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Prologue

Winston Churchill’s hands were very white, delicate and slender, so slender that the triple-banded signet ring he liked to wear would sometimes slip from his fingers. One person who met him during the Second World War was surprised that a pair of such soft hands was holding off the Nazis so forcefully.

He was not alone. Many people, when meeting Churchill for the first time, were confounded by his hands’ beauty, especially as he grew older and the rest of his body became coarse and bloated. Winston knew this and was proud of it. He could laugh off most insults but was hurt by a Punch cartoon in which his hands appeared podgy and shapeless: ‘Look at my hands,’ he complained to his doctor, Lord Moran, ‘I have beautiful hands.’

Another thing people noticed was his hands’ constant motion: the way he held his cigar – between the first finger and thumb – and rolled it untiringly around the rim of his coffee cup without seeming to have any idea what he was doing; or his habit of breaking matches.

Small, restless hands was a feature he shared with his only son, Randolph, who resembled him in so many ways. When Winston looked at Randolph, he knew that he had given him, or encouraged within him, the best elements of his own personality: kindness, originality, eccentricity, heedless bravery and a flamboyant disregard for anybody else’s opinion. He would also have seen colossal faults: arrogance, recklessness, an uncontrollable temper and a perplexing weakness for self-sabotage.

There were other people about whom Winston Churchill felt as tenderly as he did for his son and there were other people who provoked in him insensate rage, but Randolph was the only person in his life to elicit both emotions.

He could draw from his father thoughts that read almost like love letters (‘I have been very remiss in writing to you, but that is not because you are not constantly in my thoughts . . . I have so many things to tell you that I hardly know where to begin’), and yet he was also capable of making him so angry that those watching worried Winston would have a heart attack.

Randolph got under his father’s skin, and in doing so, he left him exposed and raw, prey to gusts of emotion that he could not control. It was Randolph in whom his father confided his fears, plans and secrets. Whether they were friends or enemies (they could sometimes be both during the course of a single dinner), Winston was never more himself than in Randolph’s company.

Randolph was glorious in his own way: a giver and devourer of pleasure, the kind of man who exploded into rooms, trailing whisky tumblers and mischief. He was born beautiful, blessed with eloquence, energy and a photographic memory that allowed him to recite verbatim whole passages of classic literature and history.

When Randolph was young, his father encouraged him, praised him, told him that the future was his to seize. Winston was determined that his son would not suffer the same neglect that had blighted his own childhood. He was also determined that between them they would build a dynasty to equal any in history. Winston was obsessed with his son, but he was also consumed by his own sense of destiny, his belief that fate had singled him out for a higher purpose. Everything and everyone were secondary to this. Randolph, whose loyalty to his father was so extreme that it came to hinder almost every aspect of his existence, would learn this to his cost.

This book is the story of their lives together, and how Winston built and broke his son.





1

Do Try to Get Papa to Come, He Has Never Been

One night in November 1947, Winston Churchill was sitting in the long dining room at Chartwell with Randolph and his daughter, Sarah. There was a gap in the conversation, which Randolph filled by ‘suddenly’ pointing to an empty chair and asking his father: ‘If you had the power to put someone in that chair to join us now, whom would you choose?’

Randolph and Sarah sat back, expecting Winston to say Julius Caesar or Napoleon. Instead, he thought for a moment and then, ‘very simply’, said, ‘Oh, my father, of course.’

Winston followed this by telling them a story. On a foggy winter evening he had been copying a portrait of his father, Lord Randolph Churchill, when just as he was trying to capture the twirl of his moustache, he realised that he had materialised before him, looking ‘as I had read about him in his brief year of triumph’. Father and son talked about the ways in which the world had changed since the elder man’s death, and the great events that had taken place, until the apparition suddenly said, ‘I was not going to talk politics with a boy like you. Bottom of the school! Never passed any exams, except into the Cavalry! Wrote me stilted letters. I could not see how you would make your living on the little I could leave you and Jack [Winston’s younger brother] . . . But then of course you were very young, and I loved you dearly. Old people are always very impatient with young ones. Fathers always expect their sons to have their virtues without their faults.’

As the conversation progressed, it became clear that Lord Randolph assumed his son had lived an undistinguished life as a mid-ranking army officer. You should have gone into politics, he told Winston, ‘You might even have made a name for yourself.’ With that the apparition lit a cigarette. As the match flared, he vanished.

