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      Foreword

      
      by Walter Carrington

      
      I have eagerly looked forward to this book. F. Matthias Alexander is the most remarkable man I have ever known. I first heard
         of him when I was a schoolboy in the 1930s. My mother had suffered for years from a debilitating illness: she was so weak
         as to be practically bedridden. One day, W. H. Eynon Smith, my form master at St Paul’s School in London, enquired after her
         and remarked that he had recently seen a review in the British Medical Journal of a book by Alexander called The Use of the Self. He suggested that this might be worth looking into.
      

      
      The result was that my parents read the book and Alexander gave my mother lessons and put her on her feet again: and when
         he learned that she was the wife of a clergyman of limited means, he charged only a nominal fee. Subsequently he also gave
         lessons to my father and to me.
      

      
      I first met him when he invited me to his rooms at 16 Ashley Place, near Victoria Station, and took me out to dinner. He opened
         the door to me himself and, excusing the absence of servants, said that we were going to the Café Royal. He was then in his
         middle sixties, white-haired, of medium height, slim, broad-shouldered with slender hips, alert, elegant, with a bright, birdlike
         eye. He appeared to be the epitome of an Edwardian gentleman of an earlier generation. I found that he had a natural gift
         for putting a young man at ease. His manner seemed kindness itself; and incidentally, not for a moment did his voice or gesture betray a hint of his Australian origins.
      

      
      I forget exactly what we talked about that night. He did not seem to have any great literary or intellectual interests, but
         he spoke nostalgically of the pre-1914 theatre, and he obviously had a fine knowledge of food and wine. He also showed interest
         in current affairs and in the turf, but it was obvious that his main interest was his work. He had a remarkable empirical
         knowledge of his own mind–body. Just as shepherds and stockmen know a lot about the health of their beasts, without formal
         anatomy or physiology, so he knew about his voice and respiratory mechanisms and the proper use and functioning of the human
         self as a whole. He had a great vision of a future of mankind (or rather for individual members of it), expressed in the title
         of his first book, Man’s Supreme Inheritance.
      

      
      From the moment I met him I wanted to know as much as possible about him, and it was my good fortune to have lessons and train
         with him, and subsequently to assist him in his practice and on his training course, during the last twenty years of his life.
      

      
      I have long felt that a biography of Alexander was needed, but although I came to know him quite well and learn quite a lot
         about his life, I did not feel qualified to write it myself. Fortunately, Michael Bloch, a writer who became my pupil a decade
         ago, expressed interest in undertaking the task. He has had my help and encouragement during the years he has been working
         on it, and he has written a splendid book which brings the subject to life.
      

   

      

      Prologue


      

      It is notoriously difficult to describe the Alexander Technique: to attempt to do so has been likened to trying to describe

         a colour to a blind man. Even writers of great talent who were among its followers, such as the American philosopher John

         Dewey and the English novelist Aldous Huxley, struggled to express it in words. In essence, it is based on the notion that

         we develop bad habits in our posture which we are often quite unaware of, but which account for much of what goes wrong with

         us in every department. The Technique provides a practical method of identifying and overcoming these habits. Its founder,

         the Australian Frederick Matthias Alexander, managed to work it out for himself and apply it to himself after a long, painstaking

         process of self-examination, described in his book The Use of the Self (1932). However, even if one had the insight to grasp its basic principles, and an infinity of time and patience, one would

         be unlikely to be able to practise it successfully without instruction, for the reason that it is difficult for the uninstructed

         to know what is wrong with them which needs to be put right. For one’s familiar way of doing things feels right, even though

         it is often wrong. One therefore requires the guidance of a qualified practitioner. As the Technique purports to be a form

         of training rather than therapy, its practitioners describe themselves as teachers, offering lessons to pupils. Alexander

         himself gave lessons which essentially consisted of teaching the pupil the correct way of sitting down in and getting out of a chair – for he believed that these two acts encompassed everything

         that was important in the workings of the postural mechanism. Nowadays, most lessons include an element of ‘table work’ as

         well as ‘chair work’, in which the pupil is subtly manipulated on a massage table: at first sight it resembles a form of physiotherapy,

         though the object is not curative but educative. A lesson is not a purely passive affair, for it is important that the pupil,

         while being guided by the teacher, should focus his mind on what he is supposed to be doing (or not doing), with a view to

         giving (or withholding) consent to any action. In effect, the Technique is a system not just of postural re-education but

         of mental training, which teaches one to think about whatever one is going to do in the moment before one does it, with a

         view to refraining from any activity likely to interfere with the efficient realisation of one’s goal.

      


      

      Until I started lessons in the Technique, I knew of it only as an element in the training of actors; and it was a student

         of acting who introduced me to it. I was then thirty-seven, and had some reason to be happy. I had written five books which

         had brought me a measure of fame and fortune. I had many friends, and was leading a life which was both exciting and fulfilling.

         Yet all was not well. I was prey to cold-like infections, which would put me ‘under the weather’ for about a week a month.

         I often found myself short of breath, at which times my voice would diminish to a croak. I suffered from various allergies,

         which would prostrate me during the hay fever season. My love of good food was interfered with by digestive troubles. I had

         always been a somewhat awkward and malcoordinated individual, and imagined that these conditions would decrease with my experience

         of life, though in fact they seemed to increase. As a cumulative result of these problems, I tended to feel exhausted and

         depressed, and had a sense of being on the decline, though I was not yet middle-aged. I consulted many physicians and specialists,

         but they never seemed to find much wrong with me, and I never seemed to experience much improvement.

