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			Winston Churchill

			Key information

			
					Born: 30 November 1874 in Woodstock (England).

					Died: 24 January 1965 in London.

					Major achievements:	Architect of peace during the Second World War (1939-1945).

	Defender of Britain’s standing in the world.

	Talented writer who helped record history and was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature.




			

			Introduction

			Winston Churchill, a colourful, ambitious and combative character, is considered to be one of the greatest British heads of state of the 20th century. He is primarily known for his role as Prime Minister during the Second World War, when he encouraged his nation and the rest of the Allies to keep fighting and refused to give up on freedom, which he saw as an essential value. Nonetheless, his political career, which spanned over 50 years, was much bigger than this and was always characterised by an iron will. Although many remember him as a widely respected and well-liked figure, his character often inspired criticism and he experienced a series of painful failures which left him shut out of the political life of his time. However, he never let himself be beaten and always faced adversity head on.

			As well as a man of action, he was also a talented orator who had a way with words, both in speech and in writing. His substantial literary output, which brings together impassioned speeches and historical works in which facts are accompanied by detailed and insightful personal analysis, is proof of this. Indeed, Churchill always made sure that he played a role in history and was partially responsible for shaping his own image. In this way, he left his mark on his age and, even after his death, this ‘old lion’ continues to fascinate us.

		


		
			Biography
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			Portrait of Winston Churchill by Yousuf Karsh.

			The predetermined path of a young aristocrat

			Winston Leonard Spencer Churchill was born on 30 November 1874 in Blenheim Palace, Woodstock to an American mother and a father descended from the prestigious line of the Dukes of Marlborough. He grew up surrounded by luxury and upper-class society, but often felt neglected by his parents, who were too occupied with politics and their social obligations. For this reason, he spent his childhood with his nurse, Elizabeth Everest, whom he adored.

			At the age of around 15, Churchill had to choose his path in life, but the options for a young aristocrat were limited: he could choose between the Church, the law and the army. As his academic results were mediocre, his father chose a military career for him and sent him to the Royal Military College in Sandhurst. As luck would have it, this was the option that the young Churchill disliked the least, because it promised the adventure that he was desperately looking for. He quickly got used to life in the barracks and obtained the rank of second lieutenant. In 1895, his passing out, the death of his father at the age of only 45 and the death of his nurse signalled the end of his childhood.

			He divided the years that followed between his military career and his assignments as a journalist, with the articles that he wrote allowing him not only to earn money, but also to forge a reputation for himself. He fought in England’s colonial wars in India, Sudan and South Africa.

			The beginning of a long political career

			When he returned from Africa, Churchill was welcomed as a hero. Having decided on a career in politics, he took advantage of this burgeoning success to take part in the elections of October 1900 and was elected Conservative MP for Oldham. However, when the issue of a return to protectionism was being debated in 1904, as a fervent supporter of free trade, he crossed the floor to join the liberals.

			
				
					Economic protectionism vs. free trade

					A protectionist policy involves a country protecting its producers from foreign competition. In practice, this measure discourages imports (in particular due to customs duties), encourages exports, favours national producers and prevents foreign investors from having too much control over national companies. Conversely, free trade advocates trade between different countries, opening the borders between states to allow greater circulation of goods and services and encouraging competition and the sharing of labour between countries.

				

			

			In 1905, Churchill left the Parliament for the government after being named Undersecretary of State for the Colonies. In 1908, he became president of the Board of Trade for two years. At the age of 33, he was the youngest Cabinet member in half a century. He was then Home Secretary from 1910 to 1911. His rise was meteoric and his policy of reforms was very successful. He was aware of social issues even though his upbringing had not introduced him to them, and was responsible for a number of bills which decreed, for example, a minimum wage and financial assistance for the unemployed. He also took part in the drafting of the 1911 National Insurance Act, which marked the beginning of a social security system in England. Nonetheless, these measures were met with hostility from the aristocracy.

