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Introduction

Winston Leonard Spencer Churchill was a reality star. His long life – constantly intense and extraordinarily full – was also a lifelong performance. This is not intended as criticism. From his defining turn-of-the-century experiences on the heat-hazed battlefields of Empire and in the freezing trenches of World War One, to his inspirational leadership throughout World War Two and the quite extraordinary body of writing – Nobel Prize-winning – that he produced before and after, here was a man who was consciously constructing the narrative of his own life even as he lived it.

At every step, he stopped to see who was looking. And if not enough people were looking, he worked to draw yet more attention to himself.

None of this is necessarily bad; it is undeniably the case that, in the days of darkest crisis, the starry lustre of his language and his bullish good humour brought infusions of optimism that genuinely drove the nation on, and conjured the deepest confidence that the evil of Nazism would be vanquished.

Churchill wove himself into the tapestry of history by immersing himself in the study of it. History was the frame for his understanding of the world and its ancient cycles of life and death and war. A compulsive reader, Churchill discovered for himself the classic eighteenth- and nineteenth-century works of Edward Gibbon and Thomas Babington Macaulay – he ‘devoured’ and ‘rode triumphantly through’ Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire at the age of twenty and Macaulay’s twelve-volume The History of England aged twenty-two, though he was taken aback at Macaulay’s treatment of his famous forebear the Duke of Marlborough. Churchill used his own powerful prose to impress upon our own times a vast and extraordinarily detailed account of the war through which he led the nation. In his own eyes, he was – as his acquaintance Albert Einstein might have said – the point of singularity.

Nor does the term ‘reality star’ here indicate any kind of hollowness: Churchill was intensely human, brimming not only with vigour and vanity and wit, but also with the most acute sensitivity to romance and loss. His intemperate rages – especially those directed at other cultures – shocked those around him. Yet he could also be moved to tears by the cheapest black-and-white B-movie. He cried openly, and very frequently.

So how might the span of such a vast life, lived at such a level of intensity and observation, be encompassed in a short book? It is revealing to see that life through the eyes of others. The accounts from those whom Churchill met throughout his ninety years reveal an extraordinary range of impressions. Some were saucer-eyed with adoration; others were thrilled with his attentiveness; others still were more ambiguous, or indeed repulsed. This is true whether those meeting him were famous or perfectly ordinary. From Victorian school friends to fellow soldiers on bloody battlefields; from kings (and the Queen) to millworkers; from US presidents to 1960s show-business figures: every encounter reveals a facet of Churchill – a glint as though caught in a mirror – as well as an element of the person meeting him.

And as well as the better-known historic turning points, it is instructive to look at encounters in more everyday circumstances: the moments that formed the warp and weft of his personal life. For instance, his compulsion to stand out could sometimes be a shade eccentric. It might be said that he even designed costumes for himself; he had a fascination for unusual, very wide-brimmed hats for wear at leisure, and for square-rimmed bowlers in town. In the early 1900s, it was reported that one such hat – so unique in style – had so amazed his political opponents at a Manchester meeting that the city’s gentlemen’s hatters were thereafter besieged with requests for the same model. His overcoats had luxuriant astrakhan collars, the fur derived from lambskin. One female critic observed that he had to be dissuaded from designing his own military uniforms. He devised the first ‘onesie’ – a jumpsuit of his own invention, later termed a ‘siren suit’ because he wore it under the bombardment of the Blitz. Sometimes these siren suits were in khaki, sometimes in plush green velvet. In deeper repose, he favoured vast silk dressing gowns splashed with oriental designs and coloured richest emerald and ruby. Many who met him were mesmerized by this stage-like attire.

Image – and the cultivation of image – was of fantastic importance to Churchill. He did not just give speeches; he then had them re-recorded. His most famous oration, following the retreat from Dunkirk – ‘we shall fight on the beaches’ – was originally delivered to Parliament on 4 June 1940. Churchill himself then delivered the speech once more – four years after the war had ended – in 1949, as a recording that might be listened to by future generations. It was imperative to him that it was understood how he had shaped events. He was not leaving posterity to chance.

In this sense, Churchill – born in 1874, the early autumn of the Victorian era, and living right through to the apotheosis of the Rolling Stones in 1965 – was a pioneer modernist.

He was also the rare kind of politician that people could imagine themselves in the pub with. For this reason, people assumed that they knew his character. Even now, there is a sort of shorthand – darkest hour, V-signs, growling, sharp snappy comebacks – that is understood to form his essence. And yet look again: the people who did know him were seeing other qualities too.

In many contemporary accounts – from memoirs, diaries, letters – first impressions are captured, extraordinary tics revealed. In these, we see sometimes unexpected depths of self-doubt in Churchill; occasional moments of drink-fuelled malice; flashes of love, of loyal friendship, of burning intellectual curiosity. There are glimpses of the ugliest racism; but elsewhere, there are more human outbreaks of compassion.

In addition to all of this, there came a point in Churchill’s life when – impossibly famous and toweringly powerful – he himself became a form of mirror, in which colleagues and friends and other leaders and celebrities, thinking they were gazing upon his neuroses and vanities, were in fact looking at their own.

His own modernist self-absorption did not necessarily make him a narcissist. It was genuinely to do with a sense of history, and the place that one man might take in that history. Nor did this of itself make him either a bad man or a good man. He could be both; sometimes simultaneously. But the point was about gripping the steering wheel of history, for good or for ill.

Through the years since his death in 1965, his historic reputation has frequently changed with the political tides. Currently, as a younger generation focuses fresh academic attention on hitherto unfamiliar angles of research, we are learning much more of Churchill the irredeemable and cold imperialist: the unapologetic racist and eugenicist who openly voiced the view that white Anglo-Saxon people were naturally superior to all other races.

We always knew that that Churchill was there; but such is this amazingly well-documented life – and such is the new digitized world of archives – that certain more elusive aspects of it can now be brought out in greater clarity, and at greater volume, as though on a mixing desk.

