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“Grandfather of Canadian Yoga” 

McAmmond Career Interwoven with YAA History
By Lonnie DeSorcy

I timidly entered The Yoga Studio, Calgary’s first 
for-profit yoga facility. It was a sunny Sunday 
morning in 1998 and my mission was to get a 

feel for the place. The fledgling studio was offering 
a teacher training program and I was deciding 
whether to make a significant life shift. 

I was nervous. Most of my yoga training had 
been through Parks and Recreation and Continuing 
Education. Other than a brief course over a 
summer, I had never been to a dedicated “yoga 
place” before. 

The teacher that morning was David 
McAmmond, co-owner of the studio and current 
president of the Yoga Association of Alberta (YAA). 
From the start, David had a no-nonsense way of 
encouraging playfulness, yet was masterful in 
demonstrating, explaining and assisting each 
student’s exploration. He didn’t use ritual and 
was markedly relaxed. The class was noticeably 
different from today’s fast-paced vinyasa 
flow and even from highly-
structured Iyengar classes 
– more like a guided 
encounter or 
laboratory.

Although I 
have noticed his 
teaching change 
over these 
last 20 years, 
the essential 
quality of David’s 
offerings remains 
one of a humble, 
kind and intelligently 

escorted yoga experience. He has unpretentious 
ideals, characterizing his teaching as “nothing 
special from no one in particular.”

His influence on yoga practice has been 
felt far and wide. Ted Grand, co-founder of an 
international hot-yoga franchise chain, was a 
fellow participant at the 2013 Symposium for 
Yoga Therapy and Research in Pacific Grove, 
California. When he heard that my colleague and 
I lived in Calgary, he asked whether we knew 
David. I have heard from many others that David’s 
reputation preceded him in their experiences, too. 
Yoga commentator Matthew Remski, who has 
interviewed hundreds of people in the industry, 
said David had seen it all and referred to him as 
“the Grandfather of Canadian Yoga.” 

David’s teaching has reached directly and 
indirectly into the United States, Mexico, India, 
Colombia, parts of Latin America and, most 

recently, Vietnam. 
Having celebrated his 75th 

birthday on Feb. 7, David 
has immersed himself 

in yoga for almost 60 
years. He told me 

that the questions 
– “Who am 
I?” and “Why 
am I here?” 
– catapulted 
him into 

Transcendental 
Meditation (TM) 

in the early 1960s. 
TM produced a small 

booklet on yoga postures. 
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While the idea of āsana didn’t really appeal to 
him, he was captivated once he tried it. He also 
credits TM with developing his previously poor 
concentration to the point where he went from 
being a high school drop-out to scoring straight A’s 
at Mount Royal College.

Around 1963, David enrolled in his first yoga 
course with Malcolm Pasternak, a  Sivananda-
lineage teacher who was well-versed in the 
yoga world. Before the 10-week course was over, 
Malcolm had to return to Yasodhara Ashram at 
Kootenay Bay, B.C., for family reasons. Having 
recognized a propensity for yoga āsana in David, 
he asked his student to substitute teach for him 
with the help of only a class plan for an unknown 
number of weeks.

Encouraged by surviving the experience, 
David started to practise and teach yoga in his 
basement before he had completed a formal yoga 
training. 

Another of David’s early teachers, Friedel 
Khattab, also encouraged him to teach. He 
laughingly speculates that she may have wanted 
him to sign up for her teacher training program, 
but David’s focus was spiritual liberation, so he 
continued to practise following the Sivananda 

system 
while also 
taking any 
opportunity 
to practise 
and learn 
from visiting 
teachers from 
different 
traditions.

Figuring 
prominently 
in David’s 
training were 
Maureen and 
her physician 
husband, Bruce 
Carruthers, 
who brought 
Iyengar yoga 

to Western Canada. Dr. Carruthers was hailed 
as a pioneer in incorporating yoga as part of a 
preventive approach to patient health. The genius 
of the Carruthers’ therapeutic focus wasn’t lost on 
David, who took a number of groups on retreat to 
their Galliano Island property through the 1970s. 

 Choosing the Iyengar “tree” perspective over 
the Sivananda “forest” viewpoint – one a close-up, 
detailed viewpoint; the other a more expansive, 
less-specific point of view – because it better suited 
his aptitude, David’s enduring interest was and 
continues to be truth and enlightenment. 

If there’s anything constant about David, it is 
his curiosity about how things work. He doesn’t 
agree with things being done a certain way because 
they always have been done that way. He believes 
that we need to ask questions and come to our own 
intelligent conclusions. 

When the YAA brought in Anagarika 
Dhammadinna, an Austrian-born swimmer, 
artist and lay Buddhist nun to teach Theravadan 
Vipassana and Abhidhamma, David discovered 
a great friend and mentor and spent seven years 
under her tutelage.

He was one of only five Alberta teachers listed 
in the 1980 Yoga Journal Teacher Directory along with 
Hilda Pezarro, Shirley Johannessen, Liz McLeod 
and Elaine Ryder-Cook. The Integral Yoga Centre 
was also mentioned.

By 1983, the YAA had grown so much that 
volunteers couldn’t do all the work. David was 
hired as a part-time administrator and convinced 
the Calgary teachers who used a dedicated YAA 
space to donate all proceeds to the association 
and take $15-per-hour pay in return. The strategy 
funnelled enough money into the YAA to make the 
studio viable until it closed in 1987 and the office 
moved to Edmonton. 

