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all seemed lost. “We shall never surrender.”
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FINEST HOURS

The making of Winston Churchill.

BY ADAM GOPNIK

chcnty years ago this summer, in June
of 1940, an aging British politician,
who for the previous twenty years had
seemed to his countrymen to be one of
those entertaining, eccentric, essentially
literary figures littering the margins of po-
litical life, got up to make a speech in the
House of Commons. The British Expe-
ditionary Forces had just been evacuated
from France, flecing a conquering Ger-
man Army—evacuated successfully, but,
as the speaker said, wars aren't won that
way—and Britain itself scemed sure to be
invaded, and soon. Many of the most
powerful people in his own party believed
it was time to settle for the best deal you
could get from the Germans.

At that moment when all seemed
lost, something was found, as Winston
Churchill pronounced some of the most
famous lines of the past century. “We
shall go on to the end,” he said defiantly,
in tones plummy and, on the surviving re-
cordings, surprisingly thick-tongued.
“We shall fight on the seas and oceans, we
shall fight with growing confidence and
growing strength in the air, we shall de-
fend our Island, whatever the cost may be,
we shall fight on the beaches, we shall
fight on the landing grounds, we shall
fight in the fields and in the streets, we
shall fight in the hills; we shall never sur-
render.” Churchill's words did all that
words can do in the world. They said
what had to be done; they announced why
it had to be done then; they inspired those
whohad todo it.

That fatal summer and those fateful

words continue to resonate. Revisionism,

the itch of historians to say something new
about something already known, has
nicked Churchill without really drawing
blood. In American conservative circles,
he is still EI Cid with a cigar, hoisted up
on his horse to confront the latest existen-
tial threat to Western civilization (though
his admirers tend to censor out the cham-
pagne or cognac glass that this ferocious
Francophile kept clamped there, too). In
Britain, it's a little different. Just as J.F.K.
is adored abroad and admired at home—
where by now he’s seen as half liberal
martyr, half libertine satyr—Churchill in
Britain is revered but quarantined, his rep-
utation held to the five years of his war-
time rule. The Labour grandees Roy Jen-
kins and Denis Healey treat Churchill in
their memoirs as a historical figure deserv-
ing of affection and respect but not really
part of the story of modern Britain. (Jen-
kins eventually wrote a life of him, and
ended up surprised by his own high opin-
ion.) The revisionism from Churchill’s
own side is more marked; some on the
British right even see him as the man who
helped lose the Empire in a self-intoxi-
cated excess of oratory that was the sort of
thing only Americans would take seri-
ously. It is typical of what his American
fans can miss that a writer for the Wal/
Street Journal recently quoted Gore Vidal

calling Evelyn Waugh a kind of prose g

Churchill, and thought this flattering
to Waugh. In fact, Waugh disliked
Churchill, prose and politics alike—his
alter ego, Guy Crouchback, calls him “a
professional politician, a master of sham-
Augustan prose, a Zionist, an advocate of
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the popular front in Europe, an associate
of the press-lords and of Lloyd George™
and his dry-eyed, limpid, every-pebble-
in-its-place language was utterly remote
from Churchill’s sonorous, neo-Latinate
sentences, and meant to be so.

But book after book about Churchill
still comes: in the past few years a life by
the omnivorous biographer Paul Johnson,
“Churchill” (Viking; $24.95); a complete
collection of Churchill’s quotations,
“Churchill by Himself” (Public Affairs;
$29.95); and new and more specialized
studies of Churchill at war, Churchill at
Yalta, and Churchill in the memory of his
countrymen. All these supplement the
standard biographies, which include Mar-
tin Gilbert’s official multivolume history,
published in the nineteen-seventies and
eighties, Jenking’s single-volume life, from
2001, and John Keegan’s crisp and au-
thoritative life, from the year after. Mean-
while, the American historian John Lu-
kacs's decades’ worth of books about
Churchill—slicing fine tranches of the
crucial months and weeks and even
days—remain the most insightful studies
of Churchill’s psychology and political
practice. Reading all these, one finds a
Churchill who is a good deal more com-
pelling than the eternal iron man. Goethe
wrote that Hamlet was a man who was
asked to do something that seemed im-
possible for that man to do. Churchillis a
kind of Hamlet in reverse, a man who was
called on, late in life, to do the one thing
hewas uniquely able to do, and did it.

hurchill’s life is so complex that he
would have justified a biography or

two had he died in 1931, when he was hit
by acar ona New York street. The Amer-
ican connection was anything but inci-
dental. He had an American mother, a
loyal American audience, and, twice in his
life, a determination to bring America
into a war. (The editor Maxwell Perkins
once said that he seemed to be “much
more like an American than an English-
man.”) During a period when Britain was
to the world what America is now, the
No. 1 nation with a widely admired élan,
Churchill always kept a friendly, steady
eye on the oncoming American chariot.
At the same time, Churchill was
never entirely trusted by the upper crust
to which he belonged, and certainly
never by its organized voice, the Conser-
vative Party. To be born both at the top
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of the tree and out on a limb is an odd
combination, and that double heritage
accounts for a lot of what happened to
him later. Some of this oddity he owed
to his mother, the New York heiress Jen-
nie Jerome. But he owed more to his fa-
ther, Randolph, who had been a meteor
across the sky in British politics in the
eighteen-seventies and eighties.

