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            Chapter 1

            Death by Inches

            From earliest childhood, Churchill had
                been fascinated by war, and dreamed of gallantry in battle. “There is no ambition I cherish so keenly,”
                he had confided to his younger brother, Jack, “as to gain a reputation for
                personal courage.”

            As a boy, he had collected a miniature
                army of fifteen hundred toy soldiers and spent hours sending them into combat.
                    “From very early youth I had
                brooded about soldiers and war, and often I had imagined in dreams and day-dreams
                the sensations attendant upon being for the first time under fire,” he wrote.
                “It seemed to my youthful mind that it must be a thrilling and immense
                experience to hear the whistle of bullets all around and to play at hazard from
                moment to moment with death and wounds.” At Sandhurst, the Royal Military
                College, from which he had graduated in 1894, Churchill had loved nothing more than
                to participate in war games, regretting only “that it all had to be make-believe.”

            To be an aristocratic Englishman in the
                late nineteenth century meant being surrounded not merely by the lavish benefits of
                imperial power but by its equally vast responsibilities. Covering more than a fifth
                of the world’s land surface, the British Empire had come to rule about a
                quarter of the human race—more than 450 million people
                    living on every continent and on the
                islands of every ocean. It was the largest empire ever known, easily outranking the
                once mighty Spanish Empire, which had been the original object of the awe-filled
                description “the empire on which the sun never sets.” It was five times
                the size of the Roman Empire at its zenith, and its influence—over people,
                language, money, even time, for the clocks in every time zone were set to Greenwich
                mean time—was unrivaled.

            By the time Churchill reached adulthood,
                the greatest threat to the empire no longer came from the other major
                powers—Spain, Portugal, Germany or France—but from the ever-expanding
                burden of ruling its own colonies. Although long the object of admiration, envy and
                fear, the British army had been stretched impossibly thin as it struggled to keep
                the empire intact, crisscrossing continents and oceans to put down revolts
                everywhere from Egypt to Ireland.

            To Churchill, such far-flung conflicts
                offered an irresistible opportunity for personal glory and advancement. When he
                entered the British army and finally became a soldier, with the real possibility of
                dying in combat, Churchill’s enthusiasm for war did not waver. On the
                contrary, he had written to his mother that he looked forward to battle “not so much in spite of as
                    because of the risks I run.” What he wanted most from his life as
                a soldier was not adventure or even battlefield experience but a chance to prove
                himself. He wanted not simply to fight but to be noticed while fighting.

            For a member of Churchill’s high
                social class, such bold, unabashed ambition was a novelty, if not an outright
                scandal. He had been born a British aristocrat, a direct descendant of John
                Churchill, the 1st Duke of Marlborough, his parents personal friends of the Prince
                of Wales, Queen Victoria’s oldest son and heir. Yet in his open pursuit of
                fame and popular favor, Churchill seemed far less Victorian than Rooseveltian.
                    “The immortal Barnum himself
                had not a greater gift for making himself and his affairs the talk of the
                world,” his first biographer, Alexander MacCallum Scott, would write just a
                few years later. “Winston advertises himself as simply and unconsciously as he
                breathes.”

            In a world in which men were praised not
                just for their stiff upper lip but for
                extreme modesty when it came to their own achievements, Churchill was widely
                criticized for being that most offensive of creatures, the medal hunter. He was called a
                    “self-advertiser,” a “young whippersnapper,” even,
                by a reporter for the Daily Chronicle, “Pushful, the Younger.”
                He was not unaware of these criticisms and even years later, bewildered by the
                viciousness with which he was attacked, would admit that it was “melancholy to be forced to record these less
                amiable aspects of human nature, which by a most curious and indeed unaccountable
                coincidence have always seemed to present themselves in the wake of my innocent
                footsteps.” He was not, however, about to let them slow him down.

            Churchill knew that the surest and
                quickest route to recognition, success and perhaps, if he was lucky, fame was a
                military medal. It was “the swift road
                    to promotion and advancement in every arm,” he wrote, “the
                glittering gateway to distinction.” Distinction, in turn, could be parlayed
                into political clout, opening a door onto the kind of public life that he longed
                for, and which he believed was his destiny. So while the military was not, for
                Churchill, an end in itself, it was certainly a very useful means to an end. What he
                needed was a battle, a serious battle, one that would be talked about, would be
                remembered, and, with a good dose of courage and a little showmanship on his part,
                might propel him to the forefront of the military stage. For that, he was willing to
                risk anything, even his life.
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            Churchill had seen real fighting for the
                first time in 1895. Instead of spending his leave playing polo or foxhunting like
                most young officers, he had gone to Cuba as a military observer, joining a fighting
                column of the Spanish army during an uprising that was a prelude to the
                Spanish-American War. It was here that he began smoking cigars, giving birth to a
                lifelong habit and a distinct preference for Cubanos. It was also here that on his
                twenty-first birthday he heard for the first time “bullets strike flesh.” In fact, he had very
                nearly been killed by a bullet that, by the capriciousness of fate, had
                    sailed just a foot past his head,
                striking and killing the horse standing next to him. In Cuba, however, he had been
                only an observer, not an active participant, and for Churchill that would never be
                enough.

