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Introduction

I’d like to preface the following by saying that learning about fighting is like climbing to the top of a mountain. There are many, many paths that one can take; they all lead to the same place: a true understanding of fighting. This class is an effort on my part to share some of the things I have learned so far on my own continuing path. It is by no way meant to be taken as Dogma; there are many different schools of thought, and different styles and techniques work for different people. Take what you can from this class; try it out; keep what fits, discard the rest. Continue to explore as many different theories, schools, and techniques as possible so that you will have the broadest base upon which to grow into your own individual style.

My own opinions are biased in that I started my fighting career in 1979 doing the more traditional martial arts. My personal concepts about fighting, both in theory and in training, have been shaped by that. I started SCA combat later, in 1982, in the Kingdom of Trimaris. I initially studied different styles of martial arts, including Tae Kwon Do, Tang Soo Do, and Karate. I finally got serious in my studies and earned Dan rank (black belt) in Goshin Jutsu under Caldwell Sensei, an eclectic style combining Karate, Jujutsu, and Chi Lung Tao Gung Fu. I continued my fighting in Trimaris during this time. I then moved to the Kingdom of An Tir (Seattle, WA) in 1992, where I was later Knighted. While in An Tir, I also taught open-hand (non-weapon) fighting, and continued my own studies, heavily influenced by Muay Thai, Wing Chun, American Boxing, and Jeet Kune Do.

Here are some basic principles that I have come to realize:

1. Martial Art means, in its true form, the Art of Fighting. Anything that is fighting is, by definition, a martial art. Meaning it doesn’t have to be Oriental; Greco-Roman wrestling, American boxing, and many more are martial arts. SCA fighting is not only a martial art; it is, in my experience, among the best of arenas in which to learn weapons fighting.

2. As in any form of hand-to-hand combat (i.e., non-projectile), YOUR BODY IS THE WEAPON. Any other weapons, whether they are sticks, knives, swords, or spears, are merely tools to facilitate the body in achieving its goals.

3. With this in mind, in order to understand the true essence of fighting, it is essential to understand the basic building blocks of how the body works: how it moves; how it generates power, speed, and precision; how it maintains balance and coordination. When one understands these basic building blocks, one is able to pick up any weapon, be it a dagger or 12-foot pike, and use it effectively. 

In this class you will learn how the body moves. We will first start with how to conceptualize the fight; that is, how to “see” it; where to focus the eyes, how to visualize body position in a ready stance, and mental preparedness. We will cover the qualities that a fighter needs to focus on in training: coordination, balance, form, awareness, defense, precision, power, endurance, speed, timing, and attitude. Then we shall work from the ground up, covering footwork, movement, and distance control. This will include understanding your defensive space, controlling the centerline, and visualizing angles of attack. We will discuss basic body mechanics: how the muscles interact in facilitating joint movement; joint mechanics and range of motion. You will also learn how to use those body mechanics to generate power and speed, and to control precision. Finally, we will discuss the five types of attacks: single direct attack; single indirect attack; attack by drawing; attack by combination; and attack by immobilization.

CONCEPTUALIZATION
Conceptualization is the way to mentally envision the fight; how to see yourself, how to see your opponent, and how to see the space in which the fight is taking place.

Perhaps the most important thing to do when conceptualizing fighting is to SIMPLIFY! Take every technique, whether it is movement, a strike, a block, etc, and try to break it down into its simplest, most basic components. Cut away anything that is not essential. When teaching a new technique, ensure that each of those basic elements is performed correctly, first as slow work and then building up to full speed.

The Ready stance:

The ready stance is a position of correct posture and muscle tonus that does three things. It is a body position that is most favorable for the next move. The muscle tension is kept at that tone most favorable for quick reaction. It enables the fighter to maintain a “poker body” (like a “poker face” in cards) that prevents the opponent from anticipating the next move. One should be able to maintain this stance with maximum ease and relaxation, and it should incorporate smoothness of movement at all times. Remember – fighting is not static. The “ready stance” should not be seen as a fixed position; it is the way to carry and move the body when not actively doing a specific technique.

Eye focus:

When squared off against an opponent (and in the ready stance), one should focus the eyes on the center of the opponent’s chest, with a wide field of peripheral vision. This allows the most awareness of the opponent’s body position and movement, which will increase reaction time. Do not focus on the opponent’s eyes or weapon.

Combat awareness:

This is why it is important to have that wide field of peripheral vision, rather than “tunneling in” on the opponent. Having combat awareness allows one to be aware of where their body is in space at all times. Not just in awareness of personal body positioning (proprioception), but also awareness of everything around – the opponent, obstacles (such as tourney field boundary ropes), etc. This awareness needs to include those things that are behind you and out of your field of vision.

QUALITIES

1. Coordination:

Coordination is perhaps the single most important quality in any form of fighting. It is the ability to use body mechanics effectively. This includes understanding the range of motion of each joint, and the agonist and antagonist muscles that control each joint. For example, the elbow is a hinge joint: it moves in a plane, in 2 dimensions. To flex the elbow, the biceps muscle contracts. But, just as important, the triceps muscle must relax; any tension in the triceps acts as a brake, opposing elbow flexion. This is why it is so important to maintain as relaxed body tone as possible when fighting; it allows the fastest reaction time and speed of technique.

Coordination is also important for the generation of power, as well as balance, speed, precision, and form. Each of these will be discussed further below.