Neither Randolph nor Sarah was sure at that moment whether Winston was recalling a particular dream or ‘elaborating on some fanciful idea that had struck him earlier’, although in the months before, he had complained of endless nightmares in which Lord Randolph had appeared to him.

But the story, which his family called ‘The Dream’ and which Winston referred to only by its original heading, ‘Private Article’, left both brother and sister hugely excited, and they urged their father to commit it to paper. Over the next few months, he worked obsessively at drafting and redrafting it. Then, for reasons he never disclosed, Winston locked it away in a private box for ten years. It only emerged, Randolph wrote, just before Winston’s death, when he scribbled some final changes on the manuscript.

That Lord Randolph was on his mind even as his own life came to a close is not surprising. Winston never stopped thinking about the man he had hero-worshipped ever since he was a boy. He was, Winston would later say, ‘the greatest and most powerful influence in my early life’, a fearless, dynamic politician who died at the age of just forty-six. Winston learned his father’s speeches by heart; took his ‘politics unquestioningly from him’; and every step in his own career was accompanied by an insistent voice wondering whether Lord Randolph would have approved of the decisions he made.

The problem was that while he was alive, Lord Randolph barely spared his son a second glance.

 

Lord Randolph cut an unforgettable figure. His head was large, his body short and frail, his walrus moustache was extravagant and he was ‘addicted to dressing loudly’, but what struck those who met him most deeply was the pair of bulging eyes that gazed uncompromisingly back at them. He suffered from exophthalmos, which caused his eyeballs to protrude and made him seem as if looking at the world in a supercilious, offensive fashion. Which, in truth, he generally was. When he wanted, he could be charming and funny, but more often, especially when confronted by those he did not know, or disapproved of, he slipped into a glacial aristocratic hauteur.

The second son of the Duke of Marlborough, Lord Randolph had struggled at Eton and began his time at Oxford badly. He drank, broke windows and chased women. ‘I don’t like ladies at all,’ he said. ‘I like rough women who dance and sing and drink – the rougher the better.’

And yet he also possessed certain gifts. His memory was extraordinary. He could read a page from, say, Gibbon, and then repeat it verbatim. He was clever, quick and witty. These gifts were sufficient to gain him a respectable degree, which was considered so unusual for the son of a duke that it was immediately predicted that he would go on to achieve great things. (His position in society meant that an arrest for drunkenness and assault was something that could be overlooked.)

For a while it seemed that he would live a life governed by his worst qualities. A Grand Tour was followed by a brief period as an idler and a carouser. He was also afflicted by melancholy and bad nerves, and for a time these forced him to withdraw almost entirely from society. Instead, he read French novels and smoked Turkish cigarettes ‘until his tongue was sore’.

But then he stood for his father’s seat of Woodstock in 1874. In the same year, he made an impulsive marriage to Jennie Jerome, an American heiress, daughter of the financier Leonard Jerome. Dark, vivacious and magnificent, Jennie had an irresistible feline quality. Margot Asquith wrote, ‘She had a forehead like a panther’s and great wild eyes that looked through you.’ Viscount D’Abernon was another who compared her to a panther, but also noted ‘a cultivated intelligence unknown to the jungle’.
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Winston’s parents, Jennie and Lord Randolph. Their neglect would do much to shape his personality.

 

The young couple were popular and sociable, and neither the arrival of their first son, Winston, in November 1874, nor their shallow pockets (Disraeli observed to Queen Victoria that Lord Randolph’s father was ‘not rich for a duke’; Leonard Jerome, his wife would one day claim, did not himself know how many millions he had made or lost) prevented them from entering fashionable society.

They set up home on Charles Street with a combined income of £3,000 (the average wage at the time was around £50 a year) and then spent all the money they had. Lord Randolph, like most of his ancestors, liked to gamble – he played cards, bet on horses and was a familiar presence in all the casinos around the coast of France – and Jennie knew her way around a Paris couturier.

Before long, they were negotiating loans and had been forced to put their home on the market. None of this stopped their fun.

‘We seemed to live in a whirl of gaieties and excitement,’ Jennie later recalled. ‘Many were the delightful balls I went to, which, unlike those of the present day, lasted till five o’clock in the morning.’ On those rare occasions when they did not have a party to go to, they hosted exclusive dinner parties that they could not really afford to put on. The Prince of Wales was an occasional guest.

