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1

The Importance of Not 
Being Earnest

‘Now produce your explanation and pray make it 

improbable.’

Algernon, The Importance of Being Earnest, 

Oscar Wilde

As a baby I was put in a wire cage suspended out of a sixth 

storey window at the back of our house. Every morning I was 

coaxed into the cage, and the window was closed. I stayed 

there most of the day.

The cage was made from wire, lined with a plywood roof 

for protection from rain, and had a plywood floor. I had an 

unhampered view of the back of surrounding houses as I 

played with my teddy bears, rag books and building blocks. 

Toy soldiers were for indoors only, because they escaped 

through the bars. I was never bored. I never felt caged. Apart 
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from short breaks for feeding and changing my nappies, 

I would play in there until I was cleaned up by Nanny at 

teatime and brought down to be shown off to my parents.

The window cage for babies was patented in 1923 by Emma 

Read, an American, and I adored mine. I was astonished it 

was named as one of TIME magazine’s ‘50 Worst Inventions’, 

alongside such aberrations as Agent Orange, Smell-O-Vision, 

Hair in a Can and the Hula Chair. It was the ultimate cubby 

house, and I loved waving to people below.

When I outgrew the cage, I learned to open the window to 

dangle by my fingers from the sixth-floor ledge. This alarmed 

some of the people from the houses at the back of ours. ‘Go 

back! Go back!’ they would yell. A frenzy of doorknocking 

would be unleashed in our street to find out which house this 

poor, endangered child belonged to. When the clamour arrived 

on our front doorstep, it didn’t take my mother long to work 

out it was her son. Once alerted, she climbed the stairs and 

calmly lured me back into the house with a bar of chocolate. 

In seconds I would heave myself through the window and be 

by her side. One day she came with a bar of chocolate in one 

hand and a hammer in the other to nail the window shut.

My mother, Marjorie, may have welcomed these early 

signs of adventurousness as a foil for the indulgence lavished 

on me as the youngest child and the only boy in the family. 

She gave birth to me a few weeks after the Wall Street Crash 

of 1929, a metaphor for the bull-or-bear run that has been 

my life. The obstetrician who delivered me had been called 

to our home in the middle of a West End performance of The 

20160415_APrescribedLife_FA.indd   2 15/04/2016   11:05 am



3

A PRESCRIBED LIFE

Importance of Being Earnest. Mum rejected his suggestion 

that Ernest would be a suitable name for me. The outward 

expression of earnestness was not encouraged in my family.

Mum was one among many generations of mothers 

influenced by early twentieth-century child-rearing theories 

advocated by people like Frederic Truby King. These theories 

prescribed strict feeding and sleeping routines, long stints in 

the open air, denying attention to crying babies, and building 

character by avoiding excessive cuddling and giving children 

too much attention. There was no garden at our house, and the 

window cage solved the problem of providing fresh air for me.

I had not reached double figures when Mum dropped me 

off to have a surgical procedure at a London hospital and left 

me with instructions to find my own way home. It was my 

first experience of anaesthesia and my reaction to the ether 

made me vomit on the top deck of the bus on the return trip.

At the age of four, I began boxing lessons at the Polytechnic 

Boxing Club in Regent Street. The Polytechnic had a proud 

history of producing amateur boxing champions. Mum handed 

me over to the trainer and headed off shopping. I was dwarfed 

by the hulks lumbering around in the locker room and felt 

smothered by the pungent odour of their sweat as I changed 

into my singlet and gym shoes. The trainer gave me a lesson 

before thrusting me into the ring to spar with one or other of 

these giants. They were very gentle with me. But from the edge 

of the ring, the trainer would yell instructions: ‘Keep your hand 

up. Cover your chin.’ Nobody had ever yelled at me before.

At home I had my own boxing gloves and a punching 
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bag that swung from a contraption attached to my head. If I 

missed a punch, the bag would hit me in the face. While Mum 

was not physically demonstrative of her affections, she liked 

sparring with me.

My father was a general practitioner. He used his full 

name, Cecil Hewitt Atkinson, to distinguish himself from 

another doctor with a similar name who performed illegal 

abortions. Dad’s service in World War I meant he was in his 

mid-twenties before he started training as a doctor, supporting 

himself with a variety of jobs.

