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         On 27 October 1953 a Labour MP asked Winston Churchill during Prime Minister’s Questions whether he would “indicate if he will take the precaution of consulting the consuming public before he decides to abolish the Food Ministry?” Churchill replied, to gales of laughter, “On the whole, I have always found myself on the side of the consumer.” It was true; Churchill always was a great consumer when it came to food, but also when it came to drink and cigars. As this well written, meticulously researched and beautifully illustrated book shows, Churchill’s appetites were enormous, and not least his appetite for life.
         
 
         Nobody could be better qualified to have written this book than Cita Stelzer, an assured political and society hostess around whose own dinner tables on both sides of the Atlantic well-informed conversation sparkles, but it is nonetheless astonishing that the subject of Churchill’s dinner diplomacy has not been written about before. For as the author authoritatively proves in her first chapter, Churchill used mealtimes – and primarily dinners – almost as political weapons.
         
 
         Dinner parties provided the ideal opportunity for Churchill to establish a personal dominance that allowed him to get his way so often that Stelzer’s scholarship counts as ground-breaking in identifying the phenomenon. His great gifts of conviviality, intelligence, humour, memory, anecdotal ability, wit, hospitality and – not least – alcoholic hard-headheadness, all helped him to charm and ultimately to persuade all but his most intellectually prosaic of guests. The fact that his daily afternoon nap meant that he rarely flagged even into the early hours of morning helped a good deal too, especially when surrounded in wartime by busy men who could not indulge in the same luxury.
         
 
         Yet as Stelzer acutely observes, the social etiquette of dinner parties also provided an opportunity to discuss great matters of state with powerful decision-makers in an environment where there were no agendas, civil servants, stenographers or private secretaries to formalise things. Conversation could be directed towards the most important issues of the day without the impedimenta of official records, committee minutes or any of the other barriers to open expression that so often tend to inhibit free exchanges of view.
         
 
         When Churchill went to war he fought with every weapon in his formidable personal arsenal, and Stelzer brilliantly shows how one of these was undoubtedly the dinner party. During the course of a life devoted to persuasion, Churchill employed argument, eloquence, anger (both real and feigned), occasional threats, charm and even sometimes tears, but here we also see his deployment of the dinner party as a means of getting his way. How much better his methods than those of Hitler and Stalin …
         
 
         Now that we already have biographies of Churchill’s grandmother, his bodyguard and his (wholly obscure) constituency association chairman, it is high time that we have one of his stomach. It helps that good food and drink and cigars mattered to Churchill, and that he had a late-Victorian aristocrat’s taste for the best in all three. Stelzer’s meticulous research proves conclusively that if he had not been the greatest world statesman of the twentieth century – perhaps of any century – he would have made a very fine sommelier or maitre d’hôtel at the Savoy or the Ritz hotels.
         
 
         However, this book is not simply a paean to all things Churchillian: Stelzer also acknowledges the great man’s chronic unpunctuality at mealtimes, the fact that he would practise his seemingly impromptu aperçus, and of course the way that he was able to supplement the rationing rules that made life difficult for so many of his countrymen for six long years of war (and several more of peace too). Yet if, as Napoleon said, an army marches on its stomach, Winston Churchill certainly marched to victory in the Second World War on his stomach, and no one in their right mind would begrudge him a mouthful of Beef Wellington or a drop of 1870 brandy as he did so.
         
 
         One area in which Stelzer’s scholarship makes an invaluable contribution to the protection of Churchill’s reputation lies in her demolition of the arguments of those who accuse him of chronic alcoholism. Adolf Hitler was obsessed by Churchill’s drinking, describing him on various occasions as an “insane drunkard”, a “garrulous drunkard” and as “whisky-happy”. Similar accusations were regularly made by Dr. Goebbels’ propaganda machine, and have since been made by the revisionist historians John Charmley and Clive Ponting and the former historian David Irving. In a sense, Churchill helped his enemies enormously in this, because of the great number of jokes he made himself about his own drinking, never for a moment considering it something which he needed to apologise for or explain. Stelzer’s explosion of the myth, and her careful estimation of the true level of Churchill’s drinking, is wholly convincing, and will hopefully set the record straight for good. Churchill enjoyed his drink, but had a constitution that could easily take it.
         
 
         Stelzer’s discovery and publishing of many never-before-seen photographs of people* and places connected with Churchill and his dinners is another useful contribution to our understanding of the period, the result of her diligent research in private and public archives and her acquaintanceship with so many people – now sadly a dwindling band – who knew and worked with the great man. At breakfasts, luncheons, picnics and dinners Churchill never conformed to the Regency rules regarding the banning of politics as a proper conversational topic over meals. Instead, he would turn mealtimes into information-exchange seminars, international summits, intelligence-gathering operations, gossip-fests, speech-practice sessions and even semi-theatrical performances. It must have been thrilling to have been present.
         
