October Moscow Trip Report

Day 1:  Saturday
Its 11am and we find ourselves trying a variety of whiskies to work out which one Mikhail will like the best. David K, Gavin, Chris and I huddle round the sampling table. 

Saturday is here at last, the day I had been looking forward to for a long time. The other guys were similarly excited. In just a few hours we were to be sat at dinner with Mikhail Ryabko, the foremost source of Systema knowledge.
We were to enjoy a weeks worth of training with Mikhail and his students, an information overload in martial excellence.

Day 2:  Sunday
Gavin: The seminar sessions we had with Mikhail had a much more psychological emphasis than previous seminars I had attended.  Mikhail started by talking about fear.

Everyone comes to martial arts because of fear. Fear will never go away but you can learn to deal with it using the systema cornerstones of breathing or relaxation.  

You can work on fear with walking and breathing drills.  As you walk, take a few breaths and then fill your lungs and hold them full and walk as far as you can before you exhale and take another breath.  You will get to a point at which you think cannot hold your breath any longer.  This is when you should really try to walk a few more steps.  Repeat the exercise a couple of times and then try it again with empty lungs.  This is a powerful exercise for the psyche.

Sam: My experiences with this exercise were that it sounded superficial but actual mimicked some of the emotional and physical feeling I have experienced under stress. After the breath is held it feels like the blood pressure is falling if the lungs are empty and rising when they are full.

The convulsive movements will start from the stomach and climb to the chest if you allow even the slightest tension to develop. Generally I started to get really uncomfortable around the one minute mark. Other feelings start to develop after a minute and can include difficulty in concentrating, balancing, hearing and even sleepiness. 

These ‘symptoms’ can be reduced when prayer is introduced into the exercise. The sincere prayer from the heart at times of fear will help a great deal.

Mikhail described how he had felt like this at times and recovered by breathing. Indeed, once you start breathing properly, all the feeling disperse.

After this, we did an exercise to work the mind. We started drawing our names on the floor by walking the letters, as if we were in the snow. We then tried to draw our first name with the feet and surname with the hands. I don’t know if some people find this easy but I really got stuck sometimes as my two hemispheres where forced to work simultaneously. 

This drill was then repeated with the breath held. The complex actions were very difficult to do with the breath held, as decision making is difficult in the presence of fear. 

Gavin: From this we moved on to basic pushing drills.  Anyone who has attended Systema classes has seen and done these drills.  I quickly found that I often cheat myself by dipping the shoulder, excessive tension, leaning forward and a myriad of other little cheats that might go unnoticed back home but stick out like a sore thumb to a Moscow student.  

My initial efforts were met with shrugs, shakes of the head and zero movement in my partners.  Little by little they started to correct my faults and help me find the proper alignment to perform a push properly.

Some people may wonder what on earth slow pushes have to do with any kind of combat application but the more I do systema, the more I realise what critical drills these are.  Slow pushing teaches economy of movement, relaxed strength, alignment and also instinctively finding where to push on someone’s body.  This is what lays the foundations for the systema striking method.

From a drill where one person pushed we moved onto a drill where two people push at the same time.  We started with one push with each hand and worked our way up to 15 pushes with each hand.  Naturally excitement got the better of us and we were soon moving into strikes.

Sam: I found that a ‘counter push’ was at its most effective when aimed slightly more toward the side of the pusher’s body. In this way, a short cut can be taken and range advantage produced. It was impossible to do this unless relaxation was present throughout. It seemed as if body alignment was crucial – the counter-push was much more effective if the original push was blocked or re-directed by slight body movement. 

Gavin: This took us nicely into the next drill where we delivered fifteen strikes with each hand.  On the surface this looks bizarre but there are so many things to work on here.  As well as learning to deliver an effective strike this also works on the psychology of delivering and receiving strikes.  By the time people had worked up to fifteen strikes they were merrily hammering away at their partners and everyone was smiling.

