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PETER ALTER, Winston Churchill (1874–1965): Leben und Überleben
(Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer Verlag, 2006), 328 pp. ISBN 10: 3 17
018786 4. ISBN 13: 978 3 17 018786 3. EUR 19.00

There seems to be no end to the production of biographies of
Winston Churchill. It must be assumed that British publishers regard
the market as insatiable. In recent years, as earlier, Churchill has
attracted the attention of a wide range of authors who have produced
fat, medium-sized, or slim assessments of his remarkable career.
Since this reviewer has himself written a ‘profile’ of Churchill—now
apparently being eagerly read in Latvian translation—he is not one to
complain about the ‘Churchill industry’. It is easy to understand why
for British writers, at least those of a ‘senior’ generation, it has come
to seem necessary to ‘come to terms’ with Churchill. His own ‘finest
hour’ has so often been projected as Britain’s too. So, even though
Churchill was too idiosyncratic to be easily emulated, subsequent
generations of British politicians (and the current United States
President) have acknowledged the inspiration which he provided.
Here was a national talisman, whose glittering array of talents might
have fizzled out inconsequentially in ‘failure’ had the ‘call to great-
ness’ not come so unexpectedly in 1940. Of course, the chorus has not
been invariably laudatory. Exposure of ‘myths and legends’ about
Churchill is also a British industry. Whether or not particular criti-
cisms have substance, however, it has rarely been possible for British
writers to consider Churchill without at the same time being agitated
about the inner meaning of ‘our island story’. The command of his-
tory is a complicated business.

In such a context, it is particularly welcome to have an assessment
of Churchill by an ‘outsider’ who has to understand the currents
which swirl around a ‘national narrative’, but who can navigate them
from a different position. In this respect, Peter Alter’s volume sits
alongside that in French by François Bédarida (1999), which also dis-
plays a detached affection for his subject, though Alter does not refer
to this book in his bibliography. A different perspective is evident
from the outset. It must be unlikely that any British biographer
would begin where Alter begins, namely with Churchill in 1956, as
an 82-year old, receiving the Charlemagne Prize. The accompanying
photograph brilliantly shows Churchill leaning over, trying to under-
stand what another old man, Konrad Adenauer, was saying to him.
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Whether Churchill really understood ‘Europe’ and whether ‘Europe’
really understood Churchill could form the subject of a book in itself.
How far and when did Churchill become ‘a great European’?

A glance at Alter’s bibliography confirms, however, as one would
expect, that the author is thoroughly up to date in his knowledge of
all that has been written in English over recent decades—as his text
also demonstrates his personal knowledge, long-acquired, of the
social nuances of British life which a biographer needs. The very vol-
ume of books on Churchill, not to mention those by Churchill, over-
whelms some authors but Alter has shown an admirable capacity to
be comprehensive without being prolix. The scale of Churchill’s life
and the fact that he became so early a ‘public figure’ naturally means
that any biographer must skim over some aspects of it at speed. Yet,
while more could always be said, what we have here is sufficiently
succinct to be accessible to a general readership in German and suffi-
ciently scholarly to satisfy an academic readership.

At this juncture, with so much material publicly available, books
are not likely to establish themselves by making some huge new
archival discovery. What has to be done, rather, particularly in this
case for a readership in German, is to place Churchill in his social
context, to seek to understand and portray how the different facets of
his character came together (or failed to), and to relate ‘private’ and
‘public’. Alter tackles this task of integration successfully. He devotes
128 pages to Churchill’s life and career up to 1939, nearly a further
hundred to the period from 1940 to 1945, and a final shorter section
to the last couple of decades. The emphasis on the Second World War
is both understandable and proper. Despite his early prominence in
the Liberal governments before 1914 and his re-emergence as a post-
war Conservative Chancellor of the Exchequer, it was possible to see
Churchill in the 1930s as a brilliant maverick who had behaved errat-
ically too often. Although the first biography of Churchill appeared
in 1905 when the subject was only 31, one written thirty years later
might have had as sub-title ‘A Study in Failure’. It was the war which
‘rescued’ Churchill and propelled him into being one of the ‘Big
Three’. His role as ‘war leader’ is carefully considered—both as the
word-master who rallied ‘the people’ and as strategist and negotiator
in an alliance framework. The extent to which, in power terms,
Churchill was struggling against the tide is subtly conveyed. Could
one man have done more as Washington and Moscow eyed each
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other directly? Was Churchill sometimes carried away by his own
verbal exuberance? Alter does not seek to give simple answers to
these and related questions. We are left to ponder further for our-
selves. In the attention he does give to high politics, however, he
never loses sight of the fact that this ‘great statesman’ was also a
writer-historian and ‘hobby painter’, a man conscious of ‘high des-
tiny’, yet plagued by the ‘black dog’ of depression.

Churchill wrote about his own ‘Great Contemporaries’. It is now
difficult to think of Churchill as a ‘contemporary’, so greatly have
both Britain and the world changed since 1965. Even in his own
times, however, he was scarcely a ‘typical Englishman’. It is difficult
to think in terms of ‘The Age of Churchill’. Alter’s achievement is to
have grasped the ways in which, at different stages, Churchill’s
extraordinary personality explains both the failure and the success of
his career.
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