2. Balance:

If coordination is the single most important quality, then balance is a close second. Good balance should be maintained in fighting AT ALL TIMES! Losing one’s balance is an invitation to be taken advantage of. Balance is essential for smooth movement and quick changes in direction, as well as quick reaction in general. This will be discussed in more detail under Movement.

3. Awareness: 

See combat awareness above.

4. Form:

Having “proper form” is a combination of many separate skills. It is coordinated movement with good balance, using efficient technique, both defensively and offensively. Good form is the most efficient way to accomplish a given technique with the minimum of wasted motion and energy.  Eliminate unnecessary motion and muscle contractions that cause fatigue without accomplishing anything useful. It is important to train away “sloppy technique”! 

5. Defense: 

Often not given enough emphasis in most SCA training. Emphasizing a strong defense from the beginning will make one a better fighter faster. This will be covered in more detail below.

6. Precision:

The ability to move the body and its weapons exactly where you want it, when you want it there. This includes footwork and blocks, as well as strikes. Train, always, to be precise. Don’t throw a head shot to the side of the helmet – throw it to one particular point, such as the temple. Don’t just thrust in the vicinity of the face – put it in the left pupil. Make the target a tiny point. The accuracy improves significantly when one views all movement with high precision.

7. Power:

It is much more than mere strength. More power is gained with the correct use of body mechanics than with big muscles alone. With that said, however, strength training is an important part of becoming the best fighter one can be. It increases endurance, as well as the power of each muscle group. The trick is to still use proper body mechanics with the stronger muscles. That allows the use of different muscle groups and joint movement at the same time. The power generated by each muscle group working as the agonist on joints is cumulative.

8. Endurance:

The longer one can go before fatigue begins to take its toll can play a significant role in the outcome of a tourney. Training for endurance, through the use of both strength training and cardio exercise, is often overlooked in SCA training. In addition to that, carrying excess body mass significantly affects one’s endurance. Consider that if you want to be the best you can be….

9. Speed: 

This is not just how fast one can swing a stick. The “tip speed” of the weapon plays only a minor role in how quickly one can get it from its beginning position to the target. Just like movement of different muscle groups is cumulative for power generation, they are also cumulative for speed. The use of proper body mechanics, like the hip shift, actually reduces the distance the arm needs to swing. So while one’s tip speed may actually be slower than that of one’s opponent, the use of proper body mechanics causes one’s shot to land faster. We will go over this in more detail later.

There are also different types of speed. Perceptual speed: the time it takes to recognize something, such as a threat, an opportunity, or that one’s strike just missed. Mental speed: the time it takes to sort through the various options and pick one. Performance speed: the time it takes to perform a given action. 

10. Timing:

Another important quality of a great fighter. Understanding the rhythm of a fight, and the ability to break that rhythm by striking on the half-beat and through the use of counter-strikes.  

11. Attitude: 

The mental state that a fighter is in can make or break a fight. Cultivate that “winning attitude”. Learn to beat intimidation. Understand that while there are always better fighters out there, there is no one you cannot beat. To paraphrase Musashi, a fight is won or lost before the first blow is struck.

TRAINING
I would like to preface this discussion about training methods by comparing SCA fighting and more traditional martial arts. With that in mind, the equivalent rank of being a Knight is that of Black Belt. (And while different people will tell you different things about what the requirements of Knighthood are, so do the different styles of traditional martial arts differ in the requirements for Black Belt. Let us, for the sake of discussion, start with the assumption that Knighthood is an equivalent rank to Black Belt).

As far as this pertains to training, I would like to point out that, as a generalization, someone who receives the proper training 3 times per week, in a one-hour class, should achieve the skills necessary to be a Black Belt within 3 years. If we follow this analogy, someone who is training 3 times per week in SCA combat should be fighting at a Knight-caliber level within 3 years. With the proper training methods, I sincerely believe that anyone can achieve that.  

Unfortunately, the only training that some fighters receive is to get padded up in armor and “tossed to the wolves”; sink or swim. This works for the people that have a natural aptitude and can figure it out on their own. But it drives away the majority of people who start SCA fighting and are not like that; only a small percentage of those people starting have the particular mindset that will be able to succeed in that environment. And that is a shame, for one does not need that initial aptitude to become an awesome fighter; that is what training is for.

As I have previously stated, I began my fighting career in the more traditional martial arts.  Therefore, my point of view is biased. However, because I am basing my conclusions on quantifiable results as well as my own opinion, I believe that there exist training methods that could be incorporated into SCA combat that would promote more efficient teaching and learning. 

The following is an attempt to share some of the things I have learned in training students in both the traditional martial arts and in SCA fighting. And again, do not take it as Dogma; try it out, keep only that which fits….

PRACTICES:

BEGIN WITH STRETCHING!

Warm up before you stretch. It is important to do an initial 5-10 minute cardio warm up (running, jumping jacks, etc) to increase the blood flow to the muscles before stressing them with the stretches. I cannot emphasize strongly enough the importance of stretching. It not only prevents injuries; it increases body awareness and MAKES YOU FASTER AND MORE COORDINATED! This stretching regimen takes only about 10 minutes. I strongly suggest incorporating it into your practices. Doing it as a daily routine will only make you that much better, that much faster…. When stretching, work your way down from head to toe:  

STRETCHES:

1. Neck: Touch ear to right shoulder, hold, then left shoulder, hold. Roll head forward from one shoulder to the other, and then back. Extend neck (looking up), then flex (chin to chest). Hold each for 10 seconds.

