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What people are saying about

Amazing Grace

Serge’s journey from titled entitlement to spiritual seeker, told with panache and humour, shows us how staying true to our deepest vision brings profound, lasting changes in our outer world, and the worlds of those we meet. This transformation inspires us to rebalance our lives, valuing Self over ego, having the courage to face mistakes and discover the ordinary; and with it find the extraordinary, the miracle of being human. To step free from ‘material blessings’, he explains, is not a sacrifice, but a gift––personal freedom. If you feel trapped by this too, here is a guidebook towards an ever-opening inner door.

Dale Mathers, Jungian Analyst & Author of Alchemy and Psychotherapy

In Amazing Grace my dear friend Serge has described not only his own transformational journey, but he also speaks for many of his generation who grew up in the ferment of 1960s hippiedom, looking for new ways of being and living. This is a passionate and engaging narrative by a man of unique style who has lived fully while also often suffering deeply as he struggles to break through to a whole new way of living. Born into a hugely privileged background entailed its own dysfunctions and wounds, and these very much shaped the agenda of Serge’s life journey as he felt that many of the values which he had been raised to subscribe to were the very ones which needed to be surrendered if one was to have a world that worked. A deeply humane and wise book.

David Lorimer, Programme Director of the Scientific and Medical Network and Author of many books including Resonant Mind and Science, Consciousness and Ultimate Reality

A marvellously entertaining account of Serge’s adventures through the material and spiritual worlds, filled with equal measures of humour and spiritual insight. Serge writes as if speaking to a close friend, and offers the distilled wisdom of a lifetime of spiritual exploration.

Steve Taylor, PhD, Poet, University Lecturer and Author of The Leap and The Clear Light

Serge Beddington-Behrens is a unique person and friend, whom I met in England in the mid-1970s. We shared much in the area of spiritual search. In Amazing Grace he opens his soul, mind, and heart with honesty in looking-back at his personal development from his British aristocratic upbringing in his childhood to the present mature phase of his life journey. He conveys beautifully the challenges and conflicts of growing-up in this context and his struggles to become his own person with a deep vision, concern, and sense of identification with the perils and opportunities we are all facing on Planet Earth in this crucial phase of our collective evolution.

Abelardo Brenes, PhD, Co-author of Earthly Dimensions of Peace: The Earth Charter and Author of multiple academic publications in Psychology, Peace Education, and Sustainable Development Education

In our present times of obsessive consumerism, billionaires who spend fortunes going into space, media moguls and false information to say nothing of hogging the limelight film stars, it is refreshing to read the memoirs of someone who was born with a silver spoon in his mouth, the son of a Russian princess and a very successful businessman, educated at Harrow and Oxford, but who decided to put all that behind him and seek another way to live.

Serge Beddington-Behrens has travelled the path to self-enlightenment through experiences via Carlos Castaneda, Findhorn, fasting, Shamanism, Zen Buddhism and much more. He readily admits that without his financial inheritance it would have been a much more difficult journey, but the importance of this memoir lies in the fact he chose a difficult path to follow in life rather than the one, given his upbringing, which would have been much easier to follow.

As he says, we need a new vision of life––one with heart, compassion, and wisdom. Read this book and hopefully you too will start to search for a new vision in your life.

John Bell, MA (Oxon.), Educational Consultant

Reading Serge’s book will take you on a fascinating journey. You will look forward to the next chapter and regret having finished it, but you will be left with a true taste, a thrill in your soul, a desire to shine and honour your own nature as the author has so skilfully done.

Pier Luigi Lattuada, MD, PsyD, PhD, Transpersonal Psychotherapist, Author and Spiritual Teacher
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Nothing is more dangerous than to be the offspring of a millionaire.

Theodore Zeldin

I live my life in growing orbits

Which move out over the things of the world.

Perhaps I can never achieve the last, 

But that will be my attempt.

Rainer Maria Rilke


For my family and all my dear friends, teachers and students who have played such important roles in helping me become a little more human.
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Introduction


My dear reader, I am choosing to write about my life because I believe I have a not uninteresting and, in places, quite an amusing story to tell, especially for people who are familiar with the kind of background I came from, or who would like to know more about the journey of personal transformation and its many challenges. Also, as my profession requires that I’m always listening to and working with other people’s stories, and as I’ve already written two books about transformation, I feel it is now time to say a few words about my own personal odyssey.


Joseph Campbell, the great mythologist, with whom I once had the honour to study, always stressed the importance of this. ‘We all need,’ he said, ‘to tell our story and really understand it…’ He went on to say that


We’re so used to only being engaged in doing things to achieve outer purposes… that we forget the inner value, the rapture that is associated with being alive… People say we’re all seeking a meaning for life… I think what we’re also seeking is an experience of being alive… We’re looking for a way of experiencing the world that will open us to the transcendence that informs and that also forms ourselves within it.


I fully agree, and I don’t think we can experience that rapture or sense of aliveness unless we are able to begin living the life that our soul or our deeper truth tells us is right for us, and this book is essentially the story of my adventures in trying to do just that. In fact, my journey of gradually discovering who I really am—that is, finding the ‘real me’ behind the mask or ‘false me’—has been, and still is, very important for me. As such, this is not like most memoirs which ordinarily explore all aspects of a person’s life. Here the prime focus is on my evolutionary or my transformational journey and so I say very little about those areas of my life and those people in my life who are not directly part of that particular adventure. And most of my greatest teachers are completely unknown.