One involved joining the Civil Constabulary Reserve as 

a special constable during the General Strike of 1926. The 

strike occurred against the backdrop of fears about the 

spread of Russian Revolution-style Communism, and social 

divisions exacerbated by tough economic conditions. The 

10–12 per cent unemployment rate throughout the 1920s 

had not spread evenly across the United Kingdom, and in 

industrial areas unemployment was much higher. The strike 

was triggered by a dispute in the coal industry. The owners 

of the mines wanted to cut miners’ wages by 13 per cent and 

add an extra hour to their shifts.

Across the United Kingdom, thousands of workers joined 

the strike, including many in the essential services of transport, 

gas, electricity and printing. In response, Prime Minister 

Stanley Baldwin’s Conservative government called on the 

support of volunteers and the armed forces to combat the 

crippling effects of the strike. Special constables were sworn 

in to take on the strikers. My father used to joke he had found 
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a better use for his truncheon after I was conceived.

Dad established his first medical practice in the slums of 

south-east London, close to Guy’s Hospital, where he had 

trained. Stainer Street was a rough area and he regularly 

stitched the traumatic wounds of people seeking private 

treatment to evade arrest. He formed lasting relationships with 

many of his patients. When two con men who were preying 

on some of his regular patients presented for treatment, Dad 

instructed them to take off all their clothes in preparation 

for the examination. He whisked their clothes away and left 

them waiting in the nude while he sent for the police.

In 1923 he married my mother, Edith Marjorie Haynes, 

and the house where he practised was their family home. My 

two sisters were born there: Pamela, five years before me, 

and Rosemary, two years after her. By the time I came along, 

my family was renting 71 Grosvenor Street, Mayfair, in the 

Grosvenor Estate. It was a posh address at the residential end 

of the street, but the accommodation was not luxurious. A 

lake lurked underneath the house and the damp crept steadily 

upwards through the walls. Like many in the street, our place 

had started life as a narrow three-storey house in the early 

18th century, and another three storeys had been tacked on 

over the years.

The demands of a bigger and more specialised practice 

meant my parents needed to employ staff. Our kitchen, 

bathroom and three bedrooms were in the top three storeys. 

The ground floor and first storey were used for my father’s 

practice, along with a dental suite and consulting rooms he 
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rented to other practitioners. The bedsitter in the basement was 

inhabited by Eric Oakley, his wife, and their son. Mrs Oakley 

cooked for us in a kitchen partly lit by a basement skylight. Mr 

Oakley was the handyman and answered the door.

While Mum did the bookkeeping for the household and 

my father’s practice, nannies looked after Pamela, Rosemary 

and me. When I learned to walk, Hyde Park became my 

backyard. On our way to and from the park my nanny and I 

passed the French fashion houses at the other end of our street. 

I made friends with the ex-army veterans who found jobs as 

commissionaires standing outside these establishments. They 

contributed to my collection of ‘swagger sticks’ and canes, the 

military batons British soldiers often carried. On one end they 

were decorated with a silver top and regimental insignia. When 

I dropped one down a drain and was very anxious to retrieve 

it, my nanny feared losing more than the stick.

My brief career as an entrepreneur began in Hyde Park, 

when I found what I thought was a valuable piece of jewellery. 

I insisted on taking it to the police station. The police told me 

I could have it if no one claimed it. When nobody did, I took 

it back to the park and approached people, asking, ‘Have you 

lost this piece of jewellery?’ To my delight, they would reply, 

‘No, but here’s sixpence.’ I made a tidy sum from this piece of 

cheap costume jewellery.

For a time, French mademoiselles were preferred to 

English nannies. This appealed to my mother, who loved the 

French language and spoke it fluently. However, we didn’t 

learn much French from the mademoiselles, and the discipline 
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they provided was pretty laissez-faire – I still have a scar from 

catching my eye on a metal spike while jumping from a bench 

in the park when I was being looked after by one of them. 

Luckily for us, the mademoiselles were eventually succeeded 

by a nanny-governess who was loved by the whole family.

My sisters and I saw more of Robin Humphries than we 

saw of our parents. Robin was firm in an agreeable way, and 

more like a family member than a governess. Using humour 

and reasoning, she educated us in life skills with sayings to 

drill us in considerate habits, like picking up after ourselves: 

‘Never leave a room empty handed.’

