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To Jonathan, who inspired this book


NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY

Modern South Africa is a terminological minefield. In Smuts’s time, the law and custom distinguished between Europeans (or Whites), Coloureds (mixed race), Asiatics (or Indians) and Natives (Africans). The term ‘native’ – as in the South African Native National Congress – did not have the pejorative meaning it has acquired today. In this book, I have used the racial descriptions applicable at the time: so the words ‘native’, ‘black’ and ‘African’, for instance, are used interchangeably.
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Prologue

If a picture is worth a thousand words, the photograph of Jan Smuts displayed prominently on Winston Churchill’s old writing desk at his country estate, Chartwell, in Kent, is the most striking expression of the close relationship between these two grand old men of Empire. Almost every other photo on the desk is of a member of the Churchill family.

The friendship between Churchill and Smuts was unbroken for almost half a century. Distance meant that it was never the kind of intimate relationship that Churchill enjoyed with the likes of Lords Birkenhead, Beaverbrook, or Bracken. However, it was a companionship based upon mutual regard and a respect for the values and interests they shared, foremost among them a belief in the civilising mission of the British Empire.

As biographers of the most famous Englishman of the twentieth century remind us, South Africa was the place where much of the early Churchillian legend was born. It was the young Winston’s capture during the Anglo-Boer War and subsequent escape from the Boers’ clutches that brought him worldwide fame and, through his written accounts of it, provided him with the income he needed to embark on a political career.

One way or another, Winston Churchill was concerned with matters South African for most of his political life – from his support for the Afrikaner cause after the Anglo-Boer War, to his appointment as Under-Secretary for the Colonies at the time of the Union of South Africa, through World War I – when he developed a high regard for Louis Botha – to his close alliance with Smuts during World War II. It was only after Smuts’s death in 1950, and the advent of apartheid, that Churchill lost much of his interest in South Africa’s affairs.

There have been few men in history whose lives have been more minutely chronicled, careers so closely examined, and about whom so many stories have been told and retold, as Winston Churchill. The reason, as a book reviewer wrote shortly after his death, is that ‘this giant of a man had faults as memorable as his triumphs were historic’.1 Despite, or perhaps because of, these faults, the Churchillian fable continues to grow, notwithstanding sporadic attempts by modern historians to debunk it. His personality and memory, as John Keegan reminds us, have now been subsumed into something much larger: the popular memory of World War II, which has been transformed into a national saga.2

Jan Smuts’s reputation has not been as enduring. Nevertheless, though his impact on the history of his times cannot be compared with Churchill’s, he was also among the most remarkable men of the twentieth century. His role as Churchill’s closest confidant in World War II has been largely overlooked, and in South Africa almost deliberately forgotten. For those who don’t know of him, Smuts was a man of exceptional talents and achievements – a Cambridge-educated lawyer, guerrilla fighter, soldier, philosopher, scientist and political leader, a member of Britain’s War Cabinet in two world wars and the only person to have been present at the ceremonies at the end of both of those wars. He played a leading role in the founding of the League of Nations in the aftermath of World War I, and helped draft the Charter of the United Nations Organization after World War II.

Esteemed by American presidents from Woodrow Wilson to Harry Truman, Smuts was regarded with particular admiration by George V and Lloyd George – Britain’s king and prime minister, respectively, during World War I – and in World War II by George VI and numerous British military leaders, notably Field Marshal Lord Alanbrooke and Lord Tedder, who both extolled his strategic vision and soundness of judgement.

Churchill came to regard Smuts with an affection and respect bordering on awe. Besides Franklin D Roosevelt, there was no other Allied leader in World War II with whom he corresponded so frequently. Between them, the pair had to grapple with some of the twentieth century’s most intractable issues, most notably how to square the imperatives of Empire with the advance of liberalism, non-racialism and democracy, and how to restore peace and prosperity to Europe after two of mankind’s bloodiest wars. In so doing, they ran up against another of history’s most complex and intriguing figures, in the form of India’s Mahatma Gandhi. Although this book is primarily an account of how the lives of Churchill and Smuts intersected, one of its sub-themes is their complex relationship with India’s enigmatic sage.*
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Churchill’s writing desk at his country estate, Chartwell, Kent. The photo of Smuts is towards the right.
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Today’s world is one that Churchill, Smuts and Gandhi helped to guide and shape, even though it conflicted with their Victorian upbringing and ideals. The three believed that the enlightenment and timeless principles of Western civilisation had to be preserved; that there were higher values than materialism; and that bravery and courage were the ultimate measures of human character, whether in men of war or apostles of non-violence.3 They also supposed that destiny had endowed them with a special purpose in life.

When Smuts died in 1950, the warmest and most eloquent tributes to him came from Winston Churchill, who had treasured their long-lasting relationship and never forgot it. With his almost mystical sense of history and tradition, one might assume that Britain’s ‘Man of the Century’ would have wanted to be reminded of some eminent Briton – the Duke of Wellington or Horatio Nelson perhaps – or a distinguished American, such as Franklin Roosevelt or George C Marshall, to keep before him on the desk in his private study.

Instead, he chose to remember his enduring friendship with Jan Smuts – for reasons this book will endeavour to explain.


CHAPTER 1

A study in contrasts

After all, a man’s Life must be nailed to a cross either of Thought or Action. Without work there is no play.

– THE YOUNG CHURCHILL1

Not Law, but the Person is the highest reality.

– THE YOUNG SMUTS2

The almost half-century-long comradeship between Winston Churchill and Jan Smuts provides a rich study in contrasts. In background, upbringing and personality, the pair could hardly have been more different. They were born only four years apart, but in starkly dissimilar circumstances.