Lord Randolph ignored his political career, and both he and Jennie ignored their child. As Randolph noted in his biography of Winston: ‘The neglect and lack of interest in him shown by his parents were remarkable, even judged by the standards of late Victorian and Edwardian days.’ Whereas most of their aristocratic peers established arrangements (often somewhat grudging) that meant they saw their children at set times, Lord Randolph and Jennie’s hedonism meant that they avoided even this.

The couple became famous for their love of good living, and Lord Randolph became famous for his stunning insolence. At a dinner at Lord Salisbury’s, he was overheard complaining, within earshot of Lady Salisbury, about the ‘bad dinner, cold plates, beastly wine’. On another occasion, when cornered by a bore at a club, he rang the bell for a member of staff and said, ‘Waiter – please listen to the end of Colonel B.’s story.’

It was this insolence that brought their gilded existence to an abrupt end in 1876. Lord Randolph’s behaviour in the furore provoked by his brother’s affair with Lady Aylesford so offended the Prince of Wales that he refused to see not only the Churchills but anybody who had received them. Socially they ceased to exist.

The situation was temporarily resolved when Disraeli prevailed upon Lord Randolph’s father to become Lord Lieutenant of Ireland and to take his son with him. When they returned from their chastening exile four years later, Lord Randolph had changed. Although Lord Randolph realised he had gone too far, he could not, Winston later wrote, forgive the way so many former friends had turned their backs on him. His formerly ‘genial and gay’ nature ‘contracted a stern and bitter quality, a harsh contempt for what is called “Society”, and an abiding antagonism to rank and authority’.

Now began his astonishing rise. Returning to politics, he began working at breakneck speed. He and a small group of sympathetic Tories known as the Fourth Party made an endless stream of brutal attacks on both the Liberal government and those sitting in opposition on the Conservative front bench. There were days when his actions so outraged the House of Commons that barely a member would address him, and yet he ‘continued along his sensational path with cold indifference’.

Lord Randolph was brazen and impulsive but possessed a charisma and energy that set him apart from almost everyone else. Equal parts music-hall performer and guttersnipe, he was a showman who mocked his enemies in the political establishment, flailing his arms to make points and riding a bicycle across the House of Commons terrace.

As the standard-bearer for a progressive vein of conservatism that became known as ‘Tory Democracy’ (‘Trust the people, and the people will trust you!’) he supercharged the electoral fortunes of a Conservative Party that had looked tired and listless, and gained an almost unrivalled celebrity: workmen smiled at his moustache and doffed their caps when his carriage passed by, and at meetings, people would greet him with shouts of ‘Yahoo Randy!’ and ‘Give it to ’em hot!’ William Gladstone called him the greatest Conservative since William Pitt.

After the election of 1886, another campaign in which his efforts were central to the Conservative Party’s victory, he was made Chancellor of the Exchequer, the youngest man to hold the position since William Pitt, although it was plain that his ambition did not stop there. ‘There is only one place,’ Lord Randolph said, ‘that is Prime Minister. I like to be boss. I like to hold the reins.’ It seemed inevitable that he would get his wish sooner rather than later.

 

It was about this time that Lord Randolph’s freckled, pug-nosed eldest son, who had talked incessantly since the moment he learned his first words and was incapable of sitting still for a minute at a time, developed a precocious interest in politics. He read newspapers avidly (alongside more conventional schoolboy passions such as collecting stamps, autographs and goldfish), hoovering up accounts of the Belgian conquest of the Congo, the Haymarket riot in Chicago, the death of Chinese Gordon, the erection of the Statue of Liberty and Gottlieb Daimler’s invention of the first practical automobile.

But the stories he followed most closely concerned his brilliant, reckless father. Winston read every word of Lord Randolph’s speeches. He bought a scrapbook and pasted into it the cartoons in which ‘Randy’ was depicted. Winston was a feverish advocate for his father and his father’s party, passing on pieces of news that he felt sure would please him. ‘I have been out riding’, Winston informed Lord Randolph in April 1885, ‘with a gentleman who thinks Gladstone is a brute and thinks that “the one with the curly moustache ought to be Premier” . . . Every body wants your Autograph but I can only say I will try, and I should like you to sign your name in full at the end of your letter. I only want a scribble as I know that you are very busy indeed.’ On another occasion, when he was taken to the pantomime, where an actor playing his father was hissed, Winston burst into tears and turned in a rage upon another member of the audience, shouting, ‘Stop that row, you snub-nosed radical.’

His adoration was not returned. Lord Randolph barely seemed to notice his son; he did not even know how old he was. When he did take time to speak to him, it was to upbraid him for his faults. One of Jennie’s sisters noted that when Lord Randolph was forced to visit his boys during ‘the children’s hour’ he treated them like a general reviewing his troops.