      


      

      This was the situation when, early in 1991, I befriended Daniel F. Barr, a Canadian student at London’s LAMDA drama school,

         among whose many charms was a delightful outspokenness. He expressed the view that I was a wreck, tied up in knots; and he

         suggested I straighten myself out by taking lessons with his Alexander teacher at LAMDA, Robert Macdonald. I was sceptical

         and reluctant; and it was only after much bullying by Daniel, as well as several encouraging telephone calls from Robbie,

         that I went along to submit myself to this experiment. Although I only took a weekly lesson, thought to be the minimum needed

         for a beginner to derive significant benefit, the results were spectacular. Indeed, one highly visible change manifested itself

         almost immediately. As a studious boy, I had been in the habit of walking to my day school carrying a heavy bag of books,

         as a result of which I reached adulthood with my right shoulder almost an inch lower than the left. I had imagined this to

         be a permanent deformity, was rather self-conscious about it, and had my jackets specially made to hide the discrepancy. But

         after only a few lessons, the shoulders levelled out. Soon afterwards, friends started remarking that I looked taller and

         somehow different. In the twelve and a half years since then, I have rarely suffered from a cold or indigestion, and have

         only twice had serious cause to consult a doctor. My respiratory and allergic problems have not vanished, but only trouble

         me a fraction as much as they did, clearly because their effects were enormously aggravated by habitual faults in my posture.

         After six months of lessons, I felt a new man, and was getting much greater enjoyment out of life.

      


      

      I do not wish to exaggerate, and I cannot claim that the Alexander Technique has provided an answer to all my problems. I

         also know that, even after practising it for years, I am far from mastering it; and perhaps I shall never do so, for this

         would involve overcoming a habit which I am rather fond of but which Alexander would have deplored – that of becoming lost in my own thoughts. Yet it has added a new dimension

         to my life by giving me an awareness of, and an ability to control, those aspects of posture which potentially interfere with

         efficient functioning and good health. And this awareness continues to grow. A couple of years ago, as I was getting down

         to serious work on this book, I returned to Robbie for lessons, taking two or three a week in the hope of gaining a greater

         understanding of the Technique. To my surprise, I have not only gained this understanding but also experienced further improvements

         in my general functioning, as a result of which I now feel rather fitter at fifty than I did at forty, a medical examination

         around the time of my fiftieth birthday confirming that, despite the fact that I take little planned exercise, and eat, drink

         and smoke to my heart’s content, I am in pretty good health for my age.

      


      

      Rooted in the concept of mind–body unity, the Technique brings psychological as well as physical benefits. Before going to

         Robbie, I had been making slow, unenthusiastic progress with the book I was writing, a biography of the Nazi foreign minister

         Ribbentrop; but as I took lessons, the writing proceeded with increasing ease, and I even managed to treat this rather depressing

         subject with a certain verve. When the book appeared in October 1992, it was read by Glynn Macdonald, then Robbie’s wife and

         Chairman of the Society of Teachers of the Alexander Technique. She liked it, and asked if I would consider writing about

         another figure of whom a biography was needed, F. M. Alexander. Glynn is one of those for whom thought becomes action, and

         before the end of the year I found myself being introduced to Walter Carrington, who had been Alexander’s closest assistant

         during his later years. As I write, Walter is eighty-eight, but redolent with what can only be described as boyish enthusiasm,

         despite sustaining injuries as an RAF pilot in his late twenties which would have finished most people off. For the past eleven years, it has been my privilege to have had a monthly lesson with him, as well as many fascinating talks about Alexander,

         whom he knew and understood as well as anyone. He is a model of patience, for although I told him a decade ago that I intended

         to write this book, the demands of other projects meant that I was unable to devote myself to it until 2001. On the other

         hand, the biography of so complex a character is not to be undertaken lightly, and it was perhaps an advantage that I had

         several years (as Alexander might have put it) to consider the ‘means whereby’ I was going to accomplish it before ‘gaining

         the end’ of writing it.

      


      

      It is now almost half a century since Alexander (or ‘F.M.’, as he was generally known) died in 1955; and the fact that no

         full-length biography of him has yet appeared calls for some comment. There has, in fact, been a good deal of writing about

         him. Regarding his early life in Australia, two Alexander teachers in that continent, Rosslyn McLeod and Margaret Long, have

         published interesting findings. There are several vivid accounts of him by men and women who knew him during his last quarter-century

         – such as Lulie Westfeldt’s memoir of training under him in the 1930s, Walter Carrington’s diary of teaching in his practice

         in the 1940s, and Goddard Binkley’s journal of lessons with him in the 1950s. Although not much has been written about his

         life between 1904, when he arrived in London from Australia, and 1931, when he started his first training course, Jean M.

         O. Fischer, a leading historian of the Alexander Technique, has, through his Mouritz publishing firm and its website, made

         public an important collection of writings from this period, either by F.M. himself or by others about his work. (He has also

         produced scholarly editions of two of Alexander’s books, full of informative notes, and intends to perform the same service

         with the other two.) Some books about the Alexander Technique contain valuable summaries of the life of its founder – Freedom to Change by Frank Pierce Jones being a notable example – and monographs about various aspects of or episodes in that life often appear in periodicals such as the Alexander Journal and Direction.

      


      

      The year 2001 saw the publication by Phillimore of Frederick Matthias Alexander: A Family History by F.M.’s great-niece, Wing-Commander Jackie Evans. This painstakingly researched and beautifully illustrated book contains

         an amazing account of F.M.’s convict ancestry, the best picture we are ever likely to get of his early life in Australia,

         and a wealth of detail about the rest of his life. As well as being a thrilling read, it is a priceless resource for all who

         write about F.M. in future; and every chapter of this book owes a debt to it. However, it is what it claims to be – a family

         history, showing how a clan which emerged from penal servitude during the first half of the nineteenth century became closely

         involved in the life and work of its leading member, a great and successful man, during the first half of the twentieth. It

         does not give much idea of F.M.’s personality or thought.