Sam: The psychological aspect of this drill was quite interesting. The drill could escalate quite rapidly in some cases, as each individual felt they were being hit harder than they were hitting and increased their output to compensate. I found that the drill was quite difficult when done with somebody who had longer arms than I. In these circumstances, I had to move forward to apply my strikes or risk being held out of range by my partner’s blows.
Gavin: After this we moved on to the more familiar drill of giving and receiving strikes to our partners.  Mikhail demonstrated on a few willing and a few not so willing people (it’s amazing what a well timed push to the lower back can produce at times.)  After showing that he was able to handle pretty solid strikes, Sam B was treated to some very odd internal, directional strikes that left him contorted into bizarre positions which forced him to execute a series of fluid rolls to “clear” the strike.  Afterwards he couldn’t really remember what he had done.

Sam: Being hit by Mikhail is always an interesting experience. I would describe it a physically demanding rather than unpleasant. After a few warm-up strikes, Mikhail hit me with very clear directions to the strike. I had to move in those directions to dissipate the strikes. On a deeper level, the more complex movements and feelings I experienced are the result. I remember being hit in such a way that several connected muscles tense in synchrony – I was so surprised by this, I didn’t feel self conscious about moving in an unusual way. Muscle tension in response to strikes is the result of my body’s alignment at the moment of impact and stimulation of certain nerves. Add to this a change in blood pressure and you will have to move. Mikhail talked to us a little later that day and several questions were asked. Mikhail explained to us in a simple way how pressing certain points in the wrist will move the fingers involuntarily. By extrapolation you can then explain the mechanism behind some of these strikes.
Gavin: We then split up to practice with out partners.  Every now and then Mikhail would appear to show you what proper strikes feel like and just when you thought you had had enough he would give you a final strike that somehow realigned everything and left you feeling ready to continue.

Mikhail then taught a drill where one partner is on the ground and their partners kicks them around.  Here the emphasis was on learning to absorb the blow and not care about it.  The Systema London boys got a real treat as Mikhail decided to demo this drill by booting Dave K all over the gym.  Now there’s something you don’t see every day!

For me this drill was tougher psychologically than the striking drill.  I genuinely liked my Moscow training partner.  He was a very talented and friendly chap and he had helped me a lot so it felt very odd to be kicking him as he lay spread eagled on the ground.  After one or two goes each I stopped caring so much and we enjoyed the drill.

Sam: I also found this drill difficult psychologically. I actually had to treat it more like I was giving my partner a massage with the feet rather than a kicking, in spirit at least.

My partner showed me how to roll with the kicks and even lift certain parts of the body to avoid the force of the blow, if not the contact. In a similar was, stamping movements could be dissipated by rolling the body or limb toward the other person.
Gavin: Mikhail had a variety of training whips with him and as the day’s training drew to a close Aran and I got to feel the love.  Lying on the ground and allowing yourself to be given a whipping is a pretty odd experience but once it was over I felt energized and happy as opposed to brutalized.  Everyone should try it.  Really!

Day 3: Monday 
Gavin: In the morning we continued the seminar with a recap on the previous day’s work of strikes.  This time we added in pushes and strikes to the face.  Anyone who has been to Moscow or seen many clips of Mikhail doing strikes in his regular classes will probably recognise big Cossack Sergei.  He one of the few people who can handle Mikhail’s deep strikes and he took some real crowd pleasers.  Mikhail then began to hit Sergei in the face to the point of almost rendering him unconscious.
Sometimes Sergei revived himself with a mixture of breathing and prayer.  Sometimes he fell down and said his strength was completely gone.  At this point Mikhail would revive him.

Writing about this out of context seems very strange and I imagine it will sound brutal or heartless to some people.  At the time though, it was just another drill.  It is always important to remember too that when Mikhail strikes someone in training he will not give them something they cannot handle or something that he cannot take away.

Sam: I experienced Mikhail’s control when I asked to feel some strikes the face. I was interested how I would respond emotionally to being hit in the face; I don’t really like the idea of it. After asking me to keep my jaw clenched, Mikhail would position his hand just a few inches from my face and then deliver a blow that seemed to shake my whole head. I felt on some occasions that I was on the verge of losing consciousness – my legs felt a bit numb and everything went quiet. I found that breathing and focussing on something with the eyes helped bring me back more quickly. I guess asking Mikhail for this type of experience shows how much I trust him. I felt in a very vunerable position and with all but a few people, thjis would have been very unpleasant. Each time though, Mikhail delivered exactly the right amount of force, and each time a little amount more until I reached my limit.  
Gavin: We didn’t perform this drill on each other but we did do a combination drill where we delivered a strike to the midsection followed by a closed fisted push to the face as our partners did the same thing.