In today’s world, Churchill is, to some, a vicious dinosaur: a man who wished to keep Empire alive because he sincerely believed that only he – and others like him – were fit to rule over distant regions of the earth. This Churchill is an adaptation of a previous model, in vogue throughout the 1980s: then, he was seen as an irresponsible blood-soaked warmonger, who ordered the aerial bombardment of helpless civilian populations and who – upon seeing the atomic horror unleashed upon Japan – wondered if the same might be inflicted on the lands behind the Iron Curtain, the image of which he had coined.

We would really have to go back to the Second World War – and the early 1950s, when he was returned to power as prime minister – to find the more benevolent Churchill, the ‘grand old man … wearing his famous bull-dog grin and smoking a big cigar’ as the risqué music-hall comedian Max Miller sang.

But before that war, he was known among large working-class communities as the heartless aristocrat who sent in the troops to terrorize strikers. To this day, Churchill’s actions at Tonypandy in 1910, and throughout the General Strike of 1926, have made him a byword for Tory callousness.

So for all the claims that Churchill has been subject to unhealthy hero worship across the decades, it is worth remembering that the opposite view was always there. And – like with any other complex, intricately patterned life – all these facets, as we shall see, are true.




Overture

4 August 1914 – When the Lamps Went Out

‘Winston’s vanity is septic,’ wrote Margot Asquith of Churchill. ‘He would die of blood poisoning if it were not for a great deal of red blood which circulates freely through his heart and stomach.’

Margot was the wife of Prime Minister H. H. [Herbert] Asquith. And she observed Churchill with a cold eye because he appeared to her to be electrified with excitement by war. This impression, shared by others, would come to define him in the years and decades to come.

Yet it is more than possible that, in her distaste, Mrs Asquith had fundamentally mistaken his grandstanding nature. In 1914, Churchill knew better than most the industrial-scale horrors that lay ahead. He was not blithe.

As a young man he had studied the craft of conflict as a subaltern at Sandhurst College, in the closing years of the nineteenth century. By that time, it was already apparent that an era of grand, chivalrous war, consisting of glitteringly decorated uniforms and flashing sabres and fine horses, had passed. More: it appeared that this was a new era of peace. Churchill and his fellow teenage trainee warriors at Sandhurst in 1893 were asking one another: How could there ever be a European war again?

‘It did seem such a pity that it all had to be make-believe,’ Churchill once said of his soldiering education, ‘and that the age of wars between civilised nations had come to an end for ever. If it had only been 100 years earlier what splendid times we should have had! Fancy being nineteen in 1793 with more than twenty years of war against Napoleon in front of one! However, all that was finished. The British Army had never fired upon white troops since the Crimea [1853–6], and now that the world was growing so sensible and pacific – and so democratic too – the great days were over.’

This blend of teasing irony and quite genuine romanticism, written years later, was lightly deployed; yet it underlined his sense of the darkness to come.

On 4 August 1914, war was about to acquire a whole new meaning. In the wake of the German invasion of Belgium, there was continent-wide heart-pounding apprehension; the Foreign Office Rolls-Royce was drawing up outside the German embassy, and over in Berlin, a shouting, shrieking crowd outside the British embassy were aiming stones and bricks at its windows. Ultimatums were delivered, and without wider consultation, Churchill – now First Lord of the Admiralty with responsibility for the Royal Navy – had readied fleets of British warships making their way to the anchorage at Scapa Flow in the Orkneys.

Margot Asquith was present with her family in Downing Street on the night as the clock ticked closer to war. It had been a day of telegrams and dread. She, her husband, and all those gathered in the Cabinet Rooms were now awaiting the outbreak of war.

Aside from the distant muffled horns and bells of the river traffic on the Thames, the quiet of the evening was punctuated by the iron clangour of Big Ben. This was a night in which the waiting assumed its own terrible gravity. She was to record this moment in her memoir:


The clock on the mantelpiece hammered out the hour. I looked at the children asleep after dinner before joining Henry in the Cabinet room. Lord Crewe and Sir Edward Grey were already there and we sat smoking cigarettes in silence; some went out; others came in; nothing was said.

The clock on the mantelpiece hammered out the hour, and when the last beat of midnight struck it was as silent as dawn.

We were at War.

I left to go to bed, and, as I was pausing at the foot of the staircase, I saw Winston Churchill with a happy face striding towards the double doors of the Cabinet room.



Just months later, as the grotesque reality of that war had started to become apparent, Margot Asquith and Churchill were seated next to each other at a dinner. ‘My God, this is living history,’ he exclaimed to her. ‘It will be read by a thousand generations … Why, I would not be out of this glorious, delicious war for anything the world could give me.’ But then he added: ‘I say, don’t repeat that I said the word “delicious” – you know what I mean.’ She clearly did not.

On that occasion, he did not express himself well. It is possible that after months and years of foreboding, the certainty of conflict had supercharged him with adrenaline. Certainly, like forest animals that sense the mighty forces clashing and trembling deep beneath the earth, and which accordingly become restive and agitated, Churchill had for some time detected the geopolitical tremors across Europe.

In 1912, he had warned in a letter to his cousin that ‘it only needs a little ill will or bad faith’ to precipitate terrible conflict between the great powers. On 28 June 1914, with the assassination of the chilly Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife in Sarajevo, that tectonic shift had finally occurred.

Churchill was among those who watched with a terrible fascination as the great powers assumed their positions: Austria–Hungary against Serbia, Germany with Austria–Hungary, Russia with Serbia. For some years beforehand, the ever-growing strength of Germany had inspired a vein of paranoid popular fiction in Britain, most notably in the spy thrillers of William Le Queux, which frequently featured villages and small towns being infiltrated by sinister Prussian agents intent on sabotage and mayhem. The Kaiser’s realm was portrayed as uniquely, brutally intent upon stealing power and land, using low subterfuge as well as psychopathic violence.