      


      

      During his lifetime, F.M.’s friends often urged him to write his memoirs. Though reluctant to do so, he did in fact twice

         embark on such a work – in the early 1930s, at the behest of his adopted daughter Peggy, and in the early 1950s, at the behest

         of Ron Brown, a journalist pupil who was then writing a book about F.M.’s successful libel action in the South African courts,

         which he planned to follow with a biography. On the first attempt, F.M. is said to have produced a draft dealing with his

         life up to his first encounter with one of his greatest supporters, the 2nd Earl of Lytton, in 1926. Unfortunately, all copies

         of this work, which F.M. evidently decided against publishing, seem to have vanished. One can but hope that a copy survives

         somewhere, and will emerge some day. All that survives from the second attempt is a fragment of about twelve thousand words

         dealing with his life up to the time of his leaving Australia in 1904. This fragment (published by Jean Fischer in 1996) consists

         more of self-serving anecdote than illuminating fact, though it has nevertheless proved a valuable source for the first two chapters of this book.

      


      

      Ron Brown died before he could get down to his biography of F.M. His friend Edward Owen inherited his research and, during

         the 1960s, attempted to complete his work, interviewing many who had known Alexander and taking fascinating notes – but he,

         too, did not finally write his book. Since then, several others have broached the task, at least one of whom, the American

         Alexander teacher Missy Vineyard, has done considerable research; but no completed work has materialised. (I am indeed fortunate

         in that I have been able to benefit from the research of these precursors: thanks to Jean Fischer and the late Tony Spawforth,

         I was able to see many of the notes of Brown and Owen; and Missy Vineyard, when I visited her at Amherst in 2002, was generous

         in allowing me to see some fascinating material she had collected for her unwritten book.)

      


      

      No doubt, in each of these cases, there were personal reasons as to why the project was not seen through to completion; but

         one wonders whether there is also something about the project itself which tends to deter those who attempt it. Looking back

         on the years of my own life during which I contemplated this account of F.M.’s, it occurs to me that the task is daunting

         for three (closely related) reasons. First, F.M., largely owing to his sensitivity about his convict ancestry, was highly

         secretive by nature; and as he was an actor by training (and disposition), what one saw of him did not always correspond to

         the underlying reality. He tended to cover his tracks, and was cautious in revealing anything of his past, even to members

         of his own family. Secondly, there is a dearth of original sources. Only ten weeks before he died, F.M. disinherited his loyal

         assistants, to whom he had intended leaving at least those archives relating to the history of his work, and effectively entrusted

         his entire estate to his much younger brother Beaumont, a colourful rogue who was uninterested in the Alexander Technique

         except as a commercial enterprise. Beaumont subsequently became a hotelier, and most of F.M.’s papers are said to have perished when

         his hotel was ravaged by fire in the 1960s. Nor do other archives reveal much about the first fifty years of F.M.’s life;

         for although he is known to have befriended many distinguished people, they did not (so far as it has been possible to ascertain)

         see fit either to keep his letters or write about him in their diaries or memoirs. Thirdly, although F.M. is justly revered

         by his followers as a genius and a benefactor of humanity who made one of the great discoveries of his time, there are nevertheless

         aspects of his life and character which can only be regarded as disconcerting.

      


      

      As one who is neither an Alexander teacher nor a member of the Alexander family, I have perhaps been able to approach the

         subject with a certain objectivity. I must confess that, at the outset of the project, I felt handicapped by the fact that,

         although I had greatly benefited from Alexander’s work, I had a limited understanding of it from both the practical and the

         intellectual point of view. Happily, as a result of the research and writing (and my contemporaneous discussions and lessons

         with Walter Carrington and Robbie Macdonald), my understanding has grown. This may explain the fact that, whereas after finishing

         all my previous books I have felt somewhat ‘down’, on completing this one I feel distinctly ‘up’.

      


      

      Such was the help and encouragement I received from Walter Carrington and Jean Fisher in producing this work that I regard

         it as almost as much theirs as mine (though I naturally take responsibility for all opinions expressed in it). Others who

         kindly made information or papers available to me include John Best, Dilys Carrington, Professor Peter Clarke, Michael Estorick,

         Jackie Evans, Clare Felck (archivist at Knebworth House), Clive Fisher, Enid Foster (Librarian of the Garrick Club), Sue Fox,

         Dr Thomas Frank, Barbara Neil, Nancy M. Shawcross (archivist at the University of Pennsylvania), Tony Spawforth, Dan Stone,

         Beryl Tolliday (archivist at 18 Lansdowne Road), Missy Vineyard, Elizabeth Walker and Erika Whittaker. I am sorry if I have left anyone out.

         I am also indebted to Ursula Mackenzie and Tim Whiting, my publisher and editor at Little, Brown; to that most delightful

         of mentors, Dr R. B. McDowell of Trinity College, Dublin, who read and commented on the chapters around the time of his ninetieth

         birthday; and to the friends who have heard me talk about the book for more than a decade, often contributing useful suggestions.

      


      

      I am additionally grateful to Jean Fischer for granting me permission to quote from F.M.’s unpublished letters, in which he

         owns the rights. He and Missy Vineyard are currently preparing an edition of these letters, which should be essential reading

         for all who are interested in F.M.’s life and work.

      


      

      This biography does not claim to be definitive, but aims to give a bird’s-eye view of a long and extraordinary life for which,

         at present, the source material is thin in some parts and quite rich in others. It will have achieved its object if it stimulates

         further investigation into the career of a still largely unrecognised genius who, almost entirely on his own, discovered a

         principle which, in the words of John Dewey, ‘bears the same relation to education that education bears to all other human

         activities’.

