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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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