Randolph came from an old family—
Churchill could never get enough of his
descent from the first Duke of Marlbor-
ough, who defeated French and Bavarian
troops at the Battle of Blenheim—but he
belonged to a new generation of British
politicians. After the golden age of the
gentleman-gladiator, the eighteen-sixties
and seventies of Disraeli and Gladstone,
came a time of professional politics played
as a blood sport. Randolph Churchill and
his close collaborator (and, later, compet-
itor) Joseph Chamberlain, who made his
fortune as an industrialist in Birmingham,
represented a new brutality: both were
ambitious, driven, and ruthless, with an
imperial turn of mind that Winston ab-
sorbed as second nature. Randolph, as
Secretary of State for India in a Tory gov-
ernment, presented Burma as a “New
Year's present” to the Queen. The impe-
rialism of the older Churchill and Cham-
berlain appealed to tribal honor in military
conquest, cutting right across class lines
and limitations.

It may secem mysterious that jingoism
should appeal so overwhelmingly to the
working classes, easily trumping appar-
ently obvious differences in interests be-
tween them and the economic imperial-
ists. Why should conquering Burma be
of significance to a Cockney? But impe-
rialism is the cosmopolitanism of the
people, the lever by which the unempow-
ered come to believe that their acts have
world-historical meaning. This under-
standing was the spine and bone of the
younger Winston's politics. In his mind,
British modernization and progress—
and throughout the first part of his career
he was seen, above all, as a progressive—
were always tied up with the cult and re-
ligion of Empire. For Churchill, imperi-
alism and progressivism were parts of the
same package. You kept the Empire to-
gether by making sure that its very
different peoples felt cared for by a be-
nevolent overseer at home. (This faith in
government as the essential caretaker led
him later to support the creation of a na-

tional health service, “in order to ensure
that everybody in the country, irrespec-
tive of means, age, sex, or occupation,
shall have equal opportunities to benefit
from the best and most up-to-date med-
ical and allied services available.”)

Lord Randolph resigned in 1886, at
his moment of maximum influence, ap-
parently thinking that he could get a
chunk of Parliament to follow him. He
was wrong, and it is a sign of the chang-
ing mood that, where Gladstone resigned
and returned as regularly as a soprano,
Churchill’s resignation was a death sen-
tence to his hopes. In the spring of 1894,
he became mentally unstable. The old
story that his sudden decline was due to
progressive syphilis now seems untrue—
he is thought to have had a brain tumor—
but the son must surely have suspected
that his father died from venereal disease.

Winston recalled only a few intimate
conversations with his father, and one of
these, though couched as an apology,
stayed with him: “Do remember things
do not always go right with me. My every
action is misjudged and every word dis-
torted. . . . So make some allowances.”
Winston's own life had, up until the sum-
mer of 1940, the same shape of overreach
and frustrated hopes. Something subtler
came to him as a legacy, though. Having
his father’s work to finish, he also be-
longed emotionally with him in the nine-
teenth century, in a world of giants of the
grand gesture, like Disraeli and Glad-
stone, who had the self-confidence to let
the slightly loony inner man shine
through the public mask.

After attending Sandhurst, in the
eighteen-nineties, Churchill set out to
make a reputation as an imperial warrior.
He went adventuring, in South Africa
and elsewhere, in a very “Ripping Yarns”
spirit, and wrote very “Ripping Yarns”
journalism about it. “The British army
had never fired on white troops since the
Crimea, and now that the world was
growing so sensible and pacific—and so
democratic too—the great days were
over,” he wrote of this period in his life.
“Luckily, however, there were still savages
and barbarous peoples. There were Zulus
and Afghans, also the Dervishes of the
Soudan. Some of these might, if they
were well-disposed, ‘put up a show.””

