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For Garth Fawkes, who will be twenty-three when the centenary of the Second World War is marked. I hope much of this book will be redundant by then, but fear it won’t.




Chronology

Winston Churchill: Servant of Empire

1874 Born at Blenheim Palace, Oxfordshire, son of Tory MP Randolph Churchill and American heiress Jennie Jerome

1876 Family moves to Dublin when Randolph Churchill becomes private secretary to the viceroy of Ireland, his father John Spencer-Churchill

1888–95 Educated at Harrow School and Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst

1895–99 Commissioned as second lieutenant in the 4th Queen’s Hussars; skirmishes in Cuba, India, Sudan furnish material for early journalistic interventions

1899–1901 Resigns from the regiment to launch career in politics; free-booting military and journalistic engagements in South Africa

1901–04 Enters Parliament as Conservative MP for Oldham

1904 Defects to the Liberal Party

1906–08 Undersecretary of state for the Colonial Office in Campbell-Bannerman government

1908–10 Enters Asquith’s Cabinet as president of Board of Trade

1910–11 Asquith’s home secretary

1911–15 First lord of the admiralty; from 1914, member of Asquith’s War Council

1915–16 Forced to resign as first lord of the admiralty as condition of Conservatives joining Asquith’s National Government; rejoins Army but swiftly secures permission to leave active service after a few months on the Western Front

1917–19 Minister of Munitions in Lloyd George’s Cabinet

1919–21 Lloyd George’s secretary of state for war

1921–22 Secretary of state for the colonies; loses parliamentary seat in 1922 election

1924–29 Defects to the Conservative Party; chancellor of the Exchequer in Baldwin’s Cabinet

1929–39 Resigns from Shadow Cabinet in protest against Dominion Status for India; excluded from the Cabinet 1931–39; writes pot-boiling histories

1939 First lord of the admiralty in Chamberlain’s Cabinet

1939–45 Prime minister

1945–51 Leader of the opposition

1951–55 Prime minister

1955–65 In retirement. Dies in London, 1965, aged ninety
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PREFACE

Is another book on Churchill necessary? I’ve asked myself this question more than once, but it seems very few others have. Most people I spoke to, including many who do not share my political opinions, argued strongly in favour of this project. Their motivation was simple. The Churchill cult was drowning all serious debate. An alternative was badly needed and instead of moaning I should get on with it. This is not to suggest that all historians who focus on Churchill are uncritical. There are some fine books out there, and I refer to them later in these pages. It’s not now simply a question of providing an alternative, but of defending the right to do so. Churchill himself, whatever his shortcomings, relished a political duel and gave as good as he got. His epigones feel less intellectually/politically secure and regard any serious criticism as lèse-majesté. Not to be tolerated. This is unacceptable.

Participants in an anti-capitalist demonstration in 2000 sprayed Churchill’s statue in Parliament Square with paint and gave him a turf Mohican. The prime minister at the time, Tony Blair, was livid. According to his spin doctor’s diary, he ‘went a bit over the top saying “This sort of thing must never be allowed to happen again” and suggesting that such demonstrations should be kept out of London’. The spraying continued at irregular intervals over the following years, reaching a peak in 2020 when Black Lives Matter activists painted ‘Churchill Was a Racist’ on the plinth.

This is one of the mildest criticisms of Churchill that can be made, but it caused a furore. More was to follow. In February 2021, as I was engaged in completing this book, I received a Zoom invitation to attend a virtual conference organised in Churchill College, Cambridge to discuss the politics of its namesake. Two of the panel members were academics of South Asian origin. One of them, Priya Gopal, was and remains a Fellow of the College. Unsurprisingly, the tone was critical since the discussion centred on the colonisation of India and its aftermath, especially the Bengal Famine.

It was a sober discussion, but a hullabaloo followed, orchestrated by the Tory press. The Daily Telegraph headlined its 11 February report: ‘Churchill College panel claims wartime PM was a white racist and “worse than the Nazis”’. In fact nobody had said that, but it was enough to push Sir Nicholas Soames (Churchill’s grandson) to become the standard bearer for the outrage. As any regular reader of Private Eye over the years will be aware, intellectual weight is not one of Soames’s attributes, and his interventions on this occasion only confirmed the fact. But he was a descendant and made himself available to be used to crush dissenting voices.

Donors threatened to withdraw funding, the family was displeased, and the College hurriedly disbanded its working group on ‘Churchill, Race and Empire’, which had organised the offending conference. To protest this capitulation, that same night local Extinction Rebellion (XR) activists neatly daubed ‘Churchill Was a Racist’ on one of the brick walls of Churchill College.

Soames had characterised the panel discussion as marking a ‘new low in the current vogue for the denigration in general of British history and of Sir Winston Churchill’s memory in particular’, and threatened the College by wondering aloud and in public whether it should be allowed to benefit from the Churchill name after permitting such an appalling event. In fact, both sides of the debate could come up with better names: Wellesley or Curzon for the glorifiers of empire, and Gandhi or Mandela for the other side. Meanwhile, the rapid response unit of XR Cambridge replied to Soames:


Across this city, there are so many institutions whose money comes from exploitation and colonialism. We are not going to let Cambridge colleges censor the truth about their harmful historical and modern connections. As a city and a country, we desperately need to face up to the legacy of the British Empire, which did so much damage around the world and is still causing harm today. It is increasingly evident that there is a deep connection between global, racial, social and climate justice. The idea that those with money, power and military strength have the right to exploit the earth and its people is responsible both for colonialism and the climate and ecological emergency. We have learned so much from anti-racist activists – we won’t let Britain’s racist history be swept under the rug.



The debate continues. This little book is another pebble in the pond. It does not concentrate exclusively on Churchill and is not a biography in the traditional sense. It situates Churchill within the ruling class that fought against workers and dissidents at home and built a huge empire abroad. It was this combination that enabled defeats of working-class organisations in Britain and the colonisation of large tracts of Asia and Africa. Without understanding the histories of those who resisted at home and abroad it is not easy to understand the hostility towards Churchill that still exists in this country.

Half a century ago I was enjoying a meal in Phnom Penh with Lawrence Daly, the Scottish miner’s leader. The conversation was wide-ranging. The noise of the bombs dropping on Vietnam resounded throughout the region. Daly was an auto-didact, an organic intellectual and attached to no political party. The discussion turned to Britain. How did he explain the British electorate voting Churchill out in 1945? What had happened to the projected images of the great war leader? Daly paused for a moment and then said: ‘It’s not a mystery. Thanks to the Tories, the country was neck-deep in shit. People felt that if they elected Churchill, he would force them to do sit-ups.’

After one hundred and fifty years of continuous growth, as Eric Hobsbawm pointed out in Industry and Empire, the British economy was in trouble and mass unemployment was threatening social peace. Churchill wished to reverse the process by any means necessary. His favourite method was the use of force. On this he would never change, falter or repent. He never fully understood that American and German successes owed a great deal to scientific research and technological development. British universities were left untouched, continuing their normal pursuits, till it was too late to catch up with the US and Germany. A complacent ruling class in Britain, fed on the fruits of empire, was not capable of making up the ground. Despite what is hallowed as Churchill’s ‘finest hour’, the 1945 victory was a huge defeat for the British Empire.

It took Churchill and his Labour mimics, Attlee and Bevin, some time to understand the full implications of this. Churchill accepted the role of second fiddle as long as he could pretend he was the first, issuing Cold War proclamations that generally amused and occasionally annoyed the new masters of the Western world. The US leaders humoured him, while getting on with their own business of taking over the European and Japanese colonies, with varying degrees of success.

Churchill’s genetic racism never disappeared, trickling down homewards as labour shortages necessitated the import of colonial workers from the West Indies and South Asia. During his last weeks in Downing Street he was intransigent. His defence minister Harold Macmillan (later to be prime minister) recorded in his diary on 20 January 1955: ‘More discussion [in Cabinet] about the West Indian immigrants. A Bill is being drafted – but it’s not an easy problem. P.M. [Winston Churchill] thinks “Keep England White” a good slogan.’1 A decade or so later, confronting a bout of heckling from racists at a public meeting, I shouted back: ‘We’re here because you were there. And we’ve got another century and a half to go.’ They shut up temporarily, but I don’t think they fully grasped the dialectic. Nor did Churchill.

This is what I explain in this book, accompanying Churchill’s political life-line with a political and historical analysis that runs counter to his views and those of his many epigones. In highlighting the story of a defiant opposition (weak or strong), the book engages with a working-class history and colonial rebellions in a dialectical relation with the worshipful texts.