Jennie, who once confided to friends that she ignored her son until he grew up and became ‘interesting’, offered little more affection or attention. In 1882, when he was seven, Winston had been sent to St George’s School in Ascot – a prep school designed to get boys ready for Eton. Close as Ascot was to their home in Mayfair (a short hansom ride, an even quicker train), neither Jennie nor Randolph could find the time to see their son, who wrote them heartrending letters.

‘come and see me soon’

‘Come & see me soon dear Mama.’

‘I am wondering when you are coming to see me?’

‘You must send someone to see me.’

Sometimes they replied, more often they did not. Much of the work of looking after Winston was handed off to a spinster called Mrs Elizabeth Everest, whom he knew as ‘Woom’ (the result of a failed attempt to say ‘woman’). Winston would forever be grateful for the immense love and care he received from her. ‘My nurse was my confidante,’ he wrote. ‘It was to her I poured out my many troubles.’ Her portrait hung in his room until he died. When in later life he wrote about the love Mrs Everest showed him, it was with a kind of wonder, as if he was surprised that anybody could have thought him worthy of such affection.

And yet this almost comically detached method of care from his parents did nothing to interrupt the veneration he felt for Jennie and Lord Randolph. Of his mother he wrote, famously, ‘She shone for me like the Evening Star. I loved her dearly – but at a distance.’ He considered her to be like ‘a fairy princess: a radiant being possessed of limitless riches and power’, and his father was accorded similar mythical status: it appeared to Winston that his father owned ‘the key to everything or almost everything worth having’.

The bewilderment and distress he felt was not directed at his parents but transformed into behaviour that appalled both masters and his priggish colleagues. A school report noted, ‘He cannot be trusted to behave himself anywhere.’ He was flogged for taking sugar from the pantry. In response he stole the headmaster’s ‘sacred straw hat’ and kicked it to pieces. His dancing master remembered ‘a small, red-haired pupil, the naughtiest boy in the class; I used to think he was the naughtiest small boy in the world.’

 

There had always been doubts about Lord Randolph’s unreliability and lack of judgement. At the beginning of his career, these had been confined to hushed whispers in the Smoking Room of the House, but as he leapt higher and higher, his opponents began to be more vocal about their concerns.

Lord Rosebery, who was a friend, complained that he displayed ‘certain defects of brain and character which are inconsistent with the highest statesmanship’. Queen Victoria noted in her diary that ‘he is so mad and off and also he has bad health.’ It is possible that these critics knew that in 1875, just a year after his marriage, he had sought treatment from Dr Oscar Clayton, a specialist in the treatment of syphilis. (Winston always believed his father had contracted the condition, but medical opinion these days tends to favour a rare and incurable brain disease that, at least superficially, shared many of syphilis’s symptoms.) Perhaps they were simply alarmed by his astonishing lack of decorum. Either way, he would soon give them something else to talk about.

When Lord Randolph encountered Cabinet resistance to the budget he put forward in December 1886, which included severe cuts to spending on the army and navy, he resigned, expecting that this gesture would be followed by the Cabinet’s surrender and his restoration on terms of his own choosing. The Prime Minister, Lord Salisbury, having tired of his chancellor’s serial disloyalty, accepted the resignation.

Winston called it the ‘greatest sacrifice of any Minister in modern times’. Almost everybody else saw it as a foolish blunder. Either way, Lord Randolph’s career was over. He was just thirty-seven. Before long, he had abandoned even the back benches for the racecourses, where he was often seen betting heavily.

The previous year, when Winston was ten, his father’s mysterious condition had entered a new phase. In August and then November, Lord Randolph was forced to retreat to his bed. Sessions in the House put him under immense strain, he told Lord Dufferin, ‘and the constant necessity of trying to say something new makes one a drivelling idiot.’

His doctors acknowledged that they were powerless to help. His horrified friends could do little more than record his tragic decline in diaries and the letters they exchanged between them. Although they had become estranged in the summer of 1886, Jennie tried to nurse her husband while pretending that nothing was wrong, especially to the boys, who saw him so irregularly anyway that most of what they knew of him came either from the papers or their mother. If perhaps those letters they did receive from him seemed more intemperate than usual, then this was not so strange; there had always been a wildness in the scrawled notes he fired at them.

