churchill is so tangibly present in the archives that one almost hears the growl as one opens a file. I recall the first time I came across a document he had drafted. I was reading records of debates about the future of conscription in the 1950s. Most were written in the bland patois of Whitehall, but a brief note from the prime minister himself demanded that officials ‘give me a cold-blooded view’.39

De Gaulle is more elusive. He too was a skilful writer, but his writing was briefer, less specific and usually couched in more abstract terms than that of Churchill. He often cultivated ambiguity about his real intentions. Partly this was a matter of character but it was also a product of the two men’s circumstances. In, say, 1942, Churchill needed to make sure that things happened; this was not true of de Gaulle. For most of the Second World War, there was not much point in expressing his wishes in explicit terms because he stood so little chance of implementing them – his power, such as it was, depended largely on bluff and deliberate mystification. Later, when he returned as president of France, the reverse was true. He was now so powerful that ministers would act on what they took to be his wishes, even if those wishes had not been clearly expressed. He remarked that ‘every word and gesture’ might have an influence even if they were ‘wrongly attributed to him’.40 Indeed, there were circumstances in which it suited him not to have expressed his wishes so that he might be able to blame others if he changed his mind or if things went wrong. Sometimes, the very phrases most associated with de Gaulle – ‘l’Europe des Patries’, in particular – were ones that he denied ever having used.

Perhaps de Gaulle is particularly elusive because there was always an element of calculation in his cultivation of his own mystique. More than Churchill, he was conscious of the artificiality of the myths with which they both surrounded themselves. Both understood that some stories might be important for a country’s sense of itself without being literally true – hence Churchill’s impatience with a pedantic research assistant who suggested that he remove the story of King Alfred burning the cakes from his History of the English-Speaking Peoples. There was, though, a difference between Churchill and de Gaulle, which may reflect a wider difference between the British and the French. Churchill was sometimes so caught up in the drama of his own account that cold realities – such as the decline of British power – seemed to disappear. Even, perhaps especially, in his moments of most theatrical eloquence, de Gaulle never lost sight of reality. Unlike Churchill, he took a particularly clear-eyed view of myths about himself. Asked in the 1960s about Churchill’s claim to have addressed him at their first meeting as ‘the man of destiny’, de Gaulle denied that the exchange had ever taken place. He added, in words that say much about both men: ‘Churchill was a romantic.’41



Comparing Churchill and de Gaulle throws light on two extraordinary characters. It also reveals much about their two countries. There is, however, a broader significance to the careers of these two men. When Churchill was born, in 1874, Britain was the richest and most powerful nation the world had ever seen. France was not as great when de Gaulle was born in 1890, but it still ruled the second largest empire in the world. In economic terms, Britain had already been displaced as the world’s greatest power by the time that Churchill first set foot in the United States in November 1895. However, both Britain and France remained great military and imperial powers and their power reached its zenith immediately after the First World War when their rivals in Europe were humbled.

We think of Churchill and de Gaulle as the victors of 1945 but the defining experience of their lives was defeat. The Wehrmacht defeated the French army – the largest in Europe – in six weeks. The defeat of France was also a defeat for British forces, but it was followed by an even more crushing reverse that came when Singapore surrendered to the Japanese on 15 February 1942.

Most of all, Britain and France were displaced by an ally rather than by their enemies. The US, already the dominant economic power in the world before 1941, was the dominant military power by 1945. The great geopolitical drama of the second half of the twentieth century was the replacement of Britain and France as world powers by the United States. On the face of it the transition was easier for Churchill and Britain than for de Gaulle and France. Churchill had an American mother, admired the United States and was, at least ostensibly, admired by many American politicians. De Gaulle was less sentimental about the United States. He seems, though, to have understood more clearly than Churchill the implications of American power and the need for France to carve itself a new role in the 1960s. It is notable that two of the most far-sighted American strategists – George Kennan42 and Henry Kissinger – admired de Gaulle. The latter saw him as the heir to the nineteenth-century master of realpolitik: Bismarck.

De Gaulle and Churchill achieved much – perhaps as much as any politician in a democratic country can hope to – but democratic politicians are sooner or later measured by how they deal with failure. Equally, all great powers eventually face decline. The question of how leaders adjust to this decline – the question that Churchill and de Gaulle once faced – will one day face the leaders of today’s great powers.