2. Shoulders: With arms hanging at sides, rotate shoulders in big circles backwards 10 times. Then rotate forwards 10 times. Then move the arms in big circles to the rear 10 times, then forwards 10 times. Then hold the arms horizontally out to the sides, and do little circles backwards 10 times, the forwards 10 times. Next, swings your arms horizontally, crossing them in front of you and then back to the rear. Alternate which hand is on top each crossing. Slowly raise the plane your arms are swinging in until they are vertical, being crossed over your head. Stop with both arms straight up; reach down behind your head with your left hand and touch your spine (elbow points up); take your right hand, grab the left elbow, and increase the stretch. Hold for 10 seconds, and then repeat for opposite side. Now place one arm horizontally across your chest, and pull it in tighter with the opposite hand placed just above the elbow. Hold for 10 seconds, the repeat with the opposite side.

3. Wrists: Flexion: Grab the right wrist with the left hand: left palm on back of right hand, middle finger and thumb wrapped under wrist. Flex wrist, hold for 10 seconds. Repeat opposite side. Extension: Place palms together in front of chest in prayer position. Keeping elbows in same place, lower hands until they start to separate at the bottom: hold that position for 10 seconds.

4. Back: With arms flexed horizontally at shoulder level, twist from side to side (like you are throwing elbow strikes to someone standing behind you).

5. Hips: Place hands on hips with feet shoulder-width apart. Rotate hips in big circular motion clockwise 10 times, and then reverse.

6. Waist/Legs: Keeping feet shoulder-width apart with arms crossed, bend forward at the waist, keeping the back straight. Imagine touching your chest to the ground. Go as deep as possible and hold for 10 seconds. Then take a deep breath; on the exhalation, force the stretch even deeper, and hold for 10 seconds. Rise up.  Move feet to double shoulder-width apart; repeat. Hold for 10 seconds, breathe and go deeper, hold for 10 more seconds. Now, staying bent over, take both hands and grab your left ankle. Touch forehead to left knee (at least as close as possible), and hold for 10 seconds. Breathe, and deepen. Hold for 10 seconds. Repeat on opposite side.

7. Hamstrings/Calves: Lift left foot slightly off of the ground, and balance on right leg.  Now, keeping the left knee locked and the left ankle flexed (foot pointed up), move the left heel out at a 45-degree angle and squat slightly lower on the right leg. (Some call this the Monkey stance). Now take the left hand, make a fist, and place it in the right shoulder. Flex forward at the waist, keeping the back straight, and try to touch your left elbow to your left toes. While bending forward, take your right arm, with elbow locked, and rotate it backwards at the shoulder as if you were trying to reach up above and behind you to grab something with our right hand. This should deepen the stretch. Hold for 10 seconds; take a deep breath, exhale, deepen, and hold for 10 more seconds. Repeat for opposite side.

8. Quads/Psoas: Stand with feet together. Flex left knee and grab left foot with right hand; balance on right foot. Keeping back straight, pull foot higher (should feel in front of thigh). Pull as high as possible without left knee moving backwards; hold for 10 seconds. Breathe, deepen, and hold for 10 more. Repeat for 10 more.

9. Inner Thighs: Now sit on the ground, and place soles of feet together. Grab feet with both hands, and pull them inwards towards hips. Then place elbows on knees and push downward as far as possible. Hold for 10 seconds, then breathe, deepen, and hold for 10 more.

10. Legs: While remaining sitting, straighten legs and spread as wide as possible. Grab your left foot (as close as possible), and touch forehead to left knee. Hold for 10 seconds; breathe, deepen on exhalation, and hold for 10 more. Repeat to the right. Then stretch arms forward while flexing forward at the waist, keeping the back straight; try to touch your chest to the ground. Hold for 10; breathe, deepen, and hold for 10 more.

11. Stir the Pot: Straighten up without moving your legs. Make a “thumbs up” with your left hand, and grab the thumb with your right. Keeping hands close to your chest, and keeping your back straight, rotate at the hips and bring your chest over your left knee. Continue rotating in a clockwise circle, keeping your chest as close as possible to the ground, and continue the rotation over the right knee. Lean back to the rear as far as possible while continuing the circle around again to over the left knee. Imagine that you are holding a large stick and are stirring a pot between your legs. Do 10 clockwise rotations, and then reverse for 10 counterclockwise rotations.

12. Repeat the Leg stretch: After completing stirring the pot, slide your hips forward, increasing the spread of the legs. Now repeat stretch #10; see how much deeper you can go!

13. Hamstrings/Calves: Now bring your legs together towards the center by bouncing your heels on the ground as you close. The shaking by bouncing will help loosen the leg muscles and prevent cramping. When the legs are closed, lean forward at the waist, keeping the back straight, and grab feet with both hands. Picture trying to touch your chest to your knees. Go as far forward as possible, and hold for 10 seconds. Breathe, deepen on exhale, and hold for 10 more. Now pull feet back towards your hips. Use your hands to help yourself up into the position where you are squatting with your butt on your heels, standing on the balls of your feet, grabbing both ankles with both hands, thumbs to the front. Place your forehead on your knees. Stand up, and do not let your forehead come away from your knees. Exhale on the way up, and when completely standing, hold for 10 seconds. 

14. Calves: Step forward into a right lunge stance: right knee just over your toes, hips perpendicular to direction you’re facing, and left leg back with knee locked. While keeping the left heel on the ground, bend the left knee. Feel the stretch in the calf and front of hip (Psoas). Hold for 10 seconds. Breathe, deepen on exhale, hold for 10 more. Repeat for other side.