He entered politics in 1902, on the
strength of his imperial adventures and
his family name. If no man is a hero to his
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valet, every man can be best judged by his
personal assistant, and Winston’s longest-
serving private secretary, from the time he
was clected to Parliament, was the re-
markable and ever-admiring man of let-
ters Edward Marsh. It was Marsh who
recorded Churchill, on a visit to a poor
neighborhood in Manchester, saying,
with his odd and signature mixture of real
empathy and inherited condescension,
“Fancy living in one of these streets—
never seeing anything beautiful—never
cating anything savoury—uever saying
anything clever!”

hurchill earned his way forward by

means of his vibrant skills as a de-
bater and a phrasemaker. (“If you want to
make a true picture in your mind of a bat-
tle between great modern ironclad ships,”
he said in Parliament, “you must not
think of it as if it were two men in armour
striking at each other with heavy swords.
It is more like a battle between two egg-
shells striking each other with ham-
mers.”) As First Lord of the Admiralty at
the start of the Great War, he believed
that the slugging match on the Western
Front showed a lack of imagination, and
his pet project became the doomed inva-
sion of the hinterland of the Turkish
Empire, summed up in the name Ga-
llipoli. The ideawas to make an amphib-
ious assault on the Gallipoli peninsula,
on the European side of Turkey, and,
though one official rationale was to open
a route to Russia, then an ally, Churchill
plainly saw it as a coup de théitre that
would take Constantinople, break the
logjam of the war, and astonish the
world—a brave imperial coup, another
Burma at a still bigger moment.

On the night, the ill-prepared Brit-
ish and Allied troops met grimly resis-
tant Turkish troops, got bogged down
and bloodied, and had to be withdrawn.
It is an article of faith in Australia and
New Zcaland that their troops were
used by Churchill as cannon fodder, just
as it is in Canada that the Canadians
were taken by the Brits to serve a simi-
lar role at Dieppe, nearly three decades
later. This seems on the whole unfair—
the incompetent mass destruction of
helpless infantrymen was a déformation
professionelle of the entire British leader-
ship, playing no favorites. Yet it burned
into Churchill’s reputation the idea that
he was indifferent to the welfare of the
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ordinary soldier, and that his theatrical
instincts were a mortal danger to pri-
vates and political parties alike.

Those who considered him an eccen-
tric rider of hobbyhorses were confirmed
in their view when, in the carly nineteen-
thirties, he routinely denounced Gandhi
and Indian nationalism, breaking with the
Conservative Party over it. “A seditious
Middle Temple lawyer now posing as a
fakir of a type well known in the East” was
among the milder things he said. One of
the reasons that well-intentioned people
didn’t take seriously what he soon was
saying about Hitler was that he had re-
cently been saying the same kind of thing
about Gandhi.

Only when Hitler came to power, in
1933, did Churchill's great moment
begin. Magnanimity in victory was a
core principle for Churchill, and he had
been generous about Hitler in the be-
ginning, recognizing that a defeated
people need a defiant leader. But he
soon caught on: “In the German view,
which IHerr IHitler shares, a peaceful
Germany and Austria were fallen upon
in 1914 by a gang of wicked designing
nations, headed by Belgium and Ser-
bia, and would have defended herself
successfully if only she had not been
stabbed in the back by the Jews. Against
such opinions it is vain to argue.”

People sometimes say that Churchill
was quick to spot what Hitler was about
because he was a student of history. But
everyone in England had a historical line

on Hitler: he was a second Mussolini,

three parts bluster to one part opportun-
ism; he was, at worst, another Napoleon,
with continental ambitions but hardly a
monster. Churchill saw that he was a
fierce nationalist who had found away of
resurrecting and winning the obedience
of the great engine of recent European
history, the German Army. “You must
never underrate the power of the Ger-
man machine,” he said, “this tremendous
association of people who think about
nothing but war.” And then Churchill
understood in his bones that Hitler was
an apocalyptic romantic, who genuinely
warnted a war. Churchill had always been
perfectly willing to negotiate with bad
guys, even with people he thought of as
terrorists: one of the high points of his
political career was the agreement for
Irish independence that, as Colonial Sec-
retary in the Lloyd George government
after the war, he arrived at with the
L.R.A. leader Michael Collins, a man
who, in Churchill's mind, was simply a
murderer. Churchill not only negotiated
with Collins but came to admire his
character and dash. Churchill’s point, in
the thirties, was not that bad guys should
never be placated but that Germans pos-
sessed by a big idea and a reformed mili-
tary are extremely dangerous to their
neighbors.

For Churchill always thought in
terms not of national interest but of a na-
tional character that could trump inter-
est. The Germans “combine in the most
deadly manner the qualities of the war-
rior and the slave,” he said firmly. “They

Jeear
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do notvalue freedom themselves and the
spectacle of it in others is hateful to
them.” Or, as he put it more succinctly,
“They are carnivorous sheep.” We do
not think this way anymore. (Except
during the World Cup, when we do.) As
an intellectual exercise, defining Ger-
mans seems perilously close to defaming
Jews. Churchill did not see it this way.
Germans for him are disciplined, servile,
and dangerous when their servility meets
a character out of Wagner; Russians are
sloppy, sentimental, and brutally effect-
ive in the long haul; the French are bril-
liant, gallant, but prone to quick col-
lapses through an excess of imagination
and blind, vindictive self-assertion—
these are the clichés of European history,
but they are Churchill’s touchstones.
The Germans were trouble because they
needed a nanny and they had got a nihil-
ist. “This war would never have come,”
he said, after it was under way, “unless,
under American and modernising pres-
sure, we had driven the Hapsburgs out
of Austria and Hungary and the Hohen-
zollerns out of Germany. By making
these vacuums we gave the opening for
the Hitlerite monster to crawl out of its
sewer on to the vacant thrones.”