	I. He was elected at the age of twenty-five but undertook a lecture tour of North America before taking his seat.

	II. Under-secretary of state for the colonies, President of the Board of Trade, home secretary, First Lord of the Admiralty, Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, minister of munitions, secretary of state for war, secretary of state for the colonies, Chancellor of the Exchequer, prime minister. He was minister of defence at the same time as being prime minister and minister of aviation at the same time as being secretary of state for war.

	III. Pompidou also recalled, though, that de Gaulle first appointed him to a post on 23 April 1948 – St George’s Day.

	IV. When Nancy Astor became the first woman MP, Churchill said, in a phrase that would surely interest psychologists, that she made him feel as though she had entered his bathroom and ‘I have only my sponge with which to defend myself.’

	V. When he was a cadet at Sandhurst, Churchill’s height was 5 ft 6.7 in; de Gaulle’s height at Saint-Cyr was recorded as being 187 centimetres, which is a little over 6ft 1 in. This is obviously too short. Most observers thought he was around 6 ft 5 in.

	VI. Churchill himself rejected stereotypes of the French. He wrote in June 1937: ‘Many countries, not excluding our own, are apt to regard the French as a vain, volatile, fanciful, hysterical nation. As a matter of fact, they are one of the most grim, sober, unsentimental, calculating and tenacious races in the world.’

	VII. The marriage service in the pre-1928 prayer book stipulates that men should not satisfy their ‘carnal lusts and appetites, like brute beasts’.







1 Early Lives, 1874–1930


How an under-esteemed boy of genius, of noble character and daring spirit seized and created a hundred opportunities to rise in the world and add glory by his own merit and audacity to a name already famous.

Randolph Churchill on the youth of his father, Winston Churchill1

Childhood! Certainly not!

De Gaulle’s aides on conversational topics for de Gaulle2



Youth mattered to Churchill. He liked to surround himself with the young and often behaved as though he was a boy himself, even in old age. He was famous for writing vivid descriptions of his adventures before he was famous for anything else and published an extraordinary account called My Early Life in 1930. Perhaps Churchill’s early life came to matter because it served as a counter to the popular image of him as an old man. The first volume of his official biography, written by his son, was devoted to the first twenty-five years of his life. In the early 1970s, a book by his grandson and a film were devoted to ‘The Young Winston’. But de Gaulle saw nothing special about being young. Shortly before the student upheavals of May 1968, he remarked that youth was just a stage that everyone went through. In his published works he referred frequently to the history of France but almost never to his own early life.

Churchill was born in a palace. It belonged to his grandfather the seventh Duke of Marlborough. Winston was briefly heir to the title – a dangerous moment in a political system where real power lay with the House of Commons.I His father, Lord Randolph Churchill, the Icarus of nineteenth-century politics, had held and lost a great office of state before Winston was twelve, which meant that the boy was an object of fascination. His mother, Jennie, was the daughter of a New York financier, Leonard Jerome.

Churchill had the manners of an aristocrat. He took servants for granted. There seems to have been no occasion in his life, not even in the presence of the monarch, when he felt socially ill at ease. He accepted hospitality from people who were richer than himself but never felt in anyone’s debt. His recreations were expensive ones. He hunted on horseback for wild boar in Normandy with the Duke of Westminster. And he gambled. In 1922, he lost £500 in two weeks at Monte Carlo3 – this was a tenth of the annual salary that he would receive a couple of years later as Chancellor of the Exchequer.

In 1941, one of Churchill’s advisers suggested that an ancestor of de Gaulle’s had been one of the knights who served with Joan of Arc and that ‘this would explain much.’4 Though de Gaulle was interested in genealogy, he made no claims for the distinction of his own family. He came from minor provincial nobility, whose austere virtues he contrasted with the decadence of the grand aristocracy.5 The encounter with Churchill, when de Gaulle took refuge in London after the defeat of France in 1940, was also de Gaulle’s first real encounter with a great aristocrat. Different notions of aristocracy accounted for some of the misunderstandings between them. De Gaulle felt that his isolation in wartime London owed much to his exclusion from circles where ‘a few hundred lords and businessmen and bankers have power’.6 But the power of British aristocrats derived from pragmatism rather than exclusivity. They married, did business and formed political alliances with people from outside their own caste. In October 1940, Churchill told the Labour minister Herbert Morrison that the French nobility were ‘separated from the people by a gulf of blood; here they are sinking noiselessly and unresisting into the background’.7

