
SIR WINSTON SPENCER CHURCHILL (1874-1965) 
 
Churchill’s life should serve as an inspiration to all who struggle with their 
education, for the young Winston’s early lack of promise brought his father to 
the edge of despair. ‘If you cannot prevent yourself from leading the idle useless 
unprofitable life you have had during your school days,’ he said, ‘you will 
become a … social wastrel.’  
 
But more than 70 years later royalty, world leaders and dignitaries gathered in 
London while silent crowds lined the streets as the ‘social wastrel’ who had led 
Britain to victory in World War II – the former Prime Minister, statesman, 
orator and Nobel laureate - was given a state funeral. In crude modern parlance, 
Churchill had gone from zero to hero, fulfilling the prophecy that ‘the day will 
come when they speak of Randolph as the father of Winston.’ 
 
Winston Leonard Spencer Churchill was born two months prematurely on 30 
November 1874, at Blenheim Palace in Oxfordshire, the seat of his grandfather 
the 7th Duke of Marlborough. His parents were Lord Randolph Churchill, a 
prominent Tory politician, and Jennie Jerome, a noted beauty and daughter of a 
New York financier. Despite all the advantages of a privileged background, 
Winston’s was an unhappy, neglected childhood, relieved only by the devotion 
of his nanny, Elizabeth Everest – his ‘dearest and most intimate friend’. At the 
age of seven he was sent away to boarding school, which he hated: ‘Flogging 
with the birch was … a great feature of the curriculum,’ he later recalled, while 
in 1888 he only managed to scrape into Harrow with such poor results in his 
entrance exam that he was placed at the bottom of the class, much to the 
irritation of his distant but dominant father.  
 
Having survived Harrow (which he also disliked) with a mediocre academic 
record, Lord Randolph deemed his son unsuited to a career in either politics or 
the law, so enrolled him instead as an officer cadet at Sandhurst – even so it 
took Winston three attempts to pass the entrance examination. But determined 
to win his father’s respect, he worked hard and eventually graduated 20th out of 
a class of 130, before joining the 4th Queen’s Own Hussars as a cavalry officer 
in February 1895.  
 
In a parallel career as a war correspondent Churchill went to Cuba to report on 
the war of independence from Spain, and it was there that he acquired his love 
of Havana cigars, developed his skill as a journalist and came under fire on his 
21st birthday. The following year (1896) he sailed for India with his regiment, 
saw action on the North-West Frontier, and in 1898 published The Story of the 
Malakand Field Force which effectively launched another of his careers; this 
one as an author. In 1898 he joined Lord Kitchener’s Nile expeditionary force 



as both soldier and correspondent, later describing the campaign in The River 
War, but he resigned his commission in 1899 with the intention of entering 
politics and earning a living with his pen. 
 
Standing as a Conservative at a by-election in Oldham, he lost by a narrow 
margin, but found consolation when the Boer Republics declared war on Britain 
in October that year, and hastily set sail for South Africa to report on the 
conflict for The Morning Post. Within a month of his arrival he was taken 
prisoner, but a few weeks later he escaped from the military prison in which 
he’d been held by the Boers, and subsequently returned to Britain as a hero in 
time to use his newly-found fame in the general election of 1900, where he 
again contested the seat for Oldham on behalf of the Conservative Party. This 
time he was successful (but only just), was elected an MP, and shortly after, 
delivered the first of his numerous speeches before Parliament. 
 
Confident and self-assured despite his unpromising education, Churchill was 
unafraid to disagree with senior members of his party, and in 1904 he defected 
from the Conservatives and took a seat on the Liberal benches, arguing that his 
former party had abandoned their principles. Four years later he became a 
cabinet minister under Lloyd-George. 
 
The same year (1908) he proposed marriage to Clementine Hozier while 
sheltering from the rain in the small Temple of Diana at Blenheim Palace, with 
the wedding taking place at St Margaret’s, Westminster on 12 September. 
Perhaps it was because he had been rejected by three other women before he 
met Clementine, that he was able to claim: ‘My most brilliant achievement was 
my ability to … persuade my wife to marry me.’ He and Clementine went on to 
have five children. 
 
Churchill’s rise to political prominence before the outbreak of World War I was 
assured when he was made First Lord of the Admiralty in 1911, and following 
the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo in the early summer 
of 1914, he ordered the fleet to battle stations in readiness for what he rightly 
predicted would be war before summer was over. At 11pm on 4 August Britain 
was at war with Germany, but in April 1915 Churchill paid the price for 
overseeing a series of British losses, both at sea and at Gallipoli, and was forced 
to resign in disgrace.  
 