 
         The visitors’ book at Chartwell is testament to the way in which Churchill would invite top experts in their fields to brief him during his “wilderness years” of the 1930s, almost always during mealtimes. His questing mind is just as evident in Stelzer’s wartime and post-war pages. When Churchill travelled – which he did an astonishing amount during the Second World War, despite the obvious and terrifying dangers involved – he defeated the ravages of jet-lag by obeying the dictates of his hunger, and living not on Greenwich Mean Time, Eastern Standard Time or the date-line time where he was, but instead on what he dubbed his “tummy-time”, eating and sleeping when his stomach told him to. It was part of his special genius that he was able to harness even his intestines to the service of his country, and to ally his own alimentary canal to the cause of victory over barbarism.
          
 
          
          
         On reading this delightful and fascinating book, we are reminded that an evening dining with Winston Churchill must have been one of the most memorable and enjoyable occasions one could have hoped for, almost whatever mood he was in. (Even the black ones rarely lasted that long.) In recapturing so many of them so acutely, and placing them all in their proper historical context – complete with scores of menus – Cita Stelzer has rendered Churchillian scholarship a signal service. Bon appetit!
 
         
             

         
 
         Andrew Roberts
 
         
         

      
            *Photos of Churchill “with food and drink are extremely uncommon” writes Warren F. Kimball, Finest Hour, The Alcohol Quotient, p 31*
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         This is a book about an extraordinary man deploying an extraordinary method of representing his nation’s interests and, in his view, those of the English-speaking peoples. Winston Churchill was one of those rare men who made history, most notably in his decision in 1940 that Britain would not strike a deal with Hitler but would fight on.
         
 
         Churchill’s definitive biographer, Sir Martin Gilbert, and others have chronicled the techniques used by Churchill to develop and persuade others to accept his strategic vision for fighting the war. This book focuses on just one: his use of dinner parties and meals to accomplish what he believed could not always be accomplished in the more formal setting of a conference room.
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         It is a story of both successes and failures: success in persuading the President of the United States after Pearl Harbor to adopt a “Europe first” strategy despite the fact that America had been attacked not by Germany but by Japan, and that public opinion favoured retaliation across the Pacific rather than the Atlantic; failure in his inability to persuade another American president to meet with the Soviet Union’s leaders in an effort to resolve differences that resulted in the Cold War.
 
         Churchill had no illusions about the limits of personal diplomacy. As he told the House of Commons:
 
         
            It certainly would be most foolish to imagine that there is any chance of making straightaway a general settlement of all the cruel problems that exist in the East as well as the West … by personal meetings, however friendly.1
            

         
 
         Churchill was also well aware that his success depended not only on the detailed planning that went into his dinner parties, or on his ability to make a case for his strategy of the moment. It depended, also, on facts on the ground. In late December 1941, when he visited Franklin Roosevelt for an extended round of informal and formal meetings, British troops were carrying the burden of the fight against Hitler, while the United States, so soon after Pearl Harbor, had yet to deploy a single soldier in Europe. But in the final phases of the war, by the time of the meetings of the Allies in Yalta and Potsdam, the Soviet Union and the United States were clearly the dominant powers, and there was little Churchill could do to affect the future of Europe. When he met with President Dwight Eisenhower and his implacable Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, in 1953 in Bermuda, Britain was as close to financial ruin as any nation could be, struggling to sustain its contribution to the battle against communism and the maintenance of world order.
 
         Sadly, it is also the case that the man who became Prime Minister in May 1940 at the age of 65, and had seen his nation through the most desperate period in its history, was by the time he attempted to appeal to President Eisenhower no longer as acute as he had been a decade earlier. The physical strain of wartime leadership as Churchill practised it – hands-on control of all details, numerous gruelling trips – the inevitable effects of age and the diminished condition of Britain combined to reduce the effectiveness of such persuasive powers as Churchill clearly retained.
         
 
         Any reasonable assessment of Winston Churchill’s dinner-table diplomacy must conclude that he won more than he lost. At numerous dinners at the White House he did help to persuade the Americans to throw their massive industrial and military power against Hitler, leaving Japan for later. He did use the occasion of a private meeting with Joseph Stalin to suggest a division of spheres of influence in Europe which saved Greece from communism. He accepted that he could not persuade Stalin to cede what his armies had conquered in Eastern Europe, but then again, neither could Franklin Roosevelt nor Harry S Truman. And he could not persuade Eisenhower, after Stalin’s death, to seek a settlement with the Soviets, or at least to see if one might be within the reach of the West. Even so, his personal diplomacy, deployed en route to Fulton, Missouri in 1946, combined with Truman’s secret information eventually contributed to Truman’s willingness to adopt policies that reflected Churchill’s definition of the post-war geopolitical situation after the Iron Curtain descended on Europe.
         
 
         It is clear that Churchill used the informal setting of dinner parties to enhance his efforts to shape the future of Europe and the post-war world. The eminent military historian Carlo D’Este sums up Churchill’s efforts:
         
 
         
            Not a single moment of his day was ever wasted. When not sleeping he was working, and whether over a meal or traveling someplace, he utilized every waking moment to the fullest.2
            

         
 
         It occurred to me that it might be interesting to look into the details of the many dinners that Churchill organised and attended. His curiosity led him to want to know, first-hand, what his negotiating partners were like; his self-confidence led him to believe that face-to-face meetings, the less formal the better, were the perfect occasions in which to deploy his skills. And his fame enabled him to bring together the best, brightest and most important players of his day.
         