De Gaulle’s father earned a living as a history teacher. De Gaulle was also, like Napoleon, a second son – he would have had to make his own way in the world even if there had been money to inherit. Englishmen who sought to understand de Gaulle’s behaviour in later life sometimes assumed that he must have had a difficult youth. In 1944, Harold Macmillan wrote of de Gaulle:


His childhood was lonely, and oppressed by the grim character of a severe and bigoted father. He was brought up in an atmosphere of morbid religiosity lacking all the characteristic buoyancy and jollity of the Bellocian type of Catholicism. His was a dour and hard training, with a spiritual point of view that almost lapsed into the harsh heresies of Calvinism.8



This was nonsense. Charles de Gaulle’s father, like Charles himself, seems to have been a firm but affectionate parent. De Gaulle had a happy childhood and was throughout his life happiest in the company of his own family. His mother was a devout woman who was said to have regretted that God had not devised a more ‘elegant’ way for humans to reproduce.9 But, since she and her husband had five children, one assumes that they submitted to their distasteful duties with good grace in this regard.

De Gaulle’s family were marked by an almost obsessive patriotism, but were also curiously ill at ease with the modern incarnation of the country they professed to love. They never accepted the separation of Church and State in 1905 or the institutionalised anti-clericalism of the Third Republic, the regime established in 1870. In fact, the family did not accept the republic tout court. They were monarchists who regretted the French Revolution of 1789. This meant that they distinguished the French nation, which they revered, from the French republic, of which they were suspicious, and they lived in a kind of internal exile. De Gaulle spent a few of his early years in real exile because he was sent to a boarding school in Belgium to get him away from the secularised schools of France.

Monarchists had a strange relation with the French political system. There had been a brief moment after the deposition of Napoleon III in 1870 when it seemed possible that the monarchy – the Bourbon monarchy displaced by the revolution of 1789 – might be restored. The project had failed partly because the pretender to the throne insisted on the use of the white flag associated with the Bourbons rather than the tricolour flag that had been used by the republic. After this, many who professed to be monarchists understood that they were expounding an ideal or a style of thought rather than propounding a realistic proposal. French monarchists were like some English members of the Anglican Church, who care about the language of the liturgy and the authorised version of the Bible even after they have ceased to believe in God. Furthermore, monarchists were intensely patriotic, especially in time of war. They fought for France and did not fight with any less ardour because they disapproved of its political regime. They usually came to accept the tricolour flag and the ‘Marseillaise’ as symbols of France – especially after these symbols had become associated with victory in the First World War.

De Gaulle traced French history back 2,000 years to Vercingetorix (the king of the Gauls) or 1,500 years to Clovis (the first Christian king), but his fascination with a distant past was rooted in relatively recent events. France’s defeat at the hands of Prussia in 1871 – ‘an immense disaster, a peace treaty of despair, griefs that nothing can assuage’10 – was the most obvious of these. De Gaulle grew up in a milieu that dwelt on the prospect of military revenge but also on the belief that a fraction of their own countrymen did not share their patriotic and anti-German sentiments. The most violent manifestation of such sentiments was seen in 1894 when Alfred Dreyfus – an army officer from a Jewish family who had left Alsace to escape the German occupation – was accused of spying for Germany. The case against him was feeble. Nonetheless he was convicted and exiled to Devil’s Island, convicted again ‘with extenuating circumstances’ at a retrial and only rehabilitated in 1906.

Dreyfus divided much of the officer corps from parts of civilian society, Catholics from anti-clericals and royalists from republicans. Writers, politicians and intellectuals lined up on either side. For Dreyfus, or at least against the conviction of Dreyfus, were the novelist Émile Zola (1840–1902), who had to flee France after publishing his open letter ‘J’accuse’, and the politician Georges Clemenceau (1841–1929), who edited the newspaper that published Zola’s letter. Ranged against Dreyfus were Maurice Barrès (1862–1923) and Charles Maurras (1868–1952), who became editor of the newspaper Action Française and leader of the political party associated with the paper. Maurras blended anti-Semitism, anti-Germanism and anti-parliamentarianism with support for a restoration of the monarchy (though he did not have good relations with the pretender to the French throne) and the power of the Catholic Church (though Maurras was not himself a religious believer).