            Churchill’s true education in the
                harsh realities of Britain’s colonial wars began the next year, in the remote
                mountains of British India’s North-West Frontier, modern-day Pakistan, whose
                sweeping vistas, unforgiving beauty and lethal conflicts would later suggest
                powerful parallels to those of southern Africa. For the British army, few
                territories had been as difficult to subdue as India, the jewel in the
                empire’s crown, and no part of India had proved more deadly for British
                soldiers than the tribal lands of the Pashtun, an ethnic group renowned for their
                military skill and unyielding resistance to outside control.

            It was, in fact, the Pashtun’s
                unmatched ferocity in battle that drew Churchill to India, and to the Pashtun
                heartland known as Malakand. In October 1896, Churchill had arrived in India with
                his regiment, the Fourth Queen’s Own Hussars. He had come hoping to find
                himself quickly at the center of action. Instead, he had spent month after
                frustrating month in Bangalore, which he irritably described to his mother as a
                    “3rd rate watering
                place.”

            The incredible luxury in which he lived
                had made little difference. Left to find their own lodgings, Churchill and two
                fellow officers had chosen what Churchill described to his mother as “a magnificent pink and white stucco
                palace in the middle of a large and beautiful garden.” They paid for this
                lavish abode by combining their salaries, given to them in silver rupees poured into
                a string net bag “as big as a prize
                    turnip,” with any allowance they managed to pry from dwindling family
                fortunes.

            Like some of his fellow officers,
                Churchill came from a family that was rich in titles and grand estates, but little
                else. The Churchill family palace, Blenheim, was, like most great houses in England
                at the end of the nineteenth century, hovering on the brink of collapse. The 5th and 6th Dukes of Marlborough
                had lived lives of such extravagance that when Churchill’s grandfather
                inherited the title and the palace, he had been forced to sell not just land but
                    some of the treasures that the
                family held most dear. In 1875, when Churchill was not yet a year old, the 7th Duke
                sold the Marlborough Gems, a stunning assortment of more than 730 carved gemstones,
                for more than £36,000. A few years later, despite the protestations of his
                family, he sold the Sunderland Library, a vast and historically significant
                collection.

            The most effective means the Churchills
                had found of keeping the palace from going under, however, had been to marry the
                successive dukes off to “dollar princesses,” enormously wealthy
                heiresses whose families longed for an old British title to burnish their new
                American money. Soon after becoming the 8th Duke, Churchill’s uncle George
                Spencer-Churchill, whose first wife divorced him in the wake of an affair, married a
                wealthy New York widow named Lillian Warren Hamersley. His son, now the 9th Duke,
                dutifully followed in his footsteps, marrying a dollar princess of his own, the
                American railroad heiress Consuelo Vanderbilt, in 1895.

            Despite his family’s financial
                failings, Churchill was accustomed to a lavish lifestyle, and he hired a veritable
                army of servants while in India. “We
                    each have a ‘Butler’ whose duties are to wait at table—to
                manage the household and to supervise the stables: A First Dressing Boy or valet who
                is assisted by a second DB: and a sais [syce] to every horse or pony,”
                Churchill had coolly explained to his mother. “Besides this we share the
                services of 2 gardeners—3 Bhistis or water carriers—4 Dhobies or
                washermen & 1 watchman. Such is our ménage.”

            When a Pashtun revolt began in the
                mountains of Malakand the next year, Churchill, bored and restless, had been on
                leave in London, at the world-famous Goodwood Racecourse. It was a perfect day, the racecourse was so
                beautiful that the Prince of Wales referred to it as a “garden party with
                racing tacked on,” and Churchill was “winning my money.” As soon
                as he learned of the revolt, however, Churchill knew that this was the opportunity
                he had been waiting for, and he was not about to waste a moment or wait for an
                invitation.

            Quickly scouring the newspapers,
                Churchill had learned that the military had formed a field force of three brigades
                to send to the front, and as luck would
                have it, its commander was a friend of his mother: the Dickensian-named Sir Bindon
                Blood. Having anticipated just such a turn of events, Churchill had, a year earlier,
                cultivated a friendship with Blood himself and had extracted from the major general
                a promise to take him along if he were ever in command of a regiment on the Indian
                frontier.

            Churchill had never had any qualms about
                pulling every string he had. “I am
                    certainly not one of those who need to be prodded,” he would admit
                years later in a speech to the House of Commons. “In fact, if anything, I am a
                prod.” Over the years, he would often turn to his American mother, a renowned
                beauty who had many admirers in high-ranking positions, to help him get
                appointments. “In my interest
                she left no wire unpulled,” Churchill wrote, “no stone unturned, no
                cutlet uncooked.”