      


      

      Michael Bloch


      

      mab@michaelbloch.co.uk


      

      London, December 2003


   
      
      1

      
      Tasmania

      
      1869–1889

      
      Frederick Matthias Alexander (eventually known to friends and followers as ‘F.M.’) was born at Table Cape, northwestern Tasmania
         – then one of the remotest corners of the British Empire – on 20 January 1869. During his later years, he rarely mentioned
         his forebears, except to suggest they were Scottish settlers. In a questionnaire which (at the request of an aspiring biographer1) he completed in his eighties, he declared roundly that his father’s family came from Scotland; and in conversation and correspondence,
         he often made some jocular allusion to his Scottish blood.2 In fact, all four of his grandparents had been transported to Tasmania (then known as Van Diemen’s Land) as convicts in the
         second quarter of the nineteenth century; and there is no evidence of Scots descent. The Alexanders hailed from the West of
         England.
      

      
      While it is understandable that F.M. should have been evasive about his origins in a respectability-obsessed age, he had little
         cause to feel ashamed of his paternal grandfather. Matthias Alexander was born in 1810 in the ancient village of Ramsbury
         in Wiltshire, where his ancestors had lived for generations. In Tudor and Stuart times, they had probably been agricultural
         labourers on the local estates of the Earls of Pembroke; but during the eighteenth century – after those estates had been
         broken up, and Ramsbury had become an ‘open’ village, unattached to the manor – they established themselves as craftsmen, notably carpenters and wheel-wrights. They prospered to the extent of owning cottages and fields;
         by the end of the century, some were rich enough to qualify as voters in elections, or have a pew in the village church. It
         is uncertain whether any of them could read or write, or indeed had any formal education beyond learning their trades. But
         there is some evidence that they were receptive to the radical political ideas then sweeping England: for we know that Matthias’s
         uncle, John Alexander (who later emigrated to America), allowed his carpenter’s shop to be used for meetings of the Primitive
         Methodists, a revivalist sect founded in 1812 which was associated with radical labour movements. Matthias became a hurdle
         maker, his elder brother Joseph (1806–78), a wheelwright.3

      
      In the summer of 1830, agricultural disturbances broke out in several parts of England, known as ‘the Swing Riots’ as they
         were sometimes accompanied by threatening letters to landowners and agents signed ‘Captain Swing’. They were provoked by the
         declining lot of the English farm labourer, resulting from the enclosure of land, poor harvests, and the introduction of agricultural
         machinery. On 22 November, the disturbances reached Ramsbury, where seventeen threshing machines were smashed. Among those
         arrested as ‘machine-breakers’ were the brothers Matthias and Joseph Alexander. At their trial before Special Assizes at Winchester
         on 4 January 1831, the judge took a harsh view of their offence, as ‘they belonged to a class of persons who had not even
         the vain pretence that these machines could affect them in any manner’. As village craftsmen, they had secure livelihoods;
         radical idealism rather than desperate need had driven them to act as they had. They were sentenced ‘to be transported to
         such place beyond the seas as His Majesty should direct for a term of seven years’, and found themselves bound for Van Diemen’s
         Land, where they landed at the end of May on the convict ship Eliza after a journey of 112 days in grisly conditions. Matthias was twenty years of age; Joseph was twenty-four, and had left behind a wife and three small children.
      

      
      The British settlement of Van Diemen’s Land – an island lying off south-eastern Australia, a little smaller than Ireland –
         had begun in 1803 with the founding of Hobart. Originally it was an outpost of the convict colony of New South Wales across
         the Bass Strait; but in 1825, by which time most of the indigenous inhabitants had been exterminated, it became a separate
         colony with its own governor. In 1831, when the Alexander brothers arrived, it had a population of some 25,000, of whom 10,000
         were convicts and 15,000 free settlers, and only about 6000 were women. The first convicts had endured a regime of great harshness;
         but Governor Arthur had recently established a more humane system which aimed at transforming them into useful citizens. On
         arrival, they were ‘assigned’ as labourers either to public works or private employers; if they behaved well, they were eligible
         after four years for ‘tickets of leave’, entitling them to work for money while awaiting their eventual freedom. Matthias
         and Joseph duly received their leave in 1835, and soon afterwards got their freedom too as part of a general amnesty of the
         Swing rioters. Like other men in their position, they had little thought of returning to England, and hoped to make their
         fortunes in the rough colonial world with its pioneering opportunities.
      

      
      They were not alone. In 1832, their younger brother John (1812–98) had also been transported to Van Diemen’s Land, for the
         offence of stealing pigs; and around the same time, a cousin from Ramsbury, John Dowling, had gone out as a free settler working
         for the Van Diemen’s Land Company. The three brothers worked hard to establish themselves, helped by Dowling who became overseer
         of the important Wickford estate, where he was able to offer them employment. In 1838, Matthias married the convict Mary Redden,
         an Irish Catholic, born in Limerick and raised in London, who had been transported in 1832, aged sixteen, for stealing a dress
         worth five shillings. She was a troublesome convict, whose employers repeatedly reported her for drunken and dishonest behaviour; in consequence her term of transportation was
         extended, and only through marriage to a free man could she regain her liberty. She bore him six sons – of whom F.M.’s father,
         another John Alexander, born at Wickford in 1843, was the fourth – before dying of consumption in 1850.
      