			Personal life

			It was also at this time that he met Clementine Hozier (1885-1977), who would become his wife. Their relationship could very well not have happened, because they first met at a dinner that Churchill was invited to at the last minute, after another guest had dropped out, to avoid there being thirteen people at the table. Six months later, on 12 September 1908, they married in St. Margaret’s Church, Westminster Abbey. The couple went on to have five children. In 1922, after the birth of their last daughter, they bought Chartwell, in Kent, which Churchill was very attached to and lived in until his death.
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			Mr and Mrs Churchill, photograph taken in 1915.

			Lady Churchill was unquestionably a great source of balance and a major support for her husband throughout his career. Gentler and more temperate by nature, she helped him to moderate his positions. They were a solid couple, in spite of some tensions due to their very different characters.

			The disastrous Dardanelles expedition

			When Franz Ferdinand (1863-1914), the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, was assassinated by a young Serb nationalist on 28 June 1914, and Austria-Hungary issued Serbia an ultimatum less than a month later, the situation in Western Europe was critical. Although tensions continued to rise, to the point that many feared the outbreak of war, the Conservatives were determined to preserve peace. Churchill, on the other hand, was a man of action and was ready to take part in the conflict. England entered the war on 4 August following Germany’s failure to respect Belgian neutrality. At this time, Churchill was First Lord of the Admiralty (the political and administrative body running the Royal Navy) and stood out for his fierce desire for victory, which would cause some to think him aggressive. 

			During the First World War (1914-1918), the most noteworthy event for Churchill was his participation in the Dardanelles expedition, which aimed to take control of the strait of the same name. This strategic point, situated in modern-day Turkey, was then in the hands of the Ottoman Empire. However, the Allies’ lack of preparation led to the complete failure of the mission, resulting in many casualties and forcing them to withdraw their troops from the region. As Churchill had committed unreservedly to this plan, he was held mainly responsible for the defeat. In November 1915, facing heavy criticism and having lost the support of public opinion, he was forced to resign from the government. He felt despondent and left to fight on the Western Front for several months.

			
				
					Churchill: between exuberance and depression

					From a very young age, Churchill suffered from depression. Throughout his entire life, he was plagued by a profound feeling of despair, which he nicknamed the ‘black dog’ and which was even more intense in moments of failure, such as after the Dardanelles defeat. However, thanks to his strength of character he learnt to live with it, hiding it behind his apparent self-assurance. As such, within Churchill there was a great contradiction between, on the one hand, his exuberant side and taste for life’s little pleasures, and, on the other hand, the depressed child in search of recognition.

				

			

			The interwar years and Churchill’s return to politics

			Churchill made a political comeback as Minister of Munitions in 1917, in spite of vehement opposition. He next became Secretary of State for War, Secretary of State for Air, and then Secretary of State for the Colonies in 1921. He was a staunch opponent of Bolshevism, which was rampant in Russia, and wanted England to intervene, against the wishes of the Prime Minister.

			
				
					Bolshevism

					In February 1917, after two years of war, Russia was significantly weakened. Riots broke out and the tsar was forced to abdicate. In the general confusion, the Bolshevik Party stood out thanks to the firmness of its positions and took advantage of the weakness of the Provisional Government to launch a coup (the October Revolution). Lenin (1870-1924), who became the leader of the country, ended the war with Germany and instituted a reign of terror. Although British, French and American troops offered their support to the Russian counterrevolutionaries who opposed him, he managed to hold on to power and the situation in Russia continually worsened. Repression would be even more severe under his successor Stalin (1878-1953). The West could not support such an antidemocratic regime which, in addition, was trying to bring the countries of the East under its control. 

				

			

			His ardent and tenacious opposition to Bolshevism placed him on the fringes of the Liberals. For this reason, in 1924 he rejoined the Conservatives as an MP, then as Chancellor of the Exchequer – the most important position after Prime Minister – in the Cabinet of Stanley Baldwin (1867-1947) until 1929. He continued with his social policy and proposed measures such as tax reform in order to help the poorest citizens, as well as improvements in social security. However, at the end of the war the economic situation in England was not strong. Furthermore, his lack of knowledge on the subject led him to make poor decisions, such as the return to the gold standard (although he did consult several experts before deciding on this), which led to deflation and a reduction in salaries.