Lord Randolph may have had more time to spare now that his great gamble in Parliament had failed, but he was no more inclined than before to spend it with his sons. Winston could tell his father, ‘I want you to come down on some fine day and see me’, and yet it was unlikely to happen, even when Lord Randolph was actually in the same town as his son.

On one day in November 1886, just before his dramatic fall from grace, Lord Randolph had a meeting in Brighton, which was only a short walk from the Brunswick School in Hove, to which Winston had been transferred in 1884, and yet he did not consider going to see him. Winston found out: ‘I hope you are quite well. The weather is very wet today. You never came to see me on Sunday when you were in Brighton. We went to the Museum on Saturday.’

The same thing happened again a little while later, prompting another letter from his son. ‘I cannot think why you did not come to see me, while you were in in Brighton, I was very disappointed but I suppose you were too busy.’ What is hardest to read in these letters is not Winston’s palpable hurt, but his attempts to explain his pain away. It was as if he was trying to inoculate himself against disappointment.

The following year Winston made elaborate plans for Christmas, and only discovered at the last minute that his parents had decided to go on a seven-week tour of Russia instead. On another occasion, he had to abandon an attempt to write to his mother because he did not have her address; he did not know which country she was in.

Even after Winston began to show signs of promise at Harrow, where he had been sent in 1888, his father’s indifference persisted. Winston made the swimming team, led the school’s rifle corps, starred in boxing and became, first, the Harrow fencing champion and then fencing champion of all the English public schools.FN1 Ahead of speech day, in 1890, when he was to be honoured for the feat of memory he displayed in memorising Macaulay’s Lays, he wrote to try to persuade his father to come and witness his moment of triumph: ‘If you take the 11.7 from Baker Street you will get to Harrow at 11.37. I shall meet you at the station with a fly, if I can get one . . . You have never been to see me & and so everything will be new to you.’ He attempted to enlist Jennie’s support too: ‘Do try to get Papa to come. He has never been.’

Lord Randolph refused. As far as he was concerned, he deserved a child he could be proud of, and who he felt would be capable of building on his achievements. Winston had shown little sign of being this boy.

In August 1893, Lord Randolph wrote to his mother about his disappointment in his eldest son: ‘I have told you often & you would never believe me that he has little [claim] to cleverness, to knowledge or any capacity for settled work. He has great talent for show off exaggeration & make believe.’

 

As 1893 wore on, Lord Randolph’s deterioration accelerated, although he remained largely oblivious to the severity of his decline and to the anguish it prompted in friends and family. Those who cared for him were so horrified and saddened that they could no longer endure to watch his increasingly erratic appearances in Parliament. Lord Rosebery summed up the remorseless depletion of his friend’s dignity: ‘There was no curtain, no retirement. He died by inches in public.’

Lord Randolph’s brain and spinal cord rotted, which left him prey to tremors in his face, lips and tongue, crushing headaches, delusions, depression and dementia. His vision was impaired, his pupils liable to change abruptly and sometimes it could seem as if his memory had been annihilated or that he was no longer capable of coherent conversation. When he did speak, his voice was woolly and stuttering, almost unintelligible. As he showed his friend Wilfrid Scawen Blunt to the door one day he said, almost in tears: ‘I know what I want to say, but damn it, I can’t say it.’

In his late forties, he had become an old man. His skin was leaden grey and hung in folds. He was aged by his thick beard, and he had heavy bags under eyes that, in one friend’s recollection, gleamed with ‘hate, anger and fear . . . the dreadful fear of those who have learned how close madness is’.

And still there was nothing Winston could do to please his father. Even his entrance to Sandhurst, for most the source of congratulation, was a prompt for Lord Randolph to issue a majestic condemnation of his son’s flaws.

‘There are two ways of winning an examination,’ he wrote, ‘one creditable the other the reverse. You have unfortunately chosen the latter method, and appear to be much pleased with your success.’ He continued:

 

With all the advantages you had, with all the abilities which you foolishly think yourself to possess & which some of your relations claim for you, with all the efforts that have been made to make your life easy & agreeable & your work neither oppressive or distasteful, this is the grand result that you come up among the 2nd rate & 3rd rate class who are only good for commissions to a cavalry regiment . . . you need not trouble to write any answer to this part of my letter, because I no longer attach the slightest weight to anything you may say about your own acquirements & exploits. 