 
         Where better to get to know an ally or opponent, where better to display his charm and breadth of knowledge than at a dinner table? Where better could Churchill rally political supporters, and plan strategy and tactics, than at a working dinner?
 
         In the spring of 1935, Churchill, who was then “in the wilderness”, having been out of ministerial office for six years, planned a dinner for those, like himself, who opposed the contentious India Bill then making its way through Parliament. Fifty-five MPs and Lords attended. One thank-you letter to Churchill pointed out that the dinner, held a week before the forthcoming vote, had helped “not only to steady the troops for next week but to form a rallying point for our Conservative and Imperial thought”.3 Churchill paid the £125 11 shillings and 6 pence bill from Claridge’s personally.
         
 
         After losing this legislative battle, Churchill resorted to dinner-table diplomacy to make the best of a losing hand. He invited one of Gandhi’s supporters, G.D. Birla, to lunch at Chartwell, his beloved country house, “as a gesture of reconciliation”, greeting him in the garden in a workman’s apron and sitting down to lunch, very informally, without removing the apron. Birla was charmed, reporting back to Gandhi that it “had been one of my most pleasant experiences in Britain”.4
         
 
         At his dinners and lunches Churchill sought to convey information as well as to receive it and, in the case of the King, to discharge his obligation as the King’s First Minister. Churchill established a regular lunch, called his Tuesdays, to report all the details in the progress of the war to King George at Buckingham Palace. The first such lunch was on 10 June 1940, exactly a month after he became Prime Minister. Churchill shared with the King the results of the Enigma intelligence he made known to very few people, and the military details of the war and discussed military and staff appointments with his sovereign. The lunches were private, just the two men – no servants – serving themselves, buffet-style from a sideboard.
         
 
         
            [image: ]
            

         
 
         
            [image: ] 
               Digesting the India Bill
               

            

         
 
         During the war, the Prime Minister also invited the King to Downing Street for dinners in the basement dining room, introducing him to British and American military personnel, and to members of the Coalition Cabinet. At Churchill’s suggestion, these dinners are commemorated on an impressively large plaque still set into the wall in the Downing Street basement, now used to house the secretarial staff:
         
 
         
            In this room during the Second World War his Majesty the King was graciously pleased to dine on fourteen occasions with the Prime Minister Mr. Churchill, the Deputy Prime Minister Mr. Attlee and some of their principal colleagues in the National Government and various high commanders of the British and United States forces. On two of these occasions the company was forced to withdraw into the neighbouring shelter by the air bombardment of the enemy.
            

         
 
         The menu at a small lunch there on 6 March 1941 was: “Fish patty, tournedos with mushrooms on top and braised celery and chipped potatoes, peaches and cheese to follow. The drinks were sherry before lunch, a light white wine (probably French) during lunch and port and brandy afterwards as well as coffee. Saccharin as well as sugar was on the coffee tray”.5
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         Churchill’s relationship with the King deepened as the war went on and they enjoyed each other’s company. At one lunch in 1943, the King surprised the Prime Minister by serving him a special French wine from 1941, but would not reveal how he was able to obtain a bottle from what was then behind enemy lines.6 Mrs. Churchill remembered that at one lunch with the King and Queen, the Prime Minster had “tried to interfere with the menu” but she was able to stop him and recalled that the lunch turned out very well indeed.7
         
 
         Churchill often said he felt more comfortable with some one with whom he had broken bread, and not necessarily at dinner. Even a tea break would serve his purpose. Early in his career, when Minister of Munitions, Churchill had to deal with a serious strike in a munitions factory. Striking workers had been deported from their homes in Glasgow. Churchill agreed to meet one of the strikers and suggested, according to the returned deportee: “‘Let’s have a cup of tea and a bit of cake together.’ What a difference so small a thing can make! We debated over the teacups”.9 The issue was resolved to the mutual satisfaction of both parties.
         
 
         
            Churchill seemed to like Tuesdays for his regularly scheduled meals: when he was reappointed First Lord of the Admiralty, in 1939, he instituted another one of his Tuesdays, dinner at Admiralty House for some fourteen Cabinet colleagues and others, breaking “the ice by a Swedish milk punch”.8 And, later in the war, he had regular Tuesday lunches with General Eisenhower at which Irish stew was always served.
            

         
 
         Of course, for really serious dealings, dinner was the preferred venue. “If only I could dine with Stalin once a week, there would be no trouble at all,”10 Churchill told Field Marshal Montgomery during a picnic lunch on the Normandy beaches a few days after D-Day, one of several informal picnics that Churchill held with his military commanders.
         
