Beginning Systema  

Attending my first System class brought about a mix of emotion; expectation, trepidation and slight fear.  I was nervous about training for a number of reasons; not knowing what to expect, wondering even if I wanted to do it. I'd also heard a lot about these massive Russian guys that taught the classes and frankly I was pretty nervous at the prospect of meeting them.  Although it was not the only reason that I was on edge, I felt very self-conscious when I went into training. 

There wasn't the uniformity and imposed discipline that you find in your average martial arts class where beginners are made to stand at the back and are pretty much left to themselves. Training in Systema involved interacting with everyone there regardless of their size or ability.  I was conscious that I was heavily outnumbered in terms of the male: female mix and this was initially pretty awkward too.

A lot of the people that I trained with, particularly those that had trained for some time were enthusiastic to train with me.  Some people needed convincing that they could touch me and I wouldn't break. The biggest stumbling block in feeling part of the group and not a hindrance to people's progress was me. Initially and partly because of my martial arts background, I felt the need to prove myself to these men, to be as good as them by being exactly the same as them.  This certainly impeded my progress and must have made it harder for people to train with me. Maybe it was because I wasn't bringing anything to the partner alliance that exists between people wanting to help each other train.  

After some time I began to appreciate the difference in each persons approach to training. This was when I stopped trying to copy people and found Systema much more involving. It took quite a while to learn 1st hand how physical size and bulk or fitness are unnecessary in Systema and how skilfulness is secondary to the state of your psyche.  I don't claim to have all the answers or to be able to work effectively and productively with every person I work with, but I believe that an understanding of Systema is attainable to those who are open to learn. Physical traits and characteristics do not impair our ability to learn.  This was clear when I trained in Russia and saw people far smaller than myself doing some excellent work.

There aren't many women that train in the System. I think that this is a real shame. It can be off-putting walking into a class and being surrounded by men. In my experience, Systema is male-dominated, but it's not a men's club. I have always felt welcome to train. There is no need to prove yourself to your partner; the biggest obstacle we need to overcome as we try to understand and progress is ourselves.  

I hope that it won't be long before more women begin training and experience Systema for themselves. 
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