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NOT I, NOT OTHER THAN I


For over half a century Russel Williams has been an utterly authentic voice of the Buddha dharma and spiritual friend to many. His goodness and wisdom shine through the pages of this book.


Lama Jampa Thaye, scholar, author, meditation master, founder of the Dechen International Association of Sakya and Karma Kagyu Tibetan Buddhist Centres


One of the most remarkable and powerful spiritual teachers of our time, who has been happy to remain almost unknown for several decades, sharing his wisdom and his presence to small groups of people, quietly changing many lives. With this book, Russel’s profound teachings reach out to the wider world for the first time.


Steve Taylor, author of The Fall, Waking From Sleep and The Calm Center


There are a few who manage realisation easily, through some fluke, or perhaps through the work of past lives. We should draw near to them and listen carefully to what they have to say, to be inspired by their example, and for the constant reminder of the simplicity of our path. This eloquent book of Russel Williams’ words of wisdom provides that inspiration beautifully.


Nick Scott, meditation teacher, co-author of Rude Awakenings and The Long Road North


May these words “from the heart” touch the hearts of those who read them and give them confidence and inspiration in the practice that leads to awakening to deeper Truths.


Karuniko Bhikkhu, Chithurst Buddhist Monastery
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Introduction


by Steve Taylor


Russel Williams is a simple man. On the surface, you would think of him as a fairly typical man of his generation, although perhaps one who looks unusually young and sprightly for his 93 years. If you visited him at home with his wife Joyce, you wouldn’t find anything unusual there either. Again, it would strike you as a fairly typical house for a couple of their senior years.


Russel is not educated – he left school at the age of 11 (in 1932) and has had no formal education since. He’s not an intellectual; he hasn’t read a great many books, and in his teachings he rarely refers to texts or other sources. Although he has been the president of the Buddhist Society of Manchester since 1974, and sometimes uses Buddhist terms or talks about the Buddha as an individual, he doesn’t consider himself a Buddhist. He certainly doesn’t ‘teach’ Buddhism in any formal sense.


As a result, Russel’s spiritual teachings are very ‘naked’ and pure – that is, they are very free of theories, concepts and categories. This gives his teachings a rare clarity and power. There is no system. There are no rituals or rules to follow, no ideas to take on board. You don’t have to believe anything. You don’t have to accept anything. You don’t have to become anything. All you have to do is be.


Russel often says that he’s not interested in convincing people of anything. He encourages people to play with his teachings, to question them, to find out for themselves whether they are true. He doesn’t think of himself as a guru, and has no desire to accumulate followers or disciples. Everything he teaches stems very directly from a particular state of being, one which he experiences as his constant reality, and which he has done for almost 65 years. There are many different terms for this state: stillness, pure consciousness, emptiness of being, the essence of our being, our true nature…


Russel teaches us how to uncover this state – how we can nurture it, and remove some of the obstacles which stop its expression. He makes it clear that this is our natural state, and that it’s only due to confusion that we have lost access to it. He helps us to remove the confusion, to disentangle our minds from the mess of concepts and thinking habits which cloud them, so that we can become who we really are.


In this state, we are naturally one with everything, and with the universe itself. We are part of the Unmanifest. We are part of the pure consciousness which has given rise to the whole universe. That consciousness is our true nature, and when we rest within it, we feel a powerful sense of ease and contentment.


Since the late 1950s, Russel has held regular talks at the premises of the Buddhist Society of Manchester. Initially these were held almost every evening, but over the last few decades, they have taken place twice a week, on Monday and Wednesday evenings. Apart from missing the occasional week due to ill health, the meetings continue from year to year, unbroken. They are free of charge – on principle, Russel has never made any money from his spiritual teachings. The meetings are also completely open – anyone is free to come, and no one has ever been turned away.


Russel has never promoted or publicised himself. You won’t find any of his talks advertised on the Internet or any videos of his on YouTube. Until now, he has never published any writings. He has always believed that he can be most effective working with small groups, helping to bring about change by intensively engaging with individuals.