15. Ankles: Stand balanced on left leg. Put right toes on ground. Rotate right ankle in clockwise circle 10 times, then reverse for 10 times. Repeat on opposite side. 

DRILLS BEFORE SPARRING

For a training session, after the warm up is completed is the time to learn new information. The body learns best when fresh, so the earlier a new technique is taught, the better. Then one can proceed to repetitive motions in order to ingrain the new information into “muscle memory”. Once learned, training can then move to repetitive drills (such as pell work to practice new shots, or practicing wazas – see below) and finish with sparring. I cannot emphasize strongly enough the importance of drill work. SPARRING WITHOUT DRILL WORK MAKES ONE SLOPPY! Learning new techniques and trying them out only at full speed encourages sloppiness; the speed covers up the bad technique. This will delay advancement in fighting proficiency.

The fastest way to learn a new technique (and if you follow the logic, the fastest way to become a great fighter) is to learn it first as slow work. I recommend learning any new technique, whether it is footwork, block, or strike, AT 1/4 SPEED, and practice it repetitively at that speed until it is absolutely PERFECT. Then, and only then, progress to ½ speed. When it is repetitively perfect at that speed, progress to ¾ speed. When it is repeatedly perfect at ¾ speed, progress to full speed. This allows one to ingrain the necessary muscle skills, and muscle memory, in order to perform the new move at full speed with perfect technique. It is by far the fastest way to be able to perform a new move at full speed with perfect technique. Slow work should not be used for warm up; it doesn’t get the blood pumping enough into the muscles. Use cardio exercises and stretching for that. Use slow work in training to ingrain new moves. Build up from the slow work in gradual steps until the new move can be done perfectly at full speed. It is more efficient to learn and perfect one technique at a time. That is, learn one new technique and progress to perfection at full speed before learning the next technique. As a general rule, I have found it is best to teach only 1 or 2 new techniques per practice. And to promote in students the feelings of both enthusiasm and of accomplishment/progress, I have found it is good to teach a new technique at every class. I like to do this by teaching a new Waza (a Japanese term for technique). 

WAZAS:

One very effective way to teach new technique is to teach it in the manner in which it will be used. The idea with this training method is that it should be kept as “real” as possible. For example, teaching a counterstrike technique against a horizontal snap. In a tourney, when one is facing an opponent who steps forward and throws a flat snap to the temple, one has a multitude of options available. Training someone to the point where they can effectively deal with that attack requires competence in a number of skills, including all of the qualities talked about earlier. A waza has the advantage of teaching all of those qualities. It is basically a “mini-kata” or short form. It is a set of prescribed moves between 2 fighters. It can be offensive, where 1 fighter attacks the other with a series of combinations; or it can be defensive, where 1 fighter does only one attack and the defender does a counterstrike combination. 

It is easiest to give an example to further explain it. Here’s a waza showing a 3-shot counterstrike combination against the flat snap between 2 right-handed sword-and-shield fighters. Start with picturing the two fighters squared off against each other at fighting range (about 1 step beyond sword reach) in their Ready (en guarde) stances. At ¼ speed, the attacker steps forward and throws a horizontal snap to the defender’s temple, then holds that position. The defender, as soon as the incoming snap is recognized, moves to the first position: steps forward with the right leg; raises the shield to catch the shot, while throwing his own forehand to the temple. Those three moves are done simultaneously. Then the defender continues the counterstrike combination by stepping forward with the left foot and throwing a backhand to the temple, off of the bounce-back from the snap (second position). Then they step with the right foot at a 45-degree angle, while at the same time recovering the sword by bringing it around behind the head. When the right foot plants on the ground, the fighter then swings their left leg around behind them in a 180-degree arc, pivoting on the ball of the right foot (the Matador Step). At the same time the left foot swings the sword continues its own arc, coming around into a wrap to the opponent’s head (third position). Then the fighter steps back with the right foot while recovering sword and shield to the Ready position.

Here’s how to teach it. Keep in mind that the goal is to SIMPLIFY! That is, break the combination down into a series of steps, and then each step into its most basic and essential components. Throw out anything that is not essential. Show the complete waza at full speed, with the instructor as the defender. Then show it again at ¼ speed. Have the students pair up, with a designated attacker and defender, in ready position at fighting range. As always, beginning at ¼ speed, the attackers throw the snap, and the defenders move to through the first step (into the first position). Breaking down that step into its basic components, watch for balance, coordination, timing, form, precision, and body mechanics. Ensure that foot placement is correct; that movement is done with the hips first; that the block is in the right position; that the strike has precision and is done with proper body mechanics, etc. Correct as necessary each defender. Repeat this step until every defender does it correctly, in every aspect, at ¼ speed. Then move to the second step; repeat until everyone does it correctly. Then to the third step, and so on, until the waza is complete. Then increase to ½ speed, then ¾ speed, then full speed (where the attacker is trying their best to hit the defender). Then have the pairs switch, and the attacker becomes the defender, and start at ¼ speed.

Now this waza shows only one possible response to only one type of attack. It is not real fighting in the sense that the defender doesn’t move after the first shot. Wazas are merely one aspect of training. They need to be combined with pell work, and with sparring. What it does is teach the following skills: Awareness, Movement, Balance, Coordination, Form, Body Mechanics and Power generation, Precision, Speed, Timing, and the Techniques of shield block of a head shot, the forehand, backhand and wrap shots, and the Matador step.