This habit of thinking about peoples
and their fate in collective historical cy-
cles, however archaic it might seem,
gave him special insight into Hitler,
who, in a Black Mass distortion, pic-
tured the world in the same way. Both
Churchill and Hitler were nineteenth-
century Romantics, who believed in race
and nation—in the Volksgeist, the folk
spirit—as the guiding principle of his-
tory, filtered through the destinies of
great men. (It is startling to think that,
even in the darkest depths of the Second
World War, |. R. R. Tolkien was writ-
ing the “Lord of the Rings” trilogy,
which contains, with the weird applica-
bility available only to poetry and myth,
the essential notion that the good gray
wizard can understand the evil magi
precisely because he is just enough like
them to grasp their minds and motives
in ways that they cannot grasp his.) Of
course, Churchill and Hitler were, in
the most vital respects, opposites.
Churchill was, as Lukacs insists, a pa-
triot, imbued with a love of place and
people, while Hitler was a nationalist,
infuriated by a hatred of aliens and
imaginary enemies. But Churchill knew
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where Hitler was insecure and where
he was strong, and knew how to goad
him, too.

hen war began at last, Churchill

was ready. In September, 1939,
he joined the Cabinet as First Lord of the
Admiralty, but there was nothing auto-
matic about his rise to the premiership. In
May of 1940, Halifax, the Foreign Secre-
tary, was open to negotiations with Hit-
ler, by way of Mussolini, to see what
terms were available, and he had the
confidence of the Conservative Party, and
of the British establishment, in a way that
Churchill never would. “If we got to the
point of discussing the terms of a general
settlement, and found we could obtain
terms which did not postulate the de-
struction of our independence, we should
be foolish if we did not accept them,”
Halifax said bluntly. Churchill grasped
the sort of terms that would likely be on
offer from the Germans: the same sort of
terms offered to and accepted by Vichy
France in June. He could even name
those whom Hitler would surely have
picked to be the Pétains and Lavals of
England: the Fascist Oswald Mosley as
Prime Minister; King Edward called
home from abroad; and Lloyd George
brought out of retirement. The list of in-
ternees already existed.

The usual explanation for Churchill's
advancement is that Halifax, as a peer,
would have had to lead the government
from the House of Lords, an implausible
situation. But Lukacs argues persuasively
for the importance of Churchill's genuine
magnanimity to the defeated and ailing
Neville Chamberlain—an ancient rivalry
of fathers brought forward into a new
generation and healed—which kept
Chamberlain from opposing his old rival
Churchill. And the Labour ministers who
had been brought into the coalition in the
War Cabinet were thoroughgoing anti-
Hitlerians; Churchill ascended with the
crucial support of the socialists.

So, with nothing else to be done,
Churchill began to speak. He gave six
major speeches, in Parliament or on the
radio, in the next four and a half months,
and much of his reputation rests on
those. His admirers, including Isaiah
Berlin, who wrote a study of Churchill’s
diction soon after the war, point to his
several stylistic sources: the suave ironies
of Gibbon in “The Decline and Fall of
the Roman Empire,” the portentous pe-
riods of Macaulay, Dr. Johnson’s Lati-
nate constructions. Gibbon, in particu-
lar, is present everywhere—in the urge to
balance every clause at the beginning of
a sentence with a companion clause at
the end, and in the paragraph play of
slow build and snappy payoff—and not
the least of modern ironies is that Gib-
bon’s style, invented for a book whose
implicit point was that the entire thou-
sand-plus-year adventure of “Christian
civilization” had been a comedown from
the pagan past, got invoked to save it.

Reading the speeches today, you see
the power of the elevated, “artificial” thet-
oric that offended the ear of avant-garde
taste in the nineteen-twenties, when
Churchill was mocked for old-fashioned
pomposity; the critic Herbert Read criti-
cized his stale images, violent mttaphors,
and melodramatic atmosphere. Churchill
could sometimes achieve a monosyllabic
simplicity that brings tears to the eyes
with its force and defiance:

1 have nothing to offer but blood, toil,
rears, and sweat. We have before us an ordeal
of the most grievous kind.

We have before us many, many long
months of struggle and of suffering.

You ask, what is our policy? I will say it is
to wage war by sea, land, and air, with all our
might and with all the strength that God can
give us, to0 wage war against a monstrous
tyranny never surpassed in the dark and
lamentable catalogue of human crime. That
is our policy.

