
RONALD PHILLIPS, a 
rumbustious figure in the 
trade of old English 

furniture, who has died aged 97, 
began his career just as the 
antiques trade was reviving after 
the Second World War. 

In 1951, the Festival of Britain 
celebrated a newly victorious 
nation rising from the ruins; it 
expressed faith in its future and 
pride in its past, sentiments of 
which the patriotic Phillips 
thoroughly approved. 

He was then in his early 
twenties, a clean-cut Old 
Harrovian from a well-off Jewish 
family, who was casting around for 
an appropriate vocation after his 
National Service. The world of 
antiques promised the finer things 
in life with the possibility of 
decent remuneration. 

His timing was shrewd. By the 
time Ronald Phillips Ltd opened in 
1952, British society was shaking 
off austerity and adapting to 
consumerism as a way of life. Mass 
production was often the dubious 
result, but many in the expanding 
middle class craved prestigious 
furnishings. 

As the 1950s became the 1960s, 
ownership of antiques, once 
confined to the gentry, drew in 
nouveau riche entertainers and 
entrepreneurs, and foreigners 
furnishing the country piles they 
were acquiring. Trawling antique 
shops and street markets for 
“vintage” and “retro” items 
became emblematic of Swinging 
London. 

By the 1970s, the city was the 
world’s shopping capital for 
antiques of every description, 
whether sourced from the 
clearance of impoverished stately 
homes or the plundered fruits of 
British colonialism. 

Starting out on the Old 
Brompton Road in South 
Kensington, with a short-lived 

partner named Billy Rixon, who 
had a van, Phillips sold local 
customers “brown, functional” 
furniture at low margins. This 
typically meant “two-pillar” 
dining tables with a set of six-and-
two chairs and sideboards. They 
were seldom exceptional pieces, 
but were still worth several 
thousand pounds and sold quickly. 

His personal taste was late 
18th century. When he moved into 
a Georgian home in Kensington, 
bought in 1959 by his parents and 
now owned by the actor Eddie 
Redmayne, he furnished it with 
Sheraton and Chippendale. 

The business practice of his day 
was to sell in volume where 
possible; an eye for a bargain was 
indispensable. Dealers traded 
between themselves, and 
everyone got a cut as the traded 
item moved up the chain. If it 
proved really valuable, it might 
finally appear in the glamorous 
salerooms of Christie’s and 
Sotheby’s, or in the metropolitan 
emporia of dealers with address 
books full of well-heeled 
collectors. 

An improbably cosy image has 
been fostered on television by the 
popular Antiques Roadshow, 
where experts value casual items 
brought by hopeful owners. In 
truth, trading antiques was a 
rough-and-tumble business, with 
unscrupulous dealers not above 
fixing auction prices. Phillips, 
conscious that reputation, like 
provenance, is everything, always 
insisted on his own honesty.   

He took care to exhibit at fine 
arts and antiques fairs, like the 
up-and-coming Chelsea Antiques 
Fair and the venerable Grosvenor 
House Art & Antiques Fair, held 
since 1934 in a converted ice-rink. 
At these coveted events, 
patronised by connoisseurs and 
collectors, he wore the toffs’ 
uniform of tweeds and cavalry 

twills with a cravat. He prided 
himself on his appearance, even 
when he went scouting for “goods” 
at dealers around the Home 
Counties, sometimes with a child 
in tow. His journalist daughter 
Caroline recalls his bluff greeting: 
“Hello, you old bugger. How’s 
business?”

His sense of humour could be 
colourful. He would bark “Vive de 
Gaulle!” or “Sieg heil!” when 
answering phone calls, and in 
private he re-enacted a television 
sketch in which the comedian 
Tony Hancock sang “Coughs and 
sneezes spread diseases” to the 
tune of Germany’s national 
anthem. 

He was still fighting the war: his 
party piece was to recite aloud 
famous speeches by Winston 
Churchill, once while wearing a 

grass skirt. Less convivial were his 
two marriages, to Elisabeth, née 
Macdonald, and Pimphun 
Channon, with whom he had a 
second daughter, Dara. Both 
ended in divorce and upset. 

Born on February 5 1929, he 
grew up in Belsize Park in north 
London. His father, Ivor Marcel 
Phillips (born Isaac Augustus), was 
a barrister and synagogue elder, 
and his mother, born Olga 
Somech, a writer and authority on 
Anglo-Jewish issues; she dedicated 
her book The Boy Disraeli to her 
three grandchildren. 

Ronald never shared his 
parents’ intense Jewishness. A 
more formative influence was his 
childhood friendship with John 
Partridge, scion of the Partridge 
antiques dynasty, to whom he sold 
furniture in adult life. 