I first suggested the idea of him writing a book several years ago. He was initially dismissive, saying that his teachings were most effective on a “feeling level”, and that this could never be captured in writing. He was happy to let me interview him and tell his story in my book Out of the Darkness, but said he had no desire to publish a book of his own. For a long time, I encouraged him to record the twice-weekly meetings, so that they could be transcribed and perhaps eventually published, but again, he was not enthusiastic.


However, about three years ago I learned that Russel was now open to the idea of writing and publishing a book. Nearing the age of 90, he was aware that it might not be too long before he departed this Earth, and felt that it might be helpful to leave a record of his teachings. As a result, we began to record some of the meetings.


Knowing that Russel’s early life was filled with many tragic and dramatic events, I was keen for the book to be partly an autobiography. Even from a purely historical point of view, his life story is fascinating: the terrible hardship of his life during the 1920s and 30s (particularly after being orphaned by the age of 11), his experiences at Dunkirk and during the Blitz, and his wanderings after the war. This leads to the story of his sudden spiritual awakening – one of the most amazing examples of ‘transformation through suffering’ I have come across.


We decided that an autobiography and a book of teachings would complement each other well, which led to the idea of setting them out as alternate chapters. As a result, I began to spend time with Russel at his home in Atherton (near Manchester), recording his recollections and memories of his life. I typed the recordings up, edited them, then handed the printed pages to him, for corrections and additions.


I spent two years working on the book on/off, but it never felt onerous. It was a labour of love, and a privilege, both to spend time with Russel and to delve so deeply into his teachings.


I first heard about Russel back in 1997. I had become friendly with a fellow spiritual seeker called Tony, whom I met at a Gurdjieff group. One evening, in his flat, I asked him, “Do you think you’ve ever met anyone who is enlightened?”


“Well, there’s a man in Sale [a suburb of Manchester] who some people think is enlightened,” he told me. “Very few people know about him, although he’s been teaching for decades.”


I accompanied Tony to one of Russel’s meetings the following week. I was initially slightly sceptical. Russel didn’t look like a spiritual teacher. He wore large black-rimmed glasses, had combed-back white hair and was formally dressed in a jacket and white shirt and tie. He was hard of hearing, and spoke very quietly, but clearly. I was aware of a few other English spiritual teachers of his generation, such as Alan Watts, Douglas Harding and Bede Griffiths. But Russel seemed different to them. He definitely wasn’t from the upper echelons of the British class system. Although he had a fairly nondescript southern English accent, you could tell his background was humble and ordinary.


Like many people, I had quite an esoteric concept of spirituality and enlightenment. I associated those terms with Eastern traditions; they conjured up images of Indian gurus with long beards and long flowing robes, or monks with shaven heads. I had also been conditioned into thinking of enlightenment as a rare and unattainable state, something which only a few Indian or Tibetan adepts – and perhaps a few ascetic Christian mystics – had attained. So the idea that this ordinary looking 76 year old (as he was at that time) Englishman could be enlightened seemed a little bizarre.


However, Russel struck me immediately as an extremely wise person, who had found deep contentment and had a passionate desire to share it with others. I appreciated the purity and directness of his teachings straight away. I began to attend the meetings regularly, and after a while I noticed that after each visit, there was a powerful sense of well-being inside me – a feeling of lightness and calmness – which lasted for most of the next day and sometimes longer.


Nevertheless, it took me a few years to absorb the full power of Russel’s teachings and of his being. This was probably because I initially took an intellectual approach to his teachings, analysing and interpreting them in the light of other spiritual traditions and teachings. But gradually I began to switch off to the intellectual aspect, and to shift into more of a ‘feeling’ mode. I didn’t do this consciously; it was just a process which occurred naturally over the first years that I attended Russel’s talks.


I began to experience very powerful altered states of consciousness during the meetings, which I still experience nowadays. These are quite difficult to describe, but they usually begin with a feeling of stillness, and a sense of energy slowing down and intensifying inside me. Then there is a sense of light, glowing brighter until it seems to engulf all objects in the room in a golden radiance. All objects seem to lose separateness, to merge into the radiance. I no longer feel any separateness; the notions of inside and outside lose significance. My inside is also outside, and vice versa. There is a tremendous sense of serenity. When I look around the room, there is a feeling of complete unfamiliarity, as if this is the first time I’ve ever been in it, and as if all the people and the objects around me are completely new to me…


At that point I’ll give up trying to describe the state. For some reason, it seems to be most powerful – and to happen most easily – when Russel is talking to me and looking directly at me.