In real life, the fear now focused upon Germany’s intentions towards France. There were those in Britain who counselled neutrality. Because Churchill was not among them, he was accounted by some even at the time as a bloodthirsty warmonger.

On 28 July 1914, Churchill confessed in a letter to his wife, Clementine, that ‘Everything trends towards catastrophe and collapse. I am interested, geared-up and happy. Is it not horrible to be built like that? The preparations have a hideous fascination for me. I pray to God to forgive me for such fearful moods of levity. Yet I would do my best for peace, and nothing would induce me wrongfully to strike the blow – I cannot feel that we in this island are in any serious degree responsible for the wave of madness which has swept the mind of Christendom …’

In terms of weird, terrible exultation, Churchill’s embarrassed admission was curiously echoed and reflected by a writer who might be thought in some ways to be his polar opposite. As the declarations of war echoed back and forth across borders, Stefan Zweig – a peace-loving Viennese essayist; in some senses the most perfect exemplar of the unified European sensibility – had initially watched with incredulity in Belgium as his friends started demonizing Germans. In Vienna, he observed ‘the wild intoxication that mingled alcohol with the joy of self-sacrifice, a desire for adventure … the old magic of the banners and the patriotic speeches … To be perfectly honest, I must confess there was something fine, inspiring, even seductive in the first mass outburst of feeling.’

In this sense, the prelude to war feels not shadowed, but rather brightened with the current of revolution. All is about to be reordered; it is impossible not to feel excited.

Back in England, on what seemed to some like the periphery of this coming earthquake, Churchill could not disguise that jumpy, frenetic energy. Here was an imperialist who had already fought in India and Africa, and who appeared on the surface to have retained that youthful zeal for conflict. His alertness and readiness and apparent enthusiasm must have seemed a vulgar contrast to the sepulchral vision of Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey, who saw the lamps going out all over Europe.

Churchill’s ‘happy face’, as described by Mrs Asquith, was frequently to be taken by many other people in the years to come – colleagues, enemies, friends – as an indication of his fundamental bellicosity. There would be others throughout the years, however – including his Labour opponent and World War Two deputy, Clement Attlee – who would see a more nuanced reality. And there were many women, too, to whom Churchill occasionally displayed his more vulnerable side. Margot Asquith clearly imagined that she had detected a broken moral compass. But this was not the case; in fact, the stark lessons of life and death and loss had been taught sternly to Churchill as a child.




Woom

Elizabeth Everest, 1879–89

Winston Churchill was born – reportedly some days prematurely – at Blenheim Palace on 30 November 1874, after his mother unexpectedly went into labour in the midst of a shooting party. It is sometimes said he was delivered in one of the palace’s ten residential bathrooms. His father was politician and diplomat Lord Randolph Churchill, the third son of the Duke of Marlborough; his mother, Jennie Jerome, a one-time magazine editor, was from a family of American financiers. As was the case with upper-class families, a nanny was employed immediately. When Winston was a toddler, the family moved to Dublin; there Lord Randolph was to become secretary to his own father, the Duke of Marlborough, Viceroy of Ireland.

‘You are not wise about money matters, my dear boy,’ Churchill was told by his nanny, Mrs Elizabeth Everest, when he was still a dear boy.

He was considering swapping a bicycle repair kit for a more alarming purchase. She was having none of it. ‘What on earth is the good of you having a bull-dog,’ she demanded of him, ‘unless it is to keep us all in fear of our lives?’

Yet this rebuke was the reverse of the fundamental truth of their relationship: that Elizabeth Everest was always fretful about little Winston’s life and well-being. From the start, she was protective, and would remain so until her death twenty years later. She showed him a wider world than the one he knew. It was her world towards which his younger self cleaved.

She told him of her own home in Kent, and of how Kent was the finest of all counties. She told him ‘its capital was Maidstone’, and that around that town grew an abundance of ‘strawberries, cherries, raspberries and plums’. Those words imprinted themselves indelibly; in the years to come, he would settle in his own dream home – Chartwell – amid the gentle orchard valleys of that Edenically conjured county.

In common with every child ever born, the infant Winston Churchill fiercely craved the nourishment of love. It was denied to him. His father seemed repulsed by him; at the very least, Lord Randolph’s indifference was chillingly cold. According to the wildest rumours, possibly all human feeling had been extinguished by the liquid silver poison of mercury, which Randolph had been ingesting for his syphilis.

The apparent grandeur of Churchill’s background could never quite make up for that absence of succour. His mother, Jennie, while warmer, was also abstracted and absent; the hunt balls and dinners of society consumed most of her attention. ‘My mother always seemed to me a fairy princess,’ wrote Churchill in his autobiography. ‘She shone for me like the Evening Star. I loved her dearly – but at a distance.’

Before he was five, Churchill was adrift in a world of big, dark, draughty houses and harsh contemptuous words. His sanctuary was a large nursery; among his treasured toys was a model steam-engine set, and a magic lantern with a variety of slides. The rich colours in the darkness filled his imagination.

Elizabeth Everest was his one focal point of human warmth; she had been taken on by the family a little after Churchill’s birth in 1874. It was to her that the little boy Churchill would ‘pour out [his] many troubles’. Mrs Everest was in her mid-forties (in that old-fashioned way, she was given the term of address ‘Mrs’ despite never having married). She was photographed in black, very much in the style of Queen Victoria: plump, with the shadow of a smile.

And she and the infant Churchill had adventures; but as the boy absorbed what seemed to him the vast world of Dublin’s Phoenix Park his nanny could not disguise her own fears. Young Winston was, after all, the grandson of an essentially colonial administrator. ‘Mrs Everest was nervous about the Fenians,’ he later recalled. ‘I gathered these were wicked people and there was no end to what they would do if they had their way. On one occasion when I was out riding on my donkey, we thought we saw a long dark procession of Fenians approaching. I am sure now it must have been the Rifle Brigade out for a route march. But we were all very much alarmed, particularly the donkey, who expressed his anxiety by kicking. I was thrown off and had concussion of the brain. This was my introduction to Irish politics!’