For many years, Partridge Fine 
Art occupied a building on New 
Bond Street, opposite Sotheby’s, 
known as the “Palace of the Arts”. 
Nearby were other grand names in 
antiquities – Agnew’s, Mallet, the 
Fine Art Society. 

They represented a Mayfair elite 
to which Phillips gained entry in 
1976 when he found larger 
premises in Bruton Street, 
opposite a house at No 17, where 
Queen Elizabeth II had been born. 
There, in 1979, 18-year-old Simon, 
his ambitious younger son, joined 
him and set about modernising the 
business. 

His first act was to order a 
second telephone and replace 
Ronald’s antiquated typewriter on 
which he wrote invoices. Then he 
concentrated on making premium 
sales to private clients and 
museums. 

He sought out valuable artworks 
of the early 18th century, trophy 
pieces such as giltwood dolphin 
tables by CH Tatham, or a William 
and Mary japanned bureau. In 
2021, a magazine article claimed 

that his stock inventory numbered 
1,000 items, collectively worth 
£10 million. Simon’s belief was 
that “furniture should be like 
sculpture and stand on its own 
merit.”

Those are not words that would 
have come easily to Ronald, but in 
1995 Simon bought out his father, 
who semi-retired to the Cotswolds 
with his dogs and returned only to 
proffer business advice. 

But there is no doubting his 
legacy: today, Ronald Phillips’s 
showroom is among the world’s 
leading dealers in English antique 
furniture. It has prospered while 
eminent rivals have fallen victim 
to ruinous overheads, internet 
selling and a change in interior 
design towards lighter, mid-20th-
century furniture. The average 
value of all but the greatest 
antiques has slumped in 
consequence.

In Phillips’s heyday, the West 
End hosted five major furniture 
auctions every week; those days of 
wine and roses now seem distant. 
Antiques are very often family 
businesses, yet fewer young 
people want to work in antiques, 
as Ronald did, let alone buy them. 

Phillips was among the last of 
his generation. But the hunger for 
beautiful, historic objects will not 
fade: it is a consolation and a 
paradox that the older they get, the 
more valuable they may become.  

In his final years, Phillips 
entered a care home for the 
wealthy in the heart of 
Kensington. According to his 
daughter Caroline, he wished to 
bequeath his body to medical 
science. Among his last words 
were a request for a scoop of ice 
cream.

He is survived by two daughters 
and two sons.

Ronald Phillips, born February 5 
1929, died March 29 2026

Ronald Phillips
Dapper and bon vivant dealer in English antique furniture who had a mischievous sense of humour

Major-General Guy Watkins
Army officer who overcame obstacles to serve with distinction and was also a senior figure in the world of Hong Kong horse racing

MAJOR-GENERAL GUY 
WATKINS, who has died 
aged 92, reached high rank 

in the Army after recovering from a 
potentially devastating setback, 
and despite his evident preference 
for life in the horse racing world.

At a critical point midway 
through Watkins’s Army service, a 
decision was taken by a senior 
officer that threatened to ruin him. 
In a desperate situation, Watkins 
had to resort to an extraordinary 
stratagem to rescue his career.

Guy Hansard Watkins was born 
in Peshawar, India (now Pakistan), 
on November 30 1933. His father, 
Colonel Norman Watkins, had 
served in France in the First World 
War, initially with the York and 
Lancaster Regiment and then with 
the newly formed Machine Gun 
Corps. In the Second World War, 
Norman Watkins served with the 
British Indian Army on operations 
in Burma.

Guy’s grandfather had also been 
in the Army and his great-
grandfather had been killed in the 
Mahdist War in the Sudan as a 
Volunteer Officer. There was, 
therefore, an expectation that Guy 
would also be a soldier. It was an 
expectation he did his best to 
discourage, however, for his 
ambition was to be a racehorse 
trainer.

In May 1935 he was no more than 
an infant when there was a large 
earthquake at Quetta on the 
North-Western Frontier (now in 
Pakistan), and much of the city was 
destroyed. His home was reduced 
to rubble, but his cot was shielded 
by a collapsed roof beam.

In 1946, Guy returned to England 
with his mother and sister, but his 
father remained in India for a 
further year to help with the 
transition to Independence. After 
King’s School, Canterbury, with his 
mother’s help he was offered an 
internship with a racehorse trainer 
in the New Forest, but his father 
heard of it and refused the offer on 
his son’s behalf.