This is perhaps the most important aspect of Russel’s teaching: the power of his being, and the feeling of oneness and deep serenity he generates through his being. Almost everybody who attends the meetings experiences this – although it might manifest itself in different ways – and it’s probably the main reason why they keep coming back. (Some people have been regularly attending the meetings for 40 years or more. Even though I’ve been going for 17 years now, I still think of myself as a relative newcomer.)


Over the years, Russel’s teachings and his being have had a powerful cumulative effect on me. Looking back, I can sense that they have affected me in ways which I am only barely conscious of. They have seeped into my being and become a part of me. They have deepened, expanded and stabilised my spiritual experience. Thousands of people who have encountered Russel directly over the last few decades will vouch for the same. And hopefully many thousands more will have a similar experience through reading this book.


It’s a great privilege to introduce the teachings of this almost unknown figure – one of the most remarkable and powerful spiritual teachers of our time, and possibly of all time – to a wider audience.





Chapter 1



Living in Feeling


When you see completely clearly – that is, when you see with a clear mind – then you find that the “I” is delusory and you can let go of it. It will go naturally – the mind won’t hold on to it anymore. All things arise out of the unmanifest, therefore all things that have arisen have the unmanifest behind them, so when you see their true nature, you find that there is nothing. Therefore they must have been delusory.


You should bring mindfulness into daily life and give your full attention to everything you possibly can – but just one thing at a time. For example, you might be washing the dishes, then something else appears and demands your attention. Whatever it is, leave everything else and give your full attention to that, containing nothing else but that which is present. This is truly living in the moment, which has a great reality. You’ll find that if you experience this, even if only for a few minutes, you feel completely safe – because you are, because there is nothing separate from you.


This is what mindfulness is – full of that object at that moment – not cluttered up with a lot of other things. It’s coming out of you – not out of anyone else. You’ve found the true teacher – not out there, but inside you.


When you move beyond fear to a little more freedom, it begins to show itself for itself, by itself. It’s almost as if there’s something inside you unravelling and showing you who you really are. The only problem is you can’t put an identity on it.


The Buddha talked about the apparent no-self, but he didn’t talk about this. He talked about the conditioned self – the ego – but here there is the knowing that this is what I am. It is not an identity – not who I am, but what I am – a very subtle difference. The physical body, the emotions and thought processes have to bow to this and begin to change – with nothing to be afraid of, you begin to feel more comfortable and at home. You find a unity inside yourself – head and heart come together as one. Each one begins to merge into the other, and there is oneness rather than separateness and fragmentation.


The intellect doesn’t function in its own right – it becomes conditioned by feeling. When you look at your own intellectual processes, you find that to a degree they are very clinical and devoid of feeling. They are not personal but factual to themselves.


But when there is an opening in the heart area, feeling enters into it. The processes can’t function clinically anymore. There is a new affinity between them and the objects of thought and so no more separation. All thought is separate from the thinker, but here you find that the thinker is one with thought. There is less abstract thought and a little more realisation, which doesn’t require a lot of understanding anymore, because it has knowing in the sense of belonging in the feeling area, which is always united with things, whereas the intellect is always separate.


The intellect can’t break into the feeling areas of oneness, but the feeling of oneness can break into the gaps and flow into the intellect, bringing it peace for the first time. If anything, it clarifies the whole process by eliminating an awful lot of repetition and unwanted mental activity. It thinks only when it needs to think. When it doesn’t, there are spaces filled with perception and experience, moments of true contentment.


From time to time we all have thoughts that we don’t want, which shows that there is a part of our minds which is always detached from thinking, which stands back and observes it. As we become clearer inside, a distance begins to open up between us and our thoughts. Gradually a space appears between thoughts – and meditation can help in this – and eventually thought is no longer automatic. We experience stillness. And this inner peace spreads to the people around us. People sense it when they’re near you, and it spreads to them. You become a much more amenable companion; people become drawn to you, because you are still, never angry, never judgemental.