Winston Leonard Spencer-Churchill first drew breath on 30 November 1874 at Blenheim Palace, Woodstock, in Oxfordshire, the largest private home in Britain. The magnificent estate had been given by Queen Anne to his ancestor, John Spencer-Churchill, the first Duke of Marlborough, as a reward for defeating the French at Blenheim, in Bavaria, during the War of the Spanish Succession. Surrounded by some 3 000 acres of luxuriant parkland, the mansion boasted some 320 rooms, reception areas, marble halls and galleries. It was almost unequalled in size and splendour by any other country house in Victorian Britain. Winston, who grew up in various childhood homes, described it as ‘an Italian palace in an English park’ and used to spend school holidays there. He once said, ‘At Blenheim, I took two important decisions: to be born and to marry.’3

His father, Lord Randolph Churchill, twenty-five when Winston was born, hugely talented but emotionally unstable, was to become one of Britain’s best-known and controversial politicians; his mother, Jennie Jerome, an American-born social butterfly, was among the most admired beauties of her time. As parents, Lord and Lady Randolph Churchill were aptly described as being ‘remote and tantalisingly glamorous’.4 Neither thought it necessary to spend much time with their two sons, born six years apart. Randolph, a future Chancellor of the Exchequer and Leader of the House under Tory Prime Minister Lord Salisbury, was much too busy politicking and travelling to worry about his eldest son, and the easily distracted Jennie was not going to let motherhood divert her from the pursuit of men and pleasure. As a result, little Winston was brought up and nurtured by Woom, the nickname of the widowed Elizabeth Everest, the family’s devoted nanny.

Shunted from one preparatory boarding school to another and scarcely visited by his parents, Winston grew up, not surprisingly, into a difficult and troublemaking child. Rebellious by nature, he did not like school and never adapted willingly to discipline. A fellow pupil at his Ascot school recalled an instance of his naughtiness. ‘He had been flogged for taking sugar from the pantry, and so far from being penitent, had taken the headmaster’s sacred straw hat from where it hung over the door and kicked it to pieces. His sojourn at the school had been one long feud with authority.’5

An exasperated Randolph, who by then had fallen seriously ill with a brain tumour6 (and was described as ‘dying by inches in public’7), sent his son to secondary school at Harrow, where the boy went from stroppiness to loneliness, ‘shunned by his classmates and ignored by his parents’.8 With his mother, upon whom he doted, absent most of the time and his father gradually losing his mind, Winston was a ‘volatile bundle of verbal aggression and suppressed anger’.9

While Winston was at Harrow, the ailing Randolph, having fallen steeply from grace politically, sought to supplement his finances by going to far-off South Africa in search of investments in gold. He also made an arrangement with the Daily Graphic to send back letters for publication during his three-month visit there. Despite being treated like royalty, he was scathing in his denunciation of the British authorities at the Cape and the Boers of the Transvaal, whom he described as ‘dirty, lazy and barbarous’.10 He aroused resentment across the political spectrum; almost the only person to be impressed by his effusions was young Winston.11

The most sensible decision Lord Randolph made before he died was to allow his eldest son to embark on a military career after leaving school. As a little boy, Winston had been fascinated by warfare and would spend much of his spare time devising battle formations for his 1 500 toy soldiers. This interest in military matters was to remain with him throughout his long life. After enraging his father by twice failing the entrance exam to the Royal Military College at Sandhurst, the training ground for the sons of Britain’s upper classes, Winston succeeded at his third attempt, coming 92nd out of 102 applicant cadets. Writing to Lord Randolph, he promised ‘to modify your opinion of me by my work and conduct at Sandhurst’.12 True to his word, he did well at the military college, excelling at horsemanship and fencing, and passing out 20th in his class of 130.

*

Jan Christian Smuts was born four years earlier than Churchill, on 24 May 1870, on an isolated farm at Riebeek West in the wheat- and wine-growing region of the Cape Colony. His provenance was far humbler, but more secure. Like Churchill, he was a lonely boy, whose father did not hold out high hopes for him. His deeply Calvinist parents were of Dutch origin, his father a farmer and member of the colonial Parliament, his mother a woman unusually well educated for her times. After spending his early years tending sheep and cattle on the family farm, Jan was sent to school for the first time at the age of twelve, only after the death of his elder brother, who had been destined for a ministry in the Dutch Reformed Church. His father thought his physically frail and introverted younger son ‘a queer fellow without much intelligence’.13

At school in Riebeek West, where he encountered the English language for the first time, Jan quickly overtook his fellow pupils. In 1896 he was sent to Stellenbosch to matriculate before going on to study science and literature at Victoria College in the picturesque Western Cape town. Proving to be a brilliant scholar, with a wide range of intellectual interests, the young Smuts won the Ebden scholarship to Cambridge University, where his distinguished tutor described him as the brightest student he had ever taught. To his fellow students at Cambridge, he was a rather remote figure, far happier studying than socialising with his peers – partly because he lacked the money to do so.

Both Churchill and Smuts were born in what is commonly referred to as ‘the golden afternoon’14 of Queen Victoria’s empire, the greatest and most splendid the world had seen. The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland was the industrial workshop of the world, and London Europe’s financial capital and largest city. Britain’s overseas colonial ‘possessions’ – guarded and protected by the mighty Royal Navy – stretched right across the globe, from the Middle East to Asia and Africa to the Caribbean. It was said that the sun never set upon the Union Jack and that at any given moment, wherever dawn was breaking, Britain’s colours would ripple up some far-off flagpole.15

Two events not long after Smuts and Churchill’s births epitomised the extent of Britain’s imperial power and reach: its acquisition of the controlling interest in Egypt’s Suez Canal in 1875 and the proclamation of Queen Victoria as Empress of India in 1877. Britannia’s empire was not only the most extensive on earth, but also the most cohesive: people across the world, thousands of kilometres apart – either voluntarily or by coercion – pledged allegiance and loyalty to Britain and her long-reigning Queen.16

Churchill, who had sailed with the Prince of Wales and mother Jennie aboard the royal yacht,17 grew up at the epicentre of the empire; Smuts, at the foot of Africa, on its outer periphery. The Smuts forebears were descended from officials of the Dutch East India Company, which had founded a European settlement and refreshment station on the sea route to India in 1652. Since 1806, however, the Cape – the administrative centre of a huge area, covering most of southern Africa – had been under Britain’s imperial rule.