      
      In 1849 – by which time the brothers had built up enough capital to buy some fertile land in the inland Deloraine region –
         the elder John sailed off to try his luck as a prospector in the California gold-rush. Two years later, Matthias followed
         his example by crossing the Strait and participating in the Victoria gold-rush. They evidently had some success, for in 1852
         they purchased several hundred acres of densely wooded Crown land on Table Cape in the remote north-west of Tasmania, including
         the lower reaches of the River Inglis. The terrain was notoriously difficult; a government report published around this time
         suggested that
      

      
      
      
         in no other part of the world … are there such formidable obstacles to the clearing and cultivation of land as here besets
            the settler of small capital, while the difficulties to be encountered in crossing dangerous tidal rivers and traversing forests
            … check all free intercommunication and isolate him almost completely from the notice and sympathy of civilisation.4



      

      
      Undaunted, the brothers laboured to clear the forest and plant crops. They bought a forty-ton schooner to export their timber
         and grain, for which they found a ready market in the Victoria goldfields. They established the little port of Alexandria
         on the banks of the Inglis, and sold part of their land at great profit to provide the site for another township, Wynyard,
         two miles downstream near the mouth of the river. By 1858 – when we get a glimpse of his life from the evidence he gave at
         a local murder trial5 – Matthias had become one of the most prosperous citizens of the locality. His land already produced 3000 bushels of wheat a year, sold at twelve shillings a bushel. Alexandria had become the main staging post between
         the settlements of Stanley to the west and Burnie to the east: Matthias’s inn there brought in a further substantial income,
         as did the rent from his old farm at Deloraine. He had taken a second wife, Anne, who was in the process of bearing him seven
         more children. His sons by his first marriage helped him run the estate, but also learned useful trades of their own: one
         became a carter, one a shoemaker, another ran the inn at Alexandria. Young John trained to be a blacksmith – for horses played
         a vital part in local life, both for communication and recreation: there was already a racecourse in the vicinity run by John
         Dowling, the Alexanders’ relative and former patron.
      

      
      Had Matthias lived into old age, the life of his grandson F.M. might have been rather different. But in 1865 he suddenly died
         at the age of fifty-five; and within a short time, his little empire disintegrated. After protracted legal difficulties, compounded
         by the fact that few of those involved could read or write, his property was divided up between his widow and twelve surviving
         children. His death coincided with the onset of an agricultural depression in Tasmania (as the colony had been renamed in
         1856); for Victoria, its goldfields depleted, no longer provided a market for the island’s produce. Matthias’s brother John
         gave up farming and became a shipowner, while his sons struggled to make a living out of the Table Cape estate. Their difficulties
         were not helped by the building of a new bridge over the Inglis in the late 1860s, which led to Wynyard supplanting Alexandria
         as the Stanley–Burnie staging post; Alexandria gradually became a ghost town, of which no trace survives today.
      

      
      Young John eventually inherited £417 from his father, along with a share of the Table Cape estate; but he decided not to join
         his brothers in farming, and to concentrate instead on his calling as a blacksmith. He was considered a master of his craft,
         whose services were sought annually across the Strait for Australia’s greatest horse race, the Melbourne Cup. Originally he based himself in Alexandria; but with the decline
         of that town, he moved to Wynyard in 1870. Meanwhile, he had married Betsy Brown in 1866, when he was twenty-two and she eighteen.
         Her mother, the London-born Maria Davis, had been transported in 1842, aged sixteen, for receiving stolen silver; like F.M.’s
         other grandmother, she had got into trouble as a convict, but managed to secure her freedom by marrying an ex-convict – the
         police constable Thomas Brown, to whom she bore six children before he drowned at sea on a fishing expedition in 1855. F.M.
         was the first of ten children of John and Betsy, born at Alexandria a few days before the third anniversary of their marriage.
      

      
      Tasmania in 1869 was an unusual place which marked its offspring in curious ways. It had a population of some hundred thousand,
         of whom about a third lived in the only two substantial towns, the capital Hobart in the south-east and Launceston in the
         north-east. Most of the best land lay in the 120-mile belt between these two centres, and had been parcelled out in the second
         quarter of the century to a few hundred settlers who had been attracted by the availability of convict labour. With the granting
         of colonial self-government in 1856, this minority settler class had taken power, the majority being excluded from the franchise
         by a high property qualification. Apart from the excellent convict-built road between Hobart and Launceston, communications
         in the country were so primitive that it took over a month for returns to come in at elections for the colony’s legislature.
         There were as yet no railways; and a place like Wynyard, a hundred miles west of Launceston, was so remote as hardly to be
         aware of developments in the capital, several days’ journey distant.
      

      
      The colony lay in the shadow of having been the last and most notorious of Great Britain’s penal settlements. Transportation
         to New South Wales had ceased in 1840, but it had continued until 1853 to Van Diemen’s Land, where several thousand transportees-for-life still served at Port Arthur.
         Whereas the convict element on the mainland had been diluted by large-scale free immigration, former convicts (known as ‘Old
         Hands’) still accounted for almost a third of Tasmania’s population, much of the rest being the children and grandchildren
         of convicts. The end of the convict system, though welcomed by most Tasmanians, had led to financial problems: the colony’s
         entire revenue was now substantially less than the £350,000 a year which the British Government had formerly granted it to
         receive the convicts, who no longer provided free labour for public works. Other legacies of transportation included a continuing
         shortage of females in the population, an extreme fear of homosexuality, and the existence of a large class of waifs, ageing
         Old Hands who roamed the country in search of work or charity. Mainland Australians tended to look down on Tasmanians – ‘Vandemonians’
         – as possessing the roughness, dishonesty and vice associated with convicts.
      