This was done from a static position but we quickly moved on to moving around as we did this.  Then the roles become more defined.  One partner tried to strike as the other tried to avoid.  Both partners gain useful skills in terms of seeing vectors of possible or oncoming strikes.  

After the morning session we had a few hours to relax before going to Mikhail’s regular evening class.  We found a ping-pong table in our hotel and Chris demonstrated a previously undisclosed expertise and won all the games.  

In the evening we visited the Moscow Systema group.  Sam had been before but for the rest of us this was a new experience and I for one was feeling a little nervous.  Were we about to get a real pasting?  I had heard this training was hardcore by our standards.  

A winding drive through the Moscow suburbs led us to an anonymous building complex with an indoor gym where the classes were held.

We were there early but little by little other students started to trickle in.  There were some familiar faces to UK students such as Sergei Ozhereliev and Konstantin Komarov.  All told there must have been about 50 people in the class.  At this point I would say that anyone who watches clips on the net and thinks systema is for wannabe psychic-military delusionals should just come and see who turns up at a class in Moscow.  Bear in mind that Moscow offers a trainee rather more opportunities to gain real experience in Systema and many students can confirm that the training is valid.

Sam: Going back to Mikhail’s Moscow class is always an interesting experience. At our regular Systema training classes we get to know and become comfortable with everybody. Often the people training will be similar in outlook, social background, age, physical size etc. Training in Mikhail’s class, you get exposed people from vastly different backgrounds. Many people are serving in various branches of the police or military and have obviously many experiences to draw on, despite their pleasant demeanour and kindness. The other factor I noticed is that I am far less than average build in Moscow. One of the results of this is that the contact level is quite high compared to what I am used to. 

The skill level is such that I am always out my depth and being helped through each drill by my partner. It’s great to train outside of the comfort zone, and it is these moments when I feel I making real progress and building character.

Gavin: So did we get a kicking?  No more than we would normally in England.  The only difference was that it was done so much better (if that makes any sense.)  I was really grateful for the Moscow students’ patience and assistance.  Quite a few of them speak some English and they went to great lengths to help us out.  It was slightly infuriating that my command of Russian doesn’t go far beyond please and thank-you and a few greetings.  Next time I will be better prepared.

For those that are interested, the Moscow classes seem to follow a set format.  One of Mikhail’s senior instructors will take a warm up and then take the class through a progression of drills.  After about two hours Mikhail will do a short demo to illustrate a particular concept or subject and then the class will disperse again to work on new drills.  Class always finishes with a closing circle at which everyone says something, even if it is just “Spasiba Bolshoy” (Thank you very much.)  Throughout the class there is always a small selection of students at the back of the gym walking on each other’s back and giving each other massage and another group of seniors who spar amongst themselves.  It would be worth the price of admission simply to watch these people move.

The training in this particular class centred around pushing drills, breathing and tension exercises.  I quickly realised I was carrying a lot more tension and other baggage than I thought.  It is good for the ego to recognise your faults and to try to work on them and I thank Mikhail’s students for the lessons they taught me.  I am still absorbing them.

We did this for about two hours and then Mikhail took the floor to show how to deal with someone bearing down on you while you are lying down.  Mikhail sent his attacker in all directions and it was a credit to the student that he was soft enough to save himself with some smooth evasive rolls.  Well, most of the time anyway.

Sam: Mikhail seemed to move in such a way that he jammed the movement of the attacker. It was clear that it was very difficult to escape from such a situation safely. 

Mikhail achieved this by small adjustment of his or the attackers body during the initial contact so that the arms or legs were overstretched and straight or contorted in some way. The application of force to the body when it is in this situation produces interesting results.

We then switched back into pairs to perform a variation on grab and escape.  This time the escapee could facilitate his escape with precise strikes if the opportunity arose.  I was on slightly more familiar ground with this drill and pretty soon there were bodies flying.  

It seemed that as soon as things had begun it was time for them to stop.  We had trained for about two and a half hours.  A lot of Moscow students will do this three times a week.