The emergence of an anti-colonial movement on campuses in different parts of the world a few years ago was an added inducement to writing about Churchill. The fact that Barack Obama and, more recently, Joe Biden, removed the Churchill bust from the Oval Office was another push (before 9/11 and George W. Bush’s war on Afghanistan and Iraq, few were even aware that the bust existed). They did so because of British atrocities in Kenya and Churchill’s record on Ireland, two of the imperial crimes he is charged with in this book. Their removal of the bust, however, was largely symbolic. Obama and Biden spoke as re-colonisers, as the modern heirs of Churchill and Curzon, Leopold and Salazar. The country over which they preside is the only real empire today, in a position much stronger than that of the British Empire even at its peak, and with a record of war crimes second to none.

The decolonisers in Britain and the anti-racists in the United States have torn down or demanded the removal of statues of slave owners and scoundrels such as Rhodes (greatly admired by Churchill). Churchill’s statue has merely been daubed with red paint, to mark a Remembrance Day for the victims of empire. I’m not in favour of destroying his statue or that of most other imperial warlords or underlings. That would be a wrong-headed attempt to wipe out three hundred years of British history. A similar process in the United States would entail destroying the statues of most of the Founding Fathers on the grounds that they were slaveholders.

Far better to demand or implement the right to install plaques that challenge the official view, so that visitors to the site can read both sides of the argument and make their own decisions. And, of course, to demand new statues of those who were on the other side. This book is written in that spirit – an irruption, I hope, into a historical-political order that appears hegemonic but remains vulnerable. And with it, history remains the roiling, contradictory, conflict-ridden, international human story that it has always been.
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INTRODUCTION

The Cult of Churchill

Unhappy the land that needs a hero.

Brecht, Galileo

Do not impute past disorders to the nature of the men, but to the times which, being changed, give reasonable ground to hope that, with better government, our city will have better fortune in the future.

Machiavelli, Florentine Histories

On 30 May 1945, a month after Hitler’s suicide and the liberation of Berlin by the Red Army commanders Georgy Zhukov and Ivan Konev, twenty-one days after the German surrender ended the Second World War in Europe, the country’s most respected liberal historian, G.M. Trevelyan, delivered a lecture to a packed Conway Hall in Red Lion Square, central London. Neither the Allied victory nor Winston Churchill was mentioned in his talk. Not once.

Instead, Trevelyan stuck doggedly to the agreed theme, ‘History and the Reader’. Having made his name by rejecting the notion of history as a science, he proposed an alternative to what he called ‘dryasdust’ historians, stressing the importance of history both as a rendering of past facts, collected through as diligent a search as possible, and as literature. But he could not resist a nod in the direction of recent events, nor indulging in some English self-puffery. Britain, he said, had a balanced approach to history. If only others could emulate it, the world might be better educated.

His tone was lofty, his posture that of a sage. ‘Some nations’, he declaimed, ‘like the Irish, are too historically minded, in the sense that they cannot get out of the past at all.’ ‘The Germans themselves’, he noted, ‘have been brought up on one-sided, ultra-patriotic versions of things past. The harm that one-sided history has done in the modern world is immense. When history is used as a branch of propaganda it is a very deadly weapon.’ The only alternative was ‘history as it is now taught and written in England. It is rather the ignorance of history than the misuse of it, from which we suffer in this island now.’

That last sentence still applies. English history itself cannot be understood without recognising the interlacing histories of other peoples. Trevelyan felt no need to explain why, for instance, the Irish nation became over-historicised. Perhaps he should have considered the words of his fellow believer: ‘What do they know of England’, groaned Kipling, ‘who only England know?’

Trevelyan then elaborated on how cultural prejudice and historical ignorance might consign old civilisations (outside Greece and Rome) to the dustbin. This was something that even the finest historians had fallen foul of. From his lighthouse perch as Regius Professor of History at Cambridge, he shone the lamp on Carlyle and Macaulay (his great-uncle), and warned that they too had been hampered. How? Using the language of a shop-steward of the official historian’s union, Trevelyan judged that they ‘would have been better historians if they had been through an academic course of history such as they could have got if they had lived at the end of the nineteenth century instead of at the beginning’.

Trevelyan then retreated to the eighteenth century for his paradigm of the scholar-historian: ‘In Gibbon the perfection both of the science and of the art of history was reached, and has never since been surpassed.’ This was certainly not, however, the prevailing view when The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire first appeared, between 1776 and 1789. Gibbon’s six volumes were intellectually emancipatory, his fearless assault on Christianity for its role in bringing Rome low leading to both widespread adulation and condemnation. Establishment bishops went on the warpath, while dissenting William Blake cursed Gibbon’s mockery. Clearly he was doing something right.

A critical Gibbonesque history with the British Empire as its subject is still needed. Among much else, Christianity would figure, as would Islam. (Gibbon speculates, without a trace of prejudice, that if the Prophet’s followers had not lost a key battle or two, Notre-Dame might have been a fetching mosque, and the sonorous Arabic of the Koran might have replaced vespers in Oxford.) Had such a history been written in the late nineteenth or early twentieth century, it would have made for a provocative debate on the Empire and compelled later historians (M.M. Kaye comes to mind) to be a bit more cautious in their assumptions. It would also have made for better educated school children and university graduates.

What, you might ask, has this to do with Winston Churchill?

Just as we have never faced up to the truths of empire, there has been a failure to reckon with our most faithful household gods. An honest reckoning with History has been avoided thus far. Trevelyan virtually ignored Churchill in his 900-page History of England. There are only three references to him: firstly as a staunch Free Trader in Balfour’s Cabinet; secondly as a member of the Liberal Party ‘looking around for a kingdom’; and lastly, in 1940, when ‘England’, facing ‘supreme danger with her old courage’, ‘found the symbol in Winston Churchill’. The fact that the symbol was totally absent in Trevelyan’s Conway Hall speech helps to put things somewhat in perspective.

Rather than a subject of intense historical scrutiny, Churchill has become a burnished icon whose cult has long been out of control. Interestingly, during the five phases of his life – adventures abroad, the First World War, the twenty-year truce in the European civil war, the Second World War and his last period in office – it was a relatively low-profile cult. Even at the height of the Blitz it was nothing like what it would later become in the hands of Tory politicians and a layer of conservative and liberal historians.

A brace of movies in 2017 was preceded by numerous biographies. There are currently more than 1,600 books on Churchill. Several shelves are devoted to him in the biography section of the London Library – even more in the British Library – and that is excluding his own prolific output. The biographies include the eight-volume tombstone whose erection was the life work of the late Sir Martin Gilbert, but whose foundation was laid by Churchill’s son, Randolph; a conservative version by Andrew Roberts; a shorter one by Robert Blake before him; and a stylish, lucid, 1,000-page offering by the well-read Liberal politician Roy Jenkins. There is much else in between, most of it published during and after the 1980s. The most objective biography is that written by Clive Ponting, sadly out of print. Among the latest products is an offering (‘a number one bestseller’ no less) from Boris Johnson, currently the prime minister of the United Kingdom.

Johnson’s is a revealing book on many levels. Whereas some conservative historians have been annoyed by Churchill’s apparent fluidity in switching parties – Robert Rhodes James stresses that Churchill’s erratic pre-1939 career was rightly criticised by his contemporaries – Johnson makes it clear that Churchill spent much of his political life as an outsider, waiting for the moment of glory. This, in common myth, arrived in 1939. But even here the historians cannot agree. Churchill, we are told, stood steadfastly against the appeasers and saved the day. In contrast, John Charmley, in his 1993 book The End of Glory, argued that Churchill’s self-serving career shifts led to numerous errors. By refusing to negotiate a peace treaty with Hitler in 1940 and instead turning to the United States, Churchill precipitated the end of the British Empire.

In an unpublished entry in his diaries, Chips Channon recalls an unhappy club lunch with fellow Tory appeasers the day Churchill went to kiss hands at the Palace. He quotes Rab Butler as saying: ‘We have a half-breed as our Prime Minister.’ A day or so later, the chairman of the Tory backbenchers’ 1922 Committee reported that ‘three-quarters of his members were willing to give Churchill the heave-ho’ and restore Neville Chamberlain, architect of the Munich Agreement with Hitler. In The Churchill Factor, Boris Johnson revels in the hatred towards Churchill exhibited by swathes of Tory MPs, and identifies strongly with his subject: ‘To lead his country in war, Churchill had to command not just the long-faced men of Munich – Halifax and Chamberlain – but hundreds of Tories who had been conditioned to think of him as an opportunist, a turncoat, a blowhard, an egotist, a rotter, a bounder, a cad, and on several well-attested occasions a downright drunk.’ He goes on to quote a letter from Nancy Dugdale to her husband, Tommy, a pro-Chamberlain MP serving in the armed forces. She reports on the mood inside the Conservative Party:


WC they regard with complete distrust, as you know, and they hate his boasting broadcasts. WC really is the counterpart of Goering in England, full of the desire for blood, Blitzkrieg, and bloated with ego and over-feeding, the same treachery running through his veins, punctuated by heroics and hot air. I can’t tell you how depressed I feel about it.1



Who and what was Churchill? Was he anything more than a plump carp happy to swim in the foulest of ponds as long as his own career and the needs of the Empire (in his own mind there was no difference between the two) were fulfilled? A little more, perhaps, but not too much. What accounts, then, for his elevation to a cult figure?