You ask, what is our aim? [ can answer in
one word:

Victory.

Victory at all costs—Victory in spite of all
terror—victory, however long and hard the
road may be, for without victory there is no
survival.

Even at such moments, though, the
language is remarkably abstract and im-
personal. There is more loft than lucid-
ity. (“Victory at all costs”: but how, ex-
actly?) “We shall fight” is also a fine
slogan—and yet a slogan is what it is.
Churchill's greatest passages are exhor-
tations before they are explanations, ex-
ercises in elemental morale building
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rather than in explanatory eloquence.

In the “We Shall Fight” speech of
June 4th, the exhortation is grounded ina
slow buildup of blankly reported fact that
includes a report to the nation, sparing
none of the gruesome details of a defeat:
“Our losses in matériel are enormous. We
have perhaps lost one-third of the men we
lost in the opening days of the battle of
21st March, 1918, but we have lost nearly
as many guns—nearly one thousand—
and all our transport, all the armored ve-
hicles that were with the Army in the
north.” Even the repeated use of the verb
“fight” obscures the real nature of the bat-
tle ahead. Fighting implics a fist cocked
and a banner waved. But that wasn't the
task at hand. The task at hand was stand-
ing and dying in a bombing attack, or
waiting to be burned alive on the ground,
or just doing without. Fighting was the
action, but not the act.

It is not merely mischievous to point
out that Churchill’s language in 1940 em-
ploys almost all the elements that Orwell,
in his fetishized essay on politics and lan-
guage, from later in the decade, con-
demns: Churchill's thetoric is dense with
“dying metaphors” (“The light of history
will shine on all your helmets” was his
farewell to his War Cabinet), sentimental
archaisms, and “pretentious diction.” “A
monstrous tyranny never surpassed in the
dark and lamentable catalogue of human
crime”™—this was exactly the sort of gran-
diosity that Orwell deplored. Yet it works.
Words make sense only in context, and
sentences find meaning only in circum-
stances. Churchill ought to sound ab-
surdly archaic—“Every morn brought
forth a noble chance /And every chance
brought forth a noble knight,” he says,
quoting Tennyson in the middle of the
June 4th speech. Instead, summoning up
abygone rhetoric, he places the day’s hor-
rors in a nation’s history. The “monstrous
tyranny” and the “lamentable catalogue”
add to Churchill's trumpet a ground bass
of memory—the history of the rhetoric of
his own people.

Compare a typical, often praised speech
by Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin:

Very little, if anything has been said to-day
about one of the greatest difficulties which we
find facing us in dealing with this question, and
that is that fighting instinct which is part of
human nature. I propose to say a few words
about that first, with a view to explaining how,
in my view, we have to attempt to eradicate it,
or, at least, to combat it, so as to produce that
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will to peace without which all efforts by legis-
lation, arbitration, rule or otherwise, must be
vain. ... We find it even among men whose
political views can be classed as pacifist, and
thar is the reason why we have OFE':n found in
history that men of pacifist views were advo-
cating policies which must end, if carried to
their logical conclusion, in war.

This has Orwellian virtues. It is lu-
cid, clear, intelligent, and even subtle. It
is also flat, fatuous, and commonplace,
three things Churchill never is. Churchill
was a cavalier statesman who could never
survive roundhead strictures on orna-
ment and theatrical excess in speaking.
That's why he could supply what every-
one needed in 1940: a style that would
mark emphatic ends (there is no good
news), conventional ideas (we are an an-
cient nation), and old-fashioned empha-
sis (we will fight). Perhaps the style never
suited the time. It suited the moment. The
archaic poctic allusions in the June 4th
speech—the reference to King Arthur's
knights, the echoes of Shakespeare and
John of Gaunt’s oration on England—
are there to say, “What's to fear> We've
been here before.” The images are stale,
the metaphors are violent, the atmo-
sphere is dramatic—and the moment
justifies them all. (And, when the in-
stant was past, the speaking stopped,
Churchill's important public oratory
ceased even before the Battle of Britain
Wwas over.)

Churchill’s telepathic sense of Hitler
also allowed him to grasp that shaking a
thetorical fist in his face might make the
dictator act with self-destructive rage.
Peter Fleming, Ian's more gifted older
brother, summed it up well in the decade
after the war ended:

It required no profound knowledge of the
British character to realise that threats would
strengthen rather than weaken their will to
resist; but it did require more imagination
than Hitler possessed to sec what immense
advantages might have been gained if in June

1940 he had turned his back on England in-
stead of shaking his fist at her.