One way to get fighters quickly to a level of proficiency is to get them to the point of knowing 3 wazas for each of the basic strikes (high, middle, and low Forehand, Backhand, Wrap, etc). Once students get a basic level of experience under their belts, they can be given homework of coming up with their own waza to an assigned attack. This gets them thinking about possibilities, and the critique of their results helps with understanding different aspects of technique. A short-term goal is for the students to have the building blocks of 3 different techniques for each of the basic attacks; knowing them well enough to be able to perform them as a reflexive response. This will not only make them proficient with those techniques, but will ingrain a basic understanding of all of the qualities that a fighter needs. Which, in turn, will allow them to mix and match techniques on their own, both in developing their own wazas, and off the cuff in the heat of a fight.

Teaching set wazas is by no means meant to train “cookie-cutter” fighters. It is meant to teach an understanding of efficient movement through the use of proper body mechanics, in addition to the qualities mentioned above. That understanding of efficient movement will allow the fighter to create their own effective techniques. It will also allow the fighter to be able to “see” a fight: the ability to break down the opponent’s movements and identify how their techniques work.

PELL WORK:

Many too often overlook this. Most new fighters want to FIGHT, and not do things that they perceive as “drudgery”, like pell work. Pell work teaches many of the qualities needed by a great fighter: coordination, balance, form, precision, speed, timing, defense, endurance, power, and attitude. Pell work is the place to practice both individual shots, and combinations. Done properly, it helps both with offense by perfecting shots, and with defense by working with good form (the block goes here when that shot is thrown…). Pell work can be used initially in establishing the groundwork of the basic tools. Start with the forehand and backhand shots. Always aim for precision, even from the very beginning. That is, don’t say “swing at the head”; say “hit this point”. And as with learning any new technique, start at ¼ speed and perfect it there before progressing gradually up to full speed. Perfect them on the pell, then teach a basic waza using those tools. 

A big advantage of the pell is that it allows one to perfect shots to laser precision and does not require a training partner. It also allows one to practice wazas without a partner. An important thing about pell work is that one should always visualize an opponent standing there. Don’t just be swinging at a post; see that opponent, and picture exactly what point on the opponent’s body one is striking. This visualization will make the transition of the technique to actual combat more rapid.

SPARRING:

This is what it is all about. This is where one puts it all together. Every fighter wants to fight. But as I have stated, many begin sparring too early, before they have any of the basic building blocks, or for that matter, before they have any clue as to what to do. 

Many of the traditional martial arts schools do not even allow sparring until after 6 months of training. And while I am not advocating that everyone should wait that long before sparring, I do believe that starting sparring before the basic building blocks are learned will actually retard the advancement of the fighter. A teacher needs to judge when it is the appropriate time for a fighter to start sparring; when it will advance their training rather than retard it.

I would propose that a fighter who learns the basic building blocks first, by training with pell work and wazas for an arbitrary amount of time (call it 6 months), and then incorporates sparring into the training regimen, will be the better fighter at the end of 1 year than an equal person who started out sparring from the beginning.

MOVEMENT

FOOTWORK:


● Move the foot closer to direction of movement first. Don’t cross your legs.


● Use short steps; this will help in maintaining balance.


● Try to avoid vertical movement when stepping; keep the head level. “Launching” the center of mass in a trajectory causes vertical movement. This puts one on a path that the opponent can read and that one cannot change until they “land”. In order to avoid this, when one is moving, picture moving the hips first. Also, think of gliding the feet across the ground as if they were like air hockey pucks. Above all, envision smooth movement at all times.

DISTANCE CONTROL:


● Kill Zone: this occurs when 2 opposing fighters have different ranges in their weapons (such as a sword-and-shield against a glaive). The area surrounding the glaive fighter from the distance of maximum thrust range to the distance the sword-and-shield fighter must close to in order to get a kill shot at their maximum range is the glaive fighter’s kill zone. Within that zone, the glaive fighter can hit the sword-and-shield fighter, and they cannot hit back. If there is a difference in weapon lengths, it is important to recognize the kill zone. The fighter with the longer reach can control movement in such a way as to keep the opponent always in the kill zone. The fighter with the shorter reach must control movement such that they are never caught flat-footed within the kill zone. They need to stay outside of it, and then cross it in full defensive mode, before they start attacking their opponent. 


● If you think distance control is difficult in SCA fighting, look at boxing. This is why they give the statistics of arm length. Boxers work at controlling distances of mere inches in a fight. Talk about precision….

EVASION:


● Best defense – “No be there”.


● Matador step – this step is used to slip around someone who is charging like a bull, and delivering a strike at the same time. Many fighters, men in particular, carry their center up high, in the solar plexus area, rather than in the hips. This can be seen when they charge forward: the shoulders are leaning out in front of the hips. This delays reaction time to changing direction. That is why it is important to think of moving your hips first. When someone charges at you like this, it is easy to take advantage of them. Start by stepping deep at a 45-degree angle towards your opponent. The step can be to either side; if stepping forward with the right foot, move to the right, and to the left with the left foot. The goal of that first step is to get your hips out of the path of the opponent’s hips. Next, swing the back leg around behind you in a full half-circle. This will cause you to rotate, keeping your front facing the opponent as they move by. At the same time as the leg swings, one can add a strike. If one is right-handed and steps to the right, throw a forehand shot (or wrap); if to the left, throw a backhand. To use the body mechanics and gain the power of the hip rotation, it is important to begin and end the shot at the same time that the foot swing begins and ends. The shot should be landing to the opponent’s backside, whether it is high, middle, or low. At this point, one can recover the strike while stepping backwards into a guard stance, clearing distance from the opponent. Or one can step forward, following the opponent from the rear and pressing the attack.


