WALTER CARRINGTON - MEMORIAL SERVICE, 20 September 2005

By Daniel Pevsner

It is some 36 years ago since I went to Walter to have my first Alexander lesson. What, I assumed, was going to be a casual, temporary association, turned out to be a life long friendship.  Soon after we met Walter decided to take up horse riding again and, that I was to be his instructor.  It had been a good few years since he last rode so, as a good friend, I did my best to dissuade him; after all, he was in his late 50’, injured and handicapped – not good material to work with. Well, as I am sure some of you know, Walter could be an absolute mule when the mood took him… The first year must have been a torture yet he never relented.  He had this trick up his sleeve whereby he never acknowledged pain. He did not simply overcome it, in the ordinary sense, he just discarded it.

For 10 ten years or so we kept up with his lessons whenever possible, using various riding school horses. Then, in ’83, when I bought a stable yard, Walter got himself a horse of his own and kept it with me.  He did in fact have two; the first, Jake, was trained and prepared for him by my former wife, Gloria. The next one was Badger who in some ways, was trained by Walter himself, to suit his own needs. During the next 20 years, Walter came to ride three times a week, even in the worst of weathers, until alas, it all came to an end a couple of years ago when the place had to be sold and Badger, conveniently perhaps, was due for retirement; he was over 30 by then, a venerable age for a horse.

Walter had all the attributes of a true horseman and made himself a good rider by surmounting some great physical limitations.  Miss Goldie, who came regularly to watch him ride, thought that his, was a marvellous example of mind over matter and, that him riding, was the best advert for the efficacy of the technique.

While horse-riding gave Walter much pleasure, it also gave him some further insight into the workings of the Technique.  Here, perhaps, it is necessary to explain that Walter practised Classical Horsemanship which, in olden times, was regarded to be one of the arts.  Riding enabled him to follow Alexander’s recommendation to apply the Technique to some practical activity so that one has a better criterion for right and wrong while being able to monitor progress more accurately.  Riding taught Walter not only about his own use but also about the use of the self, in general.  From the horses Walter acquired a deeper understanding of the Primary-Control.  There is nothing like a horse for demonstrating the relationship between head and neck and the rest of the body. A major part of training the riding horse, is concerned with the development of this relationship and the enhancement of it through teaching the animal, the horsey equivalent of what we call inhibition.  Walter’s equestrian research went on for well over 30 years and, by his own admission, had a profound influence on the way he used himself and of the way he taught.  Alexander, I think, would have approved.

In appearance and manner Walter was a pre-war, old school Englishman but his way of thinking, the way he related to people and situations were a product of the 18th century, the Age of Reason.  His favourite philosopher was the Austrian Karl Popper, whose book, “The Logic of Scientific Discovery,” helped explain the process of Alexander’s quest and confirmed it to be good science.  Popper’s is a philosophy of action and practicality , in defence of choice, of freedom of thought and against all dogmatic impositions; values, that always had a strong appeal for Walter, and guided him, mundanely and spiritually.  God, for him, was universal, above denomination.  Like Gurdjieff before him, Walter believed that the world will only reach salvation when all individuals attain enlightenment.  Although he knew, from his own experience, of the power of religion and of the comfort it gives, he believed, nevertheless, that our fate is in our hands and that humanity is responsible for itself.

Neither Alexander, nor Walter, saw the Technique as therapy, despite the fact that it often has such a beneficial effect on the health of the pupil.  They thought of themselves as teachers, not curers or healers.  For them the Technique was a method of self-help which, in order to be successful, has to be learnt by a pupil who is prepared to take responsibility.  To Walter, the medical benefit of the Technique was only one element amongst others and not always the main one.  He regarded learning the Technique as the best foundation for the learning of skills and for putting them to use.  Even more importantly, he thought of the Technique as a wonderful way of introducing people to rational behaviour.

Walter Carrington gave the whole of his being and all of his working life to the cause of the Alexander Technique. He understood its spirit and message and, with the help of his much loved wife and partner, Dilys, gave all his energies to the training of future generations of teachers and to the general promotion of the Technique.  Sadly, in recent times he also had to become its protector and its defender.  His immediate, urgent legacy to us is best spoken in his own words:

“… these two things – the unity of mind and body, and the attitude towards right and wrong – are the two main features that distinguish our work… It is not good seeing our work like that of anyone else, because it is not. If we are true to our own principles, if we really live the Technique… then there won’t be much room for presenting our work as though it was like anything else. To present it as a form of therapy… or to present it as anything other than it is – a psycho-physical process – is to misrepresent and mislead.”

Thank you all.          