The Cape’s economic potential had first been recognised during the Napoleonic Wars, when Cape Town became a trading post for meat, hides, ivory and wines, and the Cape Colony a destination for Britain’s surplus population and her unemployed. It took the discovery of diamonds (in 1867) and gold (in 1886) beyond the colonial borders in the north to transform a colonial backwater into a region suddenly offering immense economic opportunity – and the promise of quick profits. From around the world, fortune-seekers thronged to the diamond fields around Kimberley and the goldfields of the Transvaal, stoking tensions among the indigenous African population as well as between Boers and migrants from around the empire and beyond.

*

Wordsworth’s aphorism ‘the child is father to the man’ expresses the truism that character traits formed at an early age endure throughout one’s life. This was certainly true of Churchill and Smuts. For all the Englishman’s eventual fame as a politician, journalist, historian and orator, he was first and foremost a soldier and warrior. The Afrikaner Smuts was much more philosophically and spiritually inclined, fascinated by the splendour of nature, determined to understand the nature of the universe and man’s place in it.

Both were individuals of exceptional intelligence,* strongly ambitious, with an inner sense that they were destined to leave a mark on the history of their times. Each grew up to be a man of action – bold, decisive, courageous and unafraid of physical risk. Neither was much interested in accumulating wealth for its own sake, but rather by a desire to be at the very centre of events. Churchill was brought up to believe in the benevolent, civilising mission of the British Empire. Smuts was at first an admirer, then a bitter opponent, and finally a convert to the imperial cause.

One of the defining characteristics of the Victorians was their belief in the superiority of the British nation over all others, as well as the virtues of the empire, which Lord Curzon described as ‘the greatest force for good the world has ever seen’.18 The author Charles Kingsley wrote of ‘the glorious work which God seems to have laid on the English race, to replenish the earth and subdue it’.19 If the French and Germans, not to mention the Spanish, Italians and Russians – fellow Christians – could not quite measure up to British standards, then heaven help the Indians, Africans and Australian aborigines, who were in most need of Britannia’s beneficence to bring them into the modern world.

Britons were ordained not only to rule over inferior races, but to lead them into a better and more prosperous future, or so the Victorians believed. As Joseph Chamberlain, a predecessor of Churchill in the Colonial Office, declared in 1895, ‘I believe in this race, the greatest governing race this world has ever seen … so proud, tenacious, self-confident and determined, this race which neither climate nor change can degenerate, which will infallibly be the predominant force of future history and universal civilisation.’20 This triumphalist stuff and nonsense was given scientific legitimacy by the social Darwinist theories of Herbert Spencer, who coined the term ‘the survival of the fittest’, an appropriate maxim for the combative and competitive spirit of the age.

Neither Churchill nor Smuts would have endorsed these jingoistic tenets, but they were both believers in the supremacy of the European races over all others – and the responsibilities and duty of trusteeship that this superiority imposed. Churchill was able to view the aspirations of colonised people from a comfortable distance, constantly reminding British audiences that applying liberal democratic principles to the empire required great caution.21 One of imperialism’s prime objectives, he would assert, was to protect its subjects from one another and preserve civil peace.22 He was never to waver from his belief that premature independence would be a disaster for the people of India.

For the empiricist Smuts, on the other hand, survival was the key question. Political principles should be based, he believed, not on idealistic dogma but upon a pragmatic appraisal of a situation created by history, and the needs that arose from it.23 As for the two white races in South Africa, their dilemma was ‘unique’: they had to be both guardians of their own security as well as trustees of the African multitudes in whose midst they found themselves.

*

In personality, the two men were polar opposites. Churchill’s silver spoon gave him a taste for the finer things of life – food, liquor, cigars, personal valets, luxurious surroundings, lengthy vacations and first-class travel. As his close friend FE Smith (Lord Birkenhead) said of him, ‘Winston is a man of simple tastes. He is always prepared to put up with the best of everything.’24 The historian Richard Holmes wrote that ‘to the end of his days Winston retained the characteristics not of a deprived child, but of one excessively indulged; among these characteristics was a stubborn determination to have his own way, which, coupled with boyish enthusiasm, unfeigned kindness and an impish sense of humour, enabled him to ride out storms that would have sunk a less self-confident man.’25
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The young Lieutenant Churchill.
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Jan Smuts as a student.
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Smuts, by comparison, was ascetic, a non-smoker, drank little, lived in spartan conditions, rose early, walked long distances, climbed mountains and always kept himself physically fit. When feeling sorry for himself, he would sometimes say in public speeches that he was born poor and knew what poverty meant: ‘I am a poor man; I shall die a poor man’ – a prediction that turned out to be far from true.26

Both were extraordinarily hard-working and resilient, able to absorb political setbacks, put defeat behind them and focus their attention on the immediate task at hand. Each was a committee of one, confident of his own judgement, apt to act impulsively and disinclined to trust the opinion of peers, but nonetheless deeply respectful of the other’s views.

During their political lives, they had to endure lengthy spells in the political wilderness, when their wider interests and hobbies uplifted and sustained them. In Churchill’s case, he hunted, travelled and painted. Smuts, by contrast, immersed himself in philosophy and developed an intense interest in botany. Neither man was humble nor had much capacity for small talk. As Churchill, with his characteristic wit, once said, ‘I am not usually accused, even by my friends, of being of a modest or retiring disposition.’27

They both enjoyed extraordinarily long political careers, extending for the better part of half a century, and were unexpectedly voted out of office after World War II while at the height of their fame. In old age, believing they were indispensable to country and party, they refused to step off the political stage and soldiered on for much longer than they should have (and for longer than their admirers wished them to). When both were out of office and in their seventies, Churchill described his relationship with Smuts as ‘one of two old love-birds moulting together on a perch, but still able to peck’.28

*

Viewed through a wider lens, the friendship between Churchill and Smuts mirrored the relationship between Great Britain and South Africa throughout the first half of the twentieth century. Having been initially deeply hostile to the British during and after the Anglo-Boer War, Smuts was so impressed by the magnanimity of Churchill’s leader, Prime Minister Campbell-Bannerman, and by the universality and idealism of the British Empire, that he and Prime Minister Louis Botha courted unpopularity by aligning their young country behind Britain in World War I, at the League of Nations, and again in World War II, in which South African forces made a notable contribution to the Allied cause.

