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“Winston Churchill: A Man for His Time”


Who was Winston Churchill and why is he still revered by English speaking peoples around the world? Sir Winston Leonard Spencer Churchill–Knight of the Garter, Nobel Prize winning author, painter, pilot, and soldier–is best known as “Great Britain’s greatest 20th century statesman” (Churchill 1). According to Brian L. Blakely, Associate Professor of History at Texas Tech University, “[Churchill’s] true importance, however, rests on the fact that by sheer stubborn courage he led the British people, and with them the democratic Western world, from the brink of defeat to a final victory in the greatest conflict the world has ever seen” (Churchill 2). Winston Churchill did more than any other single person to secure the Allied victory in WWII and then laid the groundwork for British and American cooperation during the ensuing Cold War.


Winston Churchill was born on November 10, 1874, at Blenheim Palace near Oxford, England. His father was the younger son of the 7th Duke of Marlborough, but his mother was an American. This Anglo-American connection would be an asset later in life. He attended Harrow public (private) school and then graduated from the Royal Military College at Sandhurst. Churchill served with the Army in Cuba, India, and then the Sudan where he also managed to act as a war correspondent. In 1899, Churchill went to South Africa as a war correspondent for the London Post at the outbreak of the Boer War. He was captured and later escaped. His escape and the articles he wrote about his experiences made him world-famous.


Churchill went into politics in 1901 as a Member of Parliament (M.P.) with the Conservative Party. Later, with the Liberal Party he served as Home Secretary where he helped to create trade exchanges, to introduce labor reform and minimum wages, and to limit working hours. At the outbreak of WWI, Churchill served as 1st Lord of the Admiralty and brought the British navy up to par with the German navy.  However, in 1915 the British navy suffered a major disaster at the Dardanelles between Turkey and Greece, and Churchill was held responsible. Because of this presumed failure on his part, he went to serve on the Western Front as an infantry battalion commander with the 6th Royal Scots Fusiliers. Churchill finished the war as Secretary of State for war and air from 1919 to 1921. In this position, he engineered reforms in the army and developed air power. He went so far as to become a pilot himself. He was Secretary of State for air and the colonies from 1921 to 1922 where he helped to shape the boundaries of newly created nations in Africa and the Middle East. Churchill returned to national service as Chancellor of the Exchequer with a new conservative government from 1924 to 1929, but he left at the beginning of the Great Depression.


During the years between government service, Churchill wrote prodigiously, authoring The World Crisis (5 vols., 1923-1929), Marlborough (4 vols., 1933-1938), the first draft of A History of the English Speaking Peoples (4 vols., 1956-1958), My Early Life (1930), Thoughts and Adventures (1932), and Great Contemporaries (1937). Also, Winston Churchill began to speak out publicly against the rise of Nazism in Germany and its inherent threat to Britain and the rest of Western Europe. Having accomplished all of this, his greatest challenge was still ahead of him.


Winston Churchill was truly a man for his time. He opposed appeasement. He worked behind the scenes for increases in British fighter and bomber production. When in 1938, then British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain signed the Munich Pact with Adolph Hitler and Nazi Germany, Chamberlain gave away the store, acquiescing to Hitler’s annexation of the Sudetenland and eventually all of Czechoslovakia and the German Army’s re-militarization of the Rhineland. Chamberlain states that they, he and Hitler, had achieved “peace in our time” (Chamberlain 1). Chamberlain had only opened the door for Hitler’s attack on Poland. Churchill, in the House of Commons, states, “We have sustained a total and unmitigated defeat. . . .We are in the presence of a disaster of the first magnitude which has befallen Great Britain and France. . . .This is only the beginning of the reckoning . . .” (Total 1).


In early 1939 at the insistence of Winston Churchill, Britain and France threatened to fight for the independence of Poland if Nazi Germany attacked. On September 1, 1939, Adolph Hitler and the German war machine invaded Poland. Later that day, Great Britain declared war on Nazi Germany, and World War II had officially begun. Churchill once again served as 1st Lord of the Admiralty, and the fleet was signaled, “Winston is back” (Winston 6). The war went disastrously for Britain, and Chamberlain’s government fell. On May 10, 1940, Winston Churchill became prime minister and minister of defense.