      
      In modern parlance, the entire colony was in a state of ‘denial’ about the transportation era. Old Hands who had made good
         (such as the Alexander brothers) simply put their convict pasts out of their minds, often not telling their children about
         it, or bribing officials to falsify records; similarly, the governing class tried to forget that they had made their fortunes
         out of convict labour. The name-change which accompanied self-government represented an attempt to ‘wash out the stain’ and
         make a fresh start. One way in which Tasmanians tried to exorcise the demons of the past was to stress their ‘Englishness’.
         The climate was similar to England’s; the landscape (unlike mainland Australia’s) was fairly English, with its lush greenery,
         lakes and rivers, and picturesque peaks; and the vast majority of the population was English in origin (unlike New South Wales,
         where a large proportion of both convicts and free immigrants was Irish). The towns, rivers and counties of Tasmania were
         named after English counterparts; and English rural traditions were followed, such as the planting of hedgerows. Tasmania was already
         being marketed to the rich of Sydney and Melbourne as a tourist destination where they might escape the heat of summer in
         a ‘little England’. Most Tasmanians (including Matthias Alexander and his family) were Anglican, and almost all of them were
         fiercely loyal to the Crown and the mother country, displaying the wildest enthusiasm when Queen Victoria’s son Prince Alfred
         visited the colony in 1870. Thus F.M. was to be brought up to have an almost mystical love of the land which had so brutally
         exiled his grandparents, and upon which he himself would not set eyes until he was thirty-five.
      

      
      Economically, the colony was the poor relation of its sister colonies on the Australian mainland, having experienced little
         of the prosperity and population increase enjoyed by New South Wales and Victoria during the past two decades. It depended
         overwhelmingly on agriculture for its livelihood; and the agricultural depression of recent years had struck deep, imports
         falling by one-half, exports by one-third and government revenue to its lowest ever. When the novelist Anthony Trollope visited
         the island in 1872, he found a prevailing sense of hopelessness. The Tasmanians themselves, he wrote, believed that their
         colony ‘has seen the best of its days, that it is falling into decay, that its short period of importance in the world has
         already gone …’6 Yet economic salvation lay near at hand with the discovery, in the early 1870s, of massive tin deposits on Mount Bischoff,
         not far from Wynyard.
      

      
      F.M. had to struggle to survive from the moment he entered the world; for he was a premature baby, tiny and frail at birth.7 Only the determination of his strong-willed mother not to lose her first child, and the careful ministrations of the local
         physician, Dr Wilson, enabled him to pull through the early months. He seemed at first to be faced with starvation, as he was unable to ingest his mother’s milk; but he proved able to accept goat’s milk – administered, it is said,
         through a fountain-pen filler. As a result of these precarious beginnings, he became a ‘mother’s boy’: he always remained
         her favourite child, and she remained in his thoughts even during long years of separation.
      

      
      He was less close to his father. John Alexander was a religious man, dedicated to his work. But his bearded, unsmiling countenance
         in family photographs suggests a gruff, melancholy character. He is rumoured to have been a heavy drinker (often the case
         with blacksmiths, apt to keep themselves cool at the heat of the forge by ordering relays of beer), though he seems to have
         ‘taken the pledge’ after the temperance movement reached Wynyard in 1879, and enjoined his children never to touch alcohol.
         At all events, it can only have come as something of a shock to the earthy blacksmith that his first-born should be a weakling,
         unlikely to be able to follow him into his trade. Although F.M. seems to have felt for him little of the affection which bound
         him to his mother, and rarely mentioned him during his years in England (for most of which John was alive, for he lived to
         a great age and only died in 1936), he nevertheless paid tribute to his father for having brought him up always to be observant
         and alert.
      

      
      The Wynyard to which F.M. moved with his parents at the age of one was an isolated spot, not yet served by the telegraph,
         and connected to the neighbouring townships of Stanley (twenty miles to the west) and Burnie (twelve miles to the east) by
         roads which were little more than rough tracks and became impassable in wet weather. It had a population of about 150, with
         perhaps five times as many living in the surrounding countryside: not until the 1880s would it experience any significant
         further growth. It consisted of a water frontage with wharves and jetties, a few unmetalled streets, a few dozen wooden houses
         and cottages, two inns (with bars and stables), a general stores and an assembly hall. There was as yet no Anglican church – the nearest, at which F.M. was baptised, was at Burnie – but it did have a resident
         Roman Catholic priest, Father O’Callaghan, who took a pastoral interest in all the inhabitants and became a friend of the
         Alexander family. (Although John Alexander was an Anglican at this time, and would later become a Methodist, it will be recalled
         that his mother had been an Irish Catholic.) A small government school and reading room was established in 1871, though it
         took some time to get going, as local farmers were reluctant to lose the labour of their children by sending them to school,
         and most of the adult population was illiterate.
      

      
      The John Alexanders lived in a cottage in Hogg Street, with an adjoining smithy and an acre of land. With the arrival of eight
         more children in the course of the next sixteen years – Arthur (1870), Agnes (1872), Albert Redden (1874), Richard (1876),
         Amy (1879), May (1881), Horace (1883) and Beaumont (1886) – it must have become a crowded household. However, F.M. had an
         advantage over other local children in that he was able to roam freely on the Table Cape estate across the river, now farmed
         by his Uncle Martin. It was there, he tells us in his fragment of autobiography, that he learned to ride, shoot and fish,
         and ‘acquired knowledge of all that concerns agriculture and animals’.8 In particular he developed an early love and understanding of horses, both his parents being accomplished equestrians.* (His mother had some training as a midwife, and would gallop across the bush, sometimes with the infant F.M. strapped to
         her back, to attend local births.) Their connections with the family farm also enabled the Alexanders to obtain regular supplies
         of fresh produce; as Betsy Alexander was a good cook, the family ate well in spite of their modest means, and F.M. and his siblings grew up with a love of simple good food based on high-quality ingredients.
      