The regard in which Churchill held his wartime colleague was primarily responsible for Smuts’s popularity in the UK until his death in 1950. After that, and perhaps because he felt uncomfortable with apartheid, Churchill lost much of his interest in South Africa and stopped routinely listing the country – after Canada, but before Australia and New Zealand – as among his most favoured English-speaking nations. At a reception during the coronation of Queen Elizabeth in 1953, he barred the playing of South Africa’s national anthem, ‘Die Stem’, saying, ‘I will not have this Boer hymn.’29 In 1961, however, he expressed his regret at South Africa’s enforced departure from the Commonwealth.

Although it took four decades after Smuts’s death before his Afrikaner-Nationalist successors turned their backs on apartheid and consented to black majority rule, Nelson Mandela’s ‘new’ South Africa was the ultimate beneficiary of the international system that Smuts had helped create and Churchill in particular had fought so heroically to preserve. As president, Mandela bought wholeheartedly into Smuts’s internationalist vision, immediately reversing four decades of National Party isolationism to take South Africa back into the United Nations and the Commonwealth, and to redevelop cultural, trade and social links, which had been allowed to fall into disrepair.30

But that’s another story, for another time …


CHAPTER 2

The young thruster

Courage is rightly esteemed the first of human qualities because … it is the quality which guarantees all others.

– CHURCHILL1

‘Englishman, twenty-five years old, about five foot eight inches high, indifferent build, walks with a bend forward, pale appearance, red-brownish hair, small moustache hardly perceptible, talks through his nose, cannot pronounce the letter “S” properly, cannot speak Dutch, during long conversations occasionally makes a rattling noise in his throat, was last seen in a brown suit of clothes.’2

Such was the description of Winston Churchill in the warrant of arrest issued under the name of Jan Smuts in mid-December 1899, after the former’s escape from Boer custody in Pretoria. Smuts, at the time, was the young State Attorney of the Transvaal Republic, and Churchill an even younger but already celebrated war reporter from Britain’s Morning Post. The two men had actually encountered each other a little earlier during fighting between Boer and British forces in the vicinity of Ladysmith in Natal, but neither thought the incident worthy of mention in his written account of the war.

Churchill’s career as a soldier and military correspondent had begun after he left Sandhurst in 1895. With the help of his mother’s influential social connections, he secured a commission as a second lieutenant in the exclusive, upper-class cavalry regiment, the 4th (Queen’s Own) Hussars. As David Cannadine explains, the leisured class in Britain was also the fighting class, duty bound and historically conditioned to protect civil society from invasion and disruption. Among the desired attributes of an officer and a gentleman in Queen Victoria’s army were gallantry and loyalty, courage and chivalry, leadership and good horsemanship.3 The 4th Hussars’ new recruit possessed every one of those qualities, as well as being imbued with a keen sense of his family’s and country’s history.

Before Churchill had enlisted in the Hussars, his ailing father died. In his will, Lord Randolph had made no special provision for his children, leaving it to his high-living eldest son to fend for himself financially. Never one to spare expense, to the dismay of his spendthrift and ever hard-up mother, her son signed up with the grandest and richest of cavalry regiments rather than enlist in the less expensive infantry.

At Sandhurst, Churchill had worried constantly about his physical inadequacies. His childhood had been plagued by health problems (he nearly died of pneumonia in 1886), which so frustrated him that he wrote to his mother complaining of being ‘cursed with so feeble a body’.4 He was only five feet six and a half inches tall (about 1.7 metres), and his chest measurement needed expanding if he were to qualify for commission as an officer.5 Horse riding was his favourite form of exercise.

The Sandhurst regimen of parade-ground drill and plenty of physical training was beneficial for Churchill’s health: he graduated from the Royal Military College and joined his new regiment as a fit young man, with a fine cadet record, eager to go into action.6 To him, it was a matter for regret that the British army ‘had not fired on white troops’ since the Crimean War of 1853–56, and that the world was growing ‘so sensible and pacific – and so democratic too’.7 He believed the road to promotion and advancement, the ‘glittering gateway to distinction’, lay in active service. ‘It cast a glamour upon the fortunate possessor in the eyes of elderly gentlemen and young ladies.’8

The 4th Hussars, who were about to be sent on overseas duty to India in 1896 for no less than twelve to fourteen years, allowed their officers to take two and a half months’ leave before their departure, during which they could do as they pleased. After months on the training ground, and short of money, as always, the restless Lieutenant Churchill looked around for a conflict that would offer him excitement – and the opportunity of being noticed. He found one in far-off Cuba, where the colonial power, the Spanish, were trying to put down a rebel insurrection. Exploiting his family’s aristocratic network once more, he inveigled an invitation from the Spaniards to visit the island and managed also to pick up a paid assignment from a London newspaper to send back dispatches from the war zone. Travelling to Cuba via the US, he heard, on his twenty-first birthday, for the first time, ‘shots fired in anger … and bullets strike flesh or whistle through the air’.9

Churchill spent three weeks in Cuba, sending the Graphic newspaper five ‘Letters from the Front’, which revealed his skills as a reporter and early understanding of military strategy. He also impressed his Spanish hosts with his insouciance under enemy fire.

Back in England, the unappealing prospect of service in India lay before him. It was 1896, shortly before Victoria’s diamond jubilee, and while London society celebrated the ‘season’ in energetic style, the restless young Hussar made the rounds of newspaper offices in Fleet Street, seeking any well-paid assignment – in the Sudan, South Africa or Rhodesia. On learning of this, the Secretary of State for War, Lord Lansdowne, wrote to Churchill’s mother to say her son was risking harm to his reputation: he should rather do his duty and stay with his regiment. Putting his journalistic ambitions temporarily on hold, a reluctant Churchill set sail with his fellow officers for Bombay, where they arrived in early October* before proceeding to the regimental base at Bangalore, on the high plateau of southern India.