So don’t expect to be overly titillated. I haven’t done a lot of externally daring things, This is about inner journeying. I’ve been more of an inner explorer. I’ve not travelled much in the East; I’ve not gone over the Niagara Falls in a barrel or gone to live with a tribe in Brazil or ventured bravely out into the rainforests to personally challenge those guys who are cutting them down. I’ve never had an affair with Madonna or started a revolution, or hang-glided off the top of Mount Kilimanjaro (as some of my old Oxford mates who were members of the Dangerous Sports Club) have.


I’m a gnarled old toad now, but, as you’ll be seeing, I think I’ve been a fortunate one. I’ve had one or two narrow escapes, but I’ve always managed to land on a secure water lily. Apart from the odd debilitating disease that has knocked me from time to time, I’ve been blessed in that I’ve never had any truly grave tragedy to face. In fact, from very early on, I’ve always felt that a graced or a ‘helping’ presence has been with me, protecting and guiding and often challenging me, often in very amazing ways.


I also have another agenda in telling you the story of my transformational adventures, and that is that I’d like to inspire you, dear reader, to perhaps consider embarking on a similar enterprise (if, that is, you are not already doing so), and if so, hopefully pick up a few tips about what you might expect to confront along the way.


I believe that given the dire state of our planet at the moment, the coming into the realisation of our deeper humanity—which I believe exists inside all of us—can serve as a key antidote to the chaos and confusion all around us, to say nothing about the great personal benefits that it can confer upon us. Yes, my friend, our world is a much more dangerous one than it was half a century ago, and I believe that the more flexible, clear, strong, centred and open-hearted we become, the better our ability to navigate ourselves through its many quagmires. Indeed, the more evolved we become, the less we are part of the problems around us, and the more capable we are of becoming part of their solution.


However, to arrive at that place, we will need to work at it which among other things requires that we confront where we are wounded or dysfunctional and what it is about ourselves that blocks our deeper humanity from emerging. As you will be seeing, I have not shied away from presenting the many darker sides to my nature as I feel that I have carried many of the more unpleasant wounds afflicting Western man. In fact, I regard making the effort to heal myself and deepen my inner life as one of the most important things that I can do, not only for my own personal well-being, but—much more important—also for the health and well-being of our planet. As the great Indian sage Sri Aurobindo put it:


To hope for a change in human life without a change in human nature is an irrational proposition… an impossible miracle.


So that is precisely why I have a second agenda. I also ask you please to make sure you read my epilogue as it explores what I see happening in the world from now to the end of the century. While I feel that humanity will continue facing tough challenges over the next eighty years—in fact, we’ve already begun doing so—I believe that as a species, we will break through to a whole new global way of operating, and that a new and better world will gradually arise, phoenix-like out of the ashes, and so in the long run I am very optimistic.


The question to ask is this: how in hell did the only son of a multimillionaire, titled industrialist and a Russian princess—and who was educated at snooty old Harrow and Christ Church, Oxford (where he was a member of the infamous Bullingdon Club) and well trained in the dark arts of snobbery and elitism—gradually move away from the world that he was born into, to become (in a small way) a spiritual educator, a soul-centred psychotherapist, a teacher of transformation and an activist for a transformed planet? Here is the story of how it all happened…




Chapter 1


Vignettes of Childhood


I was born with a silver or a gold spoon (depending how you see it) in my mouth on 29 June 1945 in a hospital in London situated within the sound of Bow Bells, which technically, someone told me, makes me a cockney. A cockney, however, looked after by a big staff. To cater for the requirements of my father, mother, and me, we had sixteen servants. Two cooks, two chauffeurs, a butler, three gardeners (we had a large country house that my father had inherited from his aunt), a groom (my father loved riding), two cleaning ladies, two maids, a nanny, who lived to be 109, and later two governesses.


If I look back at photos of myself in old albums, I always looked rather a forlorn and lonely little fellow, with sticking-out ears and a kirby grip to hold my hair back. I have never seen pictures of myself as a child smiling. I was an only child and the only people who’d ever play with me were the servants. While at a physical level I wanted for nothing, at other levels I wanted for everything as there was little sense of joy or love in our household. No spirit. Everything was big but there was a deadness to it. Yes, I was glad of this big staff because it meant I was not alone; my father was always away on business trips and always got my mother to come along with him, as he felt that having a pretty, young princess on his arm gave him a bit of panache, a bit like how Donald Trump always dragged Melania along with him to make him appear more virile.


As I grew up, it was therefore left to the butler and the chauffeurs to play football and cricket with me, as my father never once played with me. Bless him, he didn’t know the meaning of that word; his obsession was with his work—with doing, with achieving, with filling every moment with something considered purposeful, and which happened to be an agenda that excluded me. Here are one or two snippets of memory from those early days:


Going to see my father’s ‘Aunt Violet’, who would be lying stretched out on a sofa—poor thing had a bad back as her house got bombed in the war—and always feeling extremely uncomfortable in her presence.


Being in a post office and my mother holding a ‘ration book’ in her hand. I was born just after the Second World War had ended and there was strict rationing. I think my mother went without some essentials to give them to me.