Throughout it all, Mrs Everest was always there, by his side through injury and fever. In this sense, she might be compared to the brilliant Peggotty in Dickens’s David Copperfield – an unwavering moral compass point, not un-eccentric, but also overflowing with love.

She told little Churchill how she had been with him as a baby on a trip to Paris, and how she had wheeled him up and down the ‘Shams Elizzie’. Mrs Everest’s nickname was ‘Woom’; that was the closest baby Churchill could get to saying ‘woman’.

But she did not just give the boy a sense of being loved; she tried to instil basic moral values too. On one occasion, as he wrote in a letter to his father (did he ever pay any heed to it?), little Churchill was out walking across a heath with Mrs Everest when they both spotted a snake moving through the grass. The boy Churchill’s immediate instinct was to kill it, and it was Mrs Everest who stayed his hand. She told him that he should simply let the snake carry on with its business.

As Churchill reached the age of seven – with the shadows of an abusive boarding school and a sadistic head teacher addicted to flogging boys until ‘they bled freely’, as their fellows sat ‘listening to their screams’, creeping over his young life – Mrs Everest became the sole point of comfort in this new disorientating world of pain. It was she who rescued Churchill from the vicious establishment of St George’s when, while on a few days’ break at home, she glimpsed his lacerated flesh. Churchill’s mother removed him from that school, sending him instead to the Misses Thomson’s Preparatory School, by the sea in Hove, next to Brighton.

When Churchill wrote to Mrs Everest, he would offer ‘one hundred thousand kisses’. On one occasion, aged around eleven and suffering from serious pneumonia, he wrote: ‘I am feeling very weak. I feel as though I could cry at everything.’

Yet, despite her kindness, Mrs Everest was never shy of keeping young Churchill on what she considered the correct path; a more influential guide and teacher than either of his parents ever were. When it came to handing the young boy funds for what she saw as extravagances, Mrs Everest protested to Churchill’s mother, insisting that she should not allow him to have money that he would simply throw away.

He repaid her steadfast affection with his own unabashed love; as a teenage pupil at Harrow, he invited her to Speech Day, and walked around the pretty hilltop village with her, arm in arm.

Winston’s younger brother, Jack, was also her charge; but it was Winston who would retain his overwhelming love for her beyond childhood. As both boys reached a certain age, Mrs Everest was made redundant, with nothing in the way of care or solicitude from Churchill’s parents. She found employment with one other family, and subsequently went to live with her sister in the realm of Mr Pooter: the north London suburb of Finsbury Park.

In 1895, word came to Churchill – by that time studying the art of war at Sandhurst – that she was ill. ‘I travelled up to London to see her,’ he recalled. ‘She knew she was in danger, but her only anxiety was for me. There had been a heavy shower of rain. My jacket was wet. When she felt it with her hands she was greatly alarmed for fear I should catch cold. The jacket had to be taken off and thoroughly dried before she was calm again.’

It was Churchill who called in specialist doctors; that night, he had to return to Camberley by the midnight train from Waterloo, in order to be present for early morning parade. ‘As soon as it was over, I returned to her bedside. She still knew me, but she gradually became unconscious. Death came very easily to her. She had lived such an innocent and loving life of service to others, and held such a simple faith, that she had no fears at all, and did not seem to mind very much.’

Churchill’s father died the same year; both losses would haunt him dreadfully in different ways. He later dreamed that his father – who had throughout his life dismissed him – at last spoke to him properly as a ghost. Mrs Everest, though, represented the proper warmth of humanity. Churchill wrote of her: ‘She had been my dearest and most intimate friend during the whole of the twenty years I had lived.’ He naturally attended her funeral at the City of London Cemetery, Wanstead Flats, and thereafter paid for the upkeep of her headstone and burial plot.

Perhaps Mrs Everest, and her unbounded fine influence, gave him another virtue which – for the time – was relatively unusual. He was very much at ease in female company. For many men of his generation (and generations to come), what we might now term the patriarchal flavour of society was beyond question. Women did not have the vote. Indeed, Churchill himself was a latecomer to the idea of women’s suffrage. Yet, unlike many of his peers, he was able to form warm, intellectually sparky friendships with a wide range of women throughout his life.

First, though, there was the matter of school.

Boy’s Own

Leo Amery, 1886

After his preparatory education, Churchill – by his own admission not a natural academic – was sent to Harrow School, a village-like establishment on a hill overlooking distant London. And although he would later claim that Latin verb conjugations and calculus were horrors that he could not overcome, he nonetheless thrived under the benign headmaster Dr Welldon, finding fresh confidence and also forming surprisingly progressive views about education – including the use of magic lantern projection slides and films as lesson aids – which he would continue to promulgate throughout his life.

‘There was one of my junior contemporaries of whom I saw comparatively little at Harrow, though a good deal more since, and (to quote his inscription in a volume of The World Crisis) “in ever varying relationship, but continual good will”, namely Winston Churchill,’ wrote Leo Amery, lifelong friend who would grant the world an insight into the young thug he first met at school.

‘[Churchill] has, in his Early Days, described very amusingly our first encounter,’ Amery recalled in his memoirs. ‘I was standing at the edge of “Ducker”, the school swimming pool, when I suddenly found myself propelled into the water by a foot in my back. I emerged spluttering to find that the perpetrator of this outrage upon my dignity as a sixth former was a red-haired, freckled urchin whom I had never seen before.’

Leo Amery – later Churchill’s cabinet colleague, and like his friend a stout opponent of appeasement – described this first meeting with genuine warmth, though in terms of his immediate vengeance in the swimming pool he omitted one or two key facts. The first was that Churchill had yanked his towel off him before kicking him, naked, into the water. ‘I had my immediate and thorough revenge on the purely physical plane when I caught him and made him accompany me into the water to learn respect for age and authority.’ But by Churchill’s recollection, the second omitted fact rather more pertinently involved Amery grabbing hold of Churchill and hurling him bodily into the deep end.