Regimental duties in peaceful Bangalore took no more than a few hours each day, so Lt Churchill used his free time in the long, hot afternoons to educate himself by reading Plato and the other Greek philosophers as well as eight volumes of Gibbon, twelve of Macaulay and a daunting number of other literary and historical classics sent out by his devoted mother – all the while improving his skills at polo. As John Keegan writes, ‘The Young Churchill, in his leap to self-education, must have been the most unusual subaltern in any European army.’10 Churchill wrote that ‘from November to May I read for four to five hours every day … I approached it with an empty, hungry mind, and with fairly strong jaws; and what I got I bit.’11

During his nineteen months in India, he was allowed to return home twice to enjoy the pleasures of London in mid-summer and on the first visit made his first foray into politics by delivering an address in Bath in support of the Conservatives, his father’s old party.

On hearing of a Muslim Pathan uprising on India’s North-West Frontier in July 1897, however, Lt Churchill hastened back to India and once again exploited his connections to wangle leave from his regiment and join General Sir Bindon Blood’s field force as a part combatant, part war correspondent. For six weeks, he risked life and limb along what is today the border between Afghanistan and Pakistan, fighting the warlike tribesmen who inhabited the mountainous region and were strenuously resisting Britain’s attempts to rule their lives. He received a mention in dispatches for ‘making himself useful at a critical moment’ of the fighting.12

Churchill’s experiences on the North-West Frontier made him keener than ever for recognition. To his mother, he wrote, ‘I rode my grey pony all along the skirmish line where everyone else was lying down in cover. Foolish perhaps, but I play for high stakes and given an audience there is no act too daring or too noble. Without the gallery, things are different.’ He hoped to win a campaign medal, he said, or perhaps ‘a couple of clasps’, and to come back ‘and wear my medals at some big dinner or some other function’.13 ‘It is a pushing age,’ he told his mother, ‘and we must shove with the best.’14

The young subaltern’s reports from the frontier and his subsequent book, The Story of the Malakand Field Force: An Episode of Frontier War, attracted much critical attention – not all of it favourable. Some of his fellow officers thought it unbecoming and ‘ungentlemanly’ for anyone to write for newspapers while wearing a military uniform. One wrote in his memoirs that ‘Churchill was regarded in the Army as super-precocious, indeed by some as insufferably bumptious’.15 Insufferable or not, his involvement in Malakand was, in the opinion of many modern historians, a pivotal event in a career destined from the outset to be out of the ordinary. He was, by this time, all of twenty-three years old.

Always ready to take risks in order to give his newspaper good copy (and attract more attention to himself), Churchill looked upon the emerging conflict in the Sudan, where Sir Herbert Kitchener was seeking to re-establish British authority on the upper Nile, as the next promising opportunity to burnish his credentials. Fame was his constant spur16 and the quickest way to become famous, he reasoned, was through writing. Yet political fame was even more desirable than journalistic fame, and the best preparation for politics was a high-profile military career. Shamelessly taking advantage of family friends again, he tried unsuccessfully to join the expedition of the Sirdar (the commander of the Egyptian army) to avenge the killing of General ‘Chinese’ Gordon at the hands of the Mahdists. His way was blocked, however, by an obdurate Kitchener, who regarded the young Hussar – not without justification – as a ‘publicity-seeking’ and ‘medal-hunting’ ‘whippersnapper’.17 It was, as Churchill wrote later, ‘a case of dislike before first sight’.18

The introverted, taciturn Kitchener had been affronted by Churchill’s Malakand book because he believed it was bad for discipline if junior officers were allowed to criticise their seniors. Three times he rejected applications from Churchill to be allowed to enlist as an officer and military correspondent in the Army of the Nile. It took an interview with the prime minister and friend of his father’s, Lord Salisbury, followed by a written plea to the prime minister to write to Lord Cromer, the British Consul General in Egypt, before Kitchener relented and let the young thruster join the 21st Lancers as a supernumerary lieutenant, but only on condition that he paid his own way and that the army would not be held liable should he be injured or killed.

The delighted Lt Churchill didn’t bother to ask the permission of the 4th Hussars to extend his leave of absence, reasoning that the regiment was too far away to stop him anyway. Before leaving for Cairo, he appeared once again on the platform at a Conservative Party meeting in Bradford, where he spoke for 55 minutes to an enthusiastic audience.

On arriving in Egypt, Churchill hurriedly made the 1 400-mile journey up the Nile to Khartoum, where Kitchener’s forces had stationed themselves for a showdown with the Khalifa Abdullah, successor to the Mahdi, Muhammad Ahmad. He was just in time to lead his own mounted patrol into the brutal Battle of Omdurman, in which the Khalifa’s five-mile-wide force of 40 000 spear-carrying warriors were simply mown down by British rifles, artillery shells and Maxim guns. Narrowly escaping death in an ambush by the Dervish army, the young 21st Lancer shot and killed several of the enemy himself, in what was one of history’s bloodiest massacres. In the end, ‘discipline and machinery’ – in Churchill’s words – ‘triumphed over the most desperate valour’.19

Because Kitchener had kept the press at arm’s length from Omdurman, Churchill was the only journalist able to describe at first hand the last great cavalry battle fought by the British Army. He made the most of the opportunity: his two-volume The River War, an Account of the Re-conquest of the Sudan, was an instant best-seller on publication in 1899. However, his admiration for the bravery of the Dervishes and criticism of the ‘inhumane slaughter of the wounded’ by some British soldiers infuriated high-ups in the British Army, and Kitchener in particular. One anonymous general wrote to the Army & Navy Gazette wondering how a young subaltern with less than four years’ experience could be allowed to act as a special correspondent ‘here, there and everywhere’, able to freely criticise senior officers and influence public opinion.20 Even the Prince of Wales joined in the chorus of disapproval, telling Churchill that he understood why Kitchener viewed him with such distaste.