Thought is never true experience; it’s a shadow of the real. This is where we come back to real things. What do you take as the real thing? The way you think about something or the way you feel about it? Feeling is the living process; thoughts deal with other things.


You can’t consider the relationship between people as just a matter of information passing between them; it’s based on a rapport. You feel this with your children and your partner; you don’t have to think about it. But at the same time, it’s not an emotional feeling, but rather a spreading out, absorbing feeling which becomes whatever you are experiencing, so that there is no separation.


You are living in feeling – not in the false world of abstraction which thought puts you in. You learn to sense-feel in a deeper way, not just emotionally, and you find that there is an extrasensory aspect to feeling which you aren’t normally aware of. This means that you can take in a lot more experience, and that you can respond in a much better way, because there is a rapport. Thought always creates separation. But feeling brings union. In its deepest sense, it has a spiritual element, because it’s unmanifest.


But contentment isn’t something that we aim for. It’s not a question of moving forward to a destination, but of dissociating ourselves from all the things that hold us back, whether you think of them as the seven deadly sins in Christianity or the hindrances in Buddhism. We make ourselves clearer – we allow our true selves to shine through, and contentment begins to emerge naturally.


We might feel a sense of something missing – but there’s nothing missing from us. We are what is missing – from the whole. The whole is missing us.


We offer peace to others, the gift of peace. We don’t shut anybody or anything out – we allow everything in. We absorb the world but we don’t possess it. We become one with it.





Chapter 2



Pre-Birth, Birth and Childhood


I remember being born very vividly. It was more of a sensation, rather than thinking or identifying. I was in a darkish room and high up on the walls were long narrow windows, and there was gas lighting – though I obviously didn’t know what it was at the time. It was painful to my eyes after being in the dark. The noise of the equipment being put down was shattering. I remember the sensation of the cool air after the warmth of the womb, taking it into my lungs, so it felt cold inside and outside. It was a devastating experience, emerging into all of that after the safety and warmth of the womb.


It was about 6.15 in the morning, on 29th June 1921. I was born in the Wellington Barracks in Victoria, at the back of Buckingham Palace. My father was a soldier, Sergeant Ambrose Harry Russel-Williams.


But I can remember even further back, before my birth. I’ve had glimpses of some of my previous lives. Mainly I remember the deaths rather than the lives. The first one I can remember very clearly is when I was living as a recluse in a promontory on the side of the mountain, which I realised was a volcano. There was a bit of a rumble every so often. I was living in a wooden hut, and had a broken leg. At some point I recall an eruption taking place and I lost consciousness then. It might have been Mount Vesuvius.


Another episode which intrigues me is when I was living in a cave in a mountain, pretty high up. The clothes I wore were distinctive – a woollen cloak, with black and white stripes about six inches wide. An avalanche took place and sealed the cave off and I died there. I’ve never found reference to that kind of robe anywhere even though I remember it very clearly.


In another life – or another death – I was running like mad across green grass towards a woodland, with horses thundering up behind me. There was a tremendous blow in the back so I assumed I’d been lanced. There was degree of fear which I haven’t experienced in my present life.


My father was a wonderful friendly man, very easy to get along with. He was tall, 6 foot 1, dark hair and dark skinned, very thin. He had been a sergeant in the Coldstream Guards, and been gassed in the First World War, so his health was up and down. But he was an adaptable man, who could turn his hand to anything. Before I was 10, he’d taught me to cook and to repair a pair of shoes. He was musical, played the piano quite well and had a pleasant singing voice. He and my mother were both singers, around the piano, singing the songs of the day – Come into the Garden, Maud, Wonderful Katie, I’ll Be Waiting at the Kitchen Door, Burlington Bertie.


He was strict, but also a very kindly man, always concerned about other people’s well-being. There was one time when we were out in our car, an old blue Morris. I can still remember the number – NY 6993. We were going to Norfolk to visit some relatives who had a farm there. On the way, we passed a vehicle, a car that was stranded, stuck on the side of the road – it had run out of petrol. My dad used to carry a two-gallon can of petrol on the running board on the side of the car, and he gave it to this man. The man said, “Why don’t I just take a bit of it and you keep the can?”