 

If, he told his son, he intended to carry on in the same disappointing fashion, then he should be assured

 

that my responsibility for you is over . . . I am certain that if you cannot prevent yourself from leading the idle useless unprofitable life you have had during your schooldays & later months, you will become a mere social wastrel one of the hundreds of the public school failures, and you will degenerate into a shabby unhappy & futile existence. 

Lord Randolph’s archives preserve an ink-smudged response from his son: ‘Thank you very much for writing to me. I am very sorry indeed that I have done so badly.’

 

For the moment, Winston remained innocent of the true extent of his father’s condition. He never witnessed a seizure, and Jennie persisted in treating her husband’s behaviour as ordinary. In 1894, when Jennie told Winston that Lord Randolph’s doctors had recommended a long sea voyage, he was solicitous but not alarmed. It was only after Winston spoke to his father’s doctors that he finally understood how grave the situation was. ‘I never saw him again,’ he said, ‘except as a swiftly fading shadow.’

Lord Randolph’s last letter to Winston, written while he was on his long, tragic journey around the world, was biting and dismissive.

 

You write stupidly on what you call the ‘subject of finance’. ‘Since I had my allowance you have given me a little extra without which I should have been terribly hard up (elegant). If therefore (logical!) you could make a deposit! Of say (commercial & banking expression) £15 which I was to draw upon (rather frail security) & which I was to account to you for as I drew it out (perhaps you would, you have to send your letter 10,000 miles) it would make things so much easier.’ Would it? Perhaps. I do not comment on this letter so delicately expressed except to observe that Jack would have cut off his fingers rather than write such a very free-spoken letter to his father . . . Finally if you are going to write letters to me when I am travelling, type-written & so ridiculously expressed I would rather not receive them. 

 

Lord Randolph died, owing the Rothschilds £66,000, on 24 January 1895, in the middle of a winter so cruel that the Thames almost froze over. Winston was left prostrate with grief.

By the time Winston entered the House of Commons, in February 1901, Lord Randolph had been cold in his grave for six years, and yet his ghost maintained a hold over his son. As month followed month, its power only seemed to increase. When Winston set up in his first London residence, on Mount Street, it was in a flat surrounded by memories of his father: not just his writing table, bronze inkstand and carved oak chair, but also his papers and a photograph of Lord Randolph’s most successful racing horse, L’Abbesse de Jouarre, resplendent in the Churchill racing colours.

The literary and political careers he launched from this shrine to Lord Randolph were both, in their own ways, a homage to him. He had long since committed his father’s speeches to heart (and used to reread them when he was feeling low). As a young MP, he championed his father’s causes. Echoing the ‘Tory Democracy’ Lord Randolph had invented, then attempted to promote, the irredeemably aristocratic Winston claimed, ‘I believe in the Tory working classes.’ He was as eager to rein in naval and military expenditure as his father had been, and even adopted the same tactics in Parliament. Winston’s attitude to his father’s political views was similar to that of a Puritan’s reverence for the Bible. He treated them as articles of faith, to be pursued for as long as he had means to do so.

Years before, at Harrow, he had spent hours before a mirror trying to imitate Lord Randolph’s style and delivery; now he aped his father’s clothes as well as his manner.FN2 He copied his father’s practice of using pauses as he spoke, deliberately fumbling in his pocket for a note he neither wanted nor needed to help focus his audience’s attention. One journalist recorded how,

 

When the young member for Oldham addresses the House, with hands on hips, head bent forward, right hand stretched forth, memories of days that are no more flood the brain. Like the father is the son in his habit of independent views on current topics, the unexpectedness of his conclusions, his disregard for authority, his contempt for conventions, and his perfect phrasing of disagreeable remarks. 

 

Of course, no matter how well turned his insults, he could not avoid making enemies, but then perhaps that was the point. He wanted to avenge himself on the Tory establishment whom he blamed for his father’s downfall.

Winston sought out those men who had been Lord Randolph’s friends. In the House he sat, surrounded by the shades of the Fourth Party, in the corner seat from which his father had delivered his last speech. He made those men who had opposed Lord Randolph his enemies, and, just as his father had done before him, sought to seize the limelight by attacking established political figures.

Winston and the rest of the ‘Hughligans’, his own version of Lord Randolph’s ‘Fourth Party’, launched venomous assaults on St John Brodrick, the secretary of state for war, Joseph Chamberlain, and Arthur Balfour, whom he accused of ‘gross, unpardonable ignorance’.

So strong was the strain of filial piety in the speeches Winston made as a Tory backbencher that, before long, an irreparable gap had opened between him and the Conservative Party’s leadership.