After this it was off to Mikhail’s house for a sauna and some cold beer and dried salted fish.  Then we were treated to a great dinner and several toasts with some fiery horseradish vodka.

When our hosts dropped us back at our hotel this should have been our cue to get some sleep for the next day’s training.  As it turns out, Chris and Vinnie had some more vodka that needed drinking in their room.  I am sure you can guess the rest…

Day 4: Tuesday
Gavin: A good run and a lot of rolling helped us to eradicate the effects of the previous evening’s excesses.  Before long we worked up a light sweat and were ready to train.

Sam: I was surprised at how much breathing and running helped my hangover: I was feeling quite wobbly on the way down to the seminar, but as soon as we got a slight sweat going on I felt much better. Mikhail used this opportunity to talk about taking care of people during teaching and how exercise should be gentle at first to assess the condition of the participants who could become injured by sudden exercise if they are unwell. Maybe hangovers are more common in Moscow (or at least in morning seminars), but the prescription of a walk with breathing, a gentle run and then rolls really clears the head and settles the stomach.
Gavin: Mikhail began by talking to us about general health and well being.  As I listened I felt very grateful and humble for the information he was sharing with us.  It’s fair to say that many of us live our lives too quickly, we want instant gratification and the ability to do ten things at once.  We get impatient, we get stressed, our blood pressure goes up.  One of the symptoms of this is modern society was that 72 beats per minute is considered the average, healthy pulse rate.  Not so long ago this was 60 beats per minute.  (60 beats per minute, 60 seconds in a minute.  Food for thought.)  Mikhail suggested that we try to aim for a pulse rate of 60 bpm in the future.  To those of us visiting from England this felt very relevant given the way we live our lives.  I  can only see benefits in trying to live this way.     

Having spent a lot of time on striking we now moved on to grappling.  This was where I caught my first major curveball of the trip.  Mikhail turned the class over to me and asked me how I would construct a class on grappling.  He listened to my ideas, commenting where appropriate and then asked me to take the class through a series of warm ups.  This may not sound like much but to my mind the Moscow students were so skilled and capable that it felt ridiculous for me to be asking them to do anything.

It’s funny how all the warm ups we do over and over seemed to be as ephemeral as mist when I tried recalling them in this situation.  I got through it by doing the two things everyone gets told when they start training: “relax”, “breathe.”  I decided to start with partner isometric drills for the upper and lower body.  As we moved through the drills I felt my confidence grow and even managed to count falteringly in Russian at one stage.  Unfortunately this was on a 30 count leg raise and I can only count to 10 but luckily Dave K was there to bail me out.

Mikhail evaluated what we had done and then handed the class over again to see what the next steps should be.

There are a lot of guys who have terrific grappling skills whether they be Samboists, Judoka, BJJ’ers or MMA’ers etc.  The approach here was to start was in preparing the body to withstand the effects of training.  Slow Systema warm ups would build functional strength and this coupled with relaxation, good form and breathing would form the foundation for the work.

We did drills where both people grappled with tension, then when one partner relaxed and finally when both partners could relaxed.  
Sam: I actually found this exercise one of the most challenging of the trip. When you are trying to achieve the same aim as your partner, tension tends to creep from one person to the other. It was hard to stay relaxed when touching someone who is tense and I realised how much we have to work on relaxation. Also the breathing does not automatically bring about relaxation, but makes us aware of tension and in the right condition to relax.
Gavin: We then did “grab and escape” with a little sting in the tail and pretty much everything finished in a takedown.  We practiced lying prone, having a relaxed partner lie on us and go limp and then we tried to find the most efficient body movement and breathing to dislodge our partners.  We practiced falling if we were successfully thrown and we practiced relaxed movement that allowed us to drop and “disappear” from an attempted throw.  We controlled each other with locks and pins to learn how to breathe when the body is stressed and we then learned how to escape these holds.

Sam: During this drill, my partner showed me an interesting method of escape. It works well when only part of the body is held down, using methods in common with judo, ju-jitsu etc. I held my partner down using the shoulder and chest, meaning he was able to lift the legs and lower torso. By dropping and then quickly lifting the legs he was able to shift the balance of both our bodies and able to reverse the hold by squeezing out of it whilst rotating my body.