The furore over Churchill’s war reporting resulted in the War Office prohibiting soldiers from working as reporters, and vice versa. The cause of the trouble was in no way put out, cheekily describing himself as ‘that hybrid combination of subaltern officer and widely followed war correspondent which was not unnaturally obnoxious to the military mind’.21 And despite the trouble he caused, the experience he gained in the north-eastern corner of Africa was to be one more step up the ladder leading to a prominent and successful career in politics.22

By late 1898, Churchill had completed over four years of army service and come to the conclusion that journalism offered many more opportunities and far better pay than a military career. After journeying to India for one last time to play in a regimental polo tournament, he took his formal leave of the 4th Hussars. A prescient London Daily Mail journalist accompanying him on the boat home wrote that the young Churchill seemed destined for greatness. ‘Platform speeches and leading articles flow from him almost against his will. At dinner he talks and talks and you can hardly tell when he leaves off quoting his one idol, Macaulay, and begins his other, Winston Churchill … At the rate he goes, there will hardly be room for him in Parliament at thirty or in England at forty.’23

On reaching Britain in April 1899, Churchill plunged once again into party politics and at the age of twenty-four was chosen to represent the Conservatives in Oldham, a working-class district in Lancashire, in the pending general election. The Tories were not expected to hold their two seats in the constituency, and indeed did not, but the neophyte Churchill ‘neither distinguished nor disgraced himself’.24 He was mollified by a message from the Conservative leader, Arthur Balfour, who wrote that he was very sorry to hear that Churchill had lost at Oldham: ‘I had greatly hoped to see you speedily in the House where your father and I fought many a good battle side by side in days gone by. I hope however you will not be discouraged … this small reverse will have no permanent ill effect upon our political fortunes.’25

After the election, eager as ever to put his name before the public, Churchill sought another challenging journalistic assignment and found what he was looking for in the conflict looming between the Boers and the British over the gold riches lying beneath the earth in South Africa.


CHAPTER 3

A chance encounter

When in doubt, do the courageous thing.

– SMUTS1

After taking his bar examinations in London, in which he came top of his class in legal history and constitutional law,* Smuts returned to Cape Town and was admitted to the Cape Bar in 1895.2 Cecil John Rhodes was prime minister of the Cape Colony, with the support of Jan Hendrik Hofmeyr’s Afrikaner Bond. In Keith Hancock’s words, ‘On this rock of solidity between Cape Dutch and Cape English, the future destinies of [the] Cape Colony and the whole of South Africa … appeared secure.’3

Interested in politics, but out of touch after four years abroad, Smuts took for granted the permanence of the Rhodes-Bond link and before long found himself – at the behest of Hofmeyr – on a public platform in Kimberley praising the policies of the Cape premier, who had brought the ‘two Teutonic peoples’ of South Africa together to defend and safeguard ‘civilisation’. ‘Unless the white race closes its ranks,’ the neophyte politician told his audience, ‘its position will soon become untenable in the face of the overwhelming majority of prolific barbarism.’4

However, the Jameson Raid – the ill-conceived, ill-fated attempt led by Rhodes’s right-hand man, Leander Starr Jameson, in December 1895 to overthrow the Kruger administration in the Transvaal in order to ameliorate the lot of the British uitlanders – caused the scales to fall from Smuts’s eyes. Declaring his loss of faith and trust in Rhodes, Smuts decided he had no political future in the Cape and moved north to the Transvaal, where there were signs that the small, weak South African Republic was being provoked into hostilities by the British. In April 1897 he returned briefly to the Cape to wed Sybella (‘Isie’) Krige, his Stellenbosch sweetheart, with whom he was to have a long and fulfilling marriage.
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South Africa at the time of the Anglo-Boer War, 1899–1902

It was not long before President Kruger became aware of the exceptional abilities of the young Afrikaner lawyer in his midst. Bending the regulations, he appointed Smuts as his state attorney at the tender age of twenty-eight. Smuts quickly realised that the simmering tensions between Boers and Britons over the goldfields were likely to end in war. As Hancock says, ‘A simple and slow-moving country folk had seen suddenly arise in their midst a super-modern capitalist industry and a strident urban conglomeration of alien immigrants.’5 Yet, when he was not trying to clean up the law-breaking and corruption rampant in Kruger’s republic, the young state attorney was doing his best to modify any of the administration’s policies and actions that might give the British cause for war.

But to no avail: the colonial secretary, Joseph Chamberlain, and his high commissioner in South Africa (and governor of the Cape), Alfred Milner, were determined to redress the grievances of the uitlanders – the ‘thousands of British subjects kept permanently in the position of helots’6 – and to find cause to annex the Transvaal by hastening an armed conflict, come what may.

Having become, in less than two years, the most important politician in the Transvaal after the president,7 Smuts was taken by the elderly Kruger to Bloemfontein to meet Milner in a final, desperate attempt to avert war. From the contempt with which Milner dismissed Kruger’s proposed franchise reforms, it was obvious to Smuts that the high commissioner was not interested in extracting concessions, but rather on finding reasons for war. After that meeting in Bloemfontein, negotiations sputtered on for some months. Both sides drew up ultimatums, with the Transvaal sending theirs on 9 October 1899. When it was formally rejected by the British Government, the Boers, to universal astonishment, went to war with the mighty British Empire.

Shortly before the war began, a document was published in England titled A Century of Wrong, issued by the state secretary of the South African Republic, Francis William Reitz. This was dubbed ‘the official exposition of the case of the Boer against the Briton’.8 The author of the document, who was not identified, was Smuts and the translator his wife, Isie. Rich in metaphor and classical allusion, the plainly propagandist tract set out the injustices and cruelties meted out to the Boers by the British over the previous hundred years:



In this awful turning point in the history of South Africa, on the eve of a conflict which threatens to exterminate our people, it behoves us to speak the truth in what may be, perchance, our last message to the world. … As the wounded antelope awaits the coming of the lion, the jackal and the vulture, so do our poor people all over South Africa contemplate the approach of the foe.9





It did not take long for the identity of the writer of this purple prose to become known – and notorious – in British circles.