De Gaulle appears to have known Dreyfus to be innocent, but this did not make him a Dreyfusard. His brief public remarks about the affair alluded to the damage that it did to the French army rather than to the injustice that might have been done to an individual. De Gaulle admired some officers who had been anti-Dreyfusard – though he also came to admire Clemenceau and eventually worked with the socialist politician Léon Blum, a noted Dreyfusard. The British, unconcerned by the complicated divisions of French politics, had a simpler view of the Dreyfus affair. Churchill praised the stance of ‘brave Zola’.11

Whatever his view of Dreyfus, de Gaulle was influenced by the thinking of Barrès.12 He also admired Maurras and sent him copies of his books with personal dedications. Until June 1940, Action FrançaiseII discussed his work sympathetically. Asking whether de Gaulle was a Maurrassian is probably a meaningless question. All sorts of bourgeois Catholics read Action Française and admired Maurras. But Action Française was an odd kind of party. It contested elections only for a brief period after the First World War and it was never clear that Maurras, whose unworldly manner was exacerbated by deafness, wanted to exercise political power. Lucien Rebatet, a member of Action Française in his youth before moving to more radical forms of politics, entitled a chapter in his memoirs ‘At the heart of inaction française’.13 For all Maurras’s relentless emphasis on logic and the coherence of his positions, his influence derived largely from the fact that it was diffuse. People drew different things from it: authoritarianism, anti-Semitism, anti-German nationalism. After the defeat of 1940, there were Maurrassians everywhere – in London and at Vichy, among collaborators and résistants.

De Gaulle never made a serious attempt to restore the French monarchy. For him, Maurrassianism meant a vigorous nationalism that emphasised the interests of France over any international body. Georges Pompidou, de Gaulle’s prime minister for much of the 1960s, came from an emphatically republican tradition but nonetheless recognised that the foreign policy he inherited from de Gaulle was in some ways Maurrassian.14 For de Gaulle, Maurrassianism also meant distaste for the parliamentarianism of the Third Republic. De Gaulle’s royalism was a matter of language more than anything, and language was something that he cared about deeply. Republicans talked of ‘liberty’ as a single and indivisible thing. Maurrassians referred to ‘liberties’, which implied a more complicated set of rights associated with the ancien régime. In May 1958, de Gaulle said that he had restored ‘the liberties’ of the French people. Astute observers recognised this as the vocabulary of Maurras.15



Churchill’s early life was extraordinary, at first, for its lack of distinction. His father wrote him a heartbreaking letter expressing the fear that he would become ‘a public-school failure’. Churchill’s public school – Harrow – was itself a sign of failure. It was an illustrious school that educated two other important politicians – Stanley Baldwin and Leo Amery. All the same, Churchill felt that Harrow was inferior to Eton, which his father had attended and about which Winston was to write with feeling in biographical sketches of Lords Curzon and Rosebery. He would later send his own son to Eton.

Churchill was poor at the subject that mattered most to the British ruling class of his time – classical languages. There were, though, some ways in which academic failure worked to Churchill’s advantage. He was free of the inhibitions that might have been instilled by more formal education. He thought things through from first principles – sometimes being put out to find that, say, Aristotle might have reached the same conclusions as himself. He was ruthless in drawing on other people’s expertise and unintimidated by academic distinction. He knew the economist John Maynard Keynes and was happy to have him help the government during the Second World War but never paid much attention when Keynes, whom he described as ‘a man of clairvoyant intelligence and no undue patriotic bias’,16 attacked his own policies. Churchill knew he had a unique gift for expressing ideas in terms that might seem comprehensible to ordinary people. In 1926, he took a few hours off from his duties as Chancellor of the Exchequer to write a paper that purported to explain recent developments in atomic physics.17

Churchill talked of the years he had spent ‘in the inhospitable regions of examinations’. But this served to underline how many of his contemporaries had never really left these regions because their youthful displays of scholarly prowess overshadowed their adult achievements. The most exciting passage in the autobiography of Sir John Simon comes when he describes how he and his friend Leo Amery were elected on the same day as fellows of All Souls College Oxford.18 By 1940, Simon and Amery were both cabinet ministers, as was another fellow of All Souls, Lord Halifax. The three men must have been uncomfortably aware that Churchill was riding in the British army’s last great cavalry charge at the age when they wrote their fellowship essays. Churchill’s friend, the barrister and Conservative politician F. E. Smith, talked of the glittering prizes for ‘those with stout hearts and sharp swords’, but he was addressing an undergraduate audience and the prizes of which he talked were won in debating societies. Churchill had seen the sparks fly in the African dawn as the Lancers sharpened their swords for battle – though he was realistic enough to draw a Mauser pistol as he closed on the enemy.