The lives of the two men would intertwine closely; both would be journalists at the time of the Second Boer War in 1899–1902 (where British and white Afrikaans fought bitterly in southern Africa, partly over gold deposits). Both would be in government (Churchill as Chancellor, Amery as Colonial Secretary) in the 1920s, and both would stand shoulder to shoulder in the shadowed 1930s, urging with all their might that Britain should be rearming urgently. By the 1940s, and World War Two, Amery would be the Secretary of State for India, and record with some repulsion his old friend’s vehement views on the subcontinent and its people.

Amery had a most distinguished journalistic career with The Times. It began, in a sense, at Harrow, where he commissioned a new blood-and-thunder columnist for the school newspaper. As he later recalled:


It is amusing to reflect that I was [Churchill’s] first editor and press censor. He came to me one day – I was then schoolboy editor of the Harrovian – with an article on the recent assault-at-arms in the gymnasium. The article was highly critical, not to say scurrilous. I had to blue-pencil several of the choicest witticisms in spite of the writer’s impassioned and almost tearful protests. Even what I passed in this and one or two subsequent articles went rather beyond the conventionally restrained tone of the Harrovian. Accordingly the Head Master, Dr Welldon, summoned the young author to his study and addressed him in the following terms: ‘I have observed certain articles in the Harrovian newspaper lately, not calculated to increase the respect of the boys for the constituted authorities of the School. As articles in the Harrovian are anonymous, I shall not dream of enquiring who wrote them. But if any more of the same character appear it may be my painful duty to swish [flog] you.



Army Dreamers

Ian Hamilton, 1896

Many of Churchill’s young contemporaries from Harrow took the expected next step: they went up to either Oxford or Cambridge to study. Churchill’s parents realized that his path would be different. He himself would wonder for decades afterwards how his life might have developed if he had been taught by dons – rather than teaching himself – the core of Classics and the habits of intellectual rigour. Nonetheless, he was naturally impelled towards the military. He applied – and after sitting several rounds of exams – was accepted by the Royal Military College at Sandhurst. He lacked the maths for Artillery or Engineers. But he had the physical fearlessness – and skill on horseback – for the cavalry. By 1895 he was photographed in the elaborate dress uniform – florid, frogged, Ruritanian – of the 4th Queen’s Own Hussars; his red hair slicked, his expression precociously grave. Victoria’s Empire awaited.

‘Setting the fair sex aside tenderly but firmly on the mantelpiece,’ wrote General Sir Ian Hamilton arrestingly in the 1930s, ‘nobody … has touched my life at so many points as Winston Churchill. So much indeed has he done so that were my pages to give no glimpses of his strange voyage through the years, showing him sometimes as the Flying Dutchman, scudding along under bare poles; sometimes as the Ancient Mariner under flapping canvas in a flat calm; sometimes as a small boy playing with goldfish; my story would not be complete.’

General Sir Ian Hamilton was perhaps the most Victorian of Churchill’s friends: a lavishly decorated soldier who saw action from India to the Boer Wars to (in that more industrialized age of war) Gallipoli. Thin, Scottish and terrier-browed, Hamilton first saw his own name displayed in a thousand railway-station bookstalls when Churchill the war correspondent published Ian Hamilton’s March (his account of the campaign in Africa) in 1900.

Hamilton exulted in Churchill’s friendship. And that story began under what he would have perceived as the golden light of the height of Empire; when, as a soldier, vast proportions of the world were his to wander.

‘In 1897, Winston had got leave from his Regiment the 4th Hussars and had managed to get himself attached to the 35th Sikhs taking part in the Malakand Campaign among the hill tribes of the NW Frontier where he did very well,’ wrote Hamilton, in a style that now seems close to the breathless fictions of Victorian boys’ journals. That style also rather obscures the violent reality.

The Malakand campaign involved a besieged British garrison in a region of what is now Pakistan. At the time the area lay upon an arbitrarily imposed border between British-held India and Afghanistan, and was intended to forestall Russian predations. The result was boiling tension among the Pashtun locals. When British camps along the Malakand Pass came under attack, reinforcements were summoned. Among them was young Churchill.

The steep valleys of the region were to echo with the cacophony of violent death; and the conflict would convulse that entire north-west frontier, most famously around the Khyber Pass. For Hamilton, though, writing in a manner that conjures old men in Pall Mall clubs talking over cigars and port, it was a bracing adventure.

‘By the time I got command of a Brigade in the Bara Valley of the Tirah country,’ Hamilton continued, ‘the famous action on the Dargai Heights in which the Gordons had so distinguished themselves had taken place and we were involved in what was politely termed an evacuation, but was really a “get away” of the worst type … Characteristically, Winston had set his heart on sampling this, the most dangerous, disagreeable and thankless task in the whole military box of tricks … Really it was enough to make a cat laugh.’

But this was one of the repercussions of the frontier skirmishes – a further wave of violence, drawing in Pathan locals. ‘Meanwhile I myself was standing literally as well as metaphorically on the edge of a precipice,’ recalled Hamilton. ‘I was commanding the only formed force left in the Valley – for a long line of some 20,000 troops marching with bag and baggage and thousands of camp followers along a narrow road through a series of deep ravines could hardly be considered a tactical unit.’

There was ‘a secret fortified camp’. The ‘spot was called Gudda Kalai which in the Pushtoo language means “the Den of Thieves”. Thence we had to cover the getaway of our troops.’ As Hamilton described it, this was in the face of ‘cut-throats’ whose aim was to ‘slaughter as many infidels as possible’.

And in the middle of it all was young Churchill. It is almost possible to hear Hamilton’s dry chuckle through the thickets of his vintage prose style.