            Racing to the nearest telegraph,
                Churchill had sent Blood a telegram, reminding him of his promise, and then, without
                waiting to hear back, set sail for India. “Having realized, that if a British cavalry
                officer waits till he is ordered on active service, he is likely to wait a
                considerable time,” he later wrote, “I obtained six weeks’ leave
                of absence from my regiment … in the hope of being sooner or later attached to
                the force in a military capacity.”

            Churchill had not heard back from Blood
                until he reached Bombay, where he found waiting for him a less than encouraging
                telegram. “Very difficult; no
                    vacancies,” Blood had written hastily. “Come up as a
                correspondent; will try to fit you in.” Churchill, however, did not need
                encouragement. He only needed a chance. After swiftly securing assignments as a
                journalist with the Pioneer newspaper and the Daily Telegraph, he
                had made his way by rail across the two thousand miles that stretched between
                Bangalore and Malakand in just five days.
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            On September 15, 1897, as the mountain
                sky darkened and the cold night fell, Churchill lowered himself into a makeshift
                trench he had dug in the rocky soil of
                Malakand. The trench was a critical defense against enemy snipers in the surrounding
                mountainsides, but as the dry gray dust sifted onto Churchill’s khaki uniform,
                leather boots and pale hands, it seemed as though he were not settling in for the
                night but fitting himself for his own shallow grave. The fact that he was wrapped in
                a dead man’s blanket—bought just weeks earlier from the possessions of a
                British soldier killed in these same mountains—only seemed to complete the
                ominous tableau.

            Everywhere Churchill looked, death, or
                the imminent threat of it, pressed in on him from the frigid, dark peaks of the
                Hindu Kush. Malakand, he would later write, was like an enormous cup, with his camp,
                Inayat Kila, at the bottom and a jagged rim of rocks looming above. The giant black
                walls of the mountains closed around him, glittering with the menacing campfires of
                hundreds of enemy Pashtun tribesmen—the “hell fiends” he had come to fight.

            Crouching silently in their twisted
                turbans and pale, loose shirts, with heavy bandoliers of ammunition across their
                shoulders, the Pashtun themselves were invisible in the dark. The largest and most
                feared tribal group in Afghanistan, they had for centuries dominated not just
                Malakand but the entire Hindu Kush, a massive, five-hundred-mile-long mountain
                system that separated central and south Asia. They knew every jagged, rain-carved
                crevice, every barren hillock, every bullet-pocked boulder. This was their land, and
                ever since it had been divided by the separation of Afghanistan and British India
                four years earlier, they had held a particular hatred for the British Empire and its
                soldiers. As a Pashtun proverb put it, “You should always kill an
                Englishman.”

            Now, in the midst of their rebellion,
                the Pashtun warriors prepared to do just that, gripping their long, elaborately
                decorated rifles, training their sights on anyone brave or foolish enough to light a
                match or lift his head above the sanctuary of a trench. Even before the percussion
                of the Pashtun weapons reached them across the thin night air, the British could
                hear the bullets striking around them, ringing against rocks, kicking up geysers of
                dust and, too often, drawing a shriek of agony. The night before, the Pashtun had killed
                    forty men in a nearby camp with
                astonishing accuracy, shooting one man through the heart and another through the
                head, dropping him like a stone as the bullet shattered his skull.

            Even more frightening than the
                Pashtun’s long-range marksmanship was the ferocity with which they fought hand
                to hand, face-to-face. To British soldiers, who were themselves renowned for their
                courage, the Pashtun seemed terrifyingly heedless of their own safety, or even
                survival. They fought when they had no chance of winning, when they were alone on
                the battlefield, when they had been shot and speared and bayoneted. “Careless
                of what injury they may receive,” Churchill observed in awe, “they
                devote themselves to the destruction of their opponent.”

            Unflinching in the face of their own
                suffering, the Pashtun were merciless when it came to the enemy’s. They did
                not just kill but slaughtered, slicing men’s bodies to ribbons with their
                long, curved swords. “Death by
                    inches and hideous mutilation,” Churchill wrote, “are the
                invariable measure meted out to all who fall in battle into the hands of the Pathan
                tribesmen.” Just a few days later, he would watch, shocked and sickened, as
                the body of one of his friends was carried away after it had been “literally cut to pieces” by the
                Pashtun.

            Long after night had descended
                completely, obscuring everything before him but watch fires and the occasional dull
                gleam of a bayonet, Churchill, unable to sleep, peered intently at the stars
                overhead. As he listened to nearby soldiers tensely coughing and shifting in their
                trenches, yearning for the night to end, he contemplated “those impartial stars, which shine as calmly on
                Piccadilly Circus as on Inayat Kila.” Bindon Blood had ordered the men to
                march into the mountains the next morning, burning homes and crops and destroying
                water reservoirs. Reveille would sound at 5:30, and the Pashtun, they knew, would be
                waiting.
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            When the soldiers and officers of
                Blood’s brigade climbed out of their trenches on the morning of September 16,
                not one of them could be sure he would
                live to nightfall. Whatever unspoken thoughts they might have harbored of home or
                even the relative safety of their trenches, however, they had little choice but to
                face the Pashtun. Among them, only Churchill could have turned around and left at
                any moment, and he had no intention of going anywhere but into battle.