● Slipping – the “bob and weave” in boxing. Moving into and underneath a strike in order to get around and behind an opponent. This can be done without a block.


● Rolling (Circular backwards movement) – fighting while moving backwards is an important skill to practice, especially if one is fighting with a long reach weapon (the opponent will always be charging). AVOID MOVING BACKWARDS IN A STRAIGHT LINE! The opponent will move forward faster than you will move backward. Practice moving backward in half-circles. When the opponent turns to follow, reverse the half-circle to the other side. This will put you off of your opponent’s shoulder.

HIP SHIFT:

● This is a way to use body mechanics to both generate power and to increase speed. 

● Technique – Picture standing in a right front stance: the right foot moved forward with the knee flexed to where it just covers the sight of the toes; the left leg back with the knee locked; the hips perpendicular. Picture the balls of the feet standing on diagonal corners of a square drawn on the ground. Imagine the lead foot bearing 2/3 of your weight; the rear foot bearing 1/3. The spine is held straight, supporting the head as if it were a broomstick balancing a basketball. The shoulders are square, in line with the hips. This is the right front stance. Now from this position, pivot on the balls of your feet 90 degrees to the left, kicking the heels around 90 degrees, shifting into a left front stance. You will finish in the mirror position of the stance described above, with the left leg flexed and bearing 2/3 of the weight, and the right locked, bearing 1/3, facing 90 degrees to the left. This is the hip shift.

● Power is generated from this because of the change in weight bearing, with the body weight shifting from one foot to the other. Picture starting and completing a forehand strike at the same time that the pivot starts and stops. Visualize the force of the strike as stopping the body rotation. This allows the full body weight to be put into the strike.

● Speed is increased with this because the rotation of the hips brings the shoulder closer to the target. The arm moves a shorter distance, and the tip swings in a shorter arc. Use of the hip shift with your strikes causes the tip to get there faster, when the actual tip speed is not changing.

● Hip shifts to the right are good for backhands. Just shift the hips with the direction of whatever strike you are throwing. Foot placement helps with this: Having the left foot forward is helpful when shifting to the right.

● As one gets more proficient with the hip shift, you will be able to get the same weight transfer with even shorter pivots. It is possible to transfer the body weight from 2/3 on one foot to 2/3 on the other with only a 5-degree pivot; this allows the full body weight to be behind a six-inch strike…. 

ANGLES OF ATTACK (See Defense):


● Movement changes the angle of attack.


● Movement changes the centerline. 

DEFENSE
Defensive space: 

Envision a sphere surrounding you, as if you were standing inside of a ball that is just slightly higher than your head. This is your defensive space. There are only 2 important components to any incoming shot: the point at which it will touch the sphere, and the angle it is moving in at the point of contact. This is the angle of attack. Be at that point, at that time, with a block. The various blocks are used to guard different areas of the sphere. It doesn’t matter what type of shot is coming in; what matters is the angle of attack. Picturing it this way will make it easier to do hard blocks, where the defense is perpendicular to the angle of attack (picture tangents); to do parries, the weapon equivalent of “slap blocks”; and to do slips. 

It is important to keep the defensive space as tight as possible. That is, as close to your body as possible. Don’t reach for the blocks; force your opponent to come to you. Keeping your defense tight means that you have less distance to travel to get to your block. It also means that your opponent is farther into their swing before they realize that the shot was not effective; this delays their reaction time, and prolongs the recovery time before they can make another strike.

Centerline: 

Picture, from above, two fighters squared off against each other. Now envision a line connecting them drawn through their centers of mass. This is the centerline. Remember that the shortest distance between two points is a straight line; centerline attacks will always be faster than circular ones. GUARD THE CENTERLINE AT ALL TIMES! That means to always have something blocking a direct line between you and the opponent.

If your opponent is not guarding the centerline, you can take advantage of that by using straight-line attacks, such as thrusts, hammers, and pendulums. If your opponent is guarding the centerline, there are 3 options. You can gain control of the inside line by using feints to open them up, or by using power to blast through the block. You can move your position around the opponent, thereby creating a new centerline. Or you can go around the centerline with circular attacks such as the wrap. Warning: using circular attacks opens one up to the inside defense. A wrap can be very effectively stopped by a straight-line attack to the forearm.

Lines of attack: inside line, outside line, high line, low line

Principle: always control the line of attack before striking: speed, power, forcing commitment, or immobilization. 

Weapon Blocks:

(Note: each of these Blocks can be bilateral – each hand can block both sides of the body. But each hand can only block one side at a time! Also, when blocking, turn the wrist into the strike as if you were punching it, and the strike would hit your knuckles as opposed to back of hand. This tightens the forearm muscles and makes the block much stronger).

These blocks are in arbitrary categories to simplify the explanation. There are actually an infinite number of levels that the hilt can be held at. This is merely one way to categorize a block, and makes it easier for training purposes.

This is a good time to re-emphasize that it is essential to remember that fighting is NOT STATIC. These blocks, as with any other position, should be thought of as in a constant state of motion, either linear or circular. 

1. Roof block – hilt raised high, with point of sword towards ground. Guards head from         both downward strikes and horizontal strikes. This can be done with any weapon, not just single swords. It is very effective for covering when the opponent is on top of your blade (knocked a thrust down with their weapon or shield on top).