War over, in the 1920s he found his views lay to the right of his Liberal 
colleagues, so in the 1924 general election he stood once again for the Tories – 
this time with success in the Epping constituency - and was rewarded by 
Stanley Baldwin with the post of Chancellor of the Exchequer. It proved to be 
another disaster, for being responsible for the restoration of the gold standard, 



he watched as an over-valued pound resulted in the collapse of export markets 
and its calamitous effect on industry. In 1926 a million miners were prevented 
from working in a dispute with their employers who demanded they work 
longer hours for less pay. When Churchill was reported to have said that ‘a little 
blood-letting’ would be all to the good, he was seen as the villain. A general 
strike was called, the country ground to a halt and in the 1929 general election 
Labour swept to power and Churchill was out of office once more.  
 
The decade leading to the outbreak of World War II became known as 
Churchill’s wilderness years, for having lost his seat in Parliament his views left 
him marginalised; he was seen as a maverick by some, a right-wing extremist 
by others, but much of this period was put to use by writing and making 
speeches. His acclaimed History of the English Speaking Peoples was published 
during this time, while his political speeches made him a lone voice arguing 
against giving greater powers of self-governance to India, while his thunderous 
warnings about the rise of Hitler and the Nazis went largely unheeded. But 
when Neville Chamberlain returned from Munich in September 1938 
proclaiming ‘peace for our time’, Churchill responded: ‘You were given the 
choice between war and dishonour. You chose dishonour and you will have 
war.’ 
 
His prediction was fulfilled, for on 3 September 1939 Britain was once again at 
war with Germany, Churchill was recalled from political exile, and for the 
second time in his career was appointed First Lord of the Admiralty and a 
member of the war cabinet. When Chamberlain resigned in 1940, Churchill 
succeeded him as Prime Minister of an all-party coalition government, took the 
additional post of Minister of Defence and assumed responsibility for the war 
effort. On 18 June he warned the country that the Battle of Britain was about to 
begin. 
 
Churchill’s time had come, for it was during the war that his wonderful power 
of oratory was used to raise morale in the face of great hardship, and some of 
his most memorable speeches were given as a response to the nation’s need for 
reassurance. ‘We shall defend our island, whatever the cost may be, we shall 
fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the 
fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender.’ 
 
In his determination to keep Britain safe and halt Hitler’s march through 
Europe, he formed an alliance with the United States and the Soviet Union, both 
of whom joined the war in 1941, after which he grew increasingly confident that 
the Nazis would be defeated.  
 



D-Day arrived on 6 June 1944 when the biggest-ever seaborne invasion landed 
over 150,000 allied troops on the beaches of Normandy, and eleven months 
later, on 7 May 1945, Germany surrendered. The war in Europe was over; 
Churchill was the hero of the hour.  
 
But in the general election that followed in July of the same year, the 
Conservatives under Churchill were roundly beaten by Clement Attlee’s Labour 
Party, who promised to establish the NHS, raise employment and nationalise 
key industries. With little stomach for playing leader of the opposition, 
Churchill largely withdrew from Parliament, but spent much of the time instead 
concentrating on public speaking and compiling a six-volume memoir of the 
Second World War.  
 
After six years in opposition, and shortly before his 77th birthday, Churchill led 
the Tories back to government in October 1951, and remained Prime Minister 
until poor health brought about his resignation in 1955. He remained an MP for 
a further nine years without speaking in Parliament; much of the time being 
spent at Chartwell, paintbrush in hand, until he retired at the 1964 general 
election.  
 
Churchill at Chartwell 
It was in September 1922 that Churchill bought Chartwell and its 80 acre estate 
for £5000, having been attracted by its stunning outlook across the Weald. ‘I 
bought Chartwell for that view’, he said some years afterwards, for in 1922 the 
house itself was a somewhat gloomy Victorianised building of Elizabethan 
origins, and it took the inspiration of architect Philip Tilden – and £20,000 
worth of work – to modernise, enlarge and completely transform it. In the 1920s 
£20,000 was a considerable sum of money, but Churchill believed that income 
should always be expanded to meet expenditure! By the time Tilden had 
finished, the house had five reception rooms, 19 bedroom/dressing rooms, eight 
bathrooms and nine servants to look after it.  
 
According to his daughter, Sarah, when the family first came to Chartwell it 
was ‘wildly overgrown and untidy, and contained all the mystery of houses that 
had not been lived in for many years.’  
 
With the aid of his police sergeant, chauffeur, two gardeners, six men and his 
children, Churchill built rockeries, fish ponds, croquet lawns, a heated 
swimming pool, two lakes, two cottages and kitchen garden walls. ‘I never had 
a dull or idle moment from morning to midnight,’ he wrote, ‘and with my happy 
family around me dwelt in peace.’ On another occasion he famously said: ‘A 
day away from Chartwell is a day wasted.’ 
 



While Clementine had longed for a country home that would be ‘a rest and joy,’ 
Winston turned Chartwell into a veritable writing factory, for he relied upon his 
skill as an author for most of his income. With typists, secretaries, and at least 
six researchers scouring 60,000 volumes in the library, he produced more words 
than Dickens and Shakespeare combined, and at one time was said to be the 
highest paid journalist in Britain. He produced two biographies, a novel, three 
volumes of memoirs and several histories, and in 1953 received the Nobel Prize 
for Literature – ‘for his mastery of historical and biographical description as 
well as for brilliant oratory in defending ... human values.’ 
 