David was also involved with a 1988 trail-
blazing article in the Yoga Journal by Calgary 
teacher Erin Murphy, having taken photos to 
accompany the therapeutic sequence given to 
Murphy by B.K.S. Iyengar after she collapsed while 
in India. She later discovered she had a form of 
congenital emphysema. Until that point, there had 
been very few credible therapeutic yoga routines.
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David was also an entrepreneur. In 1990, he 
contracted with yoga prop company Halfmoon 
Yoga Product’s supplier and started to retail mats 
and other yoga props through his new company, 
YogaMat.com, or Body-Mind Workouts. 

Iyengar teacher-trainer Cynthia Palahniuk 
assisted David – her first mentor – for many years 
in teacher training programs and, later, with 
therapeutic initiatives. Besides his vast knowledge, 
Cynthia was impressed with his compassion, 
humour and an ability to both remember and share 
stories to illustrate his points. She fondly recalls 
that regardless of an individual’s experience, 
David could always meet them where they were 
to provide meaningful insights and practical 
guidance.

David and Margot Kitchen, now a leading 
Canadian Iyengar teacher, began to host and teach 
students at residential yoga retreats in Puerto 
Vallarta, Mexico.

At one point, they considered teaching a similar 
retreat in India and decided David should acquaint 
himself with Indian yoga and culture with a trip 
to India. While both he and Margot taught Iyengar 
yoga, David felt his learning style and Iyengar’s 
teaching style wouldn’t mix. Meanwhile, Margot 
had met S.V. Karandikar (Dr. K), who was Iyengar’s 
yoga student and on-call doctor for over a decade, 
on a previous trip to India and had taken some 
photos of him guiding practice. She showed David 
the pictures and wheels were set in motion for him 
to visit Dr. K. 

When David arrived at Kabir Baug in 1995, he 
was surprised to learn that Dr. K was running 
a yoga-therapy facility with more than 1,000 
patients and 150 volunteer teachers. David’s latent 
interest in therapeutics now stared him in the 
face. After taking an X-ray of the reversed cervical 
curve in David’s spine, Dr. K prescribed a simple, 
but effective practice called “rope jacket” that 
not only brought relief, but transformed David’s 
understanding of yoga.

True to his nature, David astutely recognized 
a couple of years later that his North American 
students needed more systematic instruction than 
he and Margot had received at Dr. K’s institute 

and sensed the brilliance of a background player 
at Kabir Baug – Dr. Nivedita Pingle. Nivedita 
observed that David is a common binding force 
among a variety of yogis and that he “is a very 
non-demanding teacher” while also holding “the 
position like that of a guru in traditional setups. 
… a true yogi who has stayed free of the trappings 
of the revered position he is held in. He also has a 
very understated side of humour to him.”  

During this period, David experienced a 
cardiac event. With the help of his partner, Tu, he 
re-evaluated his teaching schedule and passed his 
yoga prop business to his daughter, Ananda. He 
briefly made an effort to take his version of Dr. K.’s 
therapeutic yoga for cardiac conditions program 
to the medical community, but realized it wasn’t 
taking root. 

Nevertheless, interest was growing elsewhere. 
Alongside the Canadians, a handful of Mexican 
yoga teachers attended David and Margot’s Puerto 
Vallarta retreats. In time, David was offering 
restorative yoga teacher training in Mexico City.

One of the Mexican yoginis was Dakini, whose 
husband is musician, conductor, former Buddhist 
monk and meditation teacher Kavindu (Alejandro 
Velasco). David and Kavindu realized they shared 
an insatiable curiosity about how things work, 
especially in meditation. 

Meanwhile, YAA past-president Anita Sielecki 
collaborated with David to publish a manual called 
A Practical Guide: Yoga Therapy for Backs based on a 
compilation of the material they developed during 
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the Mexican teacher trainings. Anita also invited 
Kavindu to co-teach a four-day meditation and 
yoga retreat with David at Riverlodge near Stony 
Plain in October 2010. The retreat, now five days 
long at the Providence Centre, has become an 
annual event that has enriched many students since 
its inception.

David’s current focus is incorporating concepts 
of focal, scanning and global awareness in the 
burgeoning field of neuroscience into meditation 
and āsana. He inspired Kavindu to include many of 
these topics in his teaching of meditation.

A few years ago, David travelled to Bogota, 
Colombia, invited by Diana Jaramillo, a Colombian 
yoga teacher who attended the Mexican teacher 
trainings. She remains a close friend and recently 
was part of a group that accompanied David to 
Vietnam. They noticed some teaching reminiscent 
of North American āsana practice 25 years ago and 
many people suffering from maladies that could 
benefit from a therapeutic approach. David will be 
gauging the feasibility of yoga offerings in Vietnam 
in the coming months.

David has been a pioneer over the years. He lets 
life unfold without trying to manage it unduly, 
holds space for people and brings them together, 
and is super intelligent, but doesn’t fall prey to 
wanting the typical accolades or honours. He is 
looking for Truth!

Lonnie DeSorcy is a YAA-certified Senior Teacher, IAYT-
certified yoga therapist (C-IAYT) as well as a trained 
spiritual director. She offers yoga instruction and therapy 
primarily in private sessions, intimate classes and 
workshops in Calgary and via Skype or Zoom Meeting. 
Lonnie’s email is Lonnie@YogInsight.com