The cult proper, with all its excesses, long post-dates the Second World War. Anthony Barnett, in his sharp polemic against the Falklands/Malvinas war waged by Margaret Thatcher in 1982, suggested that the birth of ‘Churchillism’ was linked to the propaganda need to secure acceptance of that conflict. It was eagerly and embarrassingly promoted by Michael Foot, the Labour leader at the time. As Barnett writes:


Churchill ism is like the warp of British political culture through which all the main tendencies weave their different colours. Although drawn from the symbol of the wartime persona, Churchillism is quite distinct from the man himself. Indeed, the real Churchill was reluctantly and uneasily conscripted to the compact of policies and parties which he seemed to embody. Yet the fact that the ideology is so much more than the emanation of the man is part of the secret of its power and durability.2



One could add that the manufactured love for Churchill, and the uses made of him, came to embody the nostalgia for an Empire that was long gone, but that had been supported by all three political parties and the large trade unions.3 The ‘glory days’ of the past have become embedded in the historical subconscious of the British. And when it was needed – such as in 1982, when the reality that the United Kingdom was little more than a few North European islands was difficult to accept – his name was invoked. Thatcher’s successful war gave her another term of office and projected her as the leaderene. She even began referring to Churchill as ‘Winston’, as if to suggest she had known him personally.

The social historian Paul Addison concurred with Barnett on the importance of the Falklands conflict in re-launching Churchill. Reviewing four new books in the 1980s, he argued that the cultural and political regression could be traced to the failure of Harold Wilson and Edward Heath to modernise the country in the 1960s and ‘70s. ‘In spirit at least, Churchill has outlived them, taking his place again in British politics as one of the household gods of Mrs Thatcher.’ Nevertheless, Addison further argues that those same decades had brought with them a refreshing breeze to clear the cobwebs: ‘The patriotic epic, except in the debased and self-destructive form of the Bond films, was an offence to the spirit of the age. The old military-imperial spectaculars were acceptable only when infused with anti-war feeling and social satire, as in Tony Richardson’s The Charge of the Light Brigade.’4

When, in 1974, Howard Brenton’s The Churchill Play opened under Richard Eyre’s direction at the Nottingham Playhouse, it was warmly applauded by audiences and welcomed by most critics. The staid, respected Harold Hobson, reviewing the play in The Sunday Times, was surprised by the sharp tone but found it stimulating nonetheless: ‘The haunting and alarming suggestion made in Mr Brenton’s powerful play is that the man England found [in 1940] was the wrong man …’

The play opens at Churchill’s funeral. The uniformed men carrying the coffin hear rumblings from inside the catafalque. They look at one another in horror:


MARINE: He’ll come out, he’ll come out. I do believe that of him. Capable of anything that one. [Fiercely] To bugger working people. [He coughs. Recovers. Fiercely] We’ve never forgiven him in Wales. He sent soldiers against us, the bloody man. Sent soldiers against Welsh mining men in 1910 … He was our enemy. We hated his gut. The fat English upper-class gut of the man. When they had the collection, for the statue in front of Parliament … All over Wales town and county councils would not collect …

PRIVATE: But ‘e won the war. ‘E did that, ‘E did that.

MARINE: People won the war. He just got pissed with Stalin …

CHURCHILL [From within his coffin]: England! Y’ stupid old woman. Clapped out. Undeserving, Unthankful. After all I did for you, you bloody tramp!

CHURCHILL bursts out of his coffin, swirling the Union Jack. The Churchill actor must assume an exact replica. His face is a mask. He holds an unlit cigar. The SERVICEMEN turn round and back away, rifles at the ready.



In the United States the success of the Churchill industry, which has promoted the man as the ‘Yankee Marlborough’, has been relative to shifting priorities on the academic and cultural fronts.

In the mid-1980s, the Thatcher–Reagan economic consensus required a political and cultural remodelling and a psychological reconditioning in tune with the start of a new world order. New stories were needed for a global Anglophone marketplace. As a result, numerous British documentaries, serials and films were geared for adoption by the larger market. As far as the British culture industry was concerned, what the US public wanted to watch were Jane Austen adaptations, each one cruder and more dumbed down than the last, and costumed soaps glorifying the pre-1945 ruling classes. Churchill became the daily fibre for this staple diet. The British actor Robert Hardy even played him in three separate movies: Churchill: The Wilderness Years, War and Remembrance and Churchill: 100 Days That Saved Britain.

Like Trevelyan, the living Churchill always understood the importance of history and, not least, his own part in it. His witty boast that ‘I have not always been wrong. History will bear me out, particularly as I shall write that history myself’, was only half a joke. That is what he did from his early years, producing further self-justificatory accounts across the succeeding decades.

Now, early in the twenty-first century, Churchill’s deification as the imperial warlord par excellence is being challenged by a small but effective minority of decolonisers. Nothing too unusual there, if one takes the long view. As the historian of the ancient world, Mary Beard, pointed out in her regular TLS blog, ‘A Don’s Life’, this was the fate of not a few Roman Emperors during the existence of that empire. It was a tradition emulated in later European empires. One of the worst criminals Europe ever produced was Leopold of Belgium, whose ownership of and brutalities in the Congo led to the deaths of several million Africans. His statues in Belgium fell in the spring of 2020, during protests triggered by the Black Lives Matter movement in the United States. Whether the toppling of statues is just a spasm, and things will return, as they so often do, to post-imperial conformity, remains to be seen.

Despite his enormous talent as a self-publicist, a source of much irritation to his liberal and conservative colleagues, Churchill did not in the end need to ‘write the history myself’. He would have been delighted not only by the diligence of his epigones in burnishing his image, but also by the weightless attacks of his few critics. With a keen eye on book sales, he did not particularly mind a little negative publicity if it helped shift a few copies. Money was always in short supply.

This tolerance, however, would perhaps not have stretched to encompass assaults on the British imperial mission, whether levelled against him in critiques by colonial subjects in the past, or launched on his statue by protesters on English campuses today. Imperialism was Churchill’s true religion. He was never ashamed of it. Even before he became its High Priest, he worshipped at its altar. The British Empire, then possessor of the largest chunk of colonies the world had ever seen, was for him an awe-inspiring achievement.

With this view came a belief in and promotion of racial and civilisational superiority. But the maintenance and defence of the Empire was the prism through which Churchill viewed this and almost everything else at home and abroad. Race faded into the background when the enemies of the British Empire were white and part of the same ‘civilisation’. Churchill admired the fierceness demonstrated by the Boers in southern Africa, but not that of the Pashtun tribes resisting the British on the northwest frontier of India; he appreciated the Gurkhas’ capacity to fight as mercenaries, but only because they had been trained by the British as imperial auxiliaries. The Third Reich might be awful, but it was not as unacceptable as the hateful Japanese, who became hateful only after they attacked British colonies in Asia.

Empire so dominated Churchill’s political thought that no adventure was too risky, no crime too costly, no war unnecessary, if British possessions, global hegemony and trade interests were at stake. Domestic upheavals and conflicts that threatened the status quo would also be dealt with harshly. Churchill might have changed political parties at will to enhance his own career, but this rarely affected his politics.

Virtually any reactionary cause that emerged could rely on him for support. He may not have been opposed to middle- and upper-class women bicycling or playing tennis, or, in the case of married women, having their own bank accounts or slashing their evening skirts. What he strongly objected to was the extension of democracy. Women’s suffrage, he argued, ‘is contrary to natural law and the practice of civilized states … only the most undesirable class of women are eager for the right – those who discharge their duty to state – viz marrying & giving birth to children are adequately represented by their husbands … I shall unswervingly oppose this ridiculous movement.’5

The militant suffragette movement, in particular, angered him. He assumed, like many other men and women, that granting women the right to vote would double the electoral strength of the working class. Votes for women challenged the male monopoly of politics and a great deal else. His views on this were never hidden, during either his Liberal or his Conservative days, as his clash with Sylvia Pankhurst demonstrates:


In the midst of the vast Liberal Party rally just before the 1906 general election, the suffragette waited to ask her question, steeling herself for the violent ejection that invariably followed. The speaker was Winston Churchill, well known for his particularly ‘insulting attitude’ towards women’s suffrage. When the suffragette stood up and asked her question, ‘Will the Liberal Government give women the vote?’, he just ignored her, but when some of the men in the audience demanded an answer the chairman invited the suffragette to ask her question from the platform. After doing so, Churchill took her roughly by the arm and forced her into a seat on the platform saying, ‘No, you must wait here till you have heard what I have to say,’ and told the audience, ‘Nothing would induce me to vote for giving women the franchise.’ Suddenly all the men on the platform stood up, blocking the suffragette from view, while others pushed her into a back room. One man went to find a key to lock her in, while another, standing against the door, ‘began to use the most violent language and, calling her a cat, gesticulated as though he would scratch her face with his hands’. She ran to the barred window and called out to the people in the street. The threatening man left and the crowd pointed out a window with some bars missing which the suffragette climbed through and then, at the crowd’s request, delivered an impromptu speech of her own.6



In many ancient religions, there were sacred figures who performed specific functions. The most important of these was the role of binders: almost everything was bound to and linked through them. Politically, Winston Churchill never played such a role during his lifetime, except for a limited period at the height of the war. Even then, critics who defied or challenged him were rarely silenced. ‘Idolatry is a sin in a democracy’, Aneurin Bevan, the left-wing Labour MP, had shouted when the flattery became too intense.