2. High block – hilt at or above shoulder level, with blade up. Guards head against horizontal strikes, and can guard against vertical strikes when used with movement. Movement can be of the sword coming across the centerline as in a slap block, or of the body by holding the sword at an angle and moving the body behind it (or combination of the two).

3. Middle block – hilt at about hip level, with blade up. Guards against horizontal body shots.

4. Low block – flexing the knees and punching the hilt down at knee level with the blade up. Guards against leg shots.

5. Down block – Hilt at hip level, with the blade down. Basically cutting into a leg strike, blocking with the blade.

TOOLS
“Before I studied the art, a punch to me was just a punch, a kick was just a kick. After I’d studied the art, a punch was no longer a punch, a kick was no longer a kick. Now that I understand the art, a punch is just a punch, a kick is just a kick”.








-- Bruce Lee

(Note: this is just one way of conceptualizing the multitude of strikes possible in weapons fighting. The goal is to simplify. Nearly any strike can be made to fit into these categories; it is just a matter of semantics).

1. Forehand:
A forehand is a swing to the target landing on the same side as the attack. Picture the horizontal snap to the temple; this strike can be adjusted along all 3 axes: horizontally, vertically, and in depth. First, think 2-D: picture a person standing facing you with a clock face around them: 12 o’clock above the head, 3 o’clock horizontally off to their left, 6 o’clock below the feet, and 9 o’clock off to their right. The forehand shot is anything that comes in from 12 o’clock (a Hammer, coming straight down on the top of the head), to a horizontal snap, to a shot coming up the 6 o’clock line (a “rising J”). Now think 3-D; any of these strikes can be changed in depth, along the Z-axis, by movement and positioning. 

2. Backhand:

The backhand is any shot that lands crossing that 12 o’clock vertical line, from the Hammer, going around to the left to the horizontal backhand, and continuing up to the 6 o’clock strike, the Pendulum. The backhand is sometimes called the cross-body. This too can be changed along the Z-axis with movement and positioning.

3. Wrap:

The wrap is the sword equivalent of the hook punch. It is the way of changing the forehand angle of attack along the Z-axis without movement or positioning. And like the forehand, it can be thrown from vertical (coming from the top; the Skyhook) to vertical (coming from the bottom: that wrap to the inside thigh). Movement and positioning further change the angle of attack along the Z-axis.

4. Retique:

Picture “making a muscle” to flex your biceps, while holding a sword: flex the elbow and the wrist such that the blade of the sword is horizontal, perpendicular to the upper arm. This is the final position of this strike when it connects with the target. It is most commonly thrown off of the rebound from a horizontal backhand. Picture a horizontal backhand to the opponent’s right temple; leave the elbow in about the same place in space (tucking it medially a bit), and rotate the sword back over your head, while keeping the wrist flexed, into the opponent’s left temple, hitting with the back edge. (A great closing combination, by the way, is to advance with a forehand, backhand, and retique, stepping with each strike…).

5. Thrust:
The important thing to remember about the thrust is to make the point move in a straight line from wherever it is in space directly to the target. Don’t cock it, or reposition it; that just telegraphs the move. (This is using the thrust as a single direct attack; a snap thrust. It can also be used as part of a combination. A more advanced thrust is using it as an indirect attack; changing the line of attack as the point moves forward…).

FIVE TYPES OF ATTACK

1. Single direct attack:

The Snap. A single, straight-line attack along an open line. Can be any strike: forehand, backhand, wrap, etc. A power attack (a Blast) is a single direct attack that is along a guarded line, but which powers through the block into the target.

Advantages: the fastest attack

Disadvantages: Telegraphs give it away. Even without telegraphing, speed will only get you so far; an experienced opponent with a tight defense can beat the fast snap to the block.

2. Single indirect attack:

An attack that changes line. For example, an attack to the thigh (low line) that is redirected to the temple (high line) without slowing the forward motion. The initial line of attack is to draw the block to the low line, thereby opening the high line. The attack then shifts into the opening line. This is a type of feint.

Advantages:  Useful in opening lines of attack by forcing the block to be committed somewhere else.

Disadvantages: Like feints, the opponent must be fast enough to recognize the initial threat and react to it in order for the line to open. In addition, because the attack is not in a straight line, it takes longer to reach the target. 

3. Attack by drawing:

The counterstrike. Intentionally leaving an area open to get the opponent to swing at it. Because the defender knows where the attack is going, they have an advantage. Their reaction time to the block will be quicker, and they can have a set counter prepared: cocked and ready, waiting only to be triggered.

Advantages: By striking, one opens lines of attack. The counterstrike takes advantage of this and has the opportunity of catching the opponent by surprise.

Disadvantages: The opponent has the initiative; they can beat the block, or keep the pressure on by combinations if the counter fails.

4. Attack by combination:

The use of combinations to open a line of attack. As the opponent does successive blocks, they get farther and farther away from the centerline, and the reaction time to each successive block gets longer and longer until there is an open line that cannot be covered.

Advantages: There is some truth to the adage that “the best defense is a strong offense”. 

Disadvantages: A good counterstriker can take advantage of the opening lines.

5. Attack by immobilization:

Forcibly opening a line. This can be done with a single weapon, as with a trap-and-strike, or with a second weapon or shield. It is basically moving the opponent’s block out of the way, whether it is with weapon or shield, and then attacking into the opening line.

Advantages:  Forces an opening in a line of attack. Can control opponent’s weapon and prevent counters.

Disadvantages: Opens lines of attack for opponent.