            Buttoning a padded cloth onto the back
                of his uniform to protect his spine, straightening the chain-mail epaulets on his
                jacket, meant to shield him against the slash of a sword, and adjusting his
                khaki-covered cork pith helmet, Churchill knew that many of the young men
                surrounding him would perform acts of striking heroism on the battlefield that day.
                He also knew that very few of them would be seen or, if seen, remembered. Where his
                own future was at stake, he was determined to even the odds.

            As Blood divided his thousand men into three
                columns, Churchill quickly attached himself to the center column, a squadron of
                Bengal Lancers that was headed deep into the valley on a mission of destruction
                guaranteed to provoke the Pashtun, and to give Churchill plenty of opportunity for
                conspicuous bravery. The squadron, however, also appealed to him for another reason:
                It was part of a cavalry regiment, which allowed him to do something that, although
                it stunned every man in the brigade, would guarantee that he, at least, would not be
                forgotten. Gripping the side of his saddle, he swung a leg, wrapped in leather from
                his riding breeches to his boot, over the back of a gray pony.

            Churchill had acquired the pony on his
                way to Malakand, at the same auction in which he had bought his blanket from the
                effects of a young soldier killed in battle. His plan, he would later tell his
                brother, was to ride “about trying
                    to attract attention when things looked a little dangerous,” hoping
                that his “good grey pony” would catch someone’s eye. Although it
                was much more likely to catch the eye of a Pashtun tribesman who would kill him
                before anyone had an opportunity to admire his courage, Churchill was willing to
                take that chance. “The boy seemed to
                    look out for danger,” an article in Harper’s magazine
                would later marvel. “He rode on a white pony, the most conspicuous of all marks, and all the prayers of his
                friends could not make him give it up for a safer beast.”

            Churchill understood that he could very
                easily be killed in the battle that lay before him, but he did not for a moment
                believe that he would be. “I have
                    faith in my star,” he had written to his mother just days earlier.
                “That I am intended to do something in the world.” In fact, soon after arriving in India, he had
                told a fellow officer that not only did he plan to leave the military soon for a
                seat in Parliament but he expected to be prime minister one day.

            As he rode out with the cavalry on his
                gray charger, like a bright fish in a sea of khaki and brown, Churchill took great
                satisfaction in the knowledge that, if nothing else, he would be impossible to
                miss.
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            What struck Churchill most forcefully
                that morning as he entered the valley, cloaked in the mountains’ deep shadows,
                was the pervading silence. Every village the cavalry passed was deserted, all the
                plains empty. The men knew that thousands of Pashtun were watching as they rode
                farther and farther from camp, but they could neither see nor hear them. It was not
                until Churchill pulled out his telescope and scanned the mountains where the watch
                fires had burned the night before that he could see, covering the terraced sides,
                long white rows of Pashtun.

            As the cavalry came closer, the
                tribesmen silently turned and began to scale the mountainside. Stopping at a small
                cemetery, the British dismounted and, unable to bear the tension any longer, opened
                fire. The response was immediate. Puffs of white smoke erupted on the mountain, and
                the sound of bullets whistling through the air filled the cemetery. While the rest
                of the men dived behind trees and rough tombstones, however, Churchill, sensing an
                opportunity and the eyes of the other officers, refused even to dismount. “I rode on my grey pony all along the
                front of the skirmish line where everyone else was lying down in cover,” he
                would later confess. “Foolish perhaps, but given an audience there is no act too daring or too noble.
                Without the gallery things are different.”

            The skirmish, which was relatively brief
                and bloodless, seemed to make the men in Churchill’s unit forget who they were
                fighting. Before climbing deeper into the mountains, on the trail of the Pashtun,
                therefore, they divided again. Reluctantly leaving his pony behind, Churchill joined
                a group of just ninety men who were headed toward an isolated village, which, when
                they reached its small collection of mud houses, they found, like all the others,
                completely deserted.

            On the way up, Churchill had stopped to
                squint through his telescope, scanning the mountains and plains for the rest of the
                army. Memories of his days at Sandhurst and the repeated warnings of his professors
                about the danger of “dispersion of forces” slipped through his mind as
                he searched without luck for the thousand men with whom he had left camp that
                morning. “Mud villages and
                    castles here and there, the deep-cut water-courses, the gleam of reservoirs,
                occasional belts of cultivation, isolated groves of trees,” he wrote,
                “but of a British-Indian brigade, no sign.” The entire region, in fact,
                was unnaturally, almost eerily still, with neither friend nor enemy in sight.