‘Winston … was not only a real help, but learnt a great deal more about soldiering and the strenuous and dangerous side of war; about dodging bullets, taking up rear-guard positions, and laying ambuscades; that he would not have learnt by years of parades and polo matches with his regiment.’

These frontier battles were all naturally rather more harrowing than General Hamilton’s bluff account suggests. In one earlier battle that Churchill had joined, there was first the trek into a deep, silent, uncannily beautiful valley; he was accompanying a small imperial task force intent on a vicious ‘punitive’ raid against Pathan villagers which would involve destroying wells and towers. Those villagers were understandably intent upon resistance, concealing themselves on the hillsides, and then their ambush was sprung, with an explosion of wrenching violence. In Churchill’s words: ‘One man was shot through the breast and pouring with blood; another lay on his back kicking and twisting. The British officer was spinning round just behind me, his face a mass of blood, his right eye cut out.’ He then added, with quiet irony: ‘Yes, it was certainly an adventure.’

Hamilton was later offered the position of Commandant of Musketry at Hythe – rather than an Indian post, which would have prevented him taking part in the Second Boer War. Churchill, meanwhile, was ‘now burning to see active service in Egypt’. And he had just published his first book, The Story of the Malakand Field Force.

A little later, Churchill wrote to Hamilton, addressing him as ‘my dear General’: ‘I am anxious to get something at home after Egypt as I do not want to leave the army until I am fixed in politics,’ declared the young warrior. ‘But what. The only thing I can think of is the IB [Intelligence Branch]. I have some qualifications. But perhaps you would know whether this was in any way possible. It would interest me, and I believe I might be of use, as my pen is mightier than my sword …’

He added: ‘Please say nice things about me to everyone at home. If you would call on my mother – 35A, Great Cumberland Place – she would be very grateful for news of me and to meet one who has shown me much kindness.’

A year later, both men were in North Africa and Winston was giving his friend ‘a vivid account of his personal experiences fighting the Dervish host’, of which we shall hear more in a later chapter.

In civilian life, and by the 1920s, the old soldier would be bemused by his friend’s escapist enthusiasms:


On learning that the Council of the London Zoo were seeking to economise over tigers and lions by getting good citizens to adopt them, he offered to adopt a goldfish. A very fine specimen was sent him and the Council were so pleased with the patriotic spirit thus displayed that they followed up the donation with a consignment of several thousand freshly hatched specks of gold now safely domiciled at Chartwell.

He adores these animals. The hours glide blissfully by as he nourishes them with pinches of ants’ eggs taken from what looks like a snuff box; or, in manipulating a miniature ram whereby the overflow from the pond is automatically pumped up and reintroduced to his unsuspecting children by adoption as fresh from the bowels of Mother Earth; thus, as some may think, playing it rather low down on the little fishes.



Churchill was a child of Empire; it would have been unusual if he had questioned and objected to all the precepts of imperialism. In those days, few around him did. To Churchill, the ascendancy of Great Britain was as natural and as scientific as gravity; this was how the world worked. It was also natural in this world that young officers should seek marriage with society beauties. But for Churchill, the course of love was intriguingly unstraightforward.

Churchill in Love, Part One

Pamela Plowden, 1896

In its earliest days, Churchill’s soldiering life in India with the 4th Hussars seemed to largely revolve around pleasure. He lived in a shared house with two other officers and an array of silent, ever-present servants; there were dawn drills, lunchtime rests, polo in the late afternoon and cooling spirits every evening. There was also the colonial social whirl: the lavish dinners with various British officials in sumptuous houses. It was at one such occasion – a polo tournament followed by dinner with the British Resident of Hyderabad – where the first documented instance of Churchill falling for a woman took place.

She was the dark-haired daughter of diplomat Sir Trevor Chichele Plowden, and renowned as a society beauty. Churchill’s love for her seemed ardent from the very start. According to his later colleague, friend and biographer Jock Colville, the young subaltern was ‘head over heels’.

Some of Churchill’s correspondence to Pamela Plowden survives, though her own replies remain private. On the day after he met her, 3 November 1896, he wrote to his mother: ‘I was introduced yesterday to Miss Pamela Plowden – who lives here. I must say that she is the most beautiful girl that I have ever seen – “Bar none” as the Duchess [of Marlborough] Lily says. We are going to try and do the City of Hyderabad together – on an elephant. You dare not walk or the natives spit at Europeans – which provokes retaliation leading to riots.’

There was some form of expedition, which thankfully involved neither resentful oppressed people nor riots. Again, Churchill’s mother was informed via letter that Pamela was ‘v beautiful and clever’. He continued to press his suit. Yet romance in an imperial age also meant separations of colossal distances and vast chasms of time. He was drawn away on military campaigns of dust and skirmish and blood; Pamela, in the meantime, returned to Britain.

Were this a Jane Austen novel, the heroine might have been alert to a curious note of hyperbole in some of the correspondence. In 1898, Churchill wrote to Pamela: ‘One thing I take exception to in your letter. Why do you say I am incapable of affection? Perish the thought. I love one above all others. And I shall be constant. I am no fickle gallant capriciously following the fancy of the hour. My love is deep and strong. Nothing will ever change it …’

These are lines that, had they been uttered on the Victorian stage in a melodrama, would have drawn cynical jeers. The language is high yet the note is jarringly adrift.

As we shall see presently, Churchill was to hurl himself bodily into battle in Egypt and South Africa. In the case of the latter, taken prisoner by the Boers and effecting an extraordinary escape – thereby attaining great fame – he subsequently wrote to his mother that ‘I propose to come home. Politics, Pamela, finances and books all need my attention.’

But, as it transpired, she did not require his attention; not romantically in any case. According to Colville, the two of them were staying as guests at Warwick Castle in the autumn of 1900 when Churchill proposed to her in a punt on the river. She turned him down.

By 1902, Pamela Plowden was engaged to Lord Lytton. She was to become – and would remain – the Countess of Lytton. Churchill congratulated her and hoped they would always remain friends. They did. This is a recurring motif in his story: strong friendships with strong women.