Gavin: This was where once again the importance of the basics were hammered home.  I trained with a Moscow student who is a professional and I was greatly impressed by his ability to reverse a lying armbar by connecting his body for form and breathing and sitting up.  That was really all he did.  No, “grab his left forearm with your right hand” type textbook reversals. He was doing everything with breathing, form and relaxed movement.  I found this very difficult to emulate so let’s just say I got to practice breathing to reduce pain quite a bit.

After two and a half days of training we were feeling somewhat overloaded.  I pride myself on being in good shape and being able to handle whatever training loads are dished out in class but this was different.  The combination of the knowledge and training had left feeling disconnected and in my case slightly unsettled.  A good analogy would be to say that I felt like a can of coke that had been shaken vigorously and then thrown in the air.

Sam: At this point I was also feeling quite overwhelmed. It’s an interesting situation to have at hand all the knowledge you ever wished for but be unable to soak any more up. Luckily I had been in this situation before and knew it would pass after a couple of days (drinks?).

Gavin: I think we were all affected as David announced that we would be having the afternoon off and going out into Moscow.  Despite the fact that we had all come over with the intentions of training as much as we could, this seemed like the right idea.

Daniel and Sasha, another of Mikhail’s senior students,  arrived to drive us into Moscow.  There is a marked difference in driving styles between the UK and Russia.  Our drivers used undertaking, block overtaking, grass verges, tram tracks, pavements and every trick in the book to beat the jams and get us where we were going.

If you’ve seen the Bourne Supremacy with its epic Moscow car chase then you should know that Bourne is a pretty poor driver compared to the average Muscovite.

We arrived at a large complex that was part amusement park, part market and part “world’s fair” park.  The bracing cold was a nice contrast to the warm climate of the hotel where we were staying. 

We stood around in the chilly afternoon where the language barrier meant we couldn’t really communicate with our Russian friends.  Sasha knew a few words of English though and suddenly began saying “ice cream” very excitedly.  We nodded back, “yes, ice cream.”  Sasha had a few words with his colleague who pulled his collar up and set off to find us to some ice cream.  It must be a Moscow thing.

A trip on the “Moscow Eye” gave us a look at the city from a lofty vantage point and then we spent a couple of hours walking in a leisurely fashion around the complex.  The purpose of our walk was twofold.  Firstly it gave us a chance to digest some of the training we had been given and secondly it helped us work up an appetite.

Our next stop was a plush Georgian restaurant in the middle of Moscow.  There were huge quantities of excellent food on offer and we managed to see most of it off with gusto.  Flatbreads, crispy salads, cheeses, lamb, chicken…  Even the memory of it tastes good.

As the food was consumed along with appropriate quantities of wine and vodka, shoulders relaxed and contented sighs were heard all round.

Sam: I have to say, our ideas about food types and diet really go out the window when faced with proper food. I ate a lot of meat, dairy products and animal fat in Russia, yet it was of a different quality and taste than here. I realised this when I came back – all the food seemed too salty, pale and unsatisfying in comparison. Also helping us were large quantities of proper vegetables, salad and herbs, all unintentionally organic and without supermarket sanitisation/manipulation. 
Despite the amount of alcohol my constitution was called upon to consume, each day I felt full of energy and well nourished, an effect which lasted for about a week after we returned. 

Gavin: To cement our relaxation Daniel then took us to a sauna.  I have to applaud his legwork here.  He drove what seemed to us to be the length and breadth of Moscow before he found a suitable venue.

Eventually we arrived at a nautically themed “banya.”  We had full use of a sauna, small ice cold pool, karaoke machine, massage chair and other facilities to help us unwind.  Best of all we had the place to ourselves.  Sam found a way to activate cheesy disco lights over the pool, beer was delivered and the relaxation began in earnest.

Day 5:  Wednesday
Gavin: There was no training scheduled today.  Instead this was our sightseeing trip to Moscow.

Without our daredevil drivers we were at the mercy of Moscow gridlock.  I think the average Muscovite commuter has much greater patience and tolerance than his UK counterpart.  Some of the “democratic driving” and jams we saw would have caused serious road rage back home but over here everyone seemed to take it in their stride.