Churchill began life as a soldier because he was not considered able enough to attend university and make a career at the Bar – the profession his father would have preferred for him. His marks in the admission examination to the Sandhurst military academy were not high enough for him to gain a commission in the infantry regiment (the 60th Rifles) that his father hoped for, and he was destined instead for a cavalry regiment (the 4th Hussars). Since the cavalry imposed particular expenses on its officers (another subject of resentment on the part of Churchill père), commissions in it were easier to obtain for those who had private means.

Before Winston Churchill entered the army, his father died at the age of forty-five. Winston would later describe this as the great tragedy of his life, but it was also a kind of liberation. Lord Randolph – bitter at his own failures – had been a crushing presence in the life of his son. He was more useful as a romantic image than he had been as a living father. A commission in the 60th Rifles had opened up just before Lord Randolph’s death but Winston was now drawn by the allure of the cavalry and, as soon as his father was dead, decided that he would stick with the Hussars. He also now enjoyed several years of a close relation with his beautiful young mother – a distant figure during his childhood.

Churchill’s regiment was posted to Bangalore in India but soldiering in itself was not what made Churchill famous. As he ruefully noted, in the last years of the nineteenth century there seemed little chance that the British army would do any serious fighting, particularly that it would ever again fight ‘white troops’. He compared the fate of his contemporaries to that of their predecessors who had been commissioned a hundred years earlier, with years of fighting Napoleon ahead of them. He must have been conscious too of the comparison with the military careers of men a generation younger than himself. Churchill was a lieutenant at twenty-four when he resigned his commission in 1899. Anthony Eden, his successor as prime minister in 1955, was a major (with the Military Cross) at the age of twenty-one in 1918.

Churchill sought excitement on the polo field and also in a succession of irregular postings to sites of real fighting. This meant first an expedition to Cuba, where he was allowed to join Spanish troops putting down a rebellion, then a posting to the north-west frontier of India, where he fought with a Sikh regiment against Muslim tribesmen, then attachment to forces led by Lord Kitchener in the Sudan who were seeking to reconquer Khartoum. It was in the Sudan at Omdurman that he rode in a cavalry charge, of which he left a vivid description. Finally, he went to South Africa to report on the Boer War. Churchill obtained journalistic commissions partly through intervention by his well-connected mother, and he blurred the distinction between journalist and soldier. He was in South Africa as a journalist and might have been executed when he took part in the defence of a train that was attacked by the Boers. Instead, he was made a prisoner, escaped in dramatic fashion and then returned to the war as a more or less regular soldier.

Churchill’s accounts of his early adventures were published in three books in the space of three years. The early Churchill was a literary creation – both in the sense that he made his reputation as a writer and in that his writing generated an image of Churchill that was to influence the rest of his life. This is not to say that his account of his life was fictional, though he did publish a novel in which the hero resembled himself. Occasionally, he was cavalier about detail. He claimed to have heard shots fired in anger for the first time on his twenty-first birthday; it was actually the following day. He said something about the brutality of war (especially in the Sudan) but did not reveal in his published writings – as he did in a letter to his mother – that the Sikhs under his command on the north-west frontier had put a captive into an incinerator.19

The late nineteenth century was a good time for a certain kind of writer. Mass education created new readers, and new ways of printing (especially of reproducing pictures) created a new kind of medium. George Newnes founded the Strand Magazine in 1891. It was most famous for the Sherlock Holmes stories but also published Churchill’s writings. Its readers (like most of the heroes in the Holmes stories) belonged to the newly literate class of city clerks and the like. Lord Salisbury sniffed that the Daily Mail – founded in 1896 and also a regular outlet for Churchill – was written ‘by office boys for office boys’. Churchill was hardly an office boy in terms of social station, but he had something in common with such people. He was intelligent, ambitious and desperate for adventure. He compensated for his lack of formal education by having wide general knowledge – of the kind that might be acquired by flicking through Pears’ Cyclopaedia.III

The adventure story was the staple diet of the new reading public and Churchill crafted his own life as such a story. The journalist Alfred Gardiner wrote in 1914 of Churchill’s career: ‘It suggests the clatter of hoofs in the moonlight, the clash of swords on the turnpike road. It is the breath of romance stirring the prosaic air of politics.’20 The subtitle of My Early Life was A Roving Commission and these words echoed the title of a novel of 1900 by G. A. Henty (1832–1902), though Churchill’s writing also had much in common with that of John Buchan (1875–1940), Arthur Conan Doyle (1859–1930) or P. C. Wren (1875–1941).

All of these men wrote stories that took place at least in part on the wild frontiers of the empire. Narrators wrote in terms of jocular modesty about their own courage. Adventures often involved ‘gentlemen’ – public school boys in particular – who were cast out of their class by some disaster but then demonstrated their valour and enterprise as, say, Foreign Legionnaires. Churchill’s account of his early life had a touch of this. It began with the hero’s failure at school and his father’s disappointment; it finished with a triumphant return. He had left Britain as Billy Bunter and came back as Richard Hannay, the bronzed, self-made veteran of the Veldt. Being self-made was an important element of Churchill’s image. He claimed that his father’s debts and legacy had been exactly equal and that he, Winston Churchill, had thereafter made his living by his pen. This was not true. Churchill inherited money from his father, though this money (and the even greater sum he inherited from a distant relative in 1921) was not enough to support him in the style he considered appropriate. Only in the Second World War, when Hollywood studios began to buy up the film rights to his publications, were Churchill’s finances consistently in the black.21



Churchill’s account of his early life can be read in a less benign light than that of boys’ adventure stories. This light is provided by the First World War. Churchill wrote his autobiography in 1930, when ‘war books’ by Robert Graves, Siegfried Sassoon or Guy Chapman were pouring from the press. The war was awkward for Churchill. It had created a sharp generational divide. War memoirs were written by men who had been junior officers and were often marked by hostility to politicians and senior officers. Churchill, who had been First Lord of the Admiralty in 1914 and who was responsible for the disastrous operation in the Dardanelles (of which more below) conspicuously belonged to the older generation who had sent men to fight rather than the younger generation who had fought. Writing about his youth was a way of claiming contact with the young (My Early Life was dedicated ‘to a new generation’) and writing about war implied contact with the men of the trenches. Churchill claimed that the majority of his own Sandhurst contemporaries had died either in the Boer War or between 1914 and 1918.

It is also interesting to put Churchill’s My Early Life alongside a novel that was published in 1953, during Churchill’s second government. L. P. Hartley’s The Go-Between begins with an evocative line: ‘The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.’ We see the world of the English upper classes in 1900 through the eyes of a twelve-year-old boy. He goes to stay at a grand country house where he is fascinated by the lifestyle, by the beauty and kindness of the daughter of the house, Marian Maudsley, and by the self-effacing courage of her fiancé, Lord Trimingham, who has just returned from the Boer War.

It all turns out to be false. The family cannot sustain their grand house and are seeking to restore their fortunes by marrying their daughter to Trimingham. Marian is having an affair with a tenant farmer by whom she falls pregnant – though Trimingham insists that female honour must never be questioned. The cricket games and bathing parties are seen through a dark lens when we realise that almost all the young male characters are destined to be killed in action by 1918.

Churchill’s account of his early life was overshadowed by the approach of war, but also by the scandals that swirled around his own family. Like the writers of adventure stories, Churchill presented women in almost fairy-tale terms. A favourite expression of approbation was ‘chaste’.22 His mother ‘shone like the evening star’. He finished his account of his youth: ‘I married and lived happily ever afterwards.’

No one reading these words would guess that Winston Churchill’s father was believed to have syphilis. Nor would they guess that Randolph Churchill had been cast out of polite society for a time after attempting to blackmail the Prince of Wales with indiscreet letters the Prince had written to a married woman. The episode was so scandalous that Tory notables talked about it long after the event. One of them believed that Lord Randolph had been summoned before an improvised jury d’honneur at the Turf Club and that there the Marquess of Hartington had seized the compromising letters from him and thrown them into the fire.23 He also believed that, when Winston Churchill hurried to meet his mother in Paris in 1910, he was seeking to head off some royal scandal.24

Churchill grew up in a world of marital infidelity. His wife, Clementine, and his colleague Anthony Eden were widely believed not to be the children of the men who featured on their birth certificates. Some believed the same of Churchill’s younger brother Jack. Winston was born seven and a half months after his parents’ marriage. A woman who slept with her fiancé before marriage was more shocking for the late Victorian aristocracy than one who slept with almost anyone else after it. No one doubts that Jennie Churchill slept with many men after her marriage. She had numerous lovers and two further husbands – one of whom was almost exactly the same age as her oldest son. She reminds one of Marian Maudsley: at first glance she looks like a twelve-year-old boy’s ideal of perfect womanhood; at second glance she is a spirited woman chafing against the conventions of her time; at third glance she is ruthlessly manipulative. Her efforts to advance her son’s career, which also helped sustain her own finances, often involved ensuring that he was posted to places of maximum danger.