SINGLE WEAPON TACTICS
Spear:
One way to think about the cutting spear (glaive) is to consider it as two different weapon styles. The first is the thrusting game, and the second is the cutting game.

The Thrusting Game: 

Principles – the thrust is the longest-range attack available. The opponent must cross the kill zone in order to attack. Make them work for it! Practice thrusting so that it is accurate enough you can hit the eyeball at will, from a standing position or on the move. (Practice with a tether ball hanging from a rope, and hitting it with a thrust; then move to a softball hanging from a rope; then a tennis ball; then a golf ball. When you can hit a golf ball swinging from a rope consistently with your thrust, while moving yourself, you will be able to nail an opponent, anywhere there is room to fit the thrusting tip through, at will…). Do not relinquish the threat of the thrust by taking the point off line with the target. Make the opponent know that if there is the slightest hole in their defense they will be hit on the way in. The thrusting game is the penultimate long-range game. The goal is to use good movement tactics to keep the opponent within the kill zone at all times; where they remain out of range, and for you to have high precision with the thrust so that you are able to take advantage of any opening. When thrusting, think of the glaive as a 2-handed rapier – all of the techniques that work in fencing translate directly to this (engage-disengage, parry, riposte, etc). Because of this, the glaive (more appropriately, the cutting spear) is an excellent weapon for someone transitioning from light fighting to heavy. In training, practice against different weapon styles (sword-and-shield in particular, since that is what one will face in the tourney 90% of the time).

Stance – Stand sideways to opponent (feet in line to opponent). Hands as wide apart as possible, with one close to the butt; this will extend the thrusting range. Have the dominant hand in front; precision comes from the lead hand. Bring the point back as close to you as possible, to minimize the opponent’s opportunity to engage and manipulate it. Having the tip in constant motion makes it more difficult for the opponent to read the attack. Keep the tip pointed at your opponent’s eyes, and move it around in tight little circles and figure eight’s. When you strike, move only the back arm, in a straight line towards your lead hand. Moving in a non-linear path to the lead hand will cause the trajectory of the tip to curve. Moving only the back arm will decrease the amount of telegraph, making it harder for the opponent to read the shot. All they should see is the tip getting larger in diameter as it gets closer. Stay light on your feet; always be in control of the movement. Avoid being caught flat-footed; if the opponent has a shorter-distance weapon, they will have the advantage if they are able to close. Use control of movement to prevent this: slipping, rolling, and most importantly, the matador step.

The Cutting Game: 

Principles – While the thrust is a powerful tool, the cutting spear is much more than that. It can be used very effectively in close, with control of the centerline and good body mechanics to develop short power. It is important to be able to transition from the thrusting stance to the cutting stance as quickly as possible. This allows one to be in good defensive position as the opponent closes: the ability to block the strike and give a counter-strike, or use movement to return again to thrusting range. 

Stance – The most important thing about the cutting stance is keeping the spear vertical, right between the eyes, with the hands a comfortable distance apart (between about 2 and 2 ½ feet), staying as tight as possible. This position allows the greatest defensive capability, for one can block to either side with minimal hip shifts and arm movement. It also allows for the greatest offensive capability, because any shot can be thrown from this position. Any position that is not vertical opens up lines of attacks. 

Transition – First, get comfortable with the cutting stance. Know where your hand placement should be by feel alone. The dominant hand, which was the lead hand in the thrusting stance, will be the hand on top.  Feel for the pivot point between your hands, and vary how wide apart you place your hands until you get the best fit. This will be the hand position for you in the cutting stance, with the stick vertical in front of you between the eyes, blade up. Now, it is important to rapidly and smoothly transition to this position from the thrusting stance. More specifically, to transition to this position while recovering from a thrust that has missed; that is when the good opponent will be closing. 

This is how it works: picture being in the thrusting position and execute a full-range thrust at ¼ speed. The opponent slips/blocks/parries the thrust, and is starting to close. When you are pulling the spear back, grab early with the lead hand at the position of where it belongs in the cutting stance. Now pull that hand back up towards you, bringing the spear vertical. At the same time, let the rear hand slide up the shaft to its position in the cutting stance. The rear hand begins and ends its slide at the same time that the spear begins and ends its movement from horizontal to vertical. This procedure can be accomplished with any footwork: stepping forwards, backwards, to a side, or planted. Experiment with different footwork and see the pros and cons of each. (I am personally fond of stepping forward with the rear foot, closing the distance to the opponent faster than they expect. This sets them up for a matador step and forehand cut…or body check with the haft turned sideways to knock the opponent backward…).

Bastard sword:

Principles – The bastard sword is the fastest and perhaps most elegant of all of the sword styles. Two-handed control of a blade the same length as many single-swords allows amazing speed and precision. Not having a shield (or second weapon) to block with is an incredible liability. It is possible to be an extraordinary fighter using the offensive advantages of speed and precision, while compensating for the defensive liabilities with movement and body mechanics. 

Stance – Like with the spear, or any other single weapon, it is important to guard the centerline. The sword should be kept tight, vertical, with the blade between the eyes. The bottom hand should be at the level of the hips. From this position, any shot can be thrown, from the long-range snap-thrust, to forehand or backhand. Use movement to increase the options and to create openings.

Technique – Use the “push me, pull you” technique with two-handed swords. As the lead hand moves forward towards the target, the low hand pulls back. The pivot point of the blade is between the hands. This will dramatically increase the tip speed of a shot.

Tactics – As with any single weapon, one cannot block and strike at the same time (with the exception of a VERