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Churchill, Winston Leonard Spencer
By Richard Toye

Winston Churchill (1874-1965)
Winston Churchill, Minister of Munitions, meets female workers while visiting Georgetown’s
filling works.
Unknown photographer, 9 October 1918, Glasgow, Lanarkshire.
IWM (Q 84077), http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205022351.

Churchill, Winston Leonard Spencer
British Politician
Born 30 November 1874 in Blenheim Palace, Great Britain
Died 24 January 1965 in London, Great Britain

Summary

Churchill was Navy Minister during the early stages of the war but was widely criticized over
his handling of the Dardanelles campaign. He was demoted and soon afterwards resigned
from the government in order to serve on the Western Front. He quickly returned to politics
and then to ministerial office.
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Winston Leonard Spencer Churchill (1874-1965) is best known for having served as British
Prime Minister during World War II. However, he also fulfilled important political and military
roles during the First World War. This was one of the toughest phases of his career, but also a
formative one. During this period Churchill played an important role in major events, which,
in the case of the Dardanelles campaign, cast a shadow over his reputation.

During the First World War
At the outbreak of war, Churchill held office as First Lord of the Admiralty in Herbert Henry
Asquith’s (1852-1928) Liberal government – the latest in a succession of ministerial posts he
had held since 1905. Having originally been elected to Parliament as a Conservative, he had
subsequently switched parties. His defection meant that he was widely distrusted by his
former colleagues, a fact that would have important consequences for his wartime career. In
1914 he was still relatively young and extremely energetic, and he admitted that he relished
the prospect of war.

However, Churchill’s initial experiences were frustrating, as the Royal Navy had the relatively
passive role of enforcing the blockade of Germany. His taste for drama – earlier seen in his
involvement as a young man in minor imperial wars – led him to take personal charge of the
defence of Antwerp, which led him to be widely ridiculed. He also concerned himself with
operational minutiae, which caused resentment within the Admiralty. Historians still debate
his effectiveness; Christopher M. Bell has shown that the earlier criticisms made by Stephen

Roskill were exaggerated.1 It is nonetheless true that Churchill’s behaviour was erratic and
that poor judgement contributed both to his strategic mistakes and to his own (temporary)
political downfall.

The Gallipoli Campaign
Early in 1915, the stalemate on the Western Front led the Allies to cast around for a means of
making a breakthrough elsewhere. The result was the naval campaign at the Dardanelles and
the landings at Gallipoli that followed. It should be noted that the original idea was not
Churchill’s, and that the Cabinet as a whole supported it. He was, however, an enthusiast for
the project and he held an overly optimistic view about the prospects of its success. The
episode must be seen as one of collective rather than purely individual failure, albeit one in
which Churchill himself played a very important part.

The failure at Gallipoli was not the immediate cause of Churchill losing the Admiralty. Rather,
it was the breakdown of his relationship with the First Sea Lord, Admiral John Fisher
(1841-1920), that triggered the crisis that led to the creation of the Asquith Coalition. As the
price of their participation in government, the Conservatives insisted that Churchill be
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moved. He was given a minor Cabinet post as Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, but in
November 1915 he resigned to take up a command on the Western Front. From January to

May 1916 he commanded the 6th Battalion of the Royal Scots Fusiliers, with the temporary
rank of Lieutenant-Colonel. He served in a quiet sector but demonstrated his ability as a
leader of men. His heart remained in politics, however, and he returned to London with the
hope of regaining office at a time when Asquith’s effectiveness was increasingly being called
into question.

When a new coalition was formed under David Lloyd George (1863-1945) in December 1916,
Churchill was not offered a job, to his great shock and resentment. It was some months
before the Prime Minister felt politically strong enough to appoint him as Minister of
Munitions. This post was outside the War Cabinet, and therefore Churchill was still excluded
from the higher direction of the war. He did, however, prove a highly effective administrator,
and – although he had not lost his zest for visits to the front – his behaviour was more stable
and less unpredictable than it had been previously. The experience of failure had scarred
him, but also led him to demonstrate a greater political maturity. After the Armistice, Lloyd
George rewarded him with important Cabinet roles in his post-war coalition, leading him to
play a significant role in the reconstruction period.

After World War I
Churchill would later play a significant part in the construction of wartime memory with the
publication of his multi-volume history-cum-autobiography, The World Crisis (1923-1931).
Unlike much subsequent writing on the war, this book avoided a narrow focus on the Western
Front. Churchill rejoined the Conservatives and served as Chancellor of the Exchequer in
1924-1929. He was out of office during the 1930s but became First Lord again on the
outbreak of war in 1939. He served as Prime Minister in 1940-1945 and 1951-1955 and was
celebrated as a national hero at the time of his death.

Richard Toye, University of Exeter

Notes
Bell, Christopher M.: Churchill and Sea Power, Oxford 2012; Roskill, Stephen: Churchill1.
and the Admirals, London,1977.↑

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/118573675/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/


Churchill, Winston Leonard Spencer (1.0)

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 4/6 8th October 2014

Selected Bibliography
Bell, Christopher M.: Churchill and sea power, Oxford, 2013: Oxford University Press.

Gilbert, Martin: Winston S. Churchill. The challenge of war, 1914-1916, Boston,
1971: Houghton-Mifflin.