In the years to come, Smuts had good reason to regret one of the few instances in his life when he allowed heart to triumph over head. After he had taken the empire’s side in World War I, his Afrikaner-Nationalist opponents never ceased to taunt him about his earlier bitterness towards the British, and fling back at him extracts from A Century of Wrong. He was never to admit his authorship of the tract and preferred not to speak of it after the Anglo-Boer War had ended.10

As the war with Britain began, State Attorney Smuts found himself, at the tender age of 29, running the administration in Pretoria virtually single-handedly while the Boer generals carried the fight to the enemy. Despite having no formal military training, he took it upon himself to draft an eighteen-page memorandum detailing what needed to be done to support Boer forces in the field. Restless at his forced inaction, he paid frequent visits to the war front to assess the situation at first hand.11

It was on one of these visits – to General Piet Joubert and the Boer forces on the outskirts of besieged Ladysmith – that Smuts encountered Winston Churchill for the first time.

*

Churchill would have imbibed his early impression of the Boers from his father, Lord Randolph. The lack of any real understanding of the situation in South Africa had not prevented him, as a young journalist, from sounding off in 1896 about the predicament in which Britain chose to find itself on the Transvaal goldfields. Writing in an unpublished paper titled ‘Our Account with the Boers’, he faithfully toed the party line: ‘Imperial troops must curb the insolence of the Boers’, he wrote. ‘There must be no half measures. Sooner or later, in a righteous cause or a picked quarrel … for the sake of our honour, for the sake of the race, we must fight the Boers.’12 The war over the goldfields that broke out three years later caused him to temper some of these jingoistic sentiments.

In 1899, with hostilities now imminent, by playing off The Morning Post against a Daily Mail eager to secure his services as a war correspondent, Churchill was able to extract a lucrative contract from the former to report on the conflict in South Africa: a salary of one thousand pounds for four months’ work, the exclusive copyright on whatever he wrote and all expenses paid. As a precaution, he notified the colonial secretary of his travel intentions. Chamberlain wired back, promising to alert the British high commissioner to the young man’s arrival. The colonial secretary’s actual words to Milner were: ‘He has a reputation for bumptiousness; put him on the right lines.’13

In preparing for his assignment, The Morning Post’s war reporter had no intention of depriving himself of the necessities of life. Packed into his trunks were a new saddle, a telescope, field glasses, sixty bottles of Scotch whisky and French wine, and a dozen bottles of lime juice, all paid for by the newspaper. He also decided to take with him a manservant, Thomas Walden, who had accompanied Lord Randolph on an earlier visit to South Africa. By now, Churchill’s exploits on the North-West Frontier and in the Sudan had made him so well known that he even got mentioned in music-hall concerts:



You’ve heard of Winston Churchill

This is all I have to say

He’s the latest and the greatest

Correspondent of the day14





Every evening of the week before his departure, the young star-seeker was given a dinner party in his honour, at which there were early signs of the wit for which he became famous. On one occasion, a snooty Liberal friend of his mother’s remarked that she liked neither Churchill’s straggly moustache nor his politics, to which he replied, ‘Madame, I see no earthly reason why you should come into contact with either.’15

Churchill left Southampton for Cape Town on 14 October 1899 on board the Royal Mail steamer, the Dunottar Castle. A huge crowd had gathered on the dockside to wave off not him, but Sir Redvers Buller, commander-in-chief of British forces in South Africa, and his entourage, who were sent on their way with rousing cheers and shouts of ‘Give it to the Boers’ and ‘Remember Majuba’† ringing in their ears. During the voyage, Churchill made it his business to get to know Buller and his adjutants better. Though he liked Buller, who ‘looked stolid, said little, and what he said was obscure’,16 Churchill doubted his military competence and thought he was well over the hill. He was to describe Buller, memorably, as a commander who ‘plodded on from blunder to blunder and one disaster to another, without losing either the regard of his country or the trust of his troops, to whose feeding as well as his own he paid serious attention’.17

Buller, Churchill and company arrived in Cape Town to the grimmest of tidings: Mafeking and Kimberley had been besieged, and Major General Sir Penn Symons and 447 other men had been killed, wounded or taken prisoner in the first battle of the war, at Dundee in Natal. While Buller lingered in Cape Town awaiting the arrival of more troops, Churchill and a reporter from the Manchester Guardian, JB Atkins, took a train to East London and then a steamer to Durban in the hope of stealing a march on their competitors. After a nightmarish voyage, they hurried north to get as near as possible to Natal’s second-largest town, Ladysmith, also now under siege by Boer forces. Managing to reach Estcourt, forty miles south of Ladysmith, they found that the railway line had been cut a little further on, at Colenso. In Estcourt, they were joined by Leo S Amery of The Times, whom Churchill had once pushed into the swimming pool at Harrow and who was later to become his close political colleague and ‘imperialist alter ego’.18

Even by now it had become plain to Churchill and his fellow war correspondents that Britain had grossly underestimated the strength, resolve and fighting abilities of the Boers. Writing to his mother, he predicted a ‘fierce and bloody struggle in which at least ten to twelve thousand [British] lives would be sacrificed’.19 In another letter, to the British adjutant-general, Sir Evelyn Wood, he wrote: ‘The present situation here is bad and critical. It is astonishing how we have underrated these people.’20

The British forces had been trained to fight set-piece battles against a conventional, visible enemy, not sporadic skirmishes against bands of mounted Boer guerrillas, who would ‘attack from ambush and then disappear as silently as they had come’.21 Moreover, the only means by which the ‘khakis’ could move men, equipment and supplies across vast distances in South Africa was the armoured train. The train carried an array of weaponry to be fired from gun ports along the sides of each carriage as well as a large, mounted seven-inch naval gun manned by a crew of sailors. This made it a prime target for the Boers. As Churchill wrote in My Early Life, ‘nothing looks more formidable and impressive than an armoured train; but nothing is in fact more vulnerable and helpless. It was only necessary to blow up a bridge or culvert to leave the monster stranded, far from home and help, at the mercy of the enemy.’22

That is exactly what happened on 15 November 1899, when an impatient Churchill – against his better judgement and armed only with his favourite Mauser pistol – clambered aboard an armoured train under the command of his old friend Captain (later General) Aylmer Haldane, on a reconnaissance to probe Boer lines. Proceeding cautiously out of Estcourt, the train passed through Frere to Chieveley, fourteen miles to the north, where it encountered a Boer force of around 100 horsemen and was ordered by telegraph from HQ to return home.