De Gaulle’s early life was less dramatic. At the age when Churchill had seen four wars on three continents, de Gaulle’s longest trip abroad was a séjour linguistique in Germany. De Gaulle, like Churchill, joined the army but it was a different kind of army. French officers were required to spend a year in the ranks before attending the Saint-Cyr military academy, which meant that de Gaulle lived for a short time on more or less equal terms with members of the working class. Churchill spent his early military career regretting that he would never fight another European army; de Gaulle knew that the raison d’être of the French army in the early twentieth century was to fight Germany. De Gaulle joined the infantry on the grounds that it was ‘more military’ (by which he seems to have meant more professional) than the cavalry.IV

Like Churchill, the young de Gaulle was prone to romanticism. He enjoyed adventure stories and wrote some as a young man under the pseudonym Charles de Lugale. The conventions of French and British stories were different. The French version rarely presented chastity as a virtue. To an extent that was striking in one brought up in a milieu of Catholic austerity, de Gaulle’s stories revolved around seduction (frequently with the frisson of racial difference) and suicide. De Gaulle wrote the last of his stories in 1914 as he recovered from his wounds after his first experience of battle. The hero has just undergone a similar initiation and gives up his mistress out of respect for her husband who has been killed in action.

De Gaulle renounced a romantic presentation of his own life in much the way that the hero of his last story renounced a mistress. Thereafter, de Gaulle refused to see his own life as an adventure story. Whereas Churchill looked back on his youth as a contrast to the horrors of the First World War, de Gaulle’s early life was defined by that war. He went into action almost as soon as hostilities began. He was wounded three times. On the last of these occasions, in March 1916, he was close enough to the enemy to be cut by a bayonet and captured. He was to spend the remaining years of the war in German prison camps. This may have saved his life, but he felt his enforced removal from combat as a humiliation; he compared being a prisoner to being a cuckold25 and he made five unsuccessful attempts to escape.

Unlike Churchill, de Gaulle made little of his youthful experiences of war. He hardly referred to his battles, wounds and escape attempts. In prison camps he met Georges Catroux, who would rally to the Free French in 1940, and Mikhail Tukhachevsky, who would rise to be a general in the Soviet army before being shot in the Stalinist purge of 1937. For a time he was also in the same camp as Alfred Evans, who wrote The Escaping Club, which described camp life in terms that would be familiar to readers of English boys’ fiction. De Gaulle almost never talked about his time in prison camp. Other men valued the intimate relations they fostered with fellow prisoners or the excitement of attempts to outwit their captors. These things meant nothing to de Gaulle and the main effect of captivity seems to have been to increase his sense of isolation from his comrades and perhaps from everyone. When he wrote about wars, it was to draw general lessons rather than to describe his own experience. La Discorde Chez l’Ennemi (1924), the book de Gaulle wrote on the First World War, based on lectures given in prison camp, concerned the German high command rather than French junior officers. De Gaulle did not share Churchill’s enjoyment of films and would later tell his son: ‘in the cinema, love is always more beautiful than in reality and war is always less horrible’.26

The war reinforced a melancholy in de Gaulle’s temperament. He had


















































	I. Dukes sat in the House of Lords and were not allowed to sit in the House of Commons. Lord Randolph Churchill sat in the Commons because his title (as the younger son of a duke) was a courtesy one that did not entitle him to sit in the Lords.

	II. Action Française was the name of the party’s newspaper as well as of the party itself.

	III. A popular encyclopaedia originally published to help sell Pears soap.

	IV. De Gaulle’s son suggested a less admirable reason for his father’s choice: horses had to be drilled in the morning and Charles de Gaulle disliked getting up early.

	V. In this context, a private secretary is not simply a clerk but a civil servant assigned to work for a minister. In theory, posts such as this are assigned to able but relatively junior people; in practice, a private secretary can be one of the most powerful people in Britain, as was the case with John Colville when he worked for Churchill in the 1950s.
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