If writing was Churchill’s main occupation outside of politics, he chose painting 
for relaxation, a haven in which he could deal with the ‘black dog’ spells of 
depression which he suffered periodically throughout his life. He became an 
accomplished amateur artist, being taught by his friend Paul Maze whom he met 
in 1915, after first being inspired by the wife of Sir John Lavery, who would: 
‘Splash into the turpentine, wallop into the blue and white, [make a] frantic 
flourish on the palette … and then several fierce strokes and slashes of blue on 
the absolutely cowering canvas.’ As he said: ‘Anyone could see that it would 
not hit back.’ 
 
Concentrating mostly on oil-based impressionist landscapes, many of which 
were captured when taking a holiday in Egypt, Morocco or the south of France, 
he produced over 530 canvasses, and one of his landscapes recently sold for £1 
million – more than a Monet! His studio at Chartwell is an example of his 
energy and determination to master the subject.  
 
By 1946 Churchill’s income had failed to keep pace with expenditure, but Lord 
Camrose organised a consortium of anonymous wealthy friends to buy the 
Chartwell estate for the National Trust, with the provision that for a nominal 
rent Sir Winston and Lady Churchill could continue to live there until they both 
died. When his finances improved, Churchill bought Bardogs at Toys Hill, and 
the nearby Chartwell Farm, into which his youngest daughter, Mary moved in 
1947 when she married Christopher Soames. 
 
Despite Chartwell being within the ecclesiastical parish of Crockham Hill, 
Churchill had little to do with either the village or the church. When Nesbitt 
Tredennick arrived as the new incumbent at Holy Trinity in 1952, Winston told 
him: ‘I’d do anything for you, Vicar, except come to church!’ But he did open 
the house and grounds in support of the parish - and that of Westerham - and 
contributions to the annual church fete were often sent from Lady Churchill and 
Mary Soames. Grace Hamblin, who became personal secretary to both Winston 
and Clementine (and afterwards was appointed the first Administrator at 



Chartwell for the National Trust), was brought up on Froghole and educated in 
the village school.  
 
Crockham Hill also featured in a 1951 House of Commons debate on the 
subject of parliamentary privilege, arising from a letter from the so-called ‘red 
vicar’ of Holy Trinity (Oliver Fielding-Clarke) to the MP for Sevenoaks, which 
was passed to the Bishop of Rochester. ‘The circumstances are somewhat 
peculiar,’ announced Churchill. ‘I dwell in the diocese of the Bishop of 
Rochester, I am a parishioner of the Vicar of Crockham Hill and I am a 
constituent of the Hon. Member for Sevenoaks. Therefore, it makes for me what 
is called, in racing parlance, a triple event.’ 
 
The end of an era 
On 15 January 1965, a severe stroke left Churchill gravely ill at his London 
home, and nine days later, on the morning of Sunday 24th – seventy years to the 
day after his father had died – the man whose words had galvanized the nation 
during its darkest hours, slipped peacefully away. It was the end of an era, for 
despite (or perhaps because of) his earlier failings and lack of promise, the 
‘social wastrel’s’ energy, boundless enthusiasm, charisma, wit and courage, had 
come to represent the best that the human spirit could aspire to. For half a 
century his voice had been the soundtrack that echoed across the political 
landscape. 
 
Though it still had 35 years to run, the twentieth century belonged to Sir 
Winston Spencer Churchill. 
 
His body lay in state in Westminster Hall for three days before the funeral 
service was held in St Paul’s Cathedral on 30 January, watched on television by 
an estimated 350 million people in Europe alone. He was then laid to rest as he 
had requested, in the family plot at St Margaret’s Church in Bladon, 
Oxfordshire, not far from Blenheim Palace where he had been born 90 years 
earlier. 
 
Honours 
Throughout his joint career as statesman and author, Churchill received 
numerous honours and awards, including: 
Knight of the Garter (1953) 
Nobel Prize for Literature (1953) 
Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports (1941) 
Croix de Guerre (Belgium: 1945) 
Croix de Guerre (France: 1947) 
1st Honorary Citizen of the United States (1963) 
 



He was given the freedom of more than a dozen cities, made Rector of 
Aberdeen and Edinburgh Universities, Chancellor of the University of Bristol, 
and awarded honorary doctorates from many other universities both in the UK 
and abroad. 
 
In the Canadian Rockies, the Winston Churchill Range is named after him. 
 
Two Royal Navy warships and a Second World War infantry tank, were named 
in his honour, as were a Royal Navy submarine and a US Navy destroyer, while 
countless schools, public buildings, streets and squares have also been given his 
name.  
 
And in 2002, a BBC TV poll that attracted almost 2 million votes, named 
Winston Spencer Churchill as the Greatest Briton of all time. 
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