Going many times with my mother to Hampton Court to see her great friend, the old Grand Duchess Xenia Alexandrovna of Russia, the elder daughter of Tsar Alexander III, who was looked after by a very loving nun, Mother Martha, always dolled up in full nun regalia. The grand duchess was a sweet, gentle person and gave off very loving vibes. After seeing her, I would go and get lost in the Hampton Court maze and the chauffeur would be sent in to find me.


Going in the car with my father to appointments in London. The chauffeur would deposit us and my father would always say, ‘I don’t know how long we’ll be, so best you circle the block, Vickers.’ Real echoes of Downton Abbey!


Often having lunch with American friends of my parents who had their own private zoo. In the house was a macaw that for some bizarre reason would repeat over and over, ‘Don’t you get fresh with me, or I’ll slap your face, you poor sap. I’m not that kindava girl.’!


Borrowing my father’s trilby hat and overcoat, buying a packet of Will’s Whiffs cigarettes and, puffing away to look grown up, going with my friend Edward Hulton—also a six-foot twelve-year-old—to see what then used to be called X-rated movies. The first one we went to see was The Fly. Pretty scary for us little fellahs, though Edward was more scared that we’d be recognised as underage and turfed out!


Playing hide-and-seek in the hay at our farm with my best—indeed my only—childhood buddy, Michael McInnes, and watching the cows get milked by hand.


My father had bought the farm adjoining the country house that his Aunt Violet had left him, and one day my mother was out walking in the field and happened to see a piece of flint on the ground. She picked it up and took it to an expert, who told her it was a perfect Stone Age arrowhead. One thing led to another, and the great archaeologist Louis Leakey came down with his family and excavated the field and discovered the oldest Stone Age site in Britain. It was very exciting. Hundreds of important flints were found and my father had a museum built in the field.


His son, now the famous Richard Leakey, who was my age, was allowed to run wild with no shoes on. I wasn’t in case I caught a cold. Nanny and Mummy were very protective of their little Half-Princeling. What I found was that as I began to copy him, and also started running wild with no shoes on, I stopped getting colds.


My father, who identified himself as something of a tough guy, felt that my mother mollycoddled me too much and that I needed introducing to the ‘tough life’, that I needed manning up. ‘I’m going to introduce you to camping—to things that real men do,’ he told me when I was about seven. ‘We’re going to go into the wilderness and live in a tent for a few days!’ I was quite excited at the idea.


Well, my tough experience of camping was this. The wilderness was in the field under a big tree near our house. The chauffeur drove us there. The farm manager erected the tent. The maid came and made the camp beds. The cook came and cooked us dinner over the campfire, and the butler served us. In the morning, the chauffeur came with my father’s daily papers, after which the cook came again to cook a fry-up, a ‘real man’s’ breakfast. Afterwards, the groom showed up, bringing my father’s horse and my pony, so we could go for a ride together! Yup. Real tough-guy stuff. That’s why I’m such an outdoors ‘manly, self-sufficient fellow’ today… Ha!


I remember playing with Lizzy, alias Princess Elizabeth of Yugoslavia, who was the daughter of my father’s good friend Prince Paul of Yugoslavia. Goodness, she must be well over eighty today. She was then a teenager and she’d gang up with my half-sister Evelyn (whom we called Chuchie) and I’d climb through their bedroom window, and they’d throw me out and then I’d climb in again. Lots of fun.


Being continually surrounded by lots of people who were Prince or Princess this or that, I never quite knew who was who. Royals, I found, like to hang out with other Royals. I remember Prince Michael of Kent’s mama was one of my mama’s best friends—they liked to play canasta together—and so when they would meet, us two boys would often spend time together and play with our electric trains. I was very friendly with him when we were little boys, but then lost touch completely as we grew older. In my forties, I discovered he lived close to me in Gloucestershire, and wrote him a friendly postcard: ‘Hey Michael, gather you live near me. Still playing with trains? It’d be nice to say hi again.’


I was invited to dinner at his country house. And boy, what a palaver. I had to bow and scrape and call him ‘Sir’ and I forget what I had to call his wife. Was it Your Highness? He politely and formally asked me what I did, and I politely and formally replied. No human connection. Not a fun evening. I felt a bit sorry for Michael. I think he is a lovely man cocooned in all that ghastly formality. Thank goodness, the world of British royalty has toned down today and has become more human. I think William and Harry have done a great job there.


When I was a little boy, we’d have huge meals. A normal breakfast would be cereal and toast and a full fry-up of eggs, bacon, sausages, tomatoes, fried bread. Then sandwiches and biscuits for ‘elevenses’, and a five-course lunch consisting, say, of soup, hors d’oeuvres, a fish dish, meat, potatoes and vegetables, a dessert and then cheese and biscuits. Tea at five would be chocolate, fruit and sponge cake, chocolate biscuits and hot buttered toast, and dinner the same as lunch. God only knows how we all survived these onslaughts as in those days, gyms didn’t exist and everyone smoked like a trouper; and my father, not surprisingly, was always overweight and on some extreme diet.


I remember we’d have guests for dinner and he would be served his diet plate first—a favourite one was steak and pineapple—and he’d have gobbled his down before the last guests had been served, so what he’d do was to have little nibbles off their plates. ‘I say,’ he’d say, ‘that foie gras looks awfully good, mind if I have a taste?’ This led to me thinking it was normal to do the same thing and eat off my neighbours’ plates. Thus, my table manners were not the best.