 
         A few months later, just after D-Day, the Prime Minister asked Field Marshal Montgomery if he could visit the front, promising: “We shall bring some sandwiches with us.”11 Early in the war, Major General Montgomery had been invited to lunch on the Prime Minister’s train but replied testily to Churchill: “The right place for an A.D.C. to lunch is in a ditch, off sandwiches.”12 But Churchill insisted and the General lunched on the train.
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            Churchill had definite views on sandwiches, insisting that “the bread must be wafer-thin, nothing more than a vehicle to convey the filling to the stomach”, as he munched happily on some cold beef sandwiches he had brought with him.13 Because of Churchill’s sometimes troublesome indigestion, Dr. Hunt, his gastroenterologist, had, in 1936, recommended eating sandwiches before going to bed, a suggestion to which Churchill agreed.14
            

         
 
         So here is a tale of some dinners – and other meals – at which Churchill changed history, and others at which he failed to do so. Dr. Leon Kass wisely sums up:
         
 
         
            So too with friendship, whose beginnings are made possible by dinner, the shared meal itself grounds our being together. Amiability and friendliness are required and shared around the table. But it is the community of stories and conversation that is the true communion. Fellow diners get to know each other’s minds and hearts, even though no one is explicitly baring his soul or trafficking in personal matters. We are drawn to those whose tastes and tales we find admirable and charming. We arrange to dine with them again on another occasion.15
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            The Importance of Dinners
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            “As Churchill’s life unfolds, it becomes an unending succession of meals with bigwigs.”1
            
 
            
                

            
 
            “Food in diplomacy can be a lubricant.” 2
            

         
 
         Dinner parties were an important means by which Churchill rewarded friends, won over rivals and gathered information on all subjects, from diplomatic secrets to social gossip. He also hugely enjoyed them. His meals had the advantage over most other more formally scheduled encounters of being easily extended, even into the early hours of the morning, the time of day when Churchill would gather strength while others were flagging. His daughter, Mary, reports that “mealtimes tended to prolong themselves far into the afternoon or evening”, with luncheons lasting until half past three or even four o’clock, and dinners going on “endlessly” after the ladies had withdrawn, to the increasing annoyance of her hostess-mother.3
         
 
         After Churchill became Prime Minister in May 1940, these extended dinners were more than ever an important part of the day’s work. At Chequers, the country house used by British prime ministers, a typical Churchillian evening during the war would run:
 
         
            From eight-thirty until nine we had drinks with Mrs. Churchill and perhaps one or two of the daughters were there. Then we went into dinner. Dinner was from nine until just after ten. Then the ladies left the room and the most amusing part of the evening started as Winston held forth in his own inimitable manner until about ten-thirty to ten forty-five. Then we would go up and join the ladies … and marched up to the library where he ran a cinema film. About half past midnight we’d come down for a nightcap with the ladies. Finally at about 12:45 or 1 a.m. we’d go up to the main room where we used to meet. We would sit down and he would say, “Now, down to business”. And then he worked there until two, or three or four in the morning.
 
            Other guests were “Sometimes a chief of staff … sometimes a Cabinet minister, sometimes a visiting foreigner”.4
            

         
 
         From his earliest days Churchill was able to captivate his dinner companions. Violet Bonham Carter, the daughter of H.H. Asquith, later a Liberal Prime Minister, dined with the leading figures of the day. In 1906 the nineteen-year-old found herself seated next to the 31-year-old Churchill and was:
         
 
         
            spellbound … I was transfixed, transported into a new element … There was nothing false, inflated, artificial in his eloquence. It was his natural idiom. His world was built and fashioned in heroic lines. He spoke its language.5
            

         
 
         John Maynard Keynes, a man not easily impressed with the eloquence and intelligence of others, wrote to his mother in September 1940, contrasting Churchill with a First World War Prime Minister, David Lloyd George:
 
         
            Last night I went to my Other Club and was put next to Winston, so I had some two or three hours’ conversation with him and listening to him. I found him in absolutely perfect condition, extremely well, serene, full of normal human feelings and completely un-inflated. Perhaps this moment is the height of his power and glory, but I have never seen anyone less infected with dictatorial airs or hubris. There was not the faintest trace of the insolence which LL.G., for example, so quickly acquired.6
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            The Other Club, a dining club, was founded in 1911 by Winston Churchill and his very good friend, F.E. Smith, a member of the Conservative Party at a time when Churchill was a Liberal, to accommodate the men they deemed worthy of joining. The Pinafore Room at the Savoy was the location then as it is today. Churchill always sat in the middle of one of the longer sides of the table. Membership was limited to 50 but would include not fewer than 24, and its only purpose was “to dine” on alternate Thursdays, at 8:15 punctually, when Parliament was in session. Members’ names were secret (and are to this day), but the club rules are not. There were to be no speeches. The last rule reads: “Nothing in the rules or intercourse of the Club shall interfere with the rancour or asperity of party politics.”7
            
 
            The architect Basil Ionides, a member of the famous Victorian art-collecting family, was commissioned to sculpt a black cat. The statue would be used to fill out the table in case the diners numbered the awkward 13. This lucky cat, named Kaspar, was to have a napkin tied around his neck, and be served as if he were a regular diner, with the usual champagnes and wines and appropriate silverware.
            