In style, Churchill was often impulsive, always discursive, sometimes chaotic but also possessed of a peculiar dynamism that made him, despite his class, quite down-to-earth. He was equally at home at Blenheim Palace as in the murky corridors of the political underworld. He became prime minister at a time when Britain faced an existential crisis, with the country’s elite and its citizens seriously divided on the dangers posed by the Third Reich. Till then, he had been little more than a clever politician engaged in career building and desperate to climb as high as he could. To which end he was prepared to get his hands dirty. Very dirty. This aspect of him was aired in the popular BBC drama, Peaky Blinders, where Churchill is portrayed giving support to a Special Branch officer tasked with killing Sinn Féin supporters in the Midlands.

His pre-war career – glorifying colonial atrocities abroad, suppressing working-class revolts at home – dwelt in the memory of his opponents among the populace. In ‘A Safe Job’, a short story published in The New Reasoner in the late 1950s, Peter Barnes brought back to life a Labour activist in London’s East End, where mainly Jewish and a sprinkling of non-Jewish migrant workers had given the area a strong reputation for radical politics. The opening paragraph conveys a flavour of the times:


My Uncle Nathaniel was the man who threw a brick at Churchill in 1929. He always regretted that he had missed. It happened when Churchill was making a campaign speech in the East End. The crowd got out of hand and tried to charge him. Beating a hasty retreat to a waiting car, the politician was helped on his way by jeers, catcalls and a badly aimed brick. My Uncle threw it. He had been an active Socialist all his life. This story was one of his favourites …



Stories of this nature were not uncommon, even amid the great dangers of the war years. The eminent geographer David Harvey recalls:


My grandma would only shop at the co-op and when I was 8 or 9 (in 1943–4) I often spent Saturdays with her. One time we went somewhere to get her ‘divvy’ and we ended up in some queue where she pontificated rather loudly to the effect that Churchill was a rotten bugger, enemy of the working people. I was banned from using such language at home so I probably remember it because it was quite shocking to hear her going on in that vein in a public setting. Quite a few people were getting upset and defended him for leading the fight against Hitler to which my grandma replied that Hitler was a rotten bugger too and maybe it would take one rotten bugger to get rid of another rotten bugger but after this war was over we would get rid of all the rotten buggers, every one of them … I told this anecdote to a colleague when at Oxford and he told me around the same period he went to picture shows on Saturday mornings and they always showed Pathé[tic] News and when a certain person appeared on screen the whole audience would hiss and boo. He thought it was Hitler for a while, but it turned out to be Churchill.



Another episode: a New York Times writer in the 1970s was taken aback while interviewing Richard Burton after his success playing Churchill in a TV dramatisation called Walk With Destiny. The actor, asked for his own views on the great man, replied: ‘I hate Churchill and all his kind … a bad man … a vindictive toy soldier child.’ Burton had grown up in the Welsh valleys.

And most recently, a 2021 memoir by the historian Jeffrey Weeks, Between Worlds: A Queer Boy from the Valleys, includes an account of how hatred of Churchill was still very much alive when the author was growing up in the Rhondda. Tonypandy, where Churchill had sent troops against the miners, was never forgotten: ‘As a young boy in the 1950s I vividly remember cinema audiences still erupting in loud boos whenever Churchill, by then in his second term as prime minister, appeared in a newsreel.’

Why this degree of hatred? Churchill was not the only reactionary politician in modern British history. His arrogance is often cited as a factor, and perhaps what angered people was that he was a boaster. He enjoyed his triumphs too well. The British do not mind forthright leaders – Canning, Peel, Disraeli – Lloyd George, Keir Hardy, Nye Bevan – but they do not like British noses being rubbed in British dust. And on too many occasions – at Tonypandy in 1910, during the 1926 General Strike, in 1919 in Scotland – Churchill treated his own citizens as enemies. How can this ever be universally popular?

Nevertheless, History is unpredictable. It picks an actor, bedecks them with fine costumes, and pushes them to play a particular role to such an extent that the part melds with reality. When the curtain comes down, it dismisses them and picks up new actors, raw but eager to learn, and throws them into battle. Churchill was one such actor formed by his times.

This did not make him a cult figure at the time, in fact the opposite. He was accepted as a war leader, but the ambiguities never disappeared. By the time he became prime minister at the head of a National Government, with Attlee as deputy prime minister, people realised they had nothing else with which to fight a war that had to be fought. So they supported him till the first opportunity arose to get rid of him, which they promptly did, without many regrets, in July of 1945.

But even during the war the support was always contingent. It needs to be remembered, despite the dramatics of the widely applauded film Darkest Hour, that when Churchill delivered his famous ‘we shall never surrender’ speech, the defeat at Dunkirk had traumatised the nation. It was obvious then that the herd mentality exhibited during the early years of the First World War would not be at work again. The men fleeing Dunkirk knew how unprepared and badly armed they were, and that the governing class had no idea of why this had happened. Even semi-defeats raise questions in the minds of those taught to obey their superior officers at all times.

Dunkirk caused a serious loss of self-confidence in ruling-class circles. The Tory gang running the country was not at all sure whether Britain could survive. They had won the propaganda war, but the much-touted ‘spirit of Dunkirk’ was little more than a victory mask concealing a dejected and fearful face. On 1 July 1940, The Times published a remarkable editorial that is still more or less applicable today, but could not be written by any employee of Murdoch or, for that matter, any liberal media outlet in the Western world:


If we speak of democracy, we do not mean a democracy which maintains the right to vote but forgets the right to work and the right to live. If we speak of freedom, we do not mean a rugged individualism which excludes social organisation and economic planning. If we speak of equality we do not mean a political equality nullified by social and economic privilege. If we speak of economic reconstruction we think less of maximum production (though this too will be required) than of equitable distribution … The European house cannot be put in order unless we put our own house in order first. The new order cannot be based on the preservation of privilege, whether the privilege be that of a country, of a class, or of an individual.



Angus Calder’s ground-breaking works, The People’s War (1969) and The Myth of the Blitz (1991), record this seismic shift well in the aftermath of Dunkirk. In the first book, Calder explained how British Labour and other progressive forces in the country understood very rapidly that the new war was not a repeat of the previous disaster, that fascism had to be defeated, and that a temporary alliance with anyone (including even Churchill) to achieve this goal was necessary. The national mood was one of united defiance.

However, by the time he came to write the second volume on the Blitz, Calder had clearly changed his mind. In the second book, he exposes the myths of British pluck in the face of German bombing, revealing a darker scene. Crime levels rose throughout the country. Anti-Semitism was rife. The propaganda machine attempted to disguise a shattered people with hearty cheer and the deification of young, dead pilots. Here, the national mood emerges as one of division and paranoia.

Calder is scathing on the tit-for-tat bombing raids carried out by Britain and Germany with the sole purpose of demoralising civilian populations by targeting private homes and other civilian targets. He explains how the head of Bomber Command, ‘Bomber Harris’, fully backed by Churchill, decided to carry out an experimental raid on the ancient German city of Lubeck. The bombs created a firestorm that destroyed half the city and killed thousands of civilians.

The Luftwaffe responded in kind by launching the ‘Baedeker’ raids against old English cities of historic and cultural importance: Bath, Norwich, York, Canterbury. A lot of damage was done. People were killed. But citizens in both countries held firm. There was no serious demoralisation, not even when Harris unleashed the ‘Thousand bombers’ assault on Cologne and boasted that over 6,500 British airmen dispersed in 868 crews had reached their target, unloading some 1,500 tons of bombs in total, 60 per cent of which were incendiaries. The city was engulfed in fire.

Churchill was fulsome in his praise, exhilarated by the destruction. Yet none of this had any dramatic impact on German morale. Within a fortnight Cologne was functioning normally.