Churchill, understanding that Hitler
wanted not just to conquer but to be rec-
ognized by the British Empire he ad-
mired, knew that he could provoke in
Hitler the rage of a spurned suitor. When,
in late August, a German bomber hit
London, perhaps by accident, Churchill
shrewdly retaliated, though to no particu-
lar harm, against Berlin—but the insult
to Hitler's pride was so intense that he
discarded the strategic plan to take out

airfields and aircraft factories, and began
the terror bombing of London, just to
show them. This killed a lot of people,
and let the R.AF. regroup. The worst
was over, and the war, though hardly
won, would surely not be lost. “The forces
that he has long been preparing he is now
setting in motion, sooner than he in-
tended,” Gandalf says of his enemy, Sau-
ron, after he has panicked him into acting
too soon. “Wise fool.” Wise fool, indeed.

hurchill, asked once what year he
would like to relive, answered, “1940,
every time, cvery time.” It really was his
finest hour. After that, the great speeches
decline into a handful of brilliantly ironic
remarks, and the battle-making became
more dubious, to American eyes, anyway.
Churchilfs controversial leadership in the
rest of the war is the main subject of Max
Hastings’s “Winston's War: Churchill
1940-1945” (Knopf; $35) and of Richard
Holmes's “Churchill's Bunker” (Yale;
$27.50). On the whole, Hastings, whose
father was a well-known British wartime
correspondent, is more sympathetic to
Churchill’s strategic outlook than most
Americans were then or have been since.
The central issue was simple: the Ameri-
cans, from the time of their entry into the
war, in 1941, wanted a decisive pitched
land battle in which an Allied Army, de-
signed to outnumber the Germans, would
destroy them on a battlefield in Europe.
Hastings repeatedly makes the grim
point that the British Army was, through-
out the war, largely exhausted and un-
happy with its leadership (as it demon-
strated by throwing for Labour when it
had the chance), and that Churchill knew
it. He didn’t want his soldiers or generals
fighting big pitched battles, because he
wasn't sure they had it in them. Instead,
why not descend through Norway, or rise
up through Sicily, or charge up on a knife
edge through the Balkans, the “soft un-
derbelly of the Axis,” as Churchill called
them? He always insisted that a brilliant
stroke somewhere or other would pro-
duce avictory that he blanched to imagine
in a pitched battle with the Wehrmacht.
(Since Hitler had a similar love of the
grand coup, he shared Churchill's Norwe-
gian fantasy, and stationed many troops
there, to little point, throughout the war.)
The Americans believed that such gam-
bits, though they might produce front-page
“victories,” would do little to advance the
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real task of destroying the German Army.

Hastings ascribes Churchill’s military
preferences to his temperament—-“Tle
wanted war, like life, to be fun™—but
surcly the mystic chords of national
memory played as large a role. British
military history between Waterloo and
the Great War was mostly peripheral, in
the sense that relatively few pitched bat-
tles and lots and lots of opportunistic
skirmishes, raids, and bluffs had made an
empire. On the other hand, the strategy
that the Americans believed in rthymed
and chimed with the strategies of Sher-
man and Grant: find the enemy, attack
him as directly, and stupidly, as neces-
sary, lose men, make the enemy lose
more, and then try to do it again the next
day. Neither army was eager to waste
lives. But the American theory of keep-
ing men alive meant not throwing them
away in sideshows; the British, not in-
serting them in meat grinders.

There is also the reality that war-
making, which ought to be the most
brutally empirical of studies, is as likely to
be caught up in theoretical moonshine
as any department of English. Both
Roosevelt and Churchill were convinced
that sea power was decisive, even though,
as Hitler had grasped, the combustion
engine had made the old calculations
moot. Churchill invested far too much
emotion and money in special forces.
And yet his fancies were not entirely
foolish. He stubbornly supported the de-
velopment of Tobart’s Funnies, weird
military contraptions. These included
swimming tanks that would float on
inflatable canvas water wings as they
were unleashed from the landing craft,
and then make their way ashore. (Other
specialized tanks were equipped with
flails for mine clearing.) Some Ameri-
cans dismissed this as another piece of
pointless Churchillian cleverness. Yet the
tanks’ presence helped explain why
the British and Canadian advances on
the morning of D Day went more
smoothly than that of the Americans.