From a nearby hilltop, Louis Botha, the Boer general in command of the area, and 500 mounted horsemen were watching as the train slowly made its way northwards. Anticipating its return, Botha ordered rocks to be strewn along the tracks around a sharp curve shortly before Frere Station on the return journey. The Boer ambush was spectacularly successful: three armoured cars were derailed and the railway line blocked. While Haldane marshalled his troops to fight off the encircling Boers with rifle fire, Churchill spent the next seventy minutes, heedless of danger, organising the clearing of the track and enabling the engine and half of the train, with the wounded aboard, to get under way and limp back to Estcourt. Haldane wrote in his official report later: ‘He [Churchill] was frequently exposed to the full fire of the enemy. I cannot speak too highly of his gallant conduct.’23 A fellow officer told the Natal Witness that his actions had been those ‘of as brave a man as could be found’.24
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Churchill as a prisoner of war, Pretoria, 1899.

SMUTS HOUSE MUSEUM

As the train steamed off, the remaining British troops were left without cover. Confronted by a Boer rifleman, Churchill realised he had left his Mauser on the locomotive and could not shoot back even if he’d wished to. ‘I thought there was absolutely no chance of escape, if he fired he would surely hit me, so I held up my hands and surrendered myself as a prisoner of war,’ he wrote afterwards.25 Along with Haldane and 56 others, he was swiftly captured and taken into custody by the Boers.

Lining up alongside the other British prisoners, an indignant Churchill was picked out by his captors and told to stand to one side. Realising that any civilian involved in an armed conflict could be shot on sight, he managed to get rid of his two clips of ‘dum-dum’ cartridges (a form of expanding bullet about to be outlawed by the Hague Convention), identified himself as a war correspondent and insisted that he could not be held as a prisoner of war. ‘We know who you are,’ said one of Boers, adding, to the amusement of his colleagues, ‘We don’t catch the son of a lord every day.’26 (Many Boers claimed afterwards to have had a part in Churchill’s capture, but it is probable, though not certain, that his captor was a red-haired and bearded field cornet, one Sarel Oosthuizen, and not Louis Botha as Churchill was erroneously to assert later.)

Outside Ladysmith, Churchill was taken immediately to the tent of Commandant-General Joubert, who was away at the time. On the scene, by chance, was Jan Smuts, paying a quick visit to the war front from Pretoria. It is unlikely that the two actually exchanged words, for neither man makes mention of the other in his memoir of the war. But drawing on his phenomenal memory many years later, Smuts recalled that ‘Winston was a scrubby, squat figure of a man, unshaved. He was furious, venomous, just like a viper.’27 When Churchill protested to his adversaries that the Boers had no right to take him, a journalist, as prisoner, he was told that war correspondents did not usually take command of troops or carry arms.‡

Back in Estcourt, survivors of the Boer ambush who had made the journey, clinging to the engine and its tender, recounted their narrow escape to the war correspondents who had stayed behind, and spoke admiringly of the bravery of Churchill, in particular. His valet, Walden, who had been with him on the train, wrote home to Lady Randolph, ‘I’m sorry to say Mr Churchill is a prisoner, but I am almost certain he is not wounded … Every officer in Estcourt thinks Mr C and the engine-driver will get the VC [Victoria Cross].’28

The news of The Morning Post’s celebrated reporter’s capture caused an immediate sensation in the popular press in Britain and beyond. All of a sudden a minor skirmish in a far-off colonial conflict had become a prominent feature on the front page of every newspaper.

The British prisoners were taken by their captors on a three-day trek around the besieged town of Ladysmith to Elandslaagte, where they were put on a train to Pretoria and incarcerated in a schoolhouse in the Boer capital. By now, Churchill’s relief at not being shot as a civilian had given way to the indignant conviction that he was being held illegally by the Boers. In this, as Carlo D’Este notes wryly, Churchill was acting entirely in character: ‘He still treated war as if it were an activity being conducted solely for his personal advancement.’29

Churchill’s anger and frustration at being held captive in a building that reminded him of his schooldays was immense. ‘I certainly hated every minute of my captivity more than I have hated any other period in my whole life,’30 he wrote later. After a week of inaction, he wrote a letter to the Transvaal Government, demanding his release ‘as a non-combatant and a Press Correspondent’.31 When that had no effect, on hearing rumours of a possible prisoner exchange, he changed tack and asked the War Office if he could be classified as a ‘military officer’, in the hope that he might benefit from any prisoner swap. He wrote also to his mother and the Prince of Wales, seeking their help.32 Then, in another letter to the authorities, he undertook ‘to give any parole that may be required not to serve against the Republican forces or to give any information regarding the military situation’.33

General Joubert, by this time, was having second thoughts. Having insisted earlier that Churchill should not be released for the duration of the war because of the damage he might do to the Boer cause, he now felt inclined to accept the parole plea of his troublesome prisoner – who was, after all, an English aristocrat and gentleman.

Before he could do so, however, Churchill had taken matters into his own hands. On the night of 12 December, he scaled the walls of his prison and got away, leaving a letter under his pillow for his captors, in which he expressed admiration for ‘the chivalrous and humane character of the Republican forces’ and hoped ‘that when this most grievous and unhappy war shall have come to an end, a state of affairs may be created which shall preserve at once the national pride of the Boers and the security of the British, and put a final stop to the rivalry and enmity of both races’. He ended the letter cheekily: ‘Regretting that circumstances have not permitted me to bid you a personal farewell, believe me, yours very sincerely, Winston S Churchill.’34

A few days later, Smuts telegraphed Joubert to ask, ‘What truth is there in the rumour that Churchill has escaped but has been recaptured again?’35 The frustrated Joubert replied: ‘I wonder whether it would not be a good thing to make public the correspondence about the release of Churchill to show the world what a scoundrel he is.’36
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