It was around this time that Winston began writing his father’s biography. He immersed himself in the project, but also spent time with Lord Randolph’s influential friends. Winston would call on figures such as Lord Rosebery, who had been close to his father, and encourage them to speak about the man that he had hardly known. The resulting book had many qualities, none of which included the detachment of a professional historian. ‘Few fathers have done less for their sons,’ observed Winston’s cousin Ivor Guest of the biography. ‘Few sons have done more for their fathers.’

Although Winston understood the central achievement of Lord Randolph – the rallying of newly enfranchised working-class voters to Tories, and how miraculous this must have seemed – the biography was more justification than assessment. It was also a dialogue between Winston and his father’s ghost. Winston finished the book in 1905, a year after he had crossed the floor and joined the Liberal Party. Although Lord Randolph had once said, ‘No power on earth would make me join the other side’, it was essential for Winston that he could persuade himself that his father would have approved of his action.

He argued that Lord Randolph had saved the Tories and they had repaid him by casting him aside: ‘would he, under the many riddles the future had reserved for such as he, have snapped the tie of sentiment that bound him to his party, resolved at last to “shake the yoke of inauspicious stars” . . .?’

The answer, Winston concluded, was yes: in the new century, his father would have become a progressive. Winston’s biography was a reminder of the extent to which Lord Randolph’s phantom continued to exert a preternatural sway over him. It helped determine the decisions he made, the opinions he expressed, the clothes he wore, even the way he moved his body. And yet it was also evidence of how far Winston’s febrile imagination had reached into the past and wrought changes of its own, remaking the icy, cutting, distant figure who had been so dismissive of his son into a partner, even a friend.

It meant that thirty years after Lord Randolph’s death he could write: ‘All my dreams of comradeship with him, of entering Parliament at his side and in his support, were ended. There remained for me only to pursue his aims and vindicate his memory.’ All of this was an illusion, but it was a potent one. And one thing was undeniably true: the best thing Lord Randolph ever did for Winston was to die young.
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Clementine and Winston (watched by his mother) Churchill. She devoted her life to her husband; he repaid his wife with almost complete dependence.

In 1908, at the age of thirty-four, Winston married a woman who had also been scarred by a sad, loveless childhood, and in whose loneliness he recognised his own.

His new wife, Clementine Hozier, had grown up fearing her father, and never quite being able to believe she had a secure place in her mother’s affections. Sir Henry Hozier was a ‘born autocrat’ with an ‘excessive love of power’ and a damaged reputation at Lloyd’s. Angry and strange, he mentioned neither his wife nor his children in his entry in Who’s Who. Clementine’s grandfather dismissed him as a ‘bounder’, and Clementine’s own earliest memory was of being carried downstairs and placed at the foot of her parents’ bed. Although her mother held out her arms to her, Clementine did not move because ‘on the other side of the bed was my Father’s sleeping form. Even then I was afraid of him.’

As she grew older, Clementine started to wonder whether she really was her father’s child. Clementine’s actual father may have been – based on her mother Blanche’s inconsistent recollections to friends – her uncle, the dashing, blue-eyed Baron Redesdale (paternal grandfather of the famous Mitford sisters). But she knew from an early age, and with a far greater certainty, that her parents had probably never enjoyed any true happiness.

Blanche was witty, daring, capricious and unconventional. She was friends with Jennie Churchill and dined with Henry James and Wilfrid Scawen Blunt. She was also ‘an impenitent gambler’ who borrowed shamelessly from any friend or relation who happened to stay with her and was reputed to juggle ten lovers at once – something she was happy to advertise widely. The scandalous, racy life she pursued meant she was often snubbed, and yet she carried on undaunted.FN3

In 1891, Hozier sued for divorce, and Clementine and her sister became pawns in a bitter custody battle. After a brief, unhappy period in the care of their father, the children were eventually forced into a peripatetic existence on the Continent with Lady Blanche, who could never help losing money she did not have in the Dieppe casinos.

Clementine’s childhood was full of bewildering moves, at least one of which was decided on the toss of a coin. With no real home or father, and a mother who was capable of being gentle one moment and full of violent temper the next, she was a timorous child. She was overshadowed by her boisterous, impudent elder sister, Kitty, for whom her mother showed a ‘violent, indeed ungovernable partiality’. ‘Strangely enough,’ Clementine noted in an unpublished memoir, ‘I did not mind this very much, but thought it quite natural. I looked up to her, dazzled by her prettiness, gaiety and impudence.’