The other great question about
Churchill involves his role at Yalta in
1945, the conference that divided Europe.
Though it was anathematized as a be-
trayal by generations of Eastern Europe-
ans, S. M. Plokhy’s new book, “Yalta: The
Price of Peace” (Viking; $29.95), makes a
persuasive case that, given the Russian
troops already in Poland and elsewhere,
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there was really nothing else to be done,
and that Churchill actually played a piti-
fully weak hand rather well—keeping
Greece, for instance, out of the Russian
orbit simply on a handshake. “Decades
after the conference, with the benefit of
hindsight, new archival findings, and tons
of research, it is still very difficult to sug-
gest any practical alternative to the course
that they took,” Plokhy says of Churchill
and F.D.R. There was a fine difference
between Stalin and Satan, and Churchill
grasped it. In Antony Beevor’s history of
the Battle of Stalingrad, the brutality and
waste of the Stalinist regime—prisoners
left to dic in the snow, political commis-
sars ordering the execution of innocents,
the dead of the great purges haunting the
whole—is sickening. But the murderous-
ness of the Nazi invaders—children killed
en masse and buried in common graves—
is satanic. It is the tragedy of modern ex-
istence thatwe have to make such distine-
tions. Yet that does not mean that such
distinctions cannot be made, or that
Churchill did not make them. His moral
instincts were uncanny. In 1944, after the
deportation of the Jews from Hungary,
when the specifics of the extermination
camps were still largely unknown, he
wrote that the Nazis’ war on the Jews
would turn out to be “probably the great-
est and most horrible crime ever commit-
ted in the whole history of the world.”

n 1945, just as the war was ending,

Churchill was ¢jected by the British
people, in an overwhelming victory for
Labour. David Kynaston’s “Austerity
Britain: 1945-1951” (Walker; $45) tells
the story of that defeat, and of the new
Britain, largely indifferent to Churchill
and his values, that emerged afterward.
Yet there remains a central question:
Why did the war exhaust the English
cconomy while it energized the Ameri-
can one? Britain had wormn itself out by
fighting, spending its “treasure,” the story
goes—but there is no fixed sum of trea-
sure in a country apart from its produc-
tivity, and Britain was building planes,
too. Though Britain had to borrow the
money from us, we had to borrow it
from ourselves in the form of bonds and
deficits.

Perhaps the question itself is mislead-
ing. Britain's statist approach took as its
fundamental goal not the expansion of a
consumer economy but the provision of

health, education, and housing to a pop-
ulation long denied it. In Kynaston, one
finds stories of cold homes and rationed
butter—but also heady storics of boys and
girls emerging from generations of endur-
ance into new landscapes of opportunity.
What was felt as austerity by some was felt
as possibility by many more. Certainly, in
every working-class memoir one reads—
in Harold Evans’s, in Keith Water-
housc’s—the period is described as a long
history of endurance met by a sudden ex-
plosion of ambition. While people who
had been at Mrs. Dalloway's party before
the war had a harder time buying the
flowers and managing the servants, their
sense of diminishment was the last thing
that working-class boys evoke. Most
American stories from the Depression are
of interrupted good fortune: we lost the
department store, the business, the farm,
endured with F.D.R., and swelled again
with Tke. The British stories tell of hang-
ing on grimly through it all, just as we'd
done as long as we could remember, until
the war was over, and then our Alf got to
go to university and Granny got false
teeth from the National Health.

Yet in an odd way the Tory defeat in
1945 sealed Churchill’s historical place:
there and then gone. e did do more.
Barbara Leaming, in her new biography
of the older Churehill, “Churchill Defiant:
Fighting On, 1945-1955” (HarperCol-
lins; $26.99), italicizes what Lukacs has
already established: that, in the carly
fifties, Churchill was desperate to make a
“supreme effort to bridge the gulf between
the two worlds” and seck some kind of
European understanding with Stalin and
then with his successors. IHe was defeated
by the rigid anti-Communist ideology of
Eisenhower and, particularly, his Secre-
tary of State John Foster Dulles. “This fel-
low preaches like a Methodist Minister,”
Churchill said of Dulles, in despair, “and
his bloody text is always the same: That
nothing but evil can come out of meeting
with Malenkov™—the post-Stalin Rus-
sian leader. [t was, it turns out, the iron-
clad Churchill who wanted to talk peace,
and pragmatic Tke who was caught in a
narrow ideological blinder.

What is Churchill's true legacy? Surely
not that one should stand foursquare on
all occasions and at all moments against
something called appeasement. “The
word ‘appeasement’ is not popular, but
appeasement has its place in all policy,” he
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said in 1950. “Make sure you put it in the
right place. Appease the weak, defy the
strong.” He argued that “appeasement
from strength is magnanimous and noble
and might be the surest and perhaps the
only path to world peace.” And he re-
marked on the painful irony: “When na-
tions or individuals get strong they are
often truculent and bullying, but when
they are weak they become better-man-
nered. But this is the reverse of what is
healthy and wise.” Churchill's simplest
aphorism, “To jaw-jaw is always better
than to war-war,” was the essence of his
position, as it was of any sane statesman
raised in nineteenth-century balance-of-
power politics. In the long history of the
British Empire, there were endless people
to make deals with and endless deals to be
made, often with yesterday’s terrorist or
last week’s enemy.