I remember a powerful experience I had—I must have been about seven—when, after a particularly large lunch, I went to my bedroom and became consumed with sadness for all the poor, starving people in the world. I remember crying uncontrollably and when Nanny or whoever came to see what the matter was, me telling them that ‘I am such a bad person. I have so much food and luxury and I feel I ought to starve like the poor people in the world. I want to leave my family and go out and live with them.’ In retrospect, I see this as a little ‘awakening’ experience. It lasted all day and perhaps was a sign of things to come. My rage at the injustices and corruption in the world, which lies behind much of the work I do today, must have existed in embryo even then.


Let me now tell you a bit about my father as he played an important role in my life; mainly, I’m afraid to say, as a model of what I didn’t want to be like.




Chapter 2


Chappy Happy World


My father was called Edward, though we had nicknames for each other—I was Chappy Happy mi, and he was Chappy Happy ma—and when I was eleven, he was knighted and became Sir Edward. He was born in 1898 and was a contemporary of Robert Graves at Charterhouse. In his autobiography my father wrote that he always beat Graves in the school boxing competition, but I heard from other sources that the poet, who was a bit older, used to win! What they also had in common was that both survived the Battle of the Somme.


But there the comparisons stop. Edward was no poet, but he was a brave and resourceful and, in many ways, a brilliant man, and he embraced many different worlds. He got an MC and bar in the First World War before he was twenty and was the youngest major in the British army. He was also a banker, an entrepreneur, he sang, he drew; he was involved in politics; he collected art and patronised several very famous artists and was chairman of many big companies. Interestingly, his vision for a better world was not wholly dissimilar to mine, although he realised it in a very different way. Basically, he was a mixer-in with world leaders. Macmillan, Churchill, and de Gaulle were frequent visitors at our house. He also played a key role in having England enter the European market and essentially was a great mover and shaker, and I suffered for this as I wasn’t. When I got a bit older, I sometimes wondered what I’d done wrong and why ‘the great and the good’ weren’t also coming flocking to my door!


I don’t think my father ever quite recovered from the death of his nineteen-year-old twin brother at the Battle of the Somme—he felt guilty for having survived—or that of his mother when he was thirteen, which left him with a real curmudgeon of a father who didn’t know what to do with him and so parked him with his Aunt Violet (who was married to the writer Sydney Schiff), and they virtually brought him up. He also suffered severe shell shock in that battle (as post-traumatic stress disorder used to be called in those days), but his condition was never treated and when he emerged from the First World War, I believe that something had been broken in him that I don’t think ever healed.


Materially, pretty much everything my father engaged in turned to gold, but at an inner level the story was very different. As I said earlier, many people cultivated his acquaintance, not necessarily because they liked him—my father lacked charm and was not personable—but because they felt they could get something out of him financially. And many did. He told me once that he handled the portfolios of Macmillan’s entire cabinet and would guarantee to repay anyone if they ever lost any money. I don’t think he was interested in money per se but more in the power he felt when handling large sums.


My father was very generous, and he helped many people, including everyone in my mother’s Russian family who had escaped from Russia during the revolution and who were very impecunious. He saw that my grandparents had a lovely flat in a good part of London to live in, and he also financed my Uncle Misha’s training as an accountant. He was also a patron of both Oskar Kokoschka and Stanley Spencer. As a little boy, I especially remember the sweetness of Oskar when he and his wife Olda lived with us at 99 Park Lane for about a year, which gave him a space to paint. Oskar and my mother were especially close, and I have framed some letters that Oskar wrote to her calling her ‘darling Irena’ with little drawings in them. It hurt my father a lot when Oskar wrote an autobiography and barely mentioned him.


My memory of Stanley Spencer is more vague, although I remember once saying to him something rather cheeky along the lines of, ‘Why do you look like a little boy?’ He always had a schoolboy’s haircut. I can’t remember what he replied. Chappie also helped his friend Charlie Chaplin in many ways, including assisting him to get his money out of America into Switzerland. In fact, he let Charlie dump his family on us for a year and it was good to have the company of his son Michael and daughter Geraldine—the beautiful actress of Doctor Zhivago fame. Michael also suffered from having a highly successful and egotistical father and later wrote a book called I Couldn’t Smoke the Grass on My Father’s Lawn.


I read some of the love letters my father wrote to my mother—which, interestingly, were very similar to the language I would later use in my letters to girlfriends—and I do believe that there was love between them at the start of their marriage, despite a twenty-year age difference and them having completely different interests. My father was essentially an intellectual—he had a law degree and a doctorate in economics—and my dear mama, a refugee from the Russian Revolution, had been working at Elizabeth Arden as a beautician and when my father met her, at Norman Hartnell’s.


Over the years I believe this love waned as they realised how very different they were from one another and that really the only thing they had in common and which they could talk about was me. The first French words I ever learned were ‘Pas devant le petit’!