 
            One day Kaspar disappeared. He had been stolen in a prank but was later found to be resting comfortably somewhere in Lincolnshire. Other sources say he was found in Hong Kong. No matter. Although all conversations are secret at The Other Club, it is known that the Prime Minister was glad to have his Kaspar cat back at the table.8
            

         
 
         Harold Macmillan, many years later to be Prime Minister, recalled the dinner meetings with Churchill, then Chancellor of the Exchequer, and young Conservative backbenchers in the late 1920s:
 
         
            All the rest of us would sit around, sometimes late into the night, smoking, drinking, and arguing and of course listening. The flow of Churchill’s rhetoric once it got under way was irresistible. Nevertheless, he quite happily allowed rival themes to be put forward.9
            

         
 
         One guest, at a family lunch, reported that the Prime Minister “gave a short lecture on the various invaders of Russia, especially Charles XII”.10 Churchill undoubtedly inherited and absorbed from his mother, Lady Randolph Churchill, his skills as a brilliant conversationalist and dinner-party organiser. His mother organised a dinner party so that Winston could meet Ivor Novello whose song “Keep the Home Fires Burning” Churchill admired.11 She, like her son, planned dinners to include both good conversation and beautiful surroundings.
         
 
         Churchill also displayed his talent for the theatrical, using the dinner table and its settings as props. James Lees-Milne, the noted diarist, dined at Chartwell in 1928 and remembered that:
 
         
            One evening we remained at that round table till after midnight. The table cloth had long ago been removed. Mr. Churchill spent a blissful two hours demonstrating with decanters and wine glasses how the Battle of Jutland was fought. It was a thrilling experience. He got worked up like a schoolboy, making barking noises in imitation of gunfire and blowing cigar smoke across the battle scene in imitation of gun smoke.12
            

         
 
         Churchill’s interest in recreating battlefield tactics extended to the American Civil War. One biographer noted that Churchill “using salt shakers, cutlery, and brandy goblets … can re-enact any battle in that war, from Bull Run to Five Forks”.13
         
 
         The greatest tribute to Churchill’s ability to enthrall in company comes from as renowned a conversationalist as Franklin Roosevelt, the man whom the historian Andrew Roberts describes as being, like Churchill, “stratospherically self-confident”.14 On the occasion of a dinner for Churchill, the Canadian Prime Minister Mackenzie King, and others during Churchill’s December 1941 visit to the White House, the President “willingly turned the show over to Star Boarder Winston Churchill, leaned back and listened to the leader of another fighting people carry the conversational ball”.15
         
 
         But Churchill was interested in more than merely the exercise of his rhetoric and the airing of his ideas at the dinner table: he was perpetually in search of information, and used lunches and dinners to pick the brains not only of political allies and opponents, but also of specialists and academics, including many not necessarily in tune with his own views.
         
 
         During the First World War, when Churchill was Minister of Munitions, his office on the Western Front was at Chateau Verchocq in north-west France. In August 1918 he was there with his brother Jack, Sir Maurice Bonham Carter and several political and military figures. Churchill’s pilot, Lieutenant Gilbert Hall, reports:
         
 
         
            In the evening we all assembled in the dining room for a meal … At that first meal Mr. Churchill sat at the head of the table and acted as host. Food was not too plentiful in the fourth year of the war and the first course was a plain and wholesome Shepherd’s pie. Mr. Churchill, with characteristic brio, referred to it as “minced meat under a glorious cloud of mashed potatoes”, and it tasted all the better for that.16
            

         
 
         Churchill energetically quizzed the group on a wide range of topics, including how to get tanks, “the new surprise weapon”, across rivers, and attitudes on the home front towards the progress of the war.17 More than ten years later, Churchill played host to Harold Laski, called by his biographers “everyone’s favourite socialist … the enduring conscience of the British left”,18 among a company that included an admiral, several other naval officers and a young civil servant. Churchill had an opportunity to note how well (or poorly) the naval men handled a debate Laski initiated on “the meaning of maritime rights”; and to learn from the civil servant something about Radclyffe Hall, the author of the just-published lesbian novel, The Well of Loneliness.19 R. A. Butler (“Rab”), President of the Board of Education during the war years, contended that dinner parties were a good source of information which he could not get sitting in his office. “Wives talk …”.20
         
 
         Joseph E. Davies, when serving as American Ambassador to the Soviet Union, dined with the Churchills in their London apartment in May 1937 and recorded in his diary:
 
         
         
 
         
            He plied me with questions … He … wants to know the facts … He asked about the strength of the Soviet industry and the army … He impressed me as a great man.21
            

         
 
         At these lunches and dinners, Churchill acquired and improved relationships that would stand him in good stead at some later point in his career. Even the dinner he organised at Claridge’s in 1932 to celebrate his son Randolph’s “coming of age” included what one guest described in his note of thanks as “Men who have made history and others who will no doubt figure equally prominently in the future”.22 Another commented: “It will be a very long time – if ever – before I find myself in a gathering of people such as these …”23 The bill from Claridge’s came to £135 16 shillings and 8 pence*. The dinner was on 16 June, the hotel billed Churchill on 17 June and was paid promptly on 22 June.24
         
 
         Churchill also used dinner parties to advance his financial interests. In 1929 he visited the media mogul William Randolph Hearst, who arranged a lunch for 200 guests at the MGM bungalow of his mistress, Marion Davies, in Churchill’s honour and a lunch for 60 at the exclusive Montmartre Restaurant in Los Angeles.25 This resulted in several remunerative journalistic assignments.
         