Robin taught my sisters to sew and me to knit. I created a 

lumpy version of a heelless stocking before she gave up. Even 

after I was sent to boarding school, Robin was there when I 

came home for term breaks. When she was no longer needed, 

my father organised a job for her at my sisters’ school. She 

remained a close family friend, and Rosemary continued to 

visit Robin until her death at 92.

My mother would have preferred to run the household 

without help, but the size of the house and the demands of my 

father’s practice made this impossible. She was often worried 

by the state of the family finances. It is probably the only 

thing my parents argued about. Dad loved life and put aside 

financial worries. His disregard for money was motivated 

by his humanitarian instincts and his trust in people’s basic 

goodness. He gave a loan to a skilled motor mechanic to start 

a business and never saw the money again. At Grosvenor 

Street, and when we moved to 53 Green Street in the early 
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1930s, he rarely charged friends, soldiers and former patients 

from the East End for medical treatment.

Dad needed little encouragement to crack open a bottle 

of champagne. That he greeted good or bad news about the 

finances this way, or any other news for that matter, is not 

surprising. He had already seen a lot of life, courtesy of his 

service in World War I and his early years as a doctor.

In 1914, at the age of 20, Dad had joined the 83rd Brigade 

of the Royal Field Artillery, fought in France in the carnage 

known as the Great War, and had become a major by the time 

the armistice was signed in November 1918. When people 

remarked how wonderful it was for him to have achieved 

that rank in the British Army at 23, he would retort, ‘No, it’s 

just because everyone else was killed.’

In a war that pitted man against man in trenches set 

opposite each other, the mortality rate was particularly high 

for gunners, the field artillery to which my father was assigned. 

In the first four years, the prospects of the French and their 

Commonwealth Allies overcoming their enemies looked 

grim. In March 1918, the Minister for Munitions, Winston 

Churchill, told then Prime Minister Lloyd George, ‘Every 

offensive lost its force as it proceeded. It was like throwing a 

bucket of water over the floor. It first rushed forward, then 

soaked forward, and finally stopped altogether until another 

bucket could be brought.’ Those buckets represented a 

shocking waste of lives.

My father was my hero because I loved him and looked 

up to him. I did not realise the extent of his war heroism 
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until many years later when I knew more about life and read 

the citations that earned him the Military Cross three times 

(Military Cross and Two Bars) on the battlefields of France.

The Military Cross is awarded for gallantry ‘during active 

operations when the enemy is present’. The citations read 

like fiction from a Boy’s Own annual. My father had been 

awarded the Military Cross for the first time in 1917. Under 

heavy shell fire he’d rescued wounded men who’d been buried 

in the barrage and averted an explosion by extinguishing a 

burning ammunition dump. He was awarded the second and 

third bars the following year for leading his battery while 

they endured 36 hours of shell-fire, and for assisting another 

detachment depleted by heavy fire, fighting alongside them 

until reinforcements arrived.

Even after he had been wounded in the leg, my father 

returned to the front. Although he gave me a tin hat and a Luger 

revolver belonging to a dead German, Dad was reluctant to 

talk about his experiences. It was only when I handed around 

food and drinks at the yearly reunion of the ‘Gunners’ from 

the 18th Division that Dad hosted at our house that I had 

an inkling of what they’d suffered. The junior officers were 

particularly forthcoming.

On these occasions I saw my father through other people’s 

eyes. A senior officer may have been vying for his attention, but 

he would still give his full attention to whoever was speaking, 

even the most junior subaltern. He was like that with everyone.

In peacetime, he courted different kinds of danger.

Dad had broadened his specialist knowledge by working 
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as an honorary physician at the National Heart Hospital 

and in the neurology department of Guy’s Hospital. In the 

late 1920s and early 1930s, he treated a number of patients 

with psychiatric problems, helping them further by employing 

them in our household. One woman he hired as a maid had a 

predilection for sleepwalking with a carving knife in her hand. 