My dad said, “No, you keep it. And if you find someone else who’s run out of petrol, give it to them.”


Strangely, a similar thing happened to us three years later. We ran out of petrol and someone gave us a can – so we got it back.


My father loved nature. He’d grown up in the countryside near Guildford, and whenever possible, he would take us for walks in the countryside. He would show us flowers, plants, insects, and make us understand the natural world. We always had dogs and cats, and he was very caring to those as well.


My mother was from a large family in Essex, the Jones family. She was a gentle woman, very kindly, slightly built with wavy auburn hair. People would always take to her. My father met my mother’s younger sister Dorothy first, during the First World War. She took him home, but when he met my mother, he fell for her. Her sister wasn’t very happy about that, and it caused a few problems later on, after my mother died.


They had a good relationship, and between them they were charitable people, although we had very little. We were very poor, but we didn’t know it, because we had a full life as an integrated family. That gave us a richness. In the 1920s work was very scarce, and my father would take whatever was available, which was why we kept moving around. That was why I went to so many different schools, 17 altogether.


I was the child in the middle, between my older brother and younger sister. My brother was 18 months older than me, my sister about 2 years younger. My brother was outgoing and I was more introverted. I didn’t associate with other people. I felt more comfortable with animals. I always liked to be in the countryside, felt at home in nature, much more so than in man-made places. In my early years we were in a country setting, so I spent a lot of time exploring the fields with my dog. My dog and I were practically inseparable. I slept in the kennel with him. If I went missing, they would call the dog, because they knew I’d be there with him.


It was a happy existence – I was contented.


In this life I haven’t experienced any fear. In the war I expected to be killed but I wasn’t afraid. I was disturbed by the suffering I witnessed – soldiers’ bodies torn apart, blown to pieces – but I was never afraid.


The first time I was aware of the lack of fear was when I was about five, when I was staying with my grandfather. Around that time, in the 20s, the NAAFI was formed – the Navy, Army and Air Force Institutes. The government set it up to cater for servicemen and their families overseas, to run the canteens and for recreation. My father applied for a job; he was accepted and posted to Egypt. At that time Egypt and Palestine were ruled by Britain. We didn’t go with him straight away; we waited for a year or so, staying with my grandfather.


My grandfather was a larger than life character. He smoked about an ounce of tobacco a day and brewed his wines from herbs – elderberries, dandelions. He worked for the Wennington sand and gravel company, until he had to retire at 70. Then he took on a job as a labourer in a pit and went on till he was 80, loading wagons with a huge shovel. He had a plot of ground on the Southend Road, opposite the sand and gravel company. There were some old army Nissen huts, and he turned them into tearooms, which my grandmother ran. While we were staying there, to our amazement two elephants turned up one day, a grey one and a white, on their way to London Zoo. They were from the King of Siam – he was sending a white elephant as a present for the King of England, and they had brought a grey elephant too, to keep it company. They were walking from Tilbury docks, a good old trek, and they stayed overnight on my grandfather’s plot, tethered up with wooden stakes in the corner.


Our dog Tinker ran out and started barking at the elephants. That made one of them angry – it coiled up its trunk, lifted up Tinker and threw him into the air. I dashed up to the elephant and pummelled its legs with my fists. The elephant wrapped its trunk around me and lifted me into the air, and put me down again. The adults were horrified, but I didn’t feel any fear at all, just anger that my dog had been thrown.


Soon after that my mother and us three kids sailed out to Heliopolis. My father was running supplies for the whole of the area, British-administered Egypt and Palestine. I went to school in Heliopolis for a while, then we were moved into Palestine. I remember the train journey very well – it was so slow and rickety that every now and then we got out and walked alongside it, just to get some exercise. It took about 30 hours. We were put into a compound of civilians in a place called Sarafand, about 20 miles inland from Jaffa – near Tel Aviv – near to the RAF base in Ramallah. That was where I went to school. It was close to where St George was buried, after his death in the Crusades.
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