Churchill served as prime minister until the end of the war in Europe in 1945. When his government fell, he stayed in Parliament as a member of the opposition Conservative Party. Churchill filled his days with painting and authored The Second World War (6 vols., 1948-1953). In 1951 at age 77, Churchill became prime minister again for two more years. In 1953, he was knighted by Queen Elizabeth and received the Nobel Prize in literature. On April 9, 1963, by special act of Congress, he was made an honorary American citizen. And, on Jan. 24, 1965, at age 90, he died after living an amazingly full life.


What kind of man was Winston Churchill? He has been described as a “bulldog”, a commonly used symbol for the British nation. He smoked 12 inch Cuban cigars, drank Johnny Walker Scotch Whiskey, and sipped vintage Hine brandy. His philosophy of life has been described as “all life is a struggle” (Winston 3). In his position as prime minister, it is said, “He breathed a new spirit into the government and a new resolve into the nation” (Winston 6). What made Winston Churchill one of the greatest statesmen the world has ever seen? His words did.  The following are excerpts from Winston Churchill’s speeches:


On May 13, 1940, in his first speech to Parliament as prime minister, Winston Churchill states, “I would say to the House, as I said to those who have joined this government: I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears, and sweat: You ask, what is our policy? I will say: It is to wage war, by sea, land, and air, with all our might. You ask what is our aim? I can answer in one word: Victory” (Blood 1).


On June 4,1940, after the evacuation of the British Expeditionary Force from France at Dunkirk, Nazi Germany was poised on the English Channel for an invasion of Great Britain. Churchill addressed Parliament and the nation saying:

We shall fight in France. We shall fight on the seas and oceans. We shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air. 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 (We 1).


On June 18, 1940, after the fall of France, Great Britain stood alone in the fight against Nazi Germany in Western Europe. Again, Churchill addressed the nation by radio saying:

What General Weygand called the Battle of France is over. I expect that the Battle of Britain is about to begin. Upon this battle depends the survival of Christian civilization. . . .Let us therefore brace ourselves to our duties, and so bear ourselves that, if the British Empire and Commonwealth last for a thousand years, men will say, “This was their finest hour” (This 1).


In August of 1940, the RAF was taking exceptional losses. The fate of the war depended on their success. Churchill expressed his and the nations feelings, saying:

The gratitude of every home in our Island, in our Empire, and indeed throughout the world, except in the abodes of the guilty, goes out to the British airmen who, undaunted by odds, unwearied in their constant challenge and mortal danger, are turning the tide of the World War by their prowess and the devotion. Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few (So 1).


Winston Churchill not only foresaw the coming Nazi threat, in 1946 he accurately predicted the menace of Soviet and Communist China’s expansion and described the coming Cold War in his speech at Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri, saying, “From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across the Continent. . . .The Communist parties. . .have been raised to pre-eminence and power far beyond their numbers and are seeking everywhere to obtain totalitarian control” (Sinews 5). And, Churchill compared the Communist threat to the previous rise of Hitler and the Nazis by saying, “Last time I saw it all coming and cried aloud to my fellow-countrymen and to the world, but no one paid any attention” (Sinews 7).


This writer believes that Winston Churchill was the greatest statesman of the 20th century.  Other leaders of nations–Stalin, Roosevelt, and Hitler–had the benefit of office at the outset of World War II; however, Churchill rose to the challenge as his nation’s fortunes were apparently in absolute decline. By sheer force of will, Churchill held Great Britain and the British Commonwealth together when perhaps no one else could. William Manchester in his biography of Churchill writes, “His niche in history. . . is secure. He will be remembered as freedom’s champion in its darkest hour, but he will also be cherished as a man” (1). On the occasion of Winston Churchill being awarded honorary American citizenship, President John F. Kennedy says, “Whenever and wherever tyranny threatened, [Churchill] always championed liberty. Facing firmly toward the future, he has never forgotten the past. . .he mobilized the English language and sent it into battle. The incandescent quality of his words illuminated the courage of his countrymen” (4).

Perhaps the single quote of Churchill’s that best illustrates his tenacious character was delivered to the boys of Harrow, the school that he attended as a youth, in October of 1941 during the height of the war. Churchill states, “Never give in–never, never, never, in the nothing great or small, large or petty, never give in except to convictions of honour (sic) and good sense.  Never yield to force; never yield to apparently overwhelming might of the enemy” (Never 3).
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