			
				
					The gold standard

					The gold standard is a monetary system based on gold, whose value does not fluctuate. Two currencies are compared through calculations on the basis of the value of this precious metal and exchange rates are therefore stable.

				

			

			The defeat of the Conservatives in 1929 forced Churchill to withdraw from political life once again. He then focused on his great passions: painting, writing and history. Churchill had discovered the joys of painting in June 1915, while he was in the throes of depression. This pastime then became a lifesaving activity for him: the concentration it required gave him a remedy for despair and stress until the end of his life. He himself thought about this process and its benefits for him, and collected his thoughts in his 1948 essay Painting as a Pastime. His paintings, which most often depict landscapes, reveal some talent. This led him to exhibit some of them, often under the pseudonym of Charles Morin, a painter who had recently died and whose work had some similarities with Churchill’s. Although for a long time it was considered mediocre, Churchill’s artistic output was restored to favour at the end of the 20th century, particularly through the exhibition dedicated to him in London in 1998.

			The Second World War: the peak of Churchill’s career

			On 1 September 1939, Poland was invaded by Nazi Germany. England, which was responsible for protecting Poland’s borders, issued an ultimatum, but Adolf Hitler (1889-1945) refused to withdraw his troops from the country. Two days later, England went to war, and was soon followed by the other major European powers.
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			Invasion of Poland in September 1939.

			In spite of his unpopularity, Churchill was recalled to the government as First Lord of the Admiralty. He was happy to resume his post and threw all his energy into the cause. Meanwhile, the Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain (1869-1940), who did not seem cut out to lead a country at war, resigned in May 1940. He was succeeded by Churchill, who better fitted the profile of the leader needed for this task. He quickly became a figurehead for the Allies, encouraging not only his fellow countrymen but also the other warring nations in their shared fight against Germany, and galvanising the resistance. His speech to the House of Commons on 4 June 1940 clearly illustrates his combative spirit and his will to never give in:

			“[…] if necessary for years, if necessary alone […] we shall not flag or fail. We shall go on to the end […] we shall fight on the seas and oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our Island, whatever the cost may be […] we shall never surrender” (Churchill, 2012: 248).

			Churchill really appeared to be the right man for the job. Considering this to be his destiny, he wanted to be present on all fronts and relied on the media to disseminate his image widely, thus giving him a legendary aura.

			Postwar period and decline

			Once the war was over, the coalition government formed by Churchill no longer served a purpose and was dissolved. A Conservative caretaker government organised elections, which Churchill hoped to win in order to officially recover the power he had been given by the circumstances in 1940. However, while his electoral campaign focused on the role that he had played over the previous five years, the Labour Party opted for a programme based on rebuilding society, which better fulfilled the hopes of the voters. Defeated once again, Churchill was relegated to the opposition.

			Now that he was out of power, Churchill set himself the task of analysing the current situation on the basis of his long experience, with the aim of keeping Europe united. He highlighted the danger of the totalitarianism of the USSR, which threatened international peace. He warned the world against the problem, notably during a famous speech delivered in Fulton (USA) on 5 March 1946: “From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across the Continent” (ibid.: 370). 

			
				
					The “Iron Curtain”

					The expression “Iron Curtain” actually predates Churchill’s speech. It had already been used during the 1920s by the British politician Ethel Snowden to refer to the Western limits of Bolshevik territory, then in 1940 by the Romanian Foreign Minister, whose country was a victim of the Nazi-Soviet Pact. Churchill himself had used the term on a number of occasions, namely in telegrams to the American president Harry Truman (1884-1972) on 12 May and 4 June 1945, and when addressing the House of Commons on 16 August of the same year. 

				

			

			The general election of October 1951 put the Conservatives and their leader Winston Churchill back in power. Contrary to claims made by some people, the old lion was still capable of leading a government. The situation in England had picked up, which allowed him to focus on foreign policy, and in particular on three points which were very important to him: the improvement of the relationship with the USA, decolonisation and détente with the Eastern Bloc in order to establish international peace. 

			In spite of a positive start to his term, Churchill was still heavily criticised and, with no great battle to lead, no longer seemed to be the right man for the job. In 1955, with his health declining, he decided to stand down in favour of Anthony Eden (1897-1977) and once again
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