After a serious attack on my mother, the woman’s employment 

had to be terminated. There was a mentally ill couple, too. The 

man had been in the navy and had the symptoms of a syphilis 

sufferer: he had a stamping gait and the pupils in his eyes didn’t 

react to light. In his brighter moments he was very funny and a 

skilled ventriloquist. One of my earliest memories is of sitting 

on his knee, doing shows for the family. He would poke me in 

the back and I would open my mouth as he threw his voice. 

Inspired by this, my parents bought Charlie, a ventriloquist 

doll, for me. Charlie has been a lifelong friend.

The Green Street property we moved to – another of the 

Duke of Westminster’s houses – was in a residential area close 

to the Marble Arch tube station and closer to Hyde Park. 

After five years, my father was able to buy the 99-year lease 

outright and the house was all ours. It was a prosperous time 

for my parents. Dad organised a better job for Mr Oakley, 

and his family moved to their own place. Mrs Eels became 

the cook, and her husband, who suffered from a neurological 

disorder, took over part of Eric Oakley’s role.

On the ground floor at Green Street was a secretary’s office, 

my mother’s office, a toilet and our dining room, which doubled 

as a waiting room. This meant a scramble to clear breakfast by 
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nine in the morning to make way for the patients.

My father had built up a good practice and had installed 

X-ray facilities, pathology and an electrocardiograph machine 

in his examination rooms on the first floor. Some of his work 

came from nearby hotels that needed doctors who could be 

relied on to come in with little notice to treat guests who 

had been taken ill. He began a long association as one of 

the doctors consulted by the servants and the executives who 

attended to the royal family at St James’s Palace. We were 

given good seats for George V’s Silver Jubilee in 1935 and his 

funeral in 1936. The crowds were so huge that the chauffeur, 

Eric George, carried me safely on his shoulders as we walked 

from home to St James’s Palace. We watched the proceedings 

from the balcony.

While Dad welcomed that kind of work, he didn’t solicit 

it. Along with a number of patients who were celebrities, 

including the actor Margaret Rutherford, many others had 

followed him from his first practice. He could be mischievous 

towards people he thought were too self-important. One was 

Joe Loss, the jazz musician and conductor of one of the big 

bands. Everyone knew Joe Loss. He was as popular in his 

day as the Beatles were in theirs, and his recording of ‘In 

the Mood’ sold millions of copies. Loss came to the surgery 

dressed ostentatiously in a bright-blue suit. My father said, 

‘My first question is, what do you do for a living?’

My sisters and I saw more of our parents at this time 

because they worked from home, although they were 

frequently out in the evenings seeing plays at nearby theatres, 
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going out to dinner or attending cocktail parties. In this brief 

period of affluence, my parents, particularly my gregarious 

father, embraced the lifestyle of the well-to-do. Mum liked 

playing golf. She was notorious for avoiding invitations to 

go out without Dad by pretending to be the maid when the 

telephone rang. She was challenged by one of her friends: 

‘Oh, come on, Marjorie. I know it’s you!’

Dad worked seven days a week unless he took time off for 

annual holidays, a Sunday picnic, or a few consecutive days 

to join a shooting party. During annual holidays Dad would 

devote his whole attention to us. We did not have regular 

weekends away until World War II, when he bought a cottage 

not far from London at Flackwell Heath, a village known for 

its cherry orchards. 

Otherwise, time spent with him came in small, precious 

packages. He liked to walk back to the house with my sisters 

and me after we had gone with him to park the car in the 

garage he rented, which was a couple of kilometres from 

Green Street. Talking to him on the way back was a ritual we 

cherished for as long as he lived.

At picnics, we glimpsed my mother’s playful side. We’d 

arrive at a park with our hamper and she would immediately 

scout around for the tallest tree she could find. We children 

would watch, open-mouthed, as our reserved, good-looking 

and fine-boned mother – dressed classically in a twin set, 

pearls and skirt – would take a run and launch herself at the 

tree, clambering to perilous heights.

Family holidays were fun, if occasionally hazardous. Near 
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the fishing village of Padstow in Cornwall, we rented a house 

for a couple of weeks for successive summer holidays. On one 

of the Cornwall holidays, the spark of my business enterprise 

skills reignited briefly before my career as an entrepreneur was 

extinguished forever. I worked out if I closed the gate to the 

beach, drivers would give me sixpence to open it. I reinvested 

the money in ice-creams, Wall’s choc bars and boiled lollies 

from the only shop at the beach.

