Sensei Paul David Gray – Profile


A Warrior’s Journey
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My interest in the martial ways started at a very young age, in fact I cannot remember a time when I wasn’t thinking about, or trying to practice, what at the time I considered to be fighting.  This together with my stubborn aggressive streak, and self destructive tendencies meant that I yearned to be as tough as the heroes and villains in all the Kung Fu films that I avidly watched.

Due to being a sickly child, I found I was often bullied by older or stronger boys, which compelled me to push myself harder and fight back and I never allowed myself to back down. Very soon I started to carve out a reputation as the crazy kid who would fight anything that was not nailed down and I must say that I revelled in this and enjoyed the power it gave me over others.
I started to formally train when I was 10 years old, in boxing.  I very quickly became quite proficient and continued to abuse the skills I had learned.  In my defence, my aggressive nature was very soon exploited by the boxing club, and I began to win trophies and gain prestige for them.  The boxing coach at the time pushed me to ‘take them out first’, and this vein carried on through my transition into Muay Thai boxing.

I wanted to be tougher and more violent and I was drawn to the brutal elbow, knee strikes and shin kicks.  Again I was a good fighter and was used by the club to win competitions.

My Thai boxing career however was cut short when I suffered a bad knee injury and had to up give training.  I tried other hobbies for a while but could not find the excitement in them, so eventually I went back to martial arts.
I took up Freestyle Karate and I started to get myself back into shape, and even took part in a few competitions but I soon found that a combination of things in me had changed.  First my knee was not holding up to the stress of kicking and second I was starting to be used by the instructor again.  For the first time in my life, this did not sit well with me.  I began to think about who I was as a person and did not like what I saw.
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I was aggressive confrontational, angry, self destructive and arrogant.  Because of this I was fighting in and out of the ring every few days.  I fought guys with knives, bottles, bats and didn’t care who got hurt including myself or my close friends and family.  I felt my nine lives were running out, and I was beginning to realise that I really did not want to be that person any more.
The first time I set foot on an aikido tatami I found the adjustment to training in a non-competitive fully defensive art, very difficult to get my head round.  Physically I was able to perform but found the mental and spiritual aspects of the art confusing, and to say I struggled is an understatement.  I was not used to working with a partner to learn a technique, as I had usually looked after number one.
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My style of brute force and ignorance approach went against everything that I was reading about aikido, and I came to the conclusion that it was my mentality and attitude that was letting me down, and if I wanted to master this art I would have to change!
This was the catalyst I needed to fuel my character development, as I knew with aiki there was something special, that I had never seen in previous arts.  The more I trained with different Sensei the more new and wonderful technique I learned, but until I could relax and free my mind and learn to work with others, I was limiting my own potential.  

As an uke for various Sensei I still felt used, not to win competition but to make the instructor look good.  Which I felt was the message O Sensei was trying to give.

This was one of the reasons that when I was given the opportunity to teach, and spread my wings I took it.  I quickly found a love for teaching and was surprised how much I enjoyed giving to others and not just taking myself.
The positive feedback from students was also a welcome surprise and still to this day gives me great satisfaction and is drives me to continue to practice.
Whilst teaching I was allowed the freedom to express myself and some of the concepts I was working on like the application of the battlefield mind in training and uke’s natural response to certain evasive movements, the use of atemi, to blend with movement and not interfere with it.
This kind of training had a dramatic effect on myself, my aikido and also the students.  This was the start of my long arduous road of self discovery, whereby I began to blend with students in mind, body and spirit, instead of opposing and forcing my will upon them.

I feel now I should define my role within the club.  As technical director of the dojo, I see it is my responsibility to myself and my students to continue my own studies and education and train in an honest, diligent way, so that I can pass on the best instruction that I can.
Also to ensure the correct implication of our dojo syllabus, in keeping with our ideals and ethos.  I will continue to strive and refine all aspects of aikido and spread my own personal vision of Budo to every student who graces our tatami.
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My role as a sensei is a very serious one, to me a Sensei is more than just a coach.  I have a Giri (obligation) to my students and friends within the Dojo, to introduce some of the other elements of aikido that are often overlooked.
This being the relationship between the mental, emotional and spiritual aspects of aiki and how it manifests itself through ourselves in physical training and our every day lives.  As a Sensei and directly because of my own personal experiences I will always endeavour to be the kind of Sensei that I’ve never had, and treat my students with mutual respect and courtesy.
I continue to try to be true to O Sensei’s spirit and wishes, whilst trying to cultivate my own individual expression of aikido.  I believe each person must walk their own path, and when the time comes, cast their own stone to see where it lands.  I feel the quotation below sums up how I feel as a Sensei towards my students.

‘I do not give lectures, or little charity.  I give myself’

Walt Whitman
Sensei Paul David Gray
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