By 1942, however, discontent with Churchill’s leadership was widespread among the governing elite. Singapore had fallen to Japan. Gandhi and Nehru had launched a Quit India movement that was bound to affect the morale of the tens of thousands of Indians serving as cannon fodder. The ultra-nationalist Subhas Chandra Bose had decided to create an Indian National Army, recruited from Indian POWs captured by the Japanese, tasked with fighting the British in India.

At home, the failure to achieve production targets had affected supplies in Britain and on the frontlines. A Gallup poll revealed that only one-third of the population expressed satisfaction with the war cabinet, i.e. Churchill. The diarist Harold Nicolson recorded that several centre politicians had told him ‘Churchill had to be brought down’, despite his protests that such a move would shock the country. Cecil Beaton, another friend of Conservative politicians, reported that they freely discussed Churchill’s faults and weaknesses. When asked who might replace him, they replied: ‘Sir Stafford Cripps’. Not Attlee, not Bevin, but Cripps, a name rarely conjured with today as the greatest leader we never had.

Discontent in the military too was evident. The now-forgotten ‘Forces Parliament’ took place in Cairo between 1943 and 1944. Organised by soldiers and junior officers to discuss the future of Britain after the war, the ‘Cairo Parliament’ was inspired by the Putney debates between the Levellers and Oliver Cromwell. It discussed nationalisation, land and banking reform, inheritance and work. In the mock elections Labour obtained a thumping majority. The Tories came last. Inevitably the exercise was swiftly shut down.

Ahead of the 1945 general election it was widely assumed that a Tory victory was inevitable, given Churchill’s prestige in the war. But The Times leader-writer had been prophetic. Anti-Churchill feelings, especially in working-class communities, had remained strong throughout the war, contrary to the propaganda. Labour swept to victory on a social-democratic programme that used a much milder version of The Times editorial as its mantra.

On Churchill’s death in 1965, tributes and eulogies from all sides were not in short supply. Richard Crossman, a Labour Party intellectual and senior member of Harold Wilson’s Cabinet, grumbled publicly about being forced to attend, and later wrote that ‘it felt like an end of an epoch, possibly even the end of a nation’. How wrong he was. Many others too.

At that time it did appear that the post-war settlement, the gradual decolonisation abroad and the creation of a welfare state with its comforting, happy-families atmosphere had seen off the iniquities of the past and laid the foundations of a post-Churchill modernism. The Conservative leader Edward Heath was an ardent European; Wilson, the prime minister, a more reluctant convert to the idea. Europe, geographically little more than a cape attached to the giant Asian continent, would become for post-war politicians the embodiment of hope and the repository of Western civilisation. Its crimes at home and abroad, its wars, imperial, civil and religious, were virtually forgotten, with the single exception of the Judeocide.

Most of the obituaries lauded Churchill’s role as wartime prime minister. On other subjects, opinion in the country was much more divided. The morale-boosting propaganda that Churchill had both created and participated in spoke to collective endurance. On this score he had been a masterful rhetorical tactician. What his eulogists forgot was that the history of that endurance ran far deeper, and was far more lasting, than the heroic appeals of a moment.

Many of those who had suffered the mass unemployment of the 1920s and ‘30s had not yet passed away. It was not uncommon to hear remarks such as ‘My family (or my father) hated Churchill.’ Many of the soldiers who had greeted him with cheers during the war had also voted against him when it was all but won. Memories were longer in those days.

Even when Churchill was not directly involved, he typified the more adventurist wing of the British ruling class: its violence, its arrogance, its complacency and its incubation of white supremacy. His military-aristocratic heritage was useful to him, but not a great recommendation for many others. As Roy Jenkins and others have pointed out, Churchill’s ancestors in the dukedom of Marlborough, after the founding duke died, produced nobody of significance apart from Winston and his father, Randolph. A trend, one could add, that has continued to this day. Soames is little more than a minor character in P. G. Wodehouse.

Unlike many of his peers, Churchill was not satisfied with being a backroom boy or a passive Member of Parliament. He was, above all, an imperial activist. He wanted to fight, to kill and, if necessary, to die for the cause always uppermost in his mind: the British Empire. Death to all its enemies at home and abroad. And where whites were forced to kill other whites (Boers, the Irish, the Germans, the post-1917 Russians), ideologies complementary to white supremacy could be brought into play without too much difficulty.

The boom in Churchilliana began four decades ago. Since then Churchill’s history has surreptitiously become that of Britain (or at least England) as a whole. It is easy to forget how it was in 1965. Back then, satirists, filmmakers and others staunchly opposed imperial wars. Joan Littlewood’s mocking Oh! What a Lovely War, a savage assault on the first World War, packed Stratford’s Theatre Royal. Richardson’s Charge of the Light Brigade laid bare the worship of the Imperial Great Game. It would have been hard to predict then the rise of Margaret Thatcher, the Falklands war, the instrumentalisation of Churchill, now elevated to the status of a national icon, courtesy of Thatcher, Blair and Johnson. And the legend has grown on both sides of the Atlantic.

A cloying scent of incense surrounds most of the paper shrines that commemorate Churchill and his wars, small and big. Together with the celluloid versions, their effectiveness cannot be denied. What the student decolonisers and their allies have made indisputable, however, is that a new conversation has been broached.
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A World of Empires


Now, this is the faith that the White Men hold

When they build their homes afar –

‘Freedom for ourselves and freedom for our sons

And failing freedom, War.’



Kipling, ‘A Song of the White Men’ (1899)

‘I was a child of the Victorian era,’ wrote Churchill in My Early Life, ‘when the structure of our country seemed firmly set, when its position in trade and on our seas was unrivalled, and when the realisation of the greatness of our Empire and of our duty to preserve it was ever growing stronger.’ In 1874, when Churchill was born, Britain was the dominant empire, its global reach surpassing that of its rivals. It had lost its American colonies but retained a boot-hold in Canada. The American losses were more than recompensed by the conquest of India. Africa was divided according to an agreement reached by the European powers.

Most Europeans of all classes viewed their respective colonies in a similar fashion. None could match, whatever else may be thought of it, the Iberian seizure and possession for three centuries of a vast continent beyond a perilous ocean. That was a feat unparalleled in history. Yet even today the majority of Churchill’s biographers cling to the view that while the Spanish Empire and others were cruel, indeed barbarous, the British Empire was more benign and, for this reason, more appreciated by those it colonised.

As a result, the British Empire has become a staple of the heritage industry. The Thatcher governments of the 1980s (and their Blairite successors) did not simply assault the hallowed domains of the welfare state or destroy trade union militancy, they also sought to reverse anti-colonial trends in the public sphere that rubbished or were sharply critical of Britain’s imperial past. The response to this shift has come from many sources. In Britain, most recently, the cosmetic version of colonisation has been effectively demolished by the English historian Richard Gott in his masterly study of resistance to the British Empire. He encapsulates the problem neatly:


[I]t is often suggested that the British Empire was something of a model experience, unlike that of the French, the Dutch, the Germans, the Spaniards, the Portuguese – or, of course, the Americans. There is a widespread opinion that the British Empire was obtained and maintained with a minimum degree of force and with maximum co-operation from a grateful indigenous population. This benign, biscuit-tin view of the past is not an understanding of their history that young people in the territories that once made up the Empire would now recognize.1



It is through this lens that we need to see the young imperialist, Winston Churchill. A particular kind of Victorian-era child, he spent his early formative years in a colonial setting, living in Dublin where his grandfather was viceroy of Ireland. As a boy neglected by his parents, he found solace in toy soldiers and oft-repeated tales of his great military forebear, the first Duke of Marlborough. Stories of the duke’s tactical prowess on international battlefields – not to mention his political cunning, beginning with the Glorious Revolution – only enhanced the young Churchill’s desire to be a soldier.

The parental neglect continued when he was sent away to school at Harrow. There he found comfort in the school cadet corps and began to prepare himself for the military academy at Sandhurst, where competition for a place was stiff. His father, Lord Randolph Churchill, by then a Tory MP, was not keen on the idea, preferring that his son might join a financial firm in the City (Rothschild was a friend) and make some money. Winston, both scared and in awe of his striving, reckless and bad-tempered father, persisted nonetheless, and after two failed attempts finally got into Sandhurst.

His marks being insufficient to join the infantry (which in those days prized intellect highly), Churchill was, like many other upper-class men, assigned to the more glamorous but less demanding cavalry. That same year, 1893, to celebrate his elevation to cadet, he went on a skiing holiday in Switzerland. His enjoyment was cut short by a stern missive from his father, a man whose mental stability was impaired by syphilis and who had hitherto given no personal attention to his son:


Never have I received a really good report of your conduct in your work from any master or tutor you had from time to time to do with. Always behind-hand, never advancing in your class, incessant complaints of total want of application … [W]ith all the efforts that have been made to make your life easy and agreeable and your work neither oppressive nor distasteful, this is the grand result that you come up among the 2nd rate and 3rd rate class who are only good for commissions in a cavalry regiment … I shall not write again on these matters and 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 and exploits. Make this position indelibly impressed on your mind, that if your conduct and action at Sandhurst is similar to what it has been in the other establishments in which it has sought vainly to impart to you some education. Then that my responsibility for you is over.’