Once we made it into the centre of Moscow we met our tour guide.  She was extremely knowledgeable about Moscow’s history and pointed out significant buildings and monuments at every turn.

We traversed Red Square, the Kremlin and the recently completed church of Christ our Saviour.
We are learning a Russian martial art so it is good to learn a little bit about its country of origin.  Most Systema students in the UK probably know more about Shaolin-monks, ninjas or samurai than Russian heroes like Aleksandr Nevsky or Ilya Murometz, so I enjoyed the opportunity to soak up some of the culture and history of Systema’s birthplace.

The only downside was we seemed to have caught the worst day for weather.  It was chilly to start with but a biting wind and sleet left us shivering in our boots.  Who would ever have guessed that Moscow in October would be cold?

In the evening Dave K delivered the important news that there was a kebab shop nearby the hotel where we were staying.  This was welcome news.  Our merry band set off along the quiet roads and the spirits engendered by the thoughts of kebabs led to a lot of singing.  Classics by Johnny Cash, Frank Sinatra and even the Bee Gees were belted out tunelessly.  A few thousands miles away I expect Simon Cowell was suffering a terrible headache.  

The kebab shop was an interesting affair.  This was no well-lit establishment with formica tables and a cheerful chap asking if we wanted chilli sauce.  It bore a closer resemblance to the cantina at Mos-Eisley in Star Wars and I half expected to see the alien big head band in the corner.  I wouldn’t have been too surprised to see the governor of California walk in stark naked and ask the biggest guy in the place for his clothes, his boots and his motorcycle.

We did get a bit of stink eye from the locals when we walked in but this was probably Chris’ fault for being ginger.  We sat down and had a beer while we waited for our food and in short order we were headed back to our rooms weighed down by chicken and lamb kebabs, bread and beer. 

You can take a Brit and drop him anywhere you like in the world but give him a beer and a kebab and he’ll be good to go.

Sam: Even this little adventure was a bit of a training opportunity. Maybe I don’t get out much, but I found a good opportunity to examine how the atmosphere affected my own feelings and those of my friends. Its surprising how quick one becomes comfortable anywhere, especially when there’s beer to be drunk.  

Day 6:  Thursday
Gavin: It only seemed like five minutes ago that Sam and I had been on the Heathrow Express in preparation for our departure but here we were on the penultimate day of training.

The theme for the day was weapons and we started with the knife.  Mikhail had another test for me.  He handed me a metal training knife and asked me how we should begin to study working with the knife. 

I continued with the psychological theme of knife work.  How do you feel when you hold a knife?  How do you feel when someone else holds a knife in your presence?  Are they holding it to chop vegetables or holding it to compel you to hand over your wallet, phone, MP3 player etc?

Mikhail added to this with some more thoughts on psychology.  It was clear that when studying the knife there is a lot that can be covered just by discussion before physical training commences.

Then it was back to me to come up with a progression of drills for knife training.  We started with rolling while holding a knife and then moved onto pushing drills with knives in situations of limited mobility.  For instance, one student lies on their back whilst the other pokes at them with a knife, the object being for the prone student to find ways to avoid or minimise the danger the knife poses.

Sam was the next person tasked with devising some drills for us.  Here we practiced working against a person who has closed with us and is holding a knife against us.  

The initial temptation is usually to do big expansive work with a lot of movement but in Systema less is more.  Breathing, form and smaller movements – this is where everything starts.

Sam: Mikhail asked me to suggest a drill which deals with the psychology or fear of the knife. I thought it would be appropriate to practice escapes from situations were the knife is held into the body with force in addition to being held by the knife wielder, in a restraint of some kind. The idea was to relax, breathe and escape. Whilst the drill itself was a sound idea, I didn’t make a good job of demonstrating it. I felt my ego claw at my insides, but as it turned out it was a very positive experience – not only had I realised how fragile such a thing as ego is, but also Mikhail’s students and Daniel went all out to help me learn the best approach to the drill after seeing. By the end I felt I had moved forward in my understanding of the drill.
Gavin: From this we moved on to more dynamic work where footwork was added to knife avoidance and finally we added in a greater degree of contact so that we could work against our partners.  This part of the training was very enjoyable as there was more room for improvisation.  I worked with 3 of Mikhail’s Moscow students on this drill and it was interesting to see their different movements and ideas for dealing with the same attack. 