Nonetheless, they would join forces at weekends when the rich and famous from all walks of life would congregate to stay at our big country house. If our guests did not necessarily ‘go for’ my father, they all adored my mother, who had a wonderful social manner and, I am sure, enjoyed being hostess, just as I am sure our guests particularly appreciated being in the presence of a young and pretty Russian princess. I feel my daughter Irena, named after my mother, has inherited something of my father’s ‘get-up-and-go’ as well as my mama’s charm.


But no one was really interested in me except when Nanny would dress me up in a little sailor suit to meet the important guests so they could pat me on the head and say ‘What a sweet little chap’ before I was wheeled away to bed. I therefore always needed to do things to get people’s attention.


Once when I was about three or four, my parents were having one of their smart weekend parties and I felt particularly unnoticed, so I jumped off a sundial in the garden in front of all the guests and broke my leg. It certainly did the trick. Suddenly, I got everyone clucking around me as the main centre of attention. And here I will namedrop just to make the point that the guests who my parents had invited that weekend were the kind of people they surrounded themselves with all the time. I got this information many years later from looking at the photo album from that day. The guests who attended that weekend of my leg breaking were Coco Chanel, Lord Jellicoe, Harold Macmillan, T.S. Eliot, Emilio Pucci, Oskar Kokoschka, Chips Channon, and Prince Paul of Yugoslavia. No wonder my parents had a big staff. They were needed!


Here’s an example of the way my father used to operate. I must have been about ten when he decided to take me to a boxing match in the East End of London (he’d boxed for the army) and the chauffeur in our Rolls-Royce dropped us off at the head of a long queue.


‘Hey guv,’ people started to shout. ‘Yer toffs can’t come ’ere. There’s a bloody line.’ A uniformed doorman came to confront him. My father’s response was to brush him out of the way, showering him with a wad of notes, and addressed the angry crowd with the words: ‘I used to own this building.’ He probably did. Well, we got in and I saw the boxing match, but this was one of many incidents involving my father where I wished the ground had opened under me and swallowed me up and perhaps why I’ve never ever wanted flashy cars or ever to draw attention to myself as being someone with a bit of dosh!


I have to say, though, that I am grateful to Chappy for many things. At a physical level, nothing was wanting. I had the best of everything. I went to the best schools and university and as soon as I was old enough, my father whisked me off to his tailor to have a couple of elegant suits made for me. In fact, I have inherited his taste for being snappily dressed and today, seven years older than he was when he died, I am still happiest in a well-cut blazer and with a brightly coloured silk handkerchief peeking out of my top pocket, although beneath that I generally sport a denim cowboy shirt, blue jeans, and cowboy boots. I guess it reflects my stance: part English gent and part cowboy. I’ve basically dressed like this my whole life.


I had a pony called Tiddles and I was taught to ride at an early age, and when I was still a little boy my father would take me hunting with him, though I must confess I found it bizarre, when I arrived on the scene of the kill my first time, to have the blood of the fox smeared on my cheek. I was told that as this was my first hunt, this was my initiation, and that I wasn’t to rub it off all day. I felt sad for the terrorised fox and later in my life when I went to live in Gloucestershire, right in the middle of huntin’, shootin’ and fishin’ terrain, I felt completely disinclined to partake in any of these country sports. For me, there was nothing sporting about them.


For a lot of my early life, then, I felt very much like a fish out of water. It took me many years to realise that people existed at different levels and inhabited different worlds or realities and that the worlds that I felt most comfortable with were not those that I had been brought up with. Nonetheless, I enjoyed my riding, which I continued for many years, but not as much as I did my tennis, which I was also taught at an early age and which has been a sport that has given me huge pleasure all my life.


My father also introduced me to skiing when I was very young. We had a chalet in Zermatt and all my memories from there are delightfully happy ones. As I write this, I am once more hearing the sound of the old church bells and I am opening my bedroom curtains to a beautiful sunny day and there, spread out in front of me, is the majestic Matterhorn. I haven’t been back to Zermatt since my father died and I have a dream that I would like to do so before I am eighty and take my daughter back there with me.


My skiing career began with my being carried down, aged two, in a rucksack by our ski guide, the wonderful Willie Perren, and by the age of five I was joining the grown-ups. Indeed, as I will be explaining later, skiing has been a huge source of joy in my life and some of my happiest moments have been on the ski slopes out in the sun where all the various demons that used to dog me so much would leave me alone. I have a memory of going on a skiing expedition with my parents where I fell and broke my leg, but Willie always carried a grain or two of morphine for emergencies like that, and I am told that he carried me down on his back with me singing cowboy songs.


I loved everything about Zermatt, and so many happy memories still come wafting back of walking down the main street of this beautiful resort, which only had sledges (cars were banned). We’d always go to the same place, the Alpina, for an après-ski tea, and we’d have ice cream and delicious cakes. In the evenings, I would often play canasta with my mother, the only card game I ever learned. I have another memory of my father, my half-sister Chuchie and me all having hurt ourselves skiing and all three of us walking down the main street together on crutches!


I think what I am most grateful to my father for, as well as his introducing me to these sports, was his impressing upon me the need to keep physically fit. He had never drunk or smoked, and he encouraged the same inclinations in me. While I admit I puffed away a bit at Oxford and for a couple of years after, on the whole it has never been part of my life. Nor has alcohol. Or drugs. Later I used to see myself as a non-druggie hippy!