Daniel Pevsner - 20th September, 2005
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By Glynn McDonald
Today we’ve come together to remember Walter. We have been truly blessed to have known him. Those of us who were taught by him are doubly blessed because he gave us not only the technique but somewhere from that vast well of himself he gave something special to each of us. From his hands we learned a new way of being. Throughout his life this man who had an infinite capacity for taking pains dedicated himself to the technique that he had learned so thoroughly from Mr Alexander himself. He did not spare himself and he never took short

cuts. He saw the work grow and develop worldwide. We have, as his beneficiaries, the honour and the privilege of continuing the work.

In January 2000 we spent the day making a film. In the morning we sat in his study and talked and in the afternoon we moved to the teaching room and he demonstrated teaching the whispered ah. I’d like to share with you something he said:

“I’m coming up to 85, I’ll be 85 next May.  And I’ve experienced a great deal of change in myself and of course as one gets older the changes with aging are very interesting and very significant because life does take on a very different aspect as you get older and the great deal of the problem with aging is that you’ve got such strongly established habits which of course at an advanced age are totally inappropriate.  You are trying to do things in the way that you used to do them but you can’t do them like that.  But the more you try to do them that way the more you fail and the more you get into a muddle.  So, it does come back to the same Alexander thing you’ve got to stop and you’ve got to say “Hang on a minute” lets see what the situation here is and how do I proceed from here. Instead of telling yourself “well I know how to proceed from here. I’ve been doing this for x number of years”.  You’ve got to say “no, this is something different”. You see the readiness is all. When FM gave his books he would write this in the dedication of the front page.”

That quote is from Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Walter loved Hamlet and he loved the gospel of John, especially John:14

“Peace I leave with you, my peace I give unto you: not as the world giveth,  give I unto you. Let not your heart be troubled neither let it be afraid.”

So we remember Walter and thank him.

“now cracks a noble heart.  Good night, sweet prince, 

and flights of angels sing thee to thy rest!”
Glynn McDonald   -20th September, 2005
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By Christopher Carrington

Think of Walter, and most people will think of the Alexander Technique. However, for his family there are, perhaps, more complex memories.

The Walter we knew and remember was, like anybody else, shaped by events in his life. He was born on 4 May 1915 just at the time when his father, a Congregational Minister, was about to rejoin the Church of England as a priest. Walter subsequently became a chorister and pupil at the Choir School of All Saints Margaret Street, just off Oxford Street, in London. He then moved on to St Paul’s School to complete his education. In his teens he fully intended on leaving school, to join the Society of Jesus, but was diverted by the Alexander Technique. Shortly before he started his training to become an Alexander teacher, he was still debating whether or not to join the Jesuits immediately, or to wait until he had completed his Alexander Technique training. As we now know, he decided to join FM’s 2nd teacher training course, which he completed in 1939.

When war broke out, he had clearly abandoned his Jesuit ambitions, for he married my mother and his life-long partner, Dilys, and he enlisted in the RAF. It was while on a pathfinder mission, guiding a bomber raid from Italy over, what was then, Yugoslavia that his Halifax aircraft was shot down. His crew, with whom he remained in contact all his life, are quite certain that they owe their lives to his skill and commitment as a pilot. When their aircraft was hit and on fire, most pilots would have engaged the auto pilot and attempted to leave the aircraft as quickly as possible. Walter did not do this. He remained at the controls to prevent his aircraft from going into a spin while his crew got out safely. He left last and suffered severe injuries including a broken pelvis and collarbone. These injuries resulted in him being kept in hospital instead of a prisoner of war camp. He was released from the hospital, interestingly, with the help of a Jesuit priest, when the Russians captured the area a few months later. After being repatriated to Italy, he wrote that “looking back on it the experience almost seems worthwhile – I have learnt so much about people and things, and above all about myself!”

Walter later returned to flying duties before he was discharged from the RAF in 1946. He always told me that he could have continued flying in the newly formed BOAC, but chose instead to return to Ashley Place and to teaching the Alexander Technique.

These events, and, no doubt, many others, formed the man we all knew and love. He had a wide range of interests, and a detailed knowledge and understanding of a great many subjects. He lived his life enthusiastically and happily in his pursuit of his many interests: furthering the work of FM Alexander, riding, reading and music. He supported the Costume Society, the National Trust and English Heritage, the Royal Institution, the Countryside Alliance, the British Field Sports Society, and the Sporting Arts Trust, to name but a few. Although I never knew him to do crossword puzzles, he could always be relied upon to come up with the correct solution when required, because of the great range of his knowledge including the classics, religion, literature and science.

In short, Walter was interested in everything and all subjects. He was wise enough to know that what suited him was not necessarily right for someone else, so he rarely imposed his views on others. Instead, he provided the encouragement and the “means-whereby” for others to take their own decisions and to achieve their own goals.

You will all have your own, individual and personal memories of Walter, but everyone will remember him for his happy laughter, his warm personality, his ready wit, and above all, for his welcoming smile.      

Christopher Carrington – 20 September 2005 