Instead, Watkins went to RMA 
Sandhurst. He passed out as a 
Junior Under Officer in July 1953 
and was commissioned into the 
Royal Artillery. After completing a 
parachute course, he was posted to 
22 LAA Regiment RA, stationed in 
West Germany. He commanded a 
troop comprising about 50 soldiers 
and equipped with six anti-aircraft 
guns. The regiment had a strong 
riding tradition, which Watkins 
relished.

Some of his fellow troop leaders 
had distinguished records on active 
service, and Watkins did his best to 
follow their example. But the 
adjutant considered Watkins 
unduly high-spirited, and they fell 
out. On one occasion, when the 
regiment was trialling new 
winter-warfare clothing on a 
week’s mountain exercise, Watkins 
organised a vigorous inter-troop 
snowball battle. But this kind of 
exuberance did not go down well 
and he was twice placed under 
arrest.

In 1957 he was posted to 5 Royal 

Horse Artillery (RHA) Regiment. 
He was, however, looking for a 
civilian job, and when his wavering 
commitment to Army life became 
obvious, the commanding officer 
decided to move him on. 

To be transferred from the elite 
RHA for lack of enthusiasm was 
almost inconceivable, and this blot 
on his record would follow him 
wherever he went. It was “in 
semi-disgrace”, as Watkins put it, 
that he arrived at 14 Field Regiment 
RA at Barnard Castle in Co Durham. 

It was an awkward time because 
his reputation as a failure had gone 
before him. Redemption, however, 
came unexpectedly when Watkins 
attended an inter-regimental 
boxing match after a formal 
regimental dinner night.

A fellow subaltern, the boxing 
officer, had only just found out that 
he was a man short and the first 
bout had already begun. Realising 
that Watkins was probably the right 
weight, he begged him to fill in. 
Watkins agreed and, after a rapid 
change, he walked down to the 
ring, still smoking a cigar, and with 
his Blues jacket draped over his 
shoulders.

A close and somewhat bloody 
contest followed, which Watkins 
won narrowly on points. His 
reputation in the regiment was 
made, and was reinforced by his 
performance as a top-rate gun 
position officer, as well as being 
jockey for the regimental horse in 
local point-to-points.

In 1958, he married Sylvia Grant. 
The following year, his battery was 
posted to Aden for a 15-month tour, 
based at Mukeiras, close to the 
Yemeni border and about 90 miles 
from Aden. After four months, 
when he turned 25, his wife was 
allowed to go out to join him. Their 
first child, a son, was born at the 
RAF Hospital, Aden. 

Four weeks later Watkins 
returned to Mukeiras and was able 
to persuade the local ruler, Naib 
Jabul, to rent him a newly built 
stone house midway between the 
village and the military camp, and 
under his guaranteed protection. 
Sylvia was thus able to join him 
with their new baby. There was a 
well but no running water, 
electricity or telephone, no shops 
and no other English-speaking 
woman within 50 miles.

After a spell as adjutant to 271 TA 
Regiment, he lobbied hard for a 
posting to Hong Kong, where he 
could get a foothold in the racing 
world. There was not a captain’s job 
available, but he accepted an 
appointments as Signals Officer 
with 4 Field Regiment RA – a 
subaltern’s job, and effectively a 
demotion. This, too, was another 
black mark on his record. 

Racing was very popular and a 
major part of the Colony’s social 
life. The trainers were a mix of 
White Russians and Chinese, the 
jockeys a mix of local Chinese and 
Australian, French, American and 
English expatriates. 

Watkins applied to the Royal 
Hong Kong Jockey Club (RHKJC) 
for a racing licence, and was 
allocated to a White Russian trainer 
who required his horses to be the 
first on the track each morning. 
Watkins, stationed at Fanling in the 
New Territories, close to the border 
with China, had to leave home 
before 4am each day – a journey of 
at least two hours in each direction 
– and lose nearly two stone.

He achieved one win and three 
places in his eight rides but, in 
spring 1963, it came to an abrupt 
end.

The Army was clearly taking 
second place to his racing interests. 
His CO insisted that Watkins took 
the promotion examination to 
major and the Staff College 
entrance examination; refusal to do 
so would have resulted in a ban 
from racing. Watkins passed both 
exams and was awarded a much-
prized Staff College vacancy.

He and his wife were considering 
whether he should stay in the Army 
or become a civilian when, to his 
surprise, he was summoned at 
short notice for an interview with 
the newly arrived Commander 
British Forces (CBF), Lieutenant 
General Sir Richard Craddock.

The next morning, Watkins 
appeared at HQ Land Forces in his 
best service dress uniform. He felt 
sure that he was going to be 
congratulated on his exam results. 
To his surprise, the Military 
Assistant (MA), a senior major, told 
him that he would be marched in 
and should then stand to attention 
in front of the great man’s desk.