      
      Betsy, who unlike her husband could read and write, was determined that her children (particularly her eldest and favourite)
         should receive a decent education, and they were sent first to Sunday school and then to the government school, and encouraged
         to learn. Though a clever boy, F.M. was not an easy pupil, for he was highly strung and attention-seeking by nature, and had
         the peculiar trait of being unwilling to believe anything he was told unless it was satisfactorily explained to him. As Walter
         Carrington recorded in 1946:
      

      
      

         F.M. said that they could never make anything of him at school. He used to … dispute every statement that was held up for
            his belief. If they then referred him to a book, he would ask how the writer of the book knew it to be true. They used to
            send him up for thrashings but he still came back for more. He would fight anybody and had a terrible temper. Only his mother
            really understood him …9

      



      
      F.M. went on to say that, from the age of sixteen, he ‘had never understood how it was possible to believe anything without
         first experiencing it’. He had thus been unable to swallow the views of his father, ‘who believed quite literally in Heaven
         and Hell and that anyone not of the Church of England faith was utterly lost’. In this early refusal to take anything on trust,
         and his belief that all knowledge ought to be based on experience, F.M. later claimed to see the beginnings of the thinking
         which would lead to the development of the Alexander Technique.
      

      
      Given his unusual temperament, F.M. was fortunate in having a teacher who recognised his abilities and understood his needs.
         Robert Robertson, who became Wynyard’s government schoolmaster in 1879 at the age of twenty-five, was a Scot who had worked as a law clerk in Stirling before emigrating to Tasmania. He eventually excused F.M. from normal attendance
         in the schoolroom, where his presence was disruptive, and taught him privately in the evenings. F.M. told Carrington that
         this ‘was all the regular schooling he ever got, and in return, he would win all the prizes and awards for the school when
         called upon to do so’.10 Robertson became devoted to the boy, whom he took duck-shooting at weekends; and F.M. in turn came to see the schoolmaster
         as something of a father figure. (Perhaps it was of Robertson that he was thinking when he later spoke of his ‘Scottish’ background.)
         From December 1883 to August 1885 – between the ages of fifteen and sixteen and a half – F.M. officially assisted Robertson
         as a paid pupil-teacher at the school, his ambition being to qualify as a government schoolmaster himself.11

      
      The education which F.M. received from Robertson would have concentrated on a few basics – English language and literature,
         Bible study, elementary mathematics, and the history and geography of the British Empire. It equipped him well enough for
         his future career as a book-keeper, without cluttering his mind with abstract ideas. Perhaps most importantly, Robertson imbued
         F.M. with his own love of Shakespeare, and of the lyrical ballads which were so popular with the Victorians. These would remain
         F.M.’s favourite form of literature: during his school years, he learned by heart the great Shakespearean monologues and much
         popular verse, and developed a desire to become at least an amateur declaimer of dramatic poetry.
      

      
      The world in which F.M. was brought up was strongly religious, the dominant faith being a fierce evangelical Protestantism.
         (To this day, north-western Tasmania has a reputation as the island’s ‘Bible belt’.) The Alexanders at first followed a ‘low’
         form of Anglicanism (this being the only form of Protestant worship locally on offer), though they enthusiastically embraced
         Methodism when it reached Wynyard in the late 1880s.* Although the adult F.M. would claim to have been sceptical about Christianity from boyhood, and described himself as an agnostic,
         with little time for organised religion, there can be no doubt that he was deeply affected by his Protestant upbringing. Apart
         from a thorough familiarity with the scriptures, from which he often quoted in everyday speech, it instilled in him a profound
         belief in individual responsibility, self-discipline, right and wrong, and personal salvation (though he would develop his
         own conception of how people ought to be ‘saved’).
      

      
      Life in Wynyard for F.M. and his growing band of siblings was simple, but not without its recreations. Apart from the farm,
         with its opportunities for riding and sport, the creek of the River Inglis, with its comings and goings of sea vessels and
         its facilities for rowing and sailing, was a constant source of interest. On Saturdays (for the sabbath was strictly observed),
         public entertainments were organised in the form of regattas, cricket matches and above all horse races: everyone in the district
         was mad about racing, and F.M. acquired an early fascination for it, together with a gambling instinct, which would remain
         with him all his life. Occasionally, travelling companies of actors and musicians would perform in the assembly hall, or the
         much larger exhibition hall built in 1884 for agricultural shows: such performances, which generally took the form of music
         hall or ‘variety’, with a succession of short numbers, would have been of a fairly amateurish standard, but must nevertheless
         have been thrilling for F.M., his interest in poetry and drama aroused by Robertson.
      

      
      In later life, F.M. would claim to have had an idyllic childhood, only marred by the fact that he suffered periodically from
         violent internal pains, particularly after prolonged physical exercise. He was clearly unsuited to manual labour, and to helping his father in his trade, as would normally be expected of an eldest son. His most striking physical attribute was
         his beautiful hands, with long, bony, well-articulated fingers – some called him ‘the boy with old man’s hands’. It is perhaps
         significant that he was left-handed for most physical activities, such as playing cricket, but taught himself to write with
         his right hand.*

      
      F.M. grew up in a world largely peopled by his own relations. His father had eleven surviving siblings and half-siblings,
         his mother twelve, and most of these aunts and uncles lived round about, along with several dozen first cousins. As a boy,
         F.M. also had contact with three relatives of an earlier generation who had come out as convicts – his maternal grandmother,
         the erstwhile London silver-receiver Maria Davis, now living in Burnie with her second husband, the sea captain Thomas Lewis;
         and his great-uncles, the former Swing rioter Joseph Alexander and gold-prospector John Alexander, both living in Wynyard.
         (Joseph was the free-holder of the cottage in which F.M. was brought up, and himself lived next door. He died in 1878 when
         F.M. was nine; his brother John survived until 1898.) Did these venerable figures ever speak to him of the old days? All one
         can be reasonably sure of is that, if they did so, they would have stressed that he should always be secretive about his family’s
         origins when he went out into the world.
      