‘He Detests Me!’

Herbert Kitchener, 1898

Churchill was already worried about money; his faltering, sputtering romance with Pamela Plowden was partly to do with his sense of financial insecurity, for the money bequeathed by his father was not prodigious, and in any case Churchill’s mother had the more pressing need for it. Although it was pointed out by amused associates that Churchill always had enough money for Champagne and tailors, the inheritance was not bottomless and a sense of financial crisis would hover over him for the span of his life. In those early years, he found a way of combining his love for soldiering with his love for vivid writing and vastly multiplying his pay packet: he fought for Britain, and also wrote about it for the newspapers every step of the way.

Churchill ‘was only making a convenience of it’, declared General Herbert Kitchener in 1898. He had no intention of staying in the army and therefore should not take the place of ‘others whose professions were at stake’.

Under the ancient skies of Egypt and Sudan, a thunderous military campaign against ‘Dervishes’ – local insurgents – was underway. General Kitchener, later to achieve a macabre immortality for his glaring image on the ‘Your Country Needs You’ World War One posters – was fixing his cold eye on wiping these insurgents out with the most modern weaponry. In this, he was being portrayed in the ‘jingo’ newspapers as the stern and unyielding totem of Britain’s imperial strength.

Churchill was desperate to be in the action amid those antique sands – as part of the cavalry, but also as the vivid correspondent for the Morning Post, which would be paying him very handsomely for dispatches.

But Kitchener bitterly resented the very idea of young Churchill; he smelled his opportunism. Nor could he quite place him – was this aristocratic young upstart a soldier or a journalist? The general would have understood that the two roles commanded completely different loyalties. This appears not to have occurred to Churchill, however. ‘It was a case of dislike before first sight,’ the young man observed.

Perhaps if Churchill had not been the beneficiary of a campaign of nagging – including discreet prompts from as high up as the prime minister, Lord Salisbury, who had admired Churchill’s writings on India and was also loosely a family friend – there might not have been so much froideur. This shameless sleeve-tugging involved Churchill’s mother, and her titled friends. Lady Jeune wrote directly to Kitchener: ‘Hope you will take Churchill. Guarantee he won’t write.’ It was a staggeringly empty guarantee; whether she was aware or not, Churchill had already signed a contract with the Morning Post.

And was General Kitchener wholly wrong to feel uneasy about having this plumpening, publicity-addicted prose stylist in the middle of his campaign? The British Army had censorship, but there were a hundred ways it might be circumvented. Why would a general wish to submit to the journalistic judgement of a twenty-three-year-old junior officer?

This was the high summer of exultant imperial adventure, with the British Army vowing to avenge the murder, some thirteen years beforehand, of General Gordon in Khartoum at the hands of the Mahdi (meaning ‘Chosen One’). That had been tragedy, rather than adventure. The Mahdi was Muhammad Ahmad, and in 1885 he and his soldiers were fighting against Egyptian rule in Sudan (when Egypt was allied to the British Empire). General Gordon and his forces were besieged in Khartoum; by the time relief came, he and his garrison had been slain.

The incident had burned its way into the British consciousness. Even after the death of Muhammad Ahmad, who succumbed to typhus just months after the killing of Gordon, his forces – the Mahdists – had continued to fight in Sudan, and by 1898 there was a growing public appetite for a reckoning, fuelled by the press.

For this was also the new age of mass newspaper influence: the Elementary Education Act of 1870 had brought literacy and the purple delights of a popular press to vast numbers of new readers. It was also an age of literature for boys: weekly magazines such as Boys of England were filled with sword-flashing imperial adventure stories set in every corner of the earth. And the drumbeat of the Sudan campaign was being amplified to the most extraordinary degree by a press now aided by widespread telegraphy.

The ‘special correspondents’ – journalists who travelled with the army, and who wrote up eyewitness accounts of battles – gave their accounts a daily cliffhanging quality that were as addictive to the public as any blood-and-thunder fiction serial. They were a new breed of journalist – named, writing not dispassionately but instead with eyewitness adrenaline – and Churchill was an early master of this new form.

Popular culture was suffused with Sudan. There was even a remarkable advertisement in the popular Daily Graphic: ‘The Soudan Campaign 1898 – Pimm’s Number 1 well to the Front!’ This was indeed referring to the well-known summer refreshment – now primarily associated with Wimbledon and English summers, but back in 1898 allying itself with colonial triumph. ‘Pimm’s Number 1 arrives at the Front,’ ran the advert. ‘Note what the gallant major said – vide London Morning Paper of 2nd August: “The Major swore he would preserve it to drink to the memory of Gordon when Khartoum was captured.”’

It might be pointed out that General Kitchener was not opposed to Churchill alone; he did not want any popular journalists anywhere near the expedition, and did everything he could to deny them facilities. (In his novel The Light that Failed, Rudyard Kipling had this to say of special correspondents: ‘You’re sent out when a war begins, to minister to the blind, brutal, British public’s bestial thirst for blood.’)

Yet although Churchill is now widely viewed as one of the chief ‘jingoes’, his account of the Battle of Omdurman of 2 September 1898 – and its terrible, blood-slicked aftermath – would prove rather more morally considered than those of many of his journalistic contemporaries.

His reports from North Africa had begun as poetic dispatches from the Nile, contemplating historic ancient battles. Yet as serious action against the ‘Dervishes’ at Omdurman loomed, Churchill’s articles suggested a sense of shifting gravity. This was still an adventure for the Boys of England – but he was also aware that the British military hardware involved made it a grimly uneven proposition for the lightly armed Mahdists.

‘I was but three hundred yards away,’ he reported, ‘and with excellent glasses could almost see the faces of the Dervishes who met the fearful fire. About twenty shells struck them in the first minute. Some burst high in the air, others exactly in their faces. Others, again, plunged into the sand and, exploding, dashed clouds of red dust, splinters and bullets amid their ranks.’