For many years our transport of choice was a Humber 

Snipe, a boxy, handsome, luxury saloon car with flared 

front mudguards, front-mounted headlights, a grille in shiny 

chrome, and the wide running boards that were all the rage at 

the time. One year, when we were returning from Cornwall in 

the Snipe – loaded with the family, our governess, surfboards 

and other paraphernalia – my father laughed as he pointed to 

a wheel overtaking us. We all laughed along with him until 

the Snipe began careering into a ditch. The wheel we had seen 

was ours. My mother developed a phobia of roadside ditches.

Undeterred by the dangers of the holiday season, on one 

inclement day my parents set out to try their hand at surfing at 

Trevone. The sea was very rough, with angry waves crashing 

onto the rocks; paddling would have been risky enough. 

My parents had decreed the sea was too rough for me to 

go with them. I was left sulking on the beach, alone, while 

my parents, my two sisters and Robin piled onto a couple of 

lilos (inflatable rafts). I watched as they disappeared into the 

horizon, caught by a rip carrying them out to sea. They were 

rescued by two young Girl Guides. The girls were very strong 
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swimmers, and if it had not been for them, I might have been 

orphaned at the age of six. King George V presented the girls 

with a Royal Lifesaving Award for their bravery.

Cornwall was clearly too dangerous a place for holidays, 

so the following year we donned our sandshoes and went to 

North Wales to climb Mount Snowdon, the highest mountain 

in the British Isles. ‘Sandshoes’ were also known as ‘plimsolls’ 

or ‘pumps’. They were lace-up shoes with a rubber sole and 

canvas upper, footwear of choice for tennis, gym or walking 

on the beach – grossly inadequate for mountain climbing.

On the way down from the mountain we were feeling a bit 

spent. My father saw a zigzagging pathway as an opportunity 

for a shortcut. We were soon stranded on an outcrop of 

slate, staring down at a sheer drop to a lake below. We’d 

manoeuvred ourselves to the point where there was nothing 

to grip on to and every time we moved we slipped down a little 

further towards the lake. Poorly equipped for bad weather or 

mountain climbing, we were rescued once again, this time by 

guides with nails in their shoes so they could get a grip on the 

terrain. They lashed us to them with ropes and led us back to 

the safety of the path.

Despite the fact that people were carrying guns, shooting 

parties seemed a comparably safe option for my parents. They 

were a popular pastime and had the benefit of being prestigious 

social gatherings that were useful for business networking.

I had my own gun, a small 16-bore that was more for 

shooting rabbits. My father’s attempts to improve my skills 

by taking me clay-pigeon shooting failed – I was a lousy shot, 
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and when we ventured out in the woods my sympathies were 

with the prey. The adults carried 12-bore rifles with cartridges 

that held 15 pellets. Mum didn’t shoot, but she liked to walk 

out with the shooting parties.

In 1937 Mum and Dad were invited to go on a weekend 

pheasant shoot. A pheasant-shooting party is made up of 

‘beaters’ – often the wives – and ‘shooters’. The beaters and 

shooters approach the pheasants from opposite directions. 

By nature, pheasants stay close to the ground. Why wouldn’t 

they? It is the job of the beaters to make a racket to disturb the 

birds and drive them towards the shooters. The startled birds 

flutter into the sky to become easier, and safer, targets. This 

minimises the risk of the beaters or other shooters being shot.

On this occasion the pheasants were being driven through 

the woods. None of the shooters was firing – in spite of the 

efforts of the beaters, the birds remained close to the ground. 

One of the shooting party broke ranks and fired across the 

line of shooters. In the process he shot my mother, my father 

and our family dog, a retriever named Grouse. The dog died, 

my father lost an eye, and the pellets of shot embedded in my 

mother’s face surfaced periodically for years. The culprit never 

apologised. He did send a bouquet of flowers to the hospital. 

They were arum lilies, traditionally used in England to adorn a 

coffin. My father never complained about his impaired vision, 

preferring to use his new glass eye to play tricks on people.

Being a curious sort of person, before he lost the eye, Dad 

was wont to cover one eye with a patch, just to see what it 

would be like. It was as if he had anticipated his fate.
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