Churchill’s real legacy lies elsewhere.
e is, with de Gaulle, the greatest in-
stance in modern times of the romantic-
conservative temperament in power. The
curious thing is that this temperament
can at moments be more practical than
its liberal opposite, or than its pragmatic-
conservative twin, since it rightly con-
cedes the primacy of ideas and passions,
rather than interests and practicalities, in
men’s minds. Churchill was a student of
history, but one whose reading allowed
him to grasp when a new thing in history
happened.

What is most impressive about his
legacy, perhaps, is that he is one of the
rare charismatic moderns who seem to
have never toyed with extra-parliamen-
tary movements or anti-liberal ideals.
During all the years, and despite all the
difficulties—in decades when the idea of
Parliament as a fraud and a folly, a slow-
footed relic of a dying age, was a standard
faith of intellectuals on left and right
alike—he remained a creature of rules
and traditions who happily kissed the
Queen’s hand and accepted the people’s
verdict without complaint. Throughout
the war, as Hitler retreated into his many
bunkers and Stalin stormed and even
Roosevelt concentrated power more and
more in his single hand, Churchill ac-
cepted votes of confidence, endured fat-
uous parliamentary criticism, and meekly
left office after triumphing in the most
improbable of victories. A romantic vi-
sionary in constitutional spectacles can

often see things as they are. +
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BRIEFLY NOTED

The Quickening, by Michelle Hoover
(Other Press; $14.95). In Hoover's dé-
but, the quiet struggle between two
Midwestern farm women has the stark
simplicity of a Biblical parable. After
the First World War, stoic, industri-
ous Enidina Current and her husband
draw life from the hard earth of their
fields, but at home Enidina suffers vio-
lent miscarriages. Their only neighbors
for miles—Mary Morrow, bred to “walk
in heels and carry cups of tea,” and her
tempestuous husband—have two boys.
Mary, seeing refinement in the town’s
anemic preacher, bears him an illegiti-
mate son, whose actions eventually set
the two families against one another. If
Hoover's symbolism, like the charac-
ters’ heavy-handed surnames, is at
times too overt, the book’s lament for a
lost way of life—one in which people
“looked in hope to the ground and the
roots growing there more often than
we looked for grace from the sky”—has
a mournful beauty.

The Lovers, by Vendela Vida (Ecco;
$23.99). A middle-aged widow returns
to the Turkish seaside town where she
and her husband honeymooned twenty-
eight years before, only to find the place
gone to seed, haunted by sunburned
Germans and mangy cats. At every
turn, she is ambushed by evidence of
other people’s love, or lust,

his girlfriend; later, his es-

Young Romantics, &y Daisy Hay (Farrar,
Straus & Giroux; $27.50). Hay examines
the “turbulent communal existence” of
the English Romantic poets, astutely
parsing the intricate circumstances that
led to this network’s distinctive creative
output; she shows, for instance, that
“Frankenstein” emerged not merely out
of fireside “conversations about ghosts
and galvanism” but from ideas that Mary
Shelley had been brewing for years. The
book’s most arresting insights concern
the community’s forays into free love,
illuminated by the recently discovered
memoir of Mary's stepsister Claire, who
had an affair with Byron. The memoir,
written decades after Shelley's death, is
“viscerally angry” about the group’s “ex-
periments in living,” and Hay sees it as
providing a female perspective on an ar-
rangement in which male dominance was
taken for graﬂtcd. Claire survived ncar]y
everyone in the Shelleys’ circle, dying in
1879, but her feelings of victimhood were
not attenuated with age.

Interstate 69, by Matt Dellinger (Scribner;
826). Dellinger’s nimble book chronicles
the history of a largely unbuilt high-
way—if completed, it would stretch
from the Canadian to the Mexican bor-
der—and tells the stories of the commu-
nities that stand to profit or to be imper-
illed by it. The narrative is sprawling

by design, but the stories

together people in rural

anyway. The owner of her a "™ of determined individuals
rented villa has neglected ' ! stand out from the compli-
to stow his sex swing or % cated legislative history:
a naked photograph of " Q h David and Linda Stall bring

tranged wife appears and

too quickly divulges the se-

crets of their marriage. In

a definitively bleak detail,

even a spoon from the local ice-cream
parlor tastes of “a century of tongues.”
Vida has made a specialty of lives in
abeyance—this is her third novel in
which a woman goes abroad in search
of herself—and for much of the book
her heroine simply drifts. 1t feels jar-
ring, then, when, near the end, some-
thing happens and her character hurtles
toward epiphany.

towns to protest the Trans-
Texas corridor; Sandra and
Thomas Tokarski fight
against I-69 in Indiana from
its initial proposal, in 1991, through the
emergence of an anarchist anti-road
movement in 2005. Most memorable
are the impressions of faded conurba-
tions, such as the newly tourist-friendly
Clarksdale, Mississippi, and desperate
El Dorado, Arkansas, where Murphy
Qil promises to help pay for the college
education of students who graduate

from the public high schools.
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