 
         Financial wizard Bernie Baruch, whose advice Churchill often sought about money matters, and who later became an important adviser to President Roosevelt, was another important dinner companion. When Baruch visited Britain in 1933, Churchill organised a dinner in his honour at Claridge’s – dress to be white tie and tails – carefully choosing between the two “specimen” menus offered and selecting as
          accompaniment his favourite Pol Roger, of which six magnums  were consumed by Churchill, Baruch and their eighteen guests.26 He also  asked Baruch for sufficient advance notice so that he could be certain  to gather an interesting group. “As much trouble should go to  considering the guests” as considering the food at dinner parties, agreed Woodrow Wyatt, Labour Member of Parliament elected in 1945 (later Lord Wyatt).27
          
 
          
          
         
            [image: ] 
               Randolph’s 21st birthday, 1932
               

            

         
 
         Churchill was sensitive to the needs of his guests, in this case Baruch’s need for privacy. So when The New York Times requested permission to photograph the guests on the night, Churchill refused.28
         
 
         In the early 1930s, Churchill wrote a letter to The Times protesting at the habit that was then developing of taking photographs at banquets while people were eating. He felt strongly that this was an intrusion, and that photographs should be taken only at the start of the formal proceedings.29
         
 
         Protecting his guests’ privacy was just one example of Churchill’s careful discharge of his duties as host. One guest described him as a “meticulous host. He would watch everyone all the time to see whether or not they wanted anything”.30 Another commented:
         
 
         
            It is a marvel how much time he gives to his guests … He is an exceedingly kind and generous host, providing unlimited champagne, cigars and brandy.31
            

         
 
         And still another, Anthony Montague Browne, described Churchill “as a generous and entertaining host and dinners with him always fun and gastronomically agreeable”.32
         
 
         Joan Bright, who throughout the Second World War organised overseas travel for Churchill and the Chiefs of Staff, said he had lovely manners.34
         
 
         
            Do not confuse his meticulous attention to details for dinner parties with any culinary skills, his claims to the contrary notwithstanding. Once, when Chartwell was closed, and Mrs. Churchill told him it would be impossible to spend the weekend there because there was no one to cook for him, he replied: “I shall cook for myself. I can boil an egg. I’ve seen it done.”33 Brave talk. Lady Williams told me that Churchill “certainly never, to my knowledge, looked at a grill or could boil a kettle”. Churchill was interested in dining not in cooking. And this despite his determination to acquire other practical skills like bricklaying.
            

         
 
         Churchill was certainly aware that his talents were shown to best advantage on a carefully set stage. In 1929 he wrote to his wife from Santa Barbara, California, where he had been visiting Hearst:
 
         
            I am v. glad you are taking Venetia’s [Montagu] house for the session. Do not hesitate to engage one or two extra servants. Now that we are in opposition we must gather colleagues and MPs together a little at luncheon & dinner. Also I have now a few business people who are of importance. We ought to be able to have luncheons of 8–10 often & dinners of the same size about twice a week. You shd have a staff equal to this.35
            

         
 
         In 1922 Churchill had bought Chartwell, a country house in the county of Kent, within easy driving distance of London. It required a considerable amount of renovation, which he supervised, and some of which he carried out “with the same meticulous obsession he gave to his speeches”.36
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               Churchill’s favourite stage: the dining room at Chartwell
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               Dining at Chartwell, 1928
               

            

         
 
         Perhaps aware of the effect of the low ceiling in the dining room, to which he paid particular attention, Churchill specified floor-length windows and doors on three sides of the almost-square room to give it an open feeling. He directed to his wife a Dissertation on Dining Room Chairs:
         
 
         
            The Dining Room chair has certain marked requisites. First, it should be comfortable and give support to the body when sitting up straight; it should certainly have arms which are an enormous comfort when sitting at meals … One does not want the Dining Room chair spreading itself, or its legs, or its arms as if it were a plant … this enables the chairs to be put close together if need be, which is often more sociable …37
            

         
 
         The fun goes on. His wife answered that she had “digested his Dissertation”.
 
         Today, under the care of the National Trust, Chartwell remains much as it was during Churchill’s time, with white-flowered chintz on comfortable armchairs around a great round table in the dining room: round to ease conversation and create a sense of equality, no opposing sides, nor corners, no one below the salt.
         
 
         
            Two months before Churchill left for the Potsdam Conference and before the 1945 election, his cousin, Clare Sheridan, needing money, wrote to him offering to sell him her mother’s set of Napoleon’s special china. Clare’s mother was Lady Randolph’s sister, Clara. Clare thought the Prime Minister ought to have the china “on account of its family association … Before the Tuilleries [sic] were burnt [1871], the Commune sold at auction the contents! And our dear grandmother Jerome was there, bless her, and bid on the Tuilleries [sic] lawns for the china”.38
            
 
            Thomas Goode appraised the china and Clare attached the listing for Churchill’s consideration. Always considerate of family, Churchill sent her a cheque for more than the amount requested. The large set (38 dinner plates!) is white Sèvres china, gold-rimmed, with a large gold N below a crown – “the same monogram on chiffre as that of the first Napoleon”.39 I am told that Churchill used this china at Chartwell, where it is on display today.
            