      
      Another relative was his uncle James Pearce, married to Betsy Alexander’s elder sister Jane. During F.M.’s childhood, he was
         the landlord of one of Wynyard’s two inns; but in the early 1880s the Pearces found their business so affected by the temperance
         movement, to which much of the local population including the John Alexanders adhered, that they moved to the new mining town
         of Waratah, which had grown up to serve the great tin-extracting operation on Mount Bischoff. During the last months of 1885, F.M. went out to stay with
         them at their hotel there. It must have been an adventure for him, as he had probably not previously travelled further afield
         than Burnie and Stanley; Waratah was almost fifty miles inland from Burnie, connected to it by a steep mountain railway which
         had been opened to the public just a few months earlier, the journey taking three and a half hours. It happened that the accountant
         of the mining company, Frank Horne, was a permanent resident at the Pearces’ hotel; he was impressed with F.M., and offered
         him a job in his office at a salary of £2 10s. a week – a princely sum for a youth starting work in that world. On his return
         to Wynyard, F.M. discussed the offer with his parents, who urged him to accept it: the second son, Arthur, would stay at home
         to help his father in the smithy. Breaking the news to Robertson that he would not after all be following him into his profession
         was, as F.M. recalled, ‘one of the hardest things he ever had to do in his life’, after which the two men sat in silence for
         a quarter of an hour.12

      
      Thus it was that, around the time of his seventeenth birthday in January 1886, F.M. left his childhood home in Wynyard to
         live and work in Waratah as an employee of the Mount Bischoff Tin Mining Company. As he writes in his autobiographical essay
         (which prudently says nothing about either the history of his family or the profession of his father*), ‘it was not without deep regret that I finished with the way of life I had so enjoyed up to that time, the close touch
         with nature … the outdoor experiences in the pure air in the fields and on the river … The past had to be a memory that cannot
         fade, and priority given to the future in the making of a career.’13

      
      *  *  *

      
      The great tin deposits on Mount Bischoff had been discovered by the eccentric prospector James ‘Philosopher’ Smith in 1871.
         Mining began the following year, but was at first hampered by the difficulty of conveying the heavy ore across the mountainous
         terrain to Burnie, whence it was shipped to Melbourne for smelting and trading. This problem was solved by the introduction
         of horse-drawn trams in 1875, in which year the German engineer ‘Bud’ Kayser arrived to manage the mine. The early 1880s saw
         a massive surge in output, making Mount Bischoff the greatest tin mine in the world. Waratah experienced a similar expansion,
         its population rising from 874 in 1881 to about 2500 in 1885–6, when the new railway opened and F.M. arrived. It was a bustling
         mining town where men worked hard and played hard, and must have seemed a great metropolis to a village lad like F.M.; its
         facilities included six general stores, a bank, a hospital, churches of all denominations, a racecourse, a club known as the
         Mechanics Institute, and four hotels including the Pearces’ at which F.M. resided.
      

      
      F.M. (as he tells us) was given an early chance to prove himself; for soon after his arrival, his boss Horne fell ill and
         absented himself from the office for a fortnight. By staying up at night, F.M. managed to do much of his superior’s work as
         well as his own. When Horne returned, so impressed was he by F.M.’s efforts that he made the young man a permanent official
         of the Company so that he might participate in a bonus which was about to be paid. F.M. was duly invited to the dinner given
         to celebrate the bonus, at which toasts were drunk in champagne. F.M. protested that he did not touch alcohol, but was prevailed
         upon by his colleagues to join in the carousing and ‘seemed to thrive on the wine’. He turned out to have an excellent head,
         for in the end it was he who helped others home, and together with such of the other diners as remained standing, he climbed
         to the top of the mountain and back before going to bed.14

      
      He seems to have had a great appetite for work, for within a year he had taken on two other jobs in addition to his normal
         duties. He secured the post of collector of rates for the local road trust, despite requesting more pay than the other applicants;
         and he became an agent for the life insurance company recommended by the Company to its employees. In order to secure the
         collector’s job, he was required to ‘deposit a bond in the sum of £100’, which he was evidently able to do.15 As an insurance agent, he was entitled to a commission of 1 per cent on premiums, and he later recalled his delight when
         the head of the Company signed a £2000 policy, and F.M. ‘went skipping out of the room’ having earned the astronomical sum
         of £20.16

      
      He devoted his leisure to three pursuits – learning the violin, horse racing and amateur dramatics. Though he persevered with
         the first for several years, little was heard of his violin in later life, when he never showed much interest in music. His
         equestrian enthusiasms, on the other hand, were always passionate. A great moment occurred at Waratah’s end-of-the-year meeting
         in December 1886, when his horse Estelle, which he had trained himself, beat the favourite by a length and a half; his family
         came from Wynyard to witness the triumph, which brought F.M., not yet eighteen, a prize of £7 10s.17 On the thespian front, F.M. became an active member of the local dramatic society, based at the Mechanics Institute which
         possessed theatrical facilities. There he was able to appear in amateur productions, and meet the actors whose companies came
         to perform. It was probably at Waratah that he first made the acquaintance of an English-born actor based in Melbourne who
         would later become his teacher – James Cathcart, formerly of the London company of Charles Keane, son of the great Shakespearean
         actor Edmund Keane. He also had his first encounter with Robert Young, then a Hobart government clerk who performed as a pianist
         with the travelling Orpheus Company, and his pretty wife Edith, an aspiring actress: Young was destined to become F.M.’s best friend, Edith eventually to become F.M’s wife.
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