Gilbert, Martin: World in torment. Winston S. Churchill, 1916-1922, London, 1990:
Minerva.

Prior, Robin: Churchill's World crisis as history, London, 1983: Croom Helm.

Roskill, Stephen Wentworth: Churchill and the admirals, New York, 1978: Morrow.

Russell, Douglas S.: Winston Churchill, soldier. The military life of a gentleman at
war, London; Havertown, 2005: Brassey's; Casemate Publishers.

Toye, Richard: Lloyd George and Churchill. Rivals for greatness, London, 2007:
Macmillan.

Citation
Richard Toye: Churchill, Winston Leonard Spencer, in: 1914-1918-online. International
Encyclopedia of the First World War, ed. by Ute Daniel, Peter Gatrell, Oliver Janz, Heather
Jones, Jennifer D. Keene, Alan Kramer, and Bill Nasson, issued by Freie Universität Berlin,
Berlin 2014-10-08. DOI: 10.15463/ie1418.10446

External Links

Great Lives, Winston Churchill (BBC) (Audio)

Lawrence, Gemma: Churchill's First World War (Imperial War Museums) (Online
Exhibition)

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/9352gha2/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/9352gha2/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/9352gha2/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/vzd74ws7/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/vzd74ws7/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/vzd74ws7/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/vzd74ws7/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/ek2z74ab/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/ek2z74ab/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/ek2z74ab/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/ek2z74ab/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/z2ggf2mf/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/z2ggf2mf/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/z2ggf2mf/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/weza8t5h/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/weza8t5h/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/weza8t5h/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/4si8h6tt/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/4si8h6tt/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/4si8h6tt/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/4si8h6tt/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/kf9zdtdt/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/kf9zdtdt/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/kf9zdtdt/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/kf9zdtdt/
https://dx.doi.org/10.15463/ie1418.10446
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b00tpsvk
http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/churchills-first-world-war
http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/churchills-first-world-war
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/


Churchill, Winston Leonard Spencer (1.0)

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 5/6 8th October 2014

Metadata
Regional Section(s)
Western Europe > Great Britain and Ireland > Great Britain

Thematic Section(s)
Power

Subjects
Politics, law > Institutions > Governments
Politics, law > Institutions > Parties, conservative
Politics, law > Institutions > Parties, liberal
Warfare and the military > Battles, battlefields and campaigns > Battles, battlefields and
campaigns, Balkan peninsula
Warfare and the military > Battles, battlefields and campaigns > Battles, battlefields and
campaigns, Western Front
Warfare and the military > Battles, battlefields and campaigns > Campaigns, naval
Warfare and the military > Warfare, naval > Blockades
Warfare and the military > Warfare, naval > Surface warfare
Warfare and the military > Wars after war > Second World War

Author Keywords
Admiralty; Dardanelles; Politics; Munitions

GND Subject Headings
Churchill, Winston

LC Subject Headings
Churchill, Winston, 1874-1965

Rameau Subject Headings
Churchill, Winston (1874-1965)

Key Person(s)
Lloyd George, David; Asquith, Herbert Henry; Fisher, John Arbuthnot, Baron Fisher

Key Location(s)
Antwerp; Blenheim Palace, Woodstock; Gallipoli; London

Title
Churchill, Winston Leonard Spencer

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/western-europe/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/great-britain-and-ireland/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/great-britain/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/themes/power/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/institutions
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/governments
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/institutions
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/parties__conservative
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/institutions
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/parties__liberal
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/warfare_and_the_military
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/battles__battlefields_and_campaigns
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/battles__battlefields_and_campaigns__balkan_peninsula
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/battles__battlefields_and_campaigns__balkan_peninsula
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/warfare_and_the_military
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/battles__battlefields_and_campaigns
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/battles__battlefields_and_campaigns__western_front
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/battles__battlefields_and_campaigns__western_front
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/warfare_and_the_military
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/battles__battlefields_and_campaigns
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/campaigns__naval
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/warfare_and_the_military
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/warfare__naval
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/blockades
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/warfare_and_the_military
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/warfare__naval
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/surface_warfare
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/warfare_and_the_military
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/wars_after_war
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/second_world_war
https://katalog.dnb.de/DE/list.html?key=them&key.GROUP=1&t=churchill+winston+&sortD=-dat&sortA=bez&pr=0&v=plist&submit.x=32&submit.y=20
http://catalog.loc.gov/vwebv/search?searchArg=churchill+winston+18741965+&searchCode=SKEY%5E*&searchType=1&limitTo=none&fromYear=&toYear=&limitTo=LOCA%3Dall&limitTo=PLAC%3Dall&limitTo=TYPE%3Dall&limitTo=LANG%3Dall&recCount=25
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr//DB=2.1/SET=3/TTL=1/CMD?ACT=SRCHA&IKT=1016&SRT=RLV&TRM=churchill+winston+18741965+
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/118573675/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/118646133/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/118683756/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/antwerp/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/blenheim-palace-woodstock/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/gallipoli/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/london/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/


Churchill, Winston Leonard Spencer (1.0)

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 6/6 8th October 2014

Author(s)
Richard Toye

Article Type
Encyclopedic Entry

Classification Group
Persons

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/contributor/richard-toye/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/