However, the time flew past and before we knew it the three hours were up and it was time for lunch. 
Rather than more gym training, our evening was to present a training challenge of a different variety.

Sam: To find out more, please talk to us in person.
Gavin: After this, we went to the restaurant of one of Mikhail’s senior students.  The venue had been described to us as a biker bar but in reality it looked a film set.  We were escorted up to a table laden with food and we quickly tucked in and toasted our way through several bottles of vodka.

As a result our subsequent visit to the night club next door is a little hazy.  Even thought I was utterly spannered I was quite possibly the best dancer in the world.  Honest.

Anyway, enough about that.

Day 7:  Friday 
Our last full day in Moscow.  

We didn’t get back from the nightclub until about 4am so it’s fair to say we were not functioning at 100% when we entered the gym.

Sam: The morning training session continued on the theme set by yesterday afternoon. To find out more, please talk to us in person.

Gavin: All that was left in training terms was our visit to Mikhail’s regular class in Moscow.  We snoozed for a few hours after dinner and then headed into Moscow for training.

Daniel took the bulk of the class this time.  A vigorous warm up was followed by multiple drills conducted around movement, avoidance and precise striking and counter striking which culminated in free work.  The Moscow students are not afraid of contact and it was a wake up call to be smacked in the face repeatedly.  However, it cut both ways.  If you landed a decent strike or dropped your training partner there was no silliness or ego coming out, just solid training.

Sam: It seemed as if this last training session was designed to suck every last drop of energy out of us. The warm up consisted of sprinting for short periods followed by running while recovering. Add press-ups and rolling into the mix, and I was breathing hard just to maintain the effort. 

After the warm up, we practised evasion from a striking partner with the hands behind the back. We were left to this drill for a good long time. It’s interesting how much a drill can develop of a long time. I started of being able to avoid the strikes with lots of movement and effort. After getting tired and getting hit hard many times, I finally started doing proper work with less effort and cleaner movement.

We moved on to counter striking and could see the understanding gained from the previous drill. This shows how training drills should be considered carefully: sometimes it is not useful to jump to a more complex exercise without the basic.
Gavin: We circled up for the end of class and then said goodbyes to the friends we had made in the classes and seminars.  At this point it was very frustrating not to be able to speak to them in Russian but I think the general sentiments were conveyed with handshakes, hugs and smiles.

We headed back to Mikhail’s house for a sauna and some food.  I rode back with Mikhail and on the way he asked me what I thought about the themes of the training and the week in general.  

He touched upon an observation that he head heard about his classes from some people.  A person might visit his classes and watch or train for a couple of months but then they just disappear off the radar only to return a few years later.  They watch the classes again and note that everyone is still doing the same drills.  They see no progression and walk away.  Mikhail had hoped that we could see why it was important to do the same drills over and over.  Each drill has so many levels to it that will not reveal themselves until the person has trained them repeatedly.  Such revelations may occur after a few months or a few years.  I have gained a sincere appreciation for the slow, basic drills we do that are sometimes thought of as a formality before the exciting work.  These drills are the foundation of everything we do and without them we can only progress so far.

We arrived back at Mikhail’s where we had a sauna and some food.  During the meal we had several toasts and at the end Mikhail presented us with some certificates.  I was very proud to receive an instructor’s certificate.  Mikhail had been deliberately putting me under the pressure for the whole week to see how I would cope and this was the end result.  As this was my second visit to Russia it was now time for me to start sharing what I had learnt with more people.  Hopefully this report is the first step in that direction.

AFTERWORD

I got back from Russia two weeks ago and it is safe to say that I will be processing the information we were given for months to come.

It’s hard to describe the experience to people who weren’t there.  If people ask what it was like I usually tell them it was intense and elaborate a little if pressed.  

Sam: I’m surprised Gavin managed to remember so much, my memory needed jogging before I was able to write anything. It’s interesting how quickly we forget this type of knowledge. On other occasions, I’ve suddenly remembered something Mikhail said months later and been able to apply it. I hope this will happen again. 