         
 
         Attention to detail remained the order of the day at Chartwell even after its completion. For a garden party on Saturday 21 July 1934, the marquee was to be lined in olive green and lemon,40 and to accommodate some 250 guests, “all sitting at one time” according to the caterer’s notes. The menu was predictably lavish, and equally predictably, the musical selections reflected Churchill’s preference for Gilbert and Sullivan – selections from HMS Pinafore, The Gondoliers, and Iolanthe. And a bit of Clementine caution – insurance against rain, with the pay-out a function of the amount of rainfall: reportedly 30% of the insured amount for .5 inches of rain, up to 100% if .15 inches fell. It did not rain.41
         
 
         Nothing was more important to Churchill than the seating arrangements at his dinners, as we shall see when describing the Big Three dinners in Teheran, Yalta and Potsdam. He personally undertook this chore, which other politicians usually left to diplomatic wives or officials, reflecting yet another lesson learned from his mother, the widely acclaimed society hostess. She carefully seated strangers and, often, people who were not friendly, next to each other at her dinner parties, calling them the “dinner of deadly enemies”.42 Churchill  said of his mother that “In my interest she left no wire unpulled, no  stone unturned and no cutlet uncooked.”43 As a young man, he once sent  her a letter of New Year’s wishes, with a sketch of her holding a menu.
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               Chartwell garden party and Mrs. Churchill’s prudence
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         President Eisenhower, interviewed years later, remarked on the great attention Churchill paid to correct placement at dinners. He said Churchill always put him on his right at the table, explaining: “anybody who held a commission from two countries outranked anyone who had a commission from one”. Only once did this change. Churchill rang him to explain that he would have to sit on his left as
         
 
         
            My old friend Field Marshal Smuts is to dinner with us this evening. Won’t you give up your place on my right and take a place on my left?44
            

         
 
         Detailed attention extended to costs. Churchill quite regularly questioned bills received from Claridge’s and the Savoy,45 but was always careful to reward staff at such venues, for example adding £3 to the bills for his dinner for Baruch and again for a dinner for sixteen at Claridge’s on 30 January 1935, for which the manager thanked Churchill profusely.46
         
 
         In one letter, Churchill thanks the Savoy Hotel manager for sending back his opera hat which he had left at the hotel. He then complains that the charge included a full bottle of port, whereas only one half was consumed, and requests the details on the charges for cigars and cigarettes.47 The manager responds fully, giving details of the expenses: no cigarettes were consumed and the bill was adjusted, but the eight cigars, two of which were taken away by Churchill’s son, are listed and named.
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               Best to look over the bills

            

         
 
         The missing port is explained:
         
 
         
            Martinez Port was as usual charged for by the bottle out of which five glasses were consumed. The remainder, that is to say more than half the bottle, is being kept at the bar for Mr. Churchill’s use next time we are honoured with his patronage.48
            

         
 
         The letter then specifies that:
 
         
            Two Half Cider Cups were ordered and served. As to the Whiskey, when the bottle was returned to the bar it was found that nine measures had been consumed. The 7/6d Liqueurs is for the Brandy which Mr. A. Eden had.49
            

         
 
         Note that at these functions the whisky bottles were left on the table for guests to serve themselves.
 
         Churchill’s fondness for combining dining and business extended to picnics. Some of the picnics he organised during the Second World War were hastily convened conferences with his field commanders to discuss tactics and strategy – one in the sands at Tripoli in 1943 and another one “somewhere in north-west Europe”. Concerned as always for the morale of his troops as well as the British public, Churchill had tea with Royal Air Force pilots and with army gunners.
         
 
         At another picnic, during a campaign tour, he was accompanied by his daughter, Sarah. Still others, later in life, were jolly affairs including large numbers of friends and associates.
         
 
         Churchill had his own idiosyncratic picnic customs: some snippets of verse were to be recited only at picnics, and there was singing while “drinking old Indian Army toasts” at the end of every picnic.53 
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               Churchill and British generals, Alan Brooke, Montgomery and Ismay, plus Randolph, picnic in the desert, Tripoli, 1943
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               Churchill and American generals Eisenhower and Patton, picnic lunch in northwestern Europe
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               Tea with RAF pilots, September 1941
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               Picnic on the hustings, Churchill’s daughter, Sarah, pouring tea, June 1945
               

            

         
 
         
         
 
         
            Lady Diana Cooper, in her memoirs, described a 1944 picnic with Churchill in the North African desert in some detail “… we laid out our delicatessen, the cocktail was shaken up, rugs and cushions distributed, tables and buffets appeared as by a genie’s order … he is immediately seated on a comfortable chair … a pillow put on his lap to act as a table, book-rest etc. A rather alarming succession of whiskies and brandies go down, with every time a facetious preliminary joke with Edward, an American ex-barman.”50
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                  Picnic at Marrakesh 1944
                  

               

            
 
            Her husband, Duff Cooper, summarises the seven picnics in a two-week stay in Marrakesh as comprising “large amounts of food and drink”. It seemed to him “a curious form of entertainment”.51
            
 
            As late as 1948, when Churchill was 74, one of his secretaries reports that at a picnic in Morocco the fare included “a whacking great slab of ice (to keep the white wine cool), a box of cold luncheon … consisting of poached eggs and ham in aspic jelly (2), two slices of cold beef, half a cold chicken, potato salad, bread, butter, 2 apricot or strawberry tarts, cheese, orange, tangerine and lots of wine and brandy”.52 A reasonable repast after a hard morning at the easel.
            

