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Winston Churchill is probably still the
best-known Prime Minister of Great Britain
Born at Blenheim Palace, he joined the army
after Harrow, but in 1899 resigned his com-
mission to report on the Boer War. Elected to
Parliament in 1900, he served in both Conser-
vative and Liberal governments, and became
Chancellor of the Exchequer under Baldwin. A
period in the political wilderness was ended by
the declaration of the Second World War and
his appointment to the Admiralty; after Cham-
berlain’s resignation in 1940 he led a coalition
government. He worked closely with Roosevelt
and to a lesser degree with Stalin throughtout
the war. He lost the election of 1945 but be-
came Prime Minister again from 1951 to 1955.
His last years saw a retrun to writing, including

his memoirs of the Second World War.

Lord blake was Provost of Queen’s College,
Oxford, until 1987, and Pro-Vice Chancellor
of Oxford University 1971 — 87. He has written
many books, including works on the history of

the Conservative Party, Rhodesia and Disraeli.



ONE

YOUTH AND
ADVENTURE

inston Leonard Spencer Churchill is
~. ~ generally regarded as one of Britain’s
greatest statesmen, ranking with the two Pitts,
Peel, Gladstone and Lloyd George. But his
reputation fluctuated violently during his
lifetime. A distinguished historian, Sir Robert
Rhodes James, tracing his career to 1939, could
plausibly entitle his book Churchill, A Study in
Failure. He was an object of blazing controversy
from his youth onward. It was his role in war
which established his fame, but this occurred
only in the Second World War. His part in the
First World or ‘Great’ War was a matter of bitter
dispute at the time and still is. Nor have all his
decisions during the Second World War gone
unchallenged.
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winston Churchill Yourh and Adventure

He was born prematurely in Blenheim Palace
on 30 November 1874, the elder of two sons of
Lord Randolph Churchill (younger son of the
7th Duke of Marlborough) and of Jennie
Jerome, daughter of Leonard Jerome, a
prominent and wealthy New York businessman.
He was directly descended from the great Duke
of Marlborough, who had no male heirs. The
dukedom went by special remainder through the
Duke’s eldest daughter Anne, who had married
Charles Spencer, Earl of Sutherland. It was not
until 1817 that the family assumed the name of
Churchill in addition to Spencer. The family had
a bad reputation in society in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. They were dissolute and
debt-ridden. By ducal standards they were far
from wealthy (only £35,000 per annum)
compared with Devonshire, Portland, Norfolk,
Westminster and others. The expense of keeping
up this style of life became increasingly irksome.

After a long line of mediocrities Lord
Randolph was a throw-back to the earlier

brilliance of the family. Like many younger sons
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winston Churchill Youth and Adventure

within a heartbeat of grandeur, he was intensely
ambitious. He was also very clever and had a
command of language, which his son was to
inherit. But he was reckless, extravagant and
promiscuous. He had a bitter quarrel with the
Prince of Wales at a time when royalty mattered
politically. There were threats of a duel and his
father the Duke accepted exile to Dublin as
Viceroy of Ireland, taking his son as secretary to
keep him out of mischief.

But he bounced back, entered Parliament for
the family borough of Woodstock and, from
1880 onwards, headed a small group of Tory
dissidents who in opposition made the life of
their leader, Sir Stafford Northcote, almost as
uncomfortable as that of the Prime Minister,
Gladstone. Lord Randolph aimed high. But Lord
Salisbury, the new leader of the party, was a very
different proposition from Northcote. Back in
office, he made Lord Randolph Chancellor of
the Exchequer in 1886. The leadership seemed
almost within his grasp. But he overreached

himself by resigning in December on a trivial
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winston Churchill Youth and Adventure

issue as a trial of strength. Lord Salisbury
accepted at once. It was a classic case of rising
like a rocket and falling like a stick. Salisbury
repelled all efforts at reconciliation, observing
that it would be odd for someone who had got
rid of a carbuncle on his neck to want it back.
Lord Randolph never held office again. His
health rapidly declined. His speeches in the
House became embarrassingly confused and
incoherent. He died of tertiary syphilis at the
beginning of 1895.

Winston Churchill had an unhappy childhood.
His father, whom he loved and admired, was
remote and cantankerous, given to outbursts of
ill temper — possibly a symptom of his disease.
His mother too was aloof and lacking in
affection. His efforts to get either of them to
turn up on parents’ day occasions at his
preparatory school or at Harrow nearly always
failed. The one woman who gave him sympathy
and love was his nurse, Mrs Everest, for whom
he retained lasting affection till the day of her
death when he was twenty, and whose funeral he
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tearfully attended. At Harrow, which he entered
when he was twelve, the climate of the Hill
being considered healthier than that of Eton, he
made little mark. He was no good at Greek or
Latin, the regular diet of public schools in those
days, nor did he take to mathematics. But he did
well in history and essay-writing. And he won a
prize open to the whole school by reciting by
heart the 1,200 lines of Macaulay’s Lays of Ancient
Rome without a single mistake. His diminutive
height made it hard for him to flourish in games
but did not prevent him winning the Public
Schools Championship in fencing.

The Law, the Church and the Services were
the obvious careers for an upper-class boy in
those days. The first two presupposed an Oxford
or Cambridge education, but this was ruled out
by Churchill’s weakness in classics. In any case,
Lord Randolph regarded him as too stupid for
the Bar, and, observing his son’s passion for
collecting toy soldiers — at the age of seven he
had amassed over 1,000 — decided that the

Army would be acceptable. The question was
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whether it would accept him. It did, but only on
his third attempt, after leaving school and being
taught by a ‘crammer’. His affection for Harrow,
however, was long-lasting and he attended its
famous ‘Songs’ whenever he could, long into old
age. His third attempt got him into Sandhurst as
a cavalry cadet, a position easier to secure than
one in the infantry but with the drawback of
requiring a private income. This greatly annoyed
Lord Randolph, who wrote a crushing letter of
reproof instead of the congratulations that his
son expected. But Churchill enjoyed Sandhurst
and learned to ride well. ‘No hour of life is
lost’, he wrote, ‘that is spent in the saddle’! He
followed his father’s political career with the
keenest interest and often went to the
Strangers’ Gallery to hear him. But there was no
rapport between them. ‘When once I suggested
that 1 might help his private secretary to write
some of his letters, he froze me into stone.’?
Lord Randolph died leaving a load of debts and
an estranged wife, just before Winston joined his

regiment, the 4th Hussars, early in 1895.
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