Watkins was astonished when 
the CBF – who, presumably, had 
been acquainting himself with 
some less-than-complimentary 
reports on Watkins – told him that 
he was a disgrace; a disgrace to 
himself, a disgrace to his regiment 
and a disgrace to the Army – and 
what did he have to say?

Watkins was almost dumbstruck 
but, perhaps ill-advisedly, he 
suggested that the general might be 
thinking of the wrong Watkins, as 
he was the one who had passed all 
his exams and was going to the Staff 
College.

The CBF went red in the face, 
rose to his feet and said that he had 
not got the wrong man and that 
Watkins was not only a disgrace but 
a worse disgrace than he had even 
imagined. Moreover, his Staff 
College vacancy had been 
cancelled and he was fortunate that 
no further action was being taken 
against him.

Watkins was then marched out 
by the MA who, once outside, and 
with the door shut, asked him what 
he was going to do next. Watkins 
replied that he was going to resign 
at once since he did not wish to 
serve in an Army where officers 
could be treated in this way.

The MA, sharing his view that 
Craddock in his anger had perhaps 
overstepped the mark, took the 
brave step of advising him: “No! 
Don’t do that! This is a great 
injustice. You should immediately 
appeal to the Queen.” He explained 
the procedure with the parting 
advice that, no matter what threats 
were made, Watkins should not 
withdraw his appeal.

The next day, Watkins submitted 
his handwritten appeal to his CO. 
The man warned him that it was 
not merely nonsense but 
dangerous nonsense; he would do 
serious damage to himself, as well 
as senior officers, and embarrass 
his Regiment.

The appeal went to the brigade 
commander, then to the CBF and 
then to the Commander Far-East 
Land Forces. Again, all the same 
warnings came back, passed 
verbally through the chain of 
command. Again, Watkins refused 
to withdraw.

The appeal then went to London 

for consideration by the Army 
Council, the final stage before 
submission to the Queen. This 
process took nearly two months, 
during which time everyone in the 
Regiment knew that something 
very unusual was happening.

At that stage, he was called in by 
his CO and told that the Army 
Council did not think that this was 
a sufficiently serious matter to 
trouble the Queen with personally, 
and therefore that if he withdrew 
his appeal the Staff College vacancy 
would be restored. The next day, 
with his wife’s support, he formally 
accepted the Army Council’s offer 
and committed himself to making 
his time in the Army as successful 
and rewarding as possible.

His military career prospered 
over the next 20 years. In 1973, he 
assumed command of 39 Medium 
Regiment RA in West Germany. His 
command began almost 
immediately with an emergency 
tour in Londonderry, for which he 
was appointed an operational OBE.

Early promotion to full colonel 
was followed by command of an 
armoured brigade, based at Hohne 
in West Germany. In 1980, as a 
brigadier, he became Director 
Public Relations (Army) in the MoD. 
It was a top job and a highly rated 
appointment in the gift of the Chief 
of the General Staff. From 1982 to 
1985 he was Commander HQ 
Artillery Division and Major 
General Royal Artillery.

In 1986, after a year as Director 
General Army Manning and 
Recruiting, he applied for early 
retirement to become CEO of the 
Royal Hong Kong Jockey Club . He 
was appointed CB.

Watkins regarded this as the best 
job in horse racing, and his initial 
three-year contract was soon 
extended to 10. During his tenure, 
the Happy Valley Racecourse was 
redeveloped to international 
standards, the two tracks merged 
into a longer, wider, all-turf track. 

During his tenure he started the 
Hong Kong Invitational Cup, which 
transformed the territory’s place in 
the international racing calendar 
and attracted the best trainers and 
jockeys. The RHKJC also supported 
many important charity and 
community initiatives, including 
the construction of the Hong Kong 
University of Science and 
Technology, a new national 
sporting stadium, a major city park 
and a new golf course.

A charismatic leader and 
generous host, he and Sylvia lived 
life to the full and were held in 
great affection by all who served 
with them. In retirement Watkins 
settled in a village in Sussex, and 
became a board member of various 
racing bodies and track owners. He 
enjoyed golf and played regularly 
until a few days before he died. 

His wife Sylvia died in 2020 and 
he is survived by his son and two 
daughters. Another son 
predeceased him.

Major-General Guy Watkins, 
born November 30 1933, died 
February 17 2026
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Often answered the phone ‘Sieg heil!’

Watkins, above 
right, is led in on 
City of Victoria by 
his wife Sylvia at 
Happy Valley in 
Hong Kong in 1962: 
though he came 
from an Army 
family, his true 
passion was racing
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