         
 
         No matter the circumstances – whether in the dining room at Chartwell or on a picnic chair in the desert – Churchill’s profound belief in the importance of face-to-face meetings, and his unshakeable confidence in his ability to get his own way in such intimate encounters, never wavered. It is summed up in a telegraph to Roosevelt, sent shortly before he headed to Moscow in October 1944: “I feel certain that personal contact is essential.”54
         
 
         Churchill thought such personal contact, preferably at dinner, important not only with allies, but also with enemies. He planned to bring the Greek Civil War to an end by inviting the Communist Greeks to the negotiating table with the Greek Archbishop, Damaskinos, in Athens at Christmas 1944. There Churchill reversed his earlier vow not to shake hands with the three ELAS representatives, and afterwards told Lord Moran that he “felt that if the three Communists could be got to dine with us all difficulties would vanish”.55
         
 
         
            On board HMS Ajax, off the coast of Athens, where Churchill, Eden and others were staying (for their own protection) during the Christmas 1944 meetings, a temporary valet, who usually cared for Commanders-in-Chief, was assigned to Churchill. He complained to his Admiral that Churchill “breakfasts at nine-thirty in the morning off a wing of chicken and a bottle of white wine … ”56 Perhaps an accurate report, perhaps not.
            

         
 
         Churchill could not always convert his dominance of the dinner table into dominance of events. Conversational skills and conviviality were no match for facts on the ground, as he was well aware, or for the need of other leaders to pursue the interests of their own nations, as they perceived them.
 
         Three of Churchill’s diplomatic defeats – the losses that most affected the shape of the post-war world – came at dinner tables at Yalta (1945), Bermuda (1953) and in Washington (1954), the latter when he was 80. On each of these occasions, an American president failed to succumb to Churchill’s immense personal charm and intellect.
         
 
         At Yalta, Roosevelt used the Big Three dinners to make it clear to Stalin that Churchill was no longer to be regarded as consequential a player as he had been and they now were. In Bermuda in 1953 and again in Washington in 1954, when he once again lived at the White House, Churchill was unable to persuade President Eisenhower, or his Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, to agree to a summit meeting with the Soviets. This was particularly galling, since Eisenhower arguably owed his career and the wartime reputation that eventually landed him in the White House to Churchill, who had even amended the US edition of his history of the Second World War to delete anything unfavourable to Eisenhower. Churchill, fearful of the consequences of a continuation of the Cold War, was convinced that the Anglo-American Allies should meet with the new Soviet leaders to try to end or ease the tensions before they led to a nuclear war. Despite the opportunity presented by dinners in balmy Bermuda, and a three-night stay in his familiar haunt, the White House, Churchill was defeated in his quest for trilateral talks by the intransigence of John Foster Dulles and Eisenhower’s view that “under this dress” – the dress of post-Stalin Russia – the Soviet Union was “still the same old girl” – a “woman of the streets”.57 Of little use to the outraged Churchill was Eisenhower’s assessment of the wartime leader’s place in history: “He comes closest to fulfilling the requirement of greatness of any individual that I have met in my lifetime.”58
         
 
         The defeat at Bermuda must be viewed in the light of John Foster Dulles’ implacable opposition to any negotiations with the Soviet Union and in the context of what Churchill’s special brand of personal, dinner-table diplomacy had accomplished in the past. One of the leading military historians of our time, Eliot Cohen, puts it best:
         
 
         
            Churchill’s conduct of the diplomacy of war reveals an extraordinary blend of techniques and approaches … The cohesiveness of the Grand Alliance stands out as a remarkable feat. Churchill’s personal control of those relations – through extensive correspondence and frequent overseas trips for private meetings and the large conferences that dominated the strategy of war – accounts for much of the success.59
            

         
 
         Churchill, a star player on the world’s stage for more than 50 years, looking back on his time spent at dinner tables, could be confident that those meals involved a lot more than excellent food, good champagne and robust cigars. One achievement – if one were needed – the establishment of the special relationship with Roosevelt that was so crucial to defeating Nazi Germany, clearly outweighs any subsequent setbacks.
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Mr.Seal.

Mr.Churchill wishes me to ask you to
take steps in a matter which I menticned to him
this morning. Both at Chequers and at No.10 the
rationing makes it very difficult to entertain
officially to <the extent which Mr.Churchill finds
necessary.

He would like you to get in touch with
the Ministry of Food and makes an arrangement whereby
in both instances extra rations can be supplied to
cover official guests - a list of whom will be
made each week. So as to be a week in hand Mr.Churchill
suggests a list of last week's guests should be provided
now and in future at the end of each week a list be
produced of those who have been entertained who can

come under this category.

M.S.
24. 6. 40.
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