The bitter drudgery of Clementine’s existence was occasionally broken up by ugly encounters with her father – he once tried to kidnap her; and he would die in Panama a year before her wedding to Winston – and bleak tragedy: when Clementine was fourteen her sister died of typhoid fever, just days short of her seventeenth birthday.

More often, though, she was simply anxious about what her highly sexed mother might do next. At a very early age she had developed a contempt for Blanche’s inability to control herself; and her response to the chaos of her mother’s life was to try to be a perfectionist in her own.

Clementine wanted to go to university, but Blanche, who did not want a bluestocking for a daughter, did her best to sabotage these ambitions.FN4 So instead, Clementine, desperate to escape what she would later call a ‘very difficult childhood’, entered into and then broke off two early engagements, one of which had been to a prosperous civil servant who was twice her age.

Winston offered her the stability and affection she had desired. She, in turn, gave herself entirely to her husband, deciding in her marriage’s first days that she would ‘live for him’ alone.

 

The man who, in 1940, would save his country had been a frail, lisping child. His head was ponderous, his belly plump, his chest puny and his skin so sensitive that he would suffer rashes if he did not sleep in silk sheets and wear silk underwear. He was the victim of bullies who beat him, ridiculed him and pelted him with cricket balls.

‘I am cursed with so feeble a body’, he once wrote to his mother, ‘that I can hardly support the fatigues of the day.’ In response he set out to transform himself. He became the brave, impulsive personality guided by the ‘zigzag streak of lightning’ in his brain who had crashed – giddy with cigars, champagne and the unimprovable delight of being Winston Churchill – into the fervid politics of the new century.

He was impish, disdainful and ruthless, strangely innocent and hungry for the world and everything it contained. His delicate pink skin was still soft; his hair still red; and his figure, swaddled in clothes that were already old-fashioned, slight. And yet by 1908, he was the veteran of exploits in far-flung wars, a man for whom danger was a source of energy and excitement. Even the vividness of his language was a reminder that he lived life at a different pitch from most people.

At the age of just thirty-three he had joined the Cabinet as president of the Board of Trade. Within two years he had become home secretary, one of the great offices of state, and it was clear there was no limit to his ambition. When asked about his future, he gleamed as if a light had been switched on inside him. He talked guilelessly about having been chosen by fate ‘for a purpose far beyond our simple reasoning’.

This, at least, was what people saw. His ebullience was undercut by darker thoughts. There was his conviction that, like Lord Randolph, he would not live long. ‘I am not a good life,’ he said. ‘My father died too young. I must try to accomplish whatever I can by the time I am forty.’

And he was predisposed to melancholy. ‘I don’t like standing near the edge of a platform when an express train is passing through,’ he once confided to his doctor. ‘I like to stand back and if possible to get a pillar between me and the train. I don’t like to stand by the side of a ship and look down into the water. A second’s action would end everything . . . I’ve no desire to quit this world, but thoughts, desperate thoughts, come into the head.’

This is why he sought out people to entertain him, and why he lived his life in a blizzard of frenetic activity. If he relaxed, he told Violet Asquith, if he allowed himself to stop, he would be consumed by ‘dark moments of impatience and frustration’. Painting, friends, drink, bricklaying, could all help kennel what he called the black dog, but what he needed more than anything else was a purpose, a way of implicating himself in an existential drama.

At his most vulnerable, Winston could be afflicted by a feeling of worthlessness that was perhaps his father’s most enduring legacy. ‘Alas,’ he said to Clementine, ‘I have no good opinion of myself. At times I think I could conquer everything – and then again I know that I am only a weak fool.’

Winston once told a friend that whenever he had tried to begin a serious conversation with Lord Randolph, he was snubbed pitilessly: ‘He wouldn’t listen to me or consider anything I said. There was no companionship with him possible and I tried so hard and so often. He was so self-centred no one else existed for him.’

‘You didn’t like him?’ the friend asked Winston.

‘How could I? . . . He treated me as if I had been a fool; barked at me whenever I questioned him.’

Winston’s sense of specialness – the burning conviction that he had been singled out by the gods for some great purpose – was a fantasy necessary to prove that he did not deserve his parents’ neglect (and existed side by side with his belief that had Lord Randolph lived longer, the two men would have become comrades). He would be driven for the rest of his life by a powerful desire to prove that his father had been wrong to repeatedly reject and insult him. This came in tandem with another conviction: when he had a son of his own, he would be treated very differently.
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