It is not difficult to imagine the psychological impact such a letter might have had on a nineteen-year-old boy (though it should be pointed out that language of this sort deployed by an upper-class father to his son was not unfamiliar at the time or later). On a psychological level, from this moment on, proving his father wrong became part of Winston’s life work.

His American heiress mother, Jennie Jerome, was only marginally better as a parent. She was fond of Winston in absentia. As he grew up, she was not averse to sleeping with the highest figures in the realm to help his career and re-fill her own purse, emptied after an economic collapse in the United States wrecked her family’s fortune. She did the rounds of the SW1 squares (even, according to some reports, sleeping with the king), a process that had begun while her husband was dying of syphilis and continued apace after his death.

There was a possibility at one stage that Churchill might succeed to the dukedom, since his cousin Sunny, in direct line, was unmarried. The duchess insisted that ‘it would be intolerable if that little upstart Winston ever became duke’, and summoned the monied cavalry in the US to mount a rescue. Eventually, Consuelo Vanderbilt was persuaded to marry the wastrel Sunny. Accompanying the heiress was a lump sum donation of $2.5 million and an annuity of $30,000, a useful contribution to the family coffers. In due course, a child was produced. No chance now of Churchill moving to Blenheim. Winston would have to make his own fortune.

Could the young cadet at Sandhurst graduate to the status of an imperial warlord? No doubt he would have loved that, but it was not to be. A few adventures observing and participating in wars was all fate assigned to him. But he never had any doubts regarding the efficacy of imperial rule. Proud of his glorious ancestor, founder of the Marlborough/Churchill dynasty, he was determined to play his part in defending the Empire in both theory and practice. War was an elixir, a cure-all for boredom and ennui, and more exciting than hunting since the targets were usually ‘savages’. Whatever language they spoke, however ‘primitive’ they might be, they were human rivals. What other adventure could beat this one? War was, in Churchill’s own words, a most ‘desirable commodity’.

At twenty-one, however, newly enlisted with the 4th Hussars, Winston was to be disappointed. It was 1895 and there was no British colonial war in sight. He was bored at home and ‘all [his] money had been spent on polo ponies’. How then to find the ‘swift road to distinction’ and the ‘glittering gateway’ to fame? After a few inquiries, his gaze crossed the Atlantic. As he later recalled, since


[I] could not afford to hunt, I searched the world for some scene of adventure or excitement. The general peace in which mankind had for so many years languished was broken only in one quarter of the globe. The long-drawn guerrilla war between the Spaniards and the Cuban rebels was said to be entering upon its most serious phase.2



The Spanish Empire was in a state of collapse. It had been attempting to suppress two liberation movements simultaneously for years, in Cuba and the Philippines. The political-intellectual leadership of these movements was provided by José Martí in Cuba and José Rizal in the Philippines: the first a poet and essayist, the second a novelist of the highest rank. Both lives were tragically truncated, Martí in a military skirmish, Rizal executed by a Spanish firing squad.

Cuba and Puerto Rico were the last remaining Spanish possessions in the Americas and among the least developed colonies. The discovery of gold and silver on the mainland and the relative lack of either men or minerals to exploit in Cuba relegated the island to a minor, mainly military and administrative, role in the imperial system. Between 1720 and 1762, the Cuban economy was so undeveloped that its entire European trade was carried by an average of only five or six merchant ships each year. The plantation system, dependent on the large-scale slavery of kidnapped Africans, began late, and only escalated after the Haitian Revolution. The drive for independence was delayed too. By 1825, the whole of the Spanish American mainland had been liberated, but in Cuba Spanish rule lasted until 1898. In 1895, as Churchill weighed his options, Spain was waging a vicious last-ditch assault against the Cuban patriots.

Churchill was never slow to exploit an opportunity, and this one was perfect. He obtained leave from his regiment to become a military observer and witness a colonial war first-hand. Having been left a skimpy inheritance by his father, who had died at the start of that year, he struck on journalism as a means both to promote himself and earn some money. He sought and obtained a newspaper commission to cover the Spanish–Cuban war. Together with a fellow officer, he set off for the Caribbean via the United States.

Churchill did not need to know too much about his chosen war zone. Instinctively, he sided with the Spanish. The reason was simple: an imperial power was attempting to drown a native rebellion in blood.

He arrived in Havana in November 1895. Typhus, smallpox and cholera stalked the island. Famine was widespread, and any journalist who travelled a bit could not have failed to witness the immense suffering of the Cubans. Nevertheless, Churchill underplayed these horrors, themselves a direct result of the colonial war. In an early despatch home – getting almost everything wrong, not unlike journalists reporting from five-star hotels in more recent colonial wars – he wrote:


[Havana] shows no sign of the insurrection, and business proceeds everywhere as usual. Passports are, however, strictly examined, and all baggage is searched with a view to discovering pistols or other arms. During the passage from Tampa on the boat the most violent reports of the condition of Havana were rife. Yellow fever was said to be prevalent, and the garrison was reported to have over 400 cases. As a matter of fact, there is really not much sickness, and what there is is confined to the lower part of the town.3



Even when Churchill could no longer ignore what was taking place, and realised that the Cuban Revolutionary Party had the overwhelming support of the people, he could not bring himself to examine let alone appreciate the perspective of its fighters. The Spanish he understood only too well. For them, Cuba was what Ireland was for the British.

José Martí does not rate a single mention in Churchill’s reports or in My Early Life. Martí had written to the British foreign secretary in April 1895, pleading that Britain stay out of the conflict. Three weeks later, he was dead, shot by the Spanish in an unnecessary encounter. The result was an avoidable tragedy. These events, involving Cuba’s most prominent nationalist leader, were still fresh when Churchill arrived, but he could think only of how much luckier Cuba might have been had the British not exchanged Havana for Florida in 1763 after an eleven-month occupation:


It may be that as the pages of history are turned brighter fortunes and better times will come to Cuba. It may be that future years will see the island as it would be now, had England never lost it – a Cuba free and prosperous, under just laws and a patriotic administration, throwing open her ports to the commerce of the world, sending her ponies to Hurlingham and her Cricketers to Lords, exchanging the cigars of Havana for the cottons of Lancashire, and the sugars of Matanzas for the cutlery of Sheffield.



Churchill was only too aware of what imperialism entailed. Could he have been unaware that it was during the brief period of British occupation in 1762 that 10,000 more slaves had been imported into Cuba to sustain a thriving plantation economy?4

In December 1954, about to enter his final decade, Churchill listened to tales of woe told by a visiting white settler from Kenya, who explained why the atrocities against the Mau Mau rebellion were necessary. Churchill was worried mainly by how these might affect Britain’s standing in the world. He recalled his own 1907 trip to the African colony, when the Kikuyu tribe was such ‘a happy, naked and charming people’. But now, he wrote, public opinion would watch ‘the power of a modern nation being used to kill savages. It’s pretty terrible. Savages, savages? Not savages. They’re savages armed with ideas, much more difficult to deal with.’5

There were plenty of ‘savages’ in Cuba too. In 1895 and 1896, as the rebels gained more support, Generals Antonio Maceo and Máximo Gómez had the island virtually under their control and Havana under siege. Maceo, an Afro-Cuban, was without doubt the most outstanding guerrilla leader of the nineteenth century. Spain and its supporters went into panic mode. Churchill described the rebels as ‘an undisciplined rabble’ consisting ‘to a large extent of coloured men’. If the revolution succeeded, he worried, ‘Cuba will be a black republic’, registering no connection to the slaves Britain had brought in to increase the enslaved population Spain had already accumulated over the previous two centuries.6

Self-induced amnesia has always been a characteristic of imperial leaders and their ideologues. Fears of another Haiti in the region were ever present in the thinking of the United States as well. Grover Flint, a US journalist who had attached himself to Gómez’s army, wrote in his despatches that ‘half of the enlisted men were negroes’ while other sinister types were also present: ‘Chinamen (survivors of the Macau coolie traffic) … shifty, sharp-eyed Mongols, with none of the placid laundry look about them’.7

The Spanish had agreed to the abolition of slavery in Cuba in 1886, but, fearful of the very notion of a majoritarian black republic, they encouraged mass migration from the peninsula to the island. Between 1882 and 1894 a quarter of a million Spaniards emigrated to Cuba, whose population was then under two million. They included the Catalan anarchist Enrique Roig, who wasted little time in linking up with Martí. The flood of white immigrants did not prove sufficient from the Spanish point of view. Two-thirds of the new migrants were illiterate. Most were peasants and workers, with Catalans composing a majority. Many veered automatically in the direction of Martí and Maceo. As Benedict Anderson noted:


This demographic transformation, combined with the unalarming, gradual end of slavery, made it possible for Martí to recast the revolutionary enterprise in a nationalist style, which transcended, or appeared to transcend, the discourse of race. So to speak, white and black Cuban males would (metaphorically or on the battlefield) embrace each other as equals in the fight against imperial rule. The gradual disappearance of ‘Haiti’ and the collapse of the sugar ‘aristocracy’ left Madrid with fewer and fewer fanatical supporters. Rizal-style general nationalism thus spread rapidly after 1888 in almost all sectors.8



On the verge of a catastrophic defeat in 1896, the Spanish sent out a new Captain-General to regain the upper hand. Chosen for his ruthlessness, General Valeriano Weyler was known in Madrid for preferring animals to humans. He was a mixture of both. He had funded a care home for horses in Madrid, where they were well treated and provided regularly with oats. In Cuba he created a network of concentration camps to isolate the guerrillas from the people. The consequences were catastrophic: not only were families torn apart and women and girls forced into prostitution, but in some Cuban towns up to 50 per cent of those in the camps died. Altogether, at least 170,000 ‘concentrated’ civilians died, mostly of disease and hunger, representing about 10 per cent of the total Cuban population of the time.

Weyler had served as a military attaché at the Spanish embassy in Washington during the US Civil War, and was a great admirer of General Sherman’s scorched-earth tactics en route to Atlanta. He now envisaged a similar policy for Cuba and proceeded to carry it out. It did not succeed as he had hoped and a stalemate of sorts was reached. Major political and military leaders on both sides were dead: Maceo in Cuba, and the warmongering Spanish prime minister, Antonio Cánovas, in Spain.

The latter was assassinated in June 1897 by Michele Angiolillo, a Barcelona-based Italian anarchist, as revenge for the execution of anarchists in Barcelona. He had originally planned to bump off a Spanish royal, but was talked out of it by a black Puerto Rican supporter of the Cuban struggle, who convinced Angiolillo that Cánovas would be a better target. The prime minister’s departure would be genuinely helpful to the Cubans, he argued, and provided 500 francs as an inducement. The ‘three bullets’ Angiolillo fired, wrote Richard Gott, ‘did as much for the Cuban independence movement as three years of combat’.9 Regime change in Madrid led to a reforming administration that promised Cuba home rule. By then, the United States had declared war against the Spanish Empire and invaded the Philippines; its armed intervention in Cuba in 1898 ended the Spanish–Cuban war.

Ironically, Cuba’s rise as a sugar and coffee producer (and hence its delayed independence) was the result of the 1790 Haitian Revolution, which had eliminated the largest such producer from the world market. The black republic of Haiti was the spectre now being invoked endlessly in the US imperial imagination and in the crude propaganda of its leaders. One of the first things the United States did after entering Cuba was to disarm and dissolve the Cuban Revolutionary Army. Armed black insurgents so close to the US mainland had to be neutralised before their example became infectious. A suitable regime was established before the United States withdrew its forces, except from Guantánamo Bay, where it maintained de facto control in the form of a naval base: an infernal, continuing presence.

Churchill’s sojourn in Cuba – where his adventure-seeking sometimes strayed from journalism into military moonlighting on behalf of Spain – lasted only a few months. He did not witness the disarming of the revolutionary army, but there is not the slightest doubt he would have supported this outcome. The obsession with race came into play once again. On his return home he wrote: ‘The Cuban rebels give themselves the names of heroes and only are boastful and braggarts’, insisting contrary to most other reports that the insurgents ‘neither fight bravely nor do they use their weapons effectively’.10

On his return from Cuba in 1896, the young adventurer was keen to depart immediately for the African continent, which had by now been fully colonised by the Europeans. Wars were brewing, and easy career gains might be made without too much effort. Instead, his senior commanders decided he should go with his regiment on a tour of duty to India. Churchill protested and used his titled friends and relations to try to have the decision changed, but to no avail. He was desperate to switch to the 9th Lancers, due to be sent to Matabeleland in South Africa. ‘This we will talk over on Friday,’ he wrote to his mother, ‘but my dear Mamma you cannot think how I would like to sail in a few days to scenes of adventure and excitement – to places where I could gain experience and derive advantage – rather than to the tedious land of India, where I shall be equally out of the pleasures of peace and the chances of war.’


Going to India with his ‘unfortunate regiment’ … was an ‘utterly unattractive’ prospect. Not to go to the war in Matabeleland was to let ‘the golden opportunity’ go by. By failing in that, ‘I feel that I am guilty of an indolent folly that I shall regret all my life.’ A few months in Matabeleland would earn him the South Africa Medal and ‘in all probability’ the British South Africa Company’s Star.11
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Kipling, ‘A Song of the White Men’ (1899)


Now, this is the cup that White Men drink

When they go to right a wrong,

And that is the cup of the old world’s hate –

Cruel and strained and strong.

We have drunk that cup – and a bitter, bitter, cup –

And tossed the dregs away.

But well for the world when the White Men drink

To the dawn of the White Man’s day! …

Now, this is the faith that the White Men hold

When they build their homes afar –

‘Freedom for ourselves and freedom for our sons

And failing freedom, War.’

We have proved our faith – bear witness to our faith,

Dear souls of freemen slain!

Oh, well for the world when the White Men join

To prove their faith again.
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Brecht, ‘The Caledonian Market’ (1934)


‘Oh, East is East and West is West!’

Their hireling minstrel cried.

But I observed with interest

Bridges across the great divide

And huge guns trundling East I’ve seen

And cheerful troops keeping them clean.

Meanwhile, from East to West, back rolled

Tea soaked in blood, war wounded, gold.

And the Widow at Windsor, all dressed in black

Grins, takes the money, stuffs it in her pocket

And gives the wounded a pat on the back

And sends them down to the Caledonian Market.

Their walk may have lost its spring, but they try

To hobble around the stalls and buy

A second-hand wooden leg instead

To match their equally wooden head.
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The Jewel in the Crown

Churchill’s India obsession was many things, but it was not irrational. No other modern empire had succeeded in grabbing so much land and so many people in Asia as had the British. This posed some problems in India because there were too many people, making even a partial extermination difficult. Nor could they be confined in reservations or concentration camps. The advantages, however, vastly outweighed the problems.

Churchill never liked India. His first armed encounter was not a pleasant affair. He wrote of his shock at encountering the subcontinent, and was relieved to be put on active duty on the Afghan border. In a despatch to the Daily Telegraph on 6 November 1897 he wrote:


The rising of 1897 is the most successful attempt hitherto made to combine the frontier tribes. It will not be the last. The simultaneous revolt of distant tribes is an evidence of secret workings … Civilization is face to face with militant Mohammedanism. When we reflect on the moral and material forces arrayed, there need be no fear of the ultimate issue, but the longer the policy of half-measures is adhered to the more distant the end of the struggle will be.

An interference more galling than complete control, a timidity more rash than reckless, a clemency more cruel than the utmost severity, mark our present dealings with the frontier tribes. To terminate this sorry state of affairs it is necessary to carry a recognized and admitted policy to its logical and inevitable conclusion.



A month or so earlier he had been shaken by the sight of thirty-six dead bodies, hurriedly buried by the British, that had been discovered and mutilated by Pashtun tribesmen. But this was no more unedifying than the violence meted out regularly by the British Army. Civilisation and barbarism are Siamese twins. Churchill confided to his diary:


The tribesmen are among the most miserable and brutal creatures on earth. Their intelligence only enables them to be more cruel, more dangerous, more destructible than the wild beasts … I find it impossible to come to any other conclusion than that, in proportion that these valleys are purged from the pernicious vermin that infest them, so will the happiness of humanity be increased, and the progress of mankind accelerated.



No word to explain why the British were under attack. The Empire had already lost wars against Afghanistan. The first ended in January 1842, with the defeat of a large British-led force under the command of General Elphinstone. The Governor-General of India, Lord Auckland, was so shaken by the news that it gave him a stroke from which he never recovered. In April the same year, General Pollock led a ‘Force of Retribution’ that destroyed the old sixteenth-century bazaar in Kabul and other old buildings. Having carried out their revenge, the British left Afghanistan and resolved never to attempt a take-over again.

However, in 1893 the Empire insisted on drawing a formal border between Afghanistan and India, and a civil servant, Sir Mortimer Durand, was despatched to do the job. He drew a line to establish a 1,640-mile border that divided the Pashtun tribes and was often ignored by the local people. It was against this purely arbitrary division that the ‘wild beasts’ were up in arms again.