For Churchill the soldier, there was a chance of what he would have understood as a cleaner fight, of doing battle the old way: he was there, on horseback, with his company the 21st Lancers, riding into a more evenly matched confrontation with their insurgent opponents. This was a cavalry charge that might have taken place 100 years beforehand. It was harrowing and bloody, but perhaps to Churchill seemed a shade more honest.

‘The Dervishes stood their ground manfully,’ he wrote in his journalistic account for the Morning Post. ‘They tried to hamstring the horses. They fired their rifles pressing their muzzles into the very bodies of their opponents … They stabbed and hacked with savage pertinacity … Men, clinging on to their saddles, lurched hopelessly about, covered with blood from perhaps a dozen wounds … The whole scene flickered exactly like a cinematograph picture; and besides, I remember no sound. The event seemed to pass in absolute silence.’

In the wake of battle, Kitchener – referred to as the Sirdar, a term denoting his supreme commanding rank in the British-controlled Egyptian army – was not magnanimous towards the insurgents, and this Churchill could not forgive. The general ordered a round of vengeful executions. He also decreed the destruction of the tomb of the Mahdi – an act Churchill regarded as the purest, coldest sacrilege. He later wrote to his cousin the Duke of Marlborough, known as Sunny:


I try to be fair and not to allow my personal feelings to bias my judgment – but my dear Sunny, the Sirdar’s utter indifference to the sufferings of his own wounded – his brutal orders & treatment with regard to the Dervish wounded – the shameless executions after the victory and the general callousness which he has repeatedly exhibited – have disgusted me. I have seen more war than most boys my age – probably more than any. I am not squeamish, but I have seen acts of great barbarity perpetrated at Omdurman and have been thoroughly sickened of human blood.

I shall always be glad that I was one




Our Friends in the North

John Robert Clynes, 1900




















There Is a Better World
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Churchill in Love, Part Two
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Swelling to the Imperial Theme
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Churchill in Love, Part Three

Ethel Barrymore, 1906





His Gay Best Friend

Edward Marsh, 1907 Onwards




















Churchill in Love, Part Four

Clementine Hozier, 1908







Letters from Slains Castle

Violet Asquith, August 1908


Violet Writing to Venetia Stanley, August 1908






Venetia Stanley to Violet in Reply





Blood and Bullets
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Dining with the Bloomsbury Set
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The Weaver of Tales

W. Somerset Maugham, 1912
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The Roar of the Ironclads
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Regimental Glory

Lady Gwendoline Churchill and Company, 16 November 1915
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Duckadilly

Marigold Churchill, 1921








An Artistic Interlude
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The Ancient Forest

The People of Epping, 1924










I’ve Been to a Marvellous Party
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The General Strike
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The Man from Auntie, Part One
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The New Generation
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What Ho, Churchill!
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The Romantic Cynic
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A Near-Miss with His Maker
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A Near-Miss with Hitler
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A Genius at Chartwell

Albert Einstein, July 1933
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Churchill at the Movies, Part Two
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Is Vic There?

Vic Oliver, 1936
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Royal Postscript: The King and I

George VI, 1937















Oh, Those Russians!

Ivan Maisky, 1937



16 November 1937: The Moscow Devil









4 September 1938: Vodka Diplomacy
















The Ghost of His Ancestor

Harold Macmillan, 1938








The Grasshoppers of Chigwell

Colin Thornton-Kemsley, January 1939
















Mad About the Boy

Noël Coward, Summer 1939

















The Secret Weight

Vic Oliver’s Flat, 3 September 1939







Into the Storm

Charles de Gaulle, 9 June 1940









‘He Asked Me What I Would Drink’

Bernard Montgomery, Summer 1940












The Department of Death-Rays

Reginald Victor Jones, 13 June 1940












The Word of God

Cosmo Gordon Lang, 1 August 1940










Red Churchill

Ivan Maisky, 22 August 1940




Churchill at the Movies, Part Three

Vivien Leigh, Late 1940






The Man from Auntie, Part Two
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A Portrait of the Artist
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Nancy Astor, 2 May 1941








The Start of a Special Relationship
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Tales from De-Crypt
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A Class Apart

James Chuter-Ede, February 1942






The Four-Poster Nightmare

Dwight D. Eisenhower, Summer 1942
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A Prime Ministerial Heart-to-Heart
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Anthony Eden, July 1943










Shandygaff for our Old Baby

Lady Diana Cooper, Algiers, 1944
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‘The Flaming Interior of the Stars’

Niels Bohr, 1944















To Normandy!

Alan Brooke, 12 June 1944




















‘We’re Going to Get Lit Up’

The London Crowds, 8 May 1945















A Walk Through the Ruins
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‘A Lot of Hooey’

Harry S. Truman, July 1945






The Unexpected Path
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Horses for Courses

Christopher Soames, 1947













‘I Mustn’t! I Promised Clemmie!’

Lord Beaverbrook, 1949



























Tears Before Bedtime

Aneurin Bevan, Jennie Lee and Harold Wilson, 1951

















Strictly between Ourselves
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To Thine Own Self Be True
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Clarissa Spencer-Churchill, 1952
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A Prescription of Sherry
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The Old Man and the Monster

Prince Charles, Age Five, and Christopher Long, Age Five, 1953














The Open – and Closed – Heart

Churchill And Immigration, 1954
















‘I Felt A Tap on My Shoulder’

Bessie Braddock, 1954





















Peaches and Cream

Churchill’s Resignation, 4 April 1955










What a Grand Climax!

Harry S. Truman, June 1956







A Reunion with the Little Tramp

Charlie Chaplin, 1956






















Carry on Cruising

Aristotle Onassis, 1958–63







Once More to the Hustings

The General Election of 1959, Churchill’s Last Battle
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Diana Churchill, October 1963
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Black Velvet

Russell Brain, January 1965
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