While I know that my father did his best for me, given his wounds and limitations, I also suffered because of him. As I grew older, he was continually on my case, never accepting me as I was and continually telling me I should have more backbone and willpower! What he did not know then and what I did not also realise myself until much, much later, at fifty-four, when my first wife gave me a textbook on Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), was that many of my numerous deficiencies, which include vagueness and a difficulty in being organised and handling money, could be put down to this disorder.


Like many people of his generation, Chappy had little or no psychological insights, and at no point did he ever realise the price I paid as a result of his continually projecting his fears and weaknesses onto me, thus enabling him to bask in the illusion of his potency! The result was that I felt continually weighed down, depressed, disempowered, weak and lacking in confidence, and this all tied in with my ADD. I think what probably ‘saved’ me was the fact that I was good at sports and that people generally liked me—I was told I had a certain ‘sweetness’ about me—and so I received a fair share of positive projections from people.


It pains me to say this, but the truth is that after the doctor rang me to say, ‘I am afraid your father has passed away,’ I felt a huge sigh of relief. It was so strong that even before I had put the phone down from talking with the doctor, I thought, ‘Thank God. At last.’ It was either him or me and I mean it seriously when I say that if he had gone on living, I would probably have died very soon, as I could not go on shouldering the weight of all his misery and inadequacy. It wasn’t that I hated him. I just found his presence monstrously oppressive.


Yes, my friend, my life can be divided into different stages and new beginnings, but this new beginning was the most important one. I felt that my real life started on the day of his death, 28 November 1968, just a few months after I had finished doing my final exams at Oxford. Many of the anxieties, fears and depressions that had so plagued me at university and caused me to fail to appreciate how special that time was, utterly vanished and never returned.


I feel sad when I tell this story, as my father was in no way a bad man or a crooked or sleazy one. He was just a very wounded person and very self-centred, and wounded people inevitably project misery around them. My father had collected art most of his life. He told me that he bought his first Picasso when he was twenty-five—his good eye, I think, was all about what paintings would go up in value—and although I received some of them when he died, I had no appreciation of them whatsoever.


In fact, I was embarrassed by his art and kept de Chiricos and Kokoschkas and Gaudier-Brzeskas and Utrillos etc all hidden away in a warehouse, then later either gave them away or sold them for very little. I really didn’t want to have anything to do with his world, as for me it was one woven around materiality, status, and power, and so all the symbols of his world carried a bad odour for me. In fact, this Jewish money side of him absolutely gave me the creeps.


There was no doubt that my father was proud of his only son, but I also felt he was jealous of me, as he felt unloved—his father had never loved him and his mama had died when he was so young—and I was always quite popular, and I think he felt this somehow showed him up. He was also an old dad; he was forty-eight when he had me. I think he felt that for all he had achieved and done—and he’d achieved a lot—nobody really appreciated him, and I know it saddened him when I showed no inclination whatsoever to follow in his footsteps into the corporate world.


His daughter from an earlier marriage was my beloved half-sister Evelyn, whom I adored. My mother gave Evelyn her nickname, Chuchie, which was Russian for ‘scarecrow’, because she always looked a total mess. Chuchie was kind and compassionate. She was much older than me and so we were never brought up together, but she would always play with me when I was a little boy, and she worked teaching children with disabilities to play musical instruments. When I was older, I went with her to some of her classes and I think I fell under the spell of her goodness, which first sparked in me the idea that one day I too might work helping people. Sadly, Chuchie in her massive untidiness and scatter-brainedness—far more so than me—was made into the black sheep of the family, which meant that everyone dumped their negativity onto her so they could feel self-righteous in her presence. I felt terribly sorry for her as I adored her.


Also, she infuriated him because she had money on her mother’s side, so he could not control her, and she always answered back. She had a lot of chutzpah. When my father wrote his autobiography, he did not mention his first marriage or that he had a daughter, and this naturally riled her. She gave interviews to the newspapers in which she would ask why he had never mentioned this.


Sadly, his admonitions of the dangers of smoking went unheard by her, and (I am sure to handle her stress) she would often go through eighty cigarettes in a day; in her late forties, not unsurprisingly, she died of a very virulent form of lung cancer. I mourned her terribly.


If Chuchie had the courage to rebel outwardly and stick up for herself around my father, I was much more timid. I did resist but it was more covert.


I was about fourteen, I remember, when my father announced proudly that Charles de Gaulle, then president of France, and other heads of state were meeting at his posh London flat, so I went to the joke shop Ellisdons and bought some stink bombs in tiny bottles, and I planted them all over the room where he was to have his meeting, where he would also be showing off his collection of Degas, Utrillos, Kokoschkas, Chagalls and Picassos.


Well, the servants smelled the room but couldn’t find the source and the meeting had to be moved and take place in a small room instead, which I think greatly embarrassed him. Afterwards, I removed my little bottles and threw them away and no one ever solved the mystery of how it was that that room had suddenly been assailed by such horrible smells.


My father often used to have guests for dinner and would sing to them. Somehow, his singing always annoyed me; all show, why don’t you ever sing and play with me. Once, when we were in our chalet in Zermatt—I think I was about ten—just as he was in the middle of his entertainment, I burst into the room firing my toy machine gun. He exploded in rage and smacked me hard. Crying uncontrollably, I ran out barefoot into the snow and of course all the guests had to go out and look for me.