Late one night in 1897, a Pashtun tribe (with whom the British wrongly assumed they were not in dispute) launched a stealth attack on the British encampment. Churchill, an eager twenty-something subaltern on his first visit to the turbulent northwest frontier, was outraged by the ‘treachery’. The guerrilla attack cost the British Indian army forty officers and men as well as many horses and pack animals. To the young Churchill’s delight, the commander of the operation, Sir Bindon Blood ordered an immediate retaliation. The new recruit joined General Jeffreys in the punitive expedition to ‘chastise the truculent assailants’. The exciting encounter between the flashing swords of the Pashtuns and English rifles was all in a day’s work, as Churchill later wrote in My Early Life, but what afforded young Winston the greatest pleasure was the disciplined accomplishment of a colonial mission: ‘The chastisement was to take the form of marching up their valley, which is a cul de sac, to its extreme point, destroying all the crops, breaking the reservoirs of water, blowing up as many forts as time permitted, and shooting anyone who obstructed the process.’ Who can blame the Afghans in subsequent centuries for believing that in the second and third intrusions they were once again seeing the first in a new guise? What has changed is the technology and the rhetoric: helicopter gunships and drones instead of bayoneted rifles; ‘humanitarian’ explanations and lies instead of Churchill’s straightforwardness.

The merciless Pashtun campaign was depicted thus in Kipling’s poem ‘The Young British Soldier’:


When you’re wounded and left on Afghanistan’s plains,

And the women come out to cut up what remains,

Jest roll to your rifle and blow out your brains

An’ go to your Gawd like a soldier.

Go, go, go like a soldier,

Go, go, go like a soldier,

Go, go, go like a soldier,

So-oldier of the Queen!



An earlier poem, ‘Das Trauerspiel von Afghanistan’ (The Tragedy of Afghanistan) by the German poet Theodor Fontane, then living in London, struck a different note. Sombre and melancholic, it was a more accurate reflection of the magnitude of the 1842 defeat, as this extract reveals:


The snow falls quietly from the sky,

A lone, snow-clad rider stops in front of Jalalabad,

‘Who’s there!’ – ‘A British horseman,

I bring a message from Afghanistan.’

Afghanistan! He spoke it so weakly;

Half the city is crowded around the rider,

Sir Robert Sale, the commander,

Lifts him off the horse with his own arms.

They lead him to the stone watch house,

They put him down by the fireplace

How does the fire warm him, how does the light feed him

He breathes deeply and thanks and speaks:

‘Thirteen thousand we started From Kabul city, beast and man,

Soldiers, leaders, child and maid,

Frozen, slain, and betrayed.

Our army wrecked …’



And what of the victors? No poetry for them. Just stories of heroism and courage and the crimes committed by the foreigner, tales handed down orally from one generation of Pashtuns to another as the invasions kept coming. But what if you were a Pashtun fighter, captured by British-Indian soldiers and slowly roasted to death in an earth oven? Churchill described this too, without any trace of emotion or civilisational remonstrations. Imperial domination invariably leads to crimes against those who resist.

Carving Up Africa

In the latter decades of the nineteenth century, with slavery abolished, the white imperialist powers went in search of substitutes. If the taking of people was no longer permitted, then by the impeccable logic of Empire the next question was ‘Why not take the land?’ Africa beckoned, the continent that had spawned humanity, given birth to ancient civilisations and, most importantly, was full of riches: diamonds, minerals and, later, oil. Tribal divisions and localised conflicts had weakened black Africa. Those countries with a recognisable political structure were a diverse and scattered group.

The oldest of these was Abyssinia, later Ethiopia, a region that formed part of the Amharic Empire. As European vultures divided the continent, it stood alone. Its independence had not yet been violated. The British had provoked a conflict in 1868 and built an imperial base at Zula, south of Massawa on the Red Sea, from which they successfully assaulted the ruler’s mountain city of Magdala. Britain was trying out its new weaponry (Snider breech-loaders in this case), developed after the Crimean War. The weapons alone may not have been enough, had the British not also won over the effective ruler of the Tigre Province, who had his own problems with the Abyssinian king. Italy, too, had turned its gaze to the region.

European incursions throughout the nineteenth century had marked out Africa as a continent that could be taken. Provided the white empires did not succumb to fits of uncontrolled greed and turn on one another, there was enough for all. That was the thinking of the new German state and of its architect and first chancellor, Otto von Bismarck. Unified Germany was a country without colonial possessions. It wanted to play catch-up in Africa. That is why Bismarck convened an imperialist summit in Berlin in 1884–85. It lasted three months. The real agenda consisted of a single item: how best to divide Africa. The seizure, rape and occupation that followed was the responsibility of ‘civilisation’, elder brother of the ‘humanitarian interventions’ of the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

The only absentee at the conference was the United States. It had agreed to attend, but then had a last-minute change of mind. Every other imperial power or aspirant was present. Africa was divided into fifty different colonised countries, regardless of ethnicity or geography, a brutal exercise that left its mark on black Africa for the next century and a half. The effects of this are still experienced today, with the national borders drawn on the map remaining largely the same. At the time the conference took place, France occupied Algeria and Tunisia and shared Morocco with Spain. Britain dominated Egypt and the Sudan, though the latter was in continuous rebellion. The French and Spanish were left in control of their Maghrebian possessions, and Britain’s sphere of influence was not challenged. Indeed, by the end of the proceedings, the lion’s share had been formally awarded to Britain, which extended its presence in the continent to East and South Africa as well as Nigeria and Ghana. France got most of West Africa. Italy obtained Somalia and some parts of Ethiopia. Portugal retained Angola and Mozambique. Germany was awarded southwest Africa (Namibia) and Tanganyika (Tanzania).

The Belgian King Leopold II was given Congo as a personal fiefdom, an event unique in the annals of imperialism. This was the only occasion in modern times that an entire territory had been formally, internationally recognised as the personal possession of a single human being. The Congo kept this remarkable status for a quarter of a century. Although Congo had become his life-obsession, and was also the source of his enormous wealth, Leopold never bothered to visit his property (he was scared of being infected by ‘African diseases’), making him the most notorious absentee landlord in the history of modern imperialism.

The horror inflicted on the Congolese people was on a scale, and of a level of sadistic brutality, that surpassed anything else that went on during the colonisation of Africa. The conquerors of the Congo, principally the Belgians, but also some others, were after ivory and rubber. Bonuses were paid to soldiers and administrators on how much ivory and rubber they could force villagers to collect. If a village did not turn over enough, its adult males – and sometimes women and children too – were killed. To prove that they had killed the necessary number of people without wasting bullets, soldiers cut off the hands of their victims while they were still alive. Sometimes feet, heads and breasts were added to the gruesome collection sent back to Brussels. To prevent decay the hands were often smoked, while heads and breasts were put in jars of spirit to preserve them.

Leopold declared himself satisfied. It was necessary, he argued, as did other colonial leaders, to be strict and to stop Arab traders from kidnapping Africans and selling them in the black market. But as the photographs of the horrors began to trickle back to Europe there were many expressions of outrage, most commonly from British writers, relieved in some cases by the fact that these crimes were being committed by a non-British empire.

Leopold’s soldiers and settlers killed half the population of the Congo. Figures vary, but it is generally agreed that the dead totalled between eight and ten million. In size and scale the closest equivalent crime by a European state was the Judeocide of the Second World War, carried out in most of Europe by Germany and its quislings. The indirect victims of that crime are still being counted in Palestine every single week.

‘Satan! I tell you that man is Satan!’ declared Cecil Rhodes – no angel himself – after meeting Leopold II. The American poet Vachel Lindsay wrote a poem entitled ‘The Congo’:


Listen to the yell of Leopold’s ghost

Burning in Hell for his hand-maimed host,

Hear how the demons chuckle and yell

Cutting his hands off, down in Hell



In 1904, E.D. Morel and Roger Casement set up the Congo Reform Association to publicise Leopold’s crimes, the first such act of solidarity with a colonised people. Arthur Conan Doyle met with the group, was enraged by what he heard, and did his own research; after studying in detail all the reports of the Belgian atrocities, he sat down and produced a book in nine days. The Crime of the Congo, written in cold anger, sold more than half a million copies in its first three months. Conrad’s Heart of Darkness had a similar impact when its readers realised that the darkness he was characterising as a horror was not the black-skinned African but the white oppressor in their midst. However else they might be described, the events in the Congo could not be characterised as a ‘jolly little war against barbarous peoples’. I have yet to come across a single mention of the Congolese genocide in any of Churchill’s books or papers.

Imperialist politicians tended not to denounce one another unless they were engaged in conflict among themselves, but the silence on the Congo throughout the chanceries of Europe is not surprising, indicating as it does the deep and ingrained hostility towards black people that had developed over centuries.
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