            Although Churchill had spent much of his
                young life thinking about war, until this moment it had all been supposition. He had
                never been the intended target of a sword or bayonet, and he did not know what it
                felt like to try to kill another man. Young, eager and desperate for adventure and
                opportunity, it all seemed to him little more than a game. “This kind of war was full of fascinating
                thrills,” he would later admit. “Nobody expected to be killed.”
                This, at last, was a real battle, and he wanted nothing more than to charge into it,
                launching his own thin body, fresh from childhood, into the knives and swords, rocks
                and bullets of the enemies of the empire.

            As Churchill stared intently at the silent,
                apparently empty hills around him, it seemed as though the chance he had been
                waiting for might not come after all. The captain of his small unit, however, sensed
                something different. Realizing that he and his men were “rather in the air here,” and as such
                extraordinarily vulnerable, he ordered them to withdraw. Before they could even
                begin to retrace their steps, the mountainside, in Churchill’s words,
                “sprang to life.”

            “Now suddenly,” Churchill wrote,
                “black tragedy burst upon the scene.” Seemingly materializing from the
                stones of the mountain, Pashtun tribesmen descended on the tiny village from all
                directions. Everywhere the stunned British soldiers looked, Pashtun were leaping
                from cover, letting out sharp, shrill cries as they raced in a terrifying frenzy
                toward their enemy. “From high up on
                    the crag, one thousand, two thousand, three thousand feet above us,”
                Churchill would later recall, “white or blue figures appeared, dropping down
                the mountainside from ledge to ledge.”

            Before Churchill could fully understand
                what was happening, young men, friends and fellow soldiers, were dying all around
                him. It was a scene that, even after a long and war-strewn life, he would never
                forget. “One man was shot through the breast and pouring with blood, another
                lay on his back kicking and twisting,” he would write years later. “The
                British officer was spinning round just behind me, his face a mass of blood, his
                right eye cut out.” The war cries of the Pashtun were punctuated by the
                high-pitched screams of even the bravest young soldiers as they were butchered
                beyond recognition.

            Turning, Churchill watched in outrage and fury as
                a dozen Pashtun fell upon a wounded British soldier when the men who had been
                desperately trying to rescue him dropped him in their frantic race to cover. The man
                who Churchill believed was the leader of the tribesmen stood over the fallen soldier
                and repeatedly slashed at him with his sword. “I forgot everything else at this moment,”
                Churchill would write, “except a desire to kill this man.” Pulling out
                his revolver, he fired into the melee—again and again and again. “It was a horrible business. For there
                was no help for the man that went down. I felt no excitement and very little
                fear,” he would later write home. “I cannot be certain, but I think I
                hit 4 men. At any rate they fell.”

            Churchill would never know how many men
                he killed that day before help came in the form of a relief column, or if any had
                fallen by his hand, but even as he looked down on the mutilated bodies all
                    around him, the bodies of men he
                knew, men very much like him, he knew that he would not share their fate. He was
                meant to live, of that he was certain. More than that, he was meant to do something
                great with his life, and he was eager to take the next step in what he was confident
                would be a remarkable and dizzyingly fast ascension. “Bullets—to a philosopher my dear
                Mamma—are not worth considering,” he would assure his mother in a
                pencil-written letter from Bangalore two months later, after the siege of Malakand
                had been lifted and the Pashtun forced to retreat. “I do not believe the Gods
                would create so potent a being as myself for so prosaic an ending.”

        
    
        
            Chapter 2

            The Graven Palm

            For Churchill, it was not enough to
                believe that power and fame would come eventually. As soon as the New Year, 1898,
                began, he set his sights on realizing not one daunting ambition but three, daring
                the world to ignore him. He published his
                    first book, The Story of the Malakand Field Force, began agitating
                for an assignment to fight in the Sudan, and made it clear to anyone who would
                listen that despite his youth he was not only eager to begin his political career
                but eminently qualified to do so. “I
                    am somewhat impatient of advice as to my beginning in politics,” he
                complained to his mother soon after returning from Malakand. “If I am not good
                enough—others are welcome to take my place. … Of course—as you
                have known for some time—I believe in myself. If I did not I might perhaps
                take other views.”

            Convinced that another war, and another
                opportunity for heroism, would be of use in his political life, Churchill recruited
                no less than the prime minister of Great Britain to help him win an assignment in
                the Sudan, where the British were trying to wrest power from the Mahdists, followers
                of the Muslim leader Al-Mahdī. He set sail for Africa before the Indian army
                had even granted his leave. What he witnessed there would leave a lasting mark. He
                described the campaign in The River
                    War, the book he would publish the following year. Even years later he
                described a nightmarish scene of death and dismemberment, with “horses spouting blood, struggling on three legs,
                men staggering on foot … fish-hook spears stuck right through them, arms and
                faces cut to pieces, bowels protruding, men gasping, crying, collapsing,
                expiring.” Churchill himself shot and likely killed half a dozen men, one of
                whom was so close to him that the pistol itself struck the man as Churchill galloped
                by. In fact, although the British ultimately prevailed, so horrific was the campaign
                that even for Churchill war was finally beginning to lose a little of its gallant
                gleam. “You cannot gild
                it,” he wrote to his mother from Khartoum. “The raw comes
                through.”

            As sobering as Churchill had found the
                carnage he witnessed in the Sudan, his faith in himself and his future had not for a
                moment been shaken. On the contrary, he was acutely aware of the fact that once
                again he had forced his way into the deadliest colonial battle the British Empire
                had to offer, watched as men all around him were killed and horribly wounded, and
                emerged not just alive but whole. “Nothing touched me,” he calmly wrote just two days after the Battle
                of Omdurman, in which the British had lost five hundred men to death and injury and
                the Mahdists twenty thousand. “I destroyed those who molested me and so passed
                out without any disturbance of body or mind.”

            Churchill believed that, whatever had
                kept him alive on the battlefield, whether divine intervention or simply good
                fortune, his luck had been “set
                    fair,” and he was eager to test its indulgence. “On what do these
                    things depend,” he mused as a train carried him home.
                “Chance-Providence-God-the-Devil—call it what you will. … Whatever
                it may be—I do not complain.”

            Nor did he hesitate. As 1898 came to an
                end, so did Churchill’s career as a soldier. Although he was in considerable
                debt, had not been trained for any other occupation and had been warned against
                leaving the army by everyone from his formidable grandmother, the Duchess of
                Marlborough, to the Prince of Wales, he resigned his commission in the British army
                early in the New Year. “I have sent my papers in and in three
                months more I shall not be a soldier,” he wrote to his cousin Sunny
                Marlborough in the first weeks of 1899, confessing, in a rare admission of
                uncertainty, that he knew he was taking a very great risk. “It is not without
                some misgivings that I let go of my tow rope,” he wrote, “and commit
                myself unaided to the waves of life’s oceans, propelled only by my own
                machinery.” He would not have to tread water for long.
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            In early April, when the spring rains
                lashing London’s cobblestoned streets still had the bite of winter, Churchill
                approached the entrance to the House of Commons, a wide, Gothic archway cut into the
                imposing stone face of the Palace of Westminster. Looming hundreds of feet above
                him, its reflection wavering in the ruffled surface of the river Thames, was the Clock Tower, one of the most
                immediately recognizable architectural structures in the world. The tower, which was
                only fifteen years older than Churchill himself, was famous not just for its Great
                Clock but for its nearly fourteen-ton bell, nicknamed Big Ben, most likely in honor
                of Ben Caunt, a six-foot-two-inch, two-hundred-pound bare-knuckle boxer who had been
                the heavyweight champion of England in 1841.

            As Churchill stepped into the shadow of
                Big Ben, he knew that waiting for him in the cool, hushed interior of the House of
                Commons was a man who could open the doors to this iconic seat of political power.
                One of two members of Parliament for the town of Oldham in the northwest of England,
                Robert Ascroft, with his graying hair, full, dark mustache, and fine features, not
                only looked more substantial and respectable than his young visitor but seemed to be
                the embodiment of old-world dignity. As he led Churchill through the dimly lit halls
                and down the narrow stairs to the members-only smoking room, Ascroft had a gravitas
                that Churchill, with his feverish ambition and blatant self-promotion, did not yet
                have, but that they both hoped he could do without.

            Despite Churchill’s youthful
                energy and awkwardness, when he stepped
                through the heavy doors that led into the smoking room, he easily slipped into a
                world that most Britons not only would never see but could not even fully imagine.
                Although this was the House of Commons, more than half its members came from the
                British aristocracy. To most young men, the room alone, with its soaring ceilings,
                paneled walls, casually scattered chess tables and curved wooden chairs upholstered
                in rich leather and tarnished brass tacks, would be imposing, even awe inspiring.
                For Churchill, it was, in reputation at least, as familiar as his own childhood.
                Although this was not yet his world, it had long been his father’s.

            
                [image: Penguin Books]
            

            Lord Randolph Churchill, the brilliant,
                talented and arrogant third son of the 7th Duke of Marlborough, had had an
                extraordinary political career, made even more remarkable by the fact that he had
                lived to be only forty-five years old. He had won his first seat in Parliament in
                1874, the same year in which he had married an American beauty named Jennie Jerome
                and his first child, Winston, had been born. By the time he was thirty-six, he was
                secretary of state for India. A year later, the prime minister, Lord Salisbury,
                appointed him leader of the House of Commons and Chancellor of the Exchequer, just
                one position below Salisbury himself.

            Although Churchill had never had the
                close relationship with his father that he longed for, he had been fiercely proud of
                Lord Randolph’s public position and had dreamed of one day becoming, if not a
                trusted adviser, at least a help to him in his meteoric career. “To me,” Churchill would write
                years later, “he seemed to own the key to everything or almost everything
                worth having.” He would never forget walking down the street as a child and
                watching as men doffed their hats in respect as his father passed by. He scanned the
                papers, hungrily reading every mention of Lord Randolph’s name, every
                quotation from his speeches, every word of criticism or admiration. “Everything he said even at the
                tiniest bazaar was reported verbatim in all the newspapers,” Churchill would
                proudly recall, “every phrase being scrutinized and weighed.” When at Harrow, the public school he attended as a boy, Churchill had
                repeatedly begged his mother to send him not just his father’s autographs but
                even her own so that he could give, or perhaps sell, them to his classmates.

            Lord Randolph’s career, however,
                had been as brief as it was blazing. “The darling of democracy,” one contemporary
                writer called him, “a wayward genius who flashed across the political
                firmament like a dazzling meteor burning himself out too soon.” Famously
                outspoken and sharp-tongued, he had, from the beginning of his tenure as Chancellor
                of the Exchequer, publicly and unapologetically disagreed with many of the other
                members of Lord Salisbury’s administration. When his first budget was
                rejected, Randolph, in a cold rage, had written Salisbury a letter of resignation,
                confident that it would not be accepted. It was.

            Years later, Churchill’s mother
                could still vividly recall her own horror and that of Randolph’s private
                secretary, A. W. Moore, when they realized what he had done. “Mr. Moore, who was devoted to Randolph, rushed
                in, pale and anxious,” she wrote, “and with a faltering voice said to
                me, ‘He has thrown himself from the top of the ladder.’ ” Not only
                would Randolph never rise again, he would die eight years later following a long,
                frightening and excruciatingly public mental decline.

            Although the memory of Lord Randolph
                still haunted the House of Commons, lingering in every spiral of smoke, scribbled
                note and murmured comment, it was his son who now had Ascroft’s full
                attention. He had invited Churchill there to ask him a question that could greatly
                affect both of their political careers. The city of Oldham would be holding a
                by-election that summer, and Ascroft’s counterpart, James Oswald, who was
                sixty years old and had long been chronically ill and conspicuously absent, had made
                it clear that he would not be seeking reelection. Ascroft was, he told Churchill,
                “on the look-out for someone to run in double harness with him.” Would
                he like to join the race?
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            The only barrier now between Churchill and his place on the Conservative ticket
                was a trial speech, which Ascroft suggested he give in Oldham before the campaign
                began in earnest. Then a final decision would be made. It was a reasonable and
                customary formality, but for Churchill the uncertainty was almost unbearable.

            It went against every instinct Churchill
                had to sit still and wait to be called to the test. Desperate to do something, he
                decided that although he had faith in his star, it couldn’t hurt to peer into
                the misty future to make sure it was still shining. He was not without connections
                in this unusual area of expertise. The year before, his American aunt Leonie Jerome
                had taken him to a mysterious little house on Wimpole Street in the West End of
                London, just one block from the lushly green and stubbornly round Cavendish Square.
                This was home, at least temporarily, to Mrs. Charlotte Robinson, arguably the most
                famous palm reader of her day.

            Although the Victorian era is most often
                associated with scientific progress—the establishment of scientific
                principles, the advancement of medicine, the development of railroads, steamships,
                telephones and radios, even the publication of Charles Darwin’s On the
                    Origin of Species—it was also a time of growing interest and belief
                in mysticism. Attempting to look into the future and to make contact with the
                spiritual world was considered a serious pursuit by everyone from Sir Arthur Conan
                Doyle to the editors of the prestigious magazine Scientific American, who
                sponsored a contest among mediums to see who could show “conclusive psychic
                manifestations.” Even Queen Victoria and her husband, Prince Albert, had taken
                part in séances, and when Albert died in 1861 of typhoid fever, the queen had
                invited to Windsor Castle a thirteen-year-old boy who claimed the prince had sent
                her a message through him during a family séance.

            Churchill’s chosen palmist, Mrs.
                Robinson, had risen to fame largely because one of her most devoted clients also
                happened to be one of England’s best-known and most infamous authors: Oscar
                Wilde. Robinson had told Wilde, who was already famous for his controversial and
                only novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray, that he would “write four plays, and then you will disappear. I
                cannot see you at all after
                that.” After this prophecy, between the years 1892 and 1895, Wilde wrote
                Lady Windermere’s Fan, A Woman of No Importance, An Ideal Husband and
                    The Importance of Being Earnest, all of which were enormous theatrical
                successes. In April 1895, just two months after his last play debuted at the St.
                James’s Theatre in London, Wilde was arrested and later convicted of
                “gross indecency” for his affair with Lord Alfred Douglas and sentenced
                to two years’ hard labor. He died three years after leaving prison, having
                written, as Mrs. Robinson foretold, no other plays.

            In the wake of Wilde’s conviction,
                Robinson gained a power and prestige that set her apart from even the most
                celebrated palmists. She charged exorbitant rates, “expecting four guineas for the first visit, two
                for the second, and ten if she writes down her prognostication,” one
                contemporary newspaper marveled, and refused to appear at parties or private homes,
                demanding that even her most exalted clients come to her. She had even begun to
                write a book, The Graven Palm, which would become the standard for
                palmistry in its day.

            Unlike her predictions for Oscar Wilde,
                Mrs. Robinson saw in Winston Churchill’s pale young palm so extraordinary a
                future that she wanted to describe it in her book. In early May 1899, soon after
                taking leave of Robert Ascroft in the House of Commons smoking room, Churchill sent
                Mrs. Robinson a check for £22s., presumably in payment for a second, more
                recent session, and wrote in a letter labeled “Private” that he wished
                to take the opportunity to compliment her on her “strange skill in Palmistry.” Three days
                later, he wrote to her again, turning down her request to tell his story in her
                book, explaining that he “would
                    rather not have my hand published to the world,” but confessing that
                he was impressed by what she had told him. “I trust,” he wrote
                cheerfully, “you may be right in your forecast.”
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            Churchill’s rise to prominence was
                to begin even sooner than he, and perhaps Mrs. Robinson, had predicted. Just a few
                weeks after Churchill dropped his
                letter in the mail, the town of Oldham, in a stunning turn of events, lost one of
                its representatives to sudden death. It was not, however, the aged and feeble James
                Oswald, who had long appeared to be at death’s door, but his robust and
                charismatic partner, Robert Ascroft. Stricken with pneumonia on June 12, Ascroft
                quickly fell into a semiconscious state. By the eighteenth, his doctors acknowledged
                that there was “very little
                hope,” and by the nineteenth he was dead.

            There was less than a month before the
                election, and the Conservative Party now needed not one candidate but two. The trial
                speech was forgotten, and Churchill was on the ticket, whether he was ready or not.
                In his own mind, of course, he was more than ready. He was chomping at the bit.
                    “There is no doubt,”
                he wrote to his mother, “that if anyone can win this seat I can.”

        
    
        
            Chapter 3

            The Scion

            A few days after Robert Ascroft’s
                death, Churchill arrived in Oldham for the first time in his life. Although the town
                held none of the glitter of London or the mystery of Bangalore, it was gritty and
                real, and, in its own way, powerful. Founded in the Middle Ages, Oldham had
                transformed during the Industrial Revolution from a tiny, thin-soiled hamlet good
                for little more than grazing sheep to a powerhouse of the textile industry, widely
                recognized as the cotton-spinning capital of the world. “If ever the Industrial Revolution placed a town
                firmly and squarely on the map of the world,” a local historian would declare
                some seventy years later, “that town is Oldham.”

            Churchill, however, was in Oldham for
                only one reason: to win an election. His first speech there was to be given at the
                most impressive building in town, the Theatre Royal. Rebuilt after a fire had burned
                it to the ground twenty years earlier, the theater, a four-story redbrick building,
                was now perched somewhat awkwardly on Horsedge, a precariously steep cobblestoned
                street in the middle of town. Its massive front doors, however, flanked by two
                ornate pillars, its keystone inset with a carved bust of William Shakespeare, opened
                onto a lavish, Italianate hall.

            Inside, three horseshoe-shaped
                    galleries faced the curtained stage, stacked one on top of another and held
                up by ten Corinthian columns. Although the lower galleries were ostentatiously
                decorated, the third was noticeably more modest, and the fourth, just visible
                beneath a large chandelier that hung from the arched ceiling, did not even have
                seats, only wooden steps on which the audience stood. Every row, from the first to
                the fourth, was completely filled for the night’s event. In fact, so great was
                the interest that even in this cavernous hall there was not enough room to
                accommodate everyone, and hundreds of people had to be turned away.
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            Churchill’s life on the public stage had
                begun just a few months earlier, when he gave his first political speech before he
                had even become a politician. While visiting the Conservative Party headquarters in
                London, he had spotted a book with a white label that read, in words that had filled
                him with the thrill of possibility, “SPEAKERS WANTED.”
                Scanning the pages “with the eye of an urchin looking through a
                pastrycook’s window,” he had alighted upon an opportunity in Bath,
                speaking to the Primrose League. Although he had given that speech on a platform
                made of four boards precariously balanced over a row of barrels, he had immediately
                been hooked. For Churchill, few things in life could compete with the thrill of
                climbing onto a stage, stepping behind a podium and commanding the attention of
                every man in the room.

            As much as he loved public speaking, it
                did not come naturally to him. To begin with, he had a speech impediment that had
                plagued him since childhood. Unable to
                    pronounce the letter s, he had practiced over and over the
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