Another incident. It was a very important day in 1952; it was the coronation of the queen, and my parents had invited about twenty guests to watch it as the carriage would pass right in front of our house in London and the servants had therefore hired some wooden chairs that needed assembling. And guess what? At the very moment when the queen’s carriage passed in front of our house, I got my finger caught in my chair and howled and howled. Of course, everyone had to stop watching and pay attention to me.


What do all these incidents say? You don’t have to be a psychoanalyst to realise that this little boy felt neglected. Everything was always being done ‘for the guests’, to create a particular image, and this little fellah always felt left out. It’s not enough to be ‘seen but not heard’. He wanted to be heard; he wanted to feel he counted for something more than being just a decoration in a sailor suit with his hair held back in a kirby grip, who, at the end of the evening, would be presented to the guests in order to get those head pats!


If the world of my childhood was lonely, it nonetheless reeked of extravagance. A vast London mansion in Park Lane, the chalet in Zermatt, and our manor in Surrey, and as I said, oodles of servants to bow and scrape. Expensive pictures adorning the walls. But I repeat once more: no soul. No heart. That’s why these two things became so important to me and why I later wrote books about each of them. Yes, my friend, the world of my childhood was financially full, but it was emotionally barren. As I said, my father felt unappreciated by my mother, and she felt he had no time to devote to her. Neither had the faintest idea how to accommodate each other’s worlds.


I had a profound insight into how truly unhappy my childhood had been when, in my mid-forties, I was driving to a wedding in Surrey and my path happened to take me near our old country house, Abinger Manor. Turning into a familiar wooded lane, I suddenly found myself engulfed by tears. They sprang up very suddenly and seemingly from nowhere. I sobbed and sobbed, and it went on and on. I had to stop the car. I couldn’t drive. I arrived at the wedding an absolute wreck. How adept we all are at burying painful memories. Maybe suppression isn’t all bad and in order to allow ourselves to survive, we need to do it. However, given the appropriate trigger—in this instance, driving up memory lane—all my suppressed grief just exploded out.


Yes, despite all those servants and nannies and governesses and gold spoons; despite all that material plenty, I felt I lived in a desolate world. I hated all those big snazzy expensive hotels that I was constantly being parked in when we’d go away on holiday, and I’d get dumped there with the nannies and governesses. I remember my father selling the big house we had in Park Lane and us spending six months living in the Dorchester Hotel before we moved to a new address. I hated it. All those staff and all that fancy food. Everyone bowing and scraping and trying to please you all the time. That’s why I’ve avoided such establishments ever since.


But the split I felt outwardly entered me inwardly. On the one hand, the world of expensive things and engaging in extravagance made me feel increasingly uncomfortable, and so a part of me rejected this world. It became imprinted in my psyche that materiality and happiness lived in different zones and so later I felt that in order to feel happy, I needed to divest myself of all that materiality. For example, after my father died, I inherited an apartment in a chalet near our old chalet in Zermatt, and I gave it away to an impoverished friend. I also later gave away a Picasso painting to an old girlfriend to whom I was not especially close. At this time, the world of ‘things’ had little meaning for me.


Yet, at the same time, this ‘soulless’ materialistic world was also my ally as it gave me comfort and security. After all, it was the only world I knew growing up. And in this world, I never needed to lift a finger. Everything was always done for me. I could throw my clothes on the floor and they’d be picked up by the maid, and so it was strongly imprinted in me that everyone had a duty to look after me—to be my servant and pick up for me (leading many girlfriends over the years to tear out their hair in despair over this spoilt, demanding and precious little prince). My wonderful friend, Alan Gordon Walker, whom I met at Oxford, would become increasingly infuriated by my unconscious desire to somehow turn him into my batman. ‘I am not your damn servant, I am your friend,’ he’d angrily tell me.


Thus, there has always been an ongoing battle between these two parts of me, as the very world that I despised also gave me comfort and security. As I grew up I would find myself veering from one extreme to the other. Later, as I said, I developed an identity of what I’ll call the loose, free-wheelin’ cowboy-booted, cool dude ‘Californian Serge’, and when this role took me over, I’d always be at war with the somewhat pompous, smoking-jacketed ‘precious toff’ side of me—and of course also with that dimension of the world outside of me. This ‘me’ thought all rich, classy people were a bunch of wankers!


Conversely, when I was with my snootier, ‘wankier’ friends and nestled back into that identity, I found myself slightly looking down my nose at my more ‘lefty-inclined’ mates, who were more interested in climate change than in the cut of their blazers. In earlier years, although I had gone to live in California, I still owned a lovely old barn in the Cotswolds, very much in ‘toff land’ (Prince Charles was a close neighbour), and I liked the contrast between these two worlds. I would act out each identity, hanging out with my spiritual friends in California, wearing my cowboy boots and talking about consciousness, and then returning for a couple of months to live in my barn in Gloucestershire and hosting dinner parties dressed in my green velvet, tailor-made smoking jacket and wearing my Gucci shoes!


Often these worlds would clash. I remember once bringing one of my California girlfriends, a disciple of the spiritual teacher Osho, back to Gloucestershire with me for a month, and being horrified at her inability to dress properly when I gave one of my dinner parties. To say that I didn’t have—indeed still don’t have buried inside me somewhere—a very superficial ‘sub-personality’ that a friend once appropriately named ‘Lord Snooty’ after the character in the Beano comic, and to pretend that it hasn’t taken many years of hard inner grind for him finally to relinquish his top hat and striped trousers, would be to tell a big lie. But before I go on, let me say something about my mother, or ‘Moonie’ as I used to call her.




Chapter 3


Moonie World


My dear mama, Irena, whom I always called Moonie (I can’t remember where the name originated) was also the source of many obstacles in my life, playing a central role in the often-convoluted relationships I would have with women!


Moonie was from an aristocratic Russian family and was born two years before the Russian Revolution. Her father, Prince Serge Obolensky, had been aide de camp to a series of Moscow governor-generals, and had owned very large estates near Moscow. According to my grandmother, who was a wonderful, strong woman and whom I loved very much, they were told that the Bolsheviks were on their way to murder them. Thus, with their five young children and knowing that they just had a few hours to flee, they stuffed a few pieces of jewellery into their clothes and took off, leaving everything behind.


Further trauma occurred when the battleship that they boarded to take them to France was torpedoed. However, the Obolenskys all managed to arrive in Paris unharmed and, once there, they received help. In those days the lot of refugees was not steeped in the dire tragedies that we see today.


Nonetheless, being born within the violent birth of a revolution is a traumatic experience, and as small children always pick up the anxiety of their parents, my sense is that Moonie, together with all her brothers and sisters, was in some way damaged. I say this as all of my uncles and aunts, who were delightful human beings—and I was very fond of all of them—seemed to have problems and to find it difficult to live happy lives. I was especially close to my lovely Uncle Misha, and on several occasions in his life I needed to step in and, in a small way, help him out. I think that my mother who was naturally a strong character, came out the best of the lot.


How this ‘revolution trauma’ affected Moonie was that it inclined her to a certain rigidity that remained all her life and which certainly had a damaging effect on me. I never felt that she could let me in—that is, allow me to come close to her and love her, which I did very much—or be fully real with me, and it was not until the very end, when I bade goodbye to her in the hospital as she was dying of cancer, that she opened up her thin little arms to me and hugged me and gave me a despairing look that said, ‘I am very sad I am dying and I love you, doucie moy (meaning “little darling” in Russian), and I have always loved you.’


It was true. Moonie always did her best for me; she loved me to the extent that she was able and I deeply acknowledge her for that. But because of the difficulties in her early life, she had a great reluctance to face dark or unpleasant things. In Jungian terms, you could say she never wanted to confront her Shadow! This can be summed up by the fact that despite having a bad cough for a long time, she refused to go to the doctor. When her lung cancer was at last discovered, it was of course much too late to do anything about it.


Moonie married my father in a beautiful little Russian church in London. The father of my good friend and cousin Prince George Galitzine (who had been at Harrow and Oxford with me), who was also called George, was her best man, and afterwards there was a cocktail party to which, glancing at the guest list, I see that pretty much all of London society, including most of the royals, seemed to have been invited. My father was so proud of my mother and got the great fashion photographer Cecil Beaton to take many pictures of her. I have two of them hanging in my office today.


I don’t know how long my parents were happy together. Perhaps for the first few years, but certainly by the time I was old enough to observe things, I could see that they were not at ease. My father just worked and was not personable, whereas Moonie was wonderfully charming with people and everyone said she should have been an ambassador’s wife. Certainly, on paper it was a good fit. He gave her financial security and she gave him beauty, youth, and aristocracy. They stayed together for ten years and then my father, who was always complaining to me how lonely he felt with her, decided to leave her. I am happy to say that soon after she divorced him, she married a lovely man, George Morton, who was her age and who knew us all well as he’d worked for my father in the past.


I was very fond of George. We also had nicknames. I was ‘Soidge’ and he was ‘Goidge’ and Goidge was always very kind to me—he went to great efforts to teach me the ukulele—despite finding me abominably spoilt, which of course I was. He’d often remind me of the following story. Long before he married my mother, he had come to stay the weekend with my parents in Abinger and was playing football with me in the garden. I kicked the ball over the hedge behind him, which meant one had to go a long way around to retrieve it. I waited for him to do so. He was quite rightly outraged and made me go and get it. This surprised me as I was not used to people telling me off. I was used to the servants always being at my beck and call! I may have been a sweet, shy little boy when presented to guests, but I also think I was brought up to be a very spoilt one. My father always accused my mother of spoiling me, and I am sure he was right.


I am delighted to say, however, that, unlike my father, George made my mother very happy. His mother had died just before they got married and he did well from her inheritance. The result was that they spent their winters in a beautiful chalet in Gstaad and the summers in a lovely, huge, fresco-adorned palazzo in Venice. Moonie went on to have two more children with him.


George was also interested in spiritual things and when I was older and living in California, we had a very active correspondence as we found that we both spoke the same language. I have just reread some of his letters to me and I was impressed with all the trouble he took. George was a very good man and his coming into my life was a great blessing. It is not easy being a stepfather and inheriting other people’s children, but he took great care of me.


I loved my old Moonie and when I was a little baby, she did her damndest for me. In looking back, I feel that she was as present with me as her ‘clenchedness’ allowed, except for all those occasions when my father would whisk her away to accompany him on his business trips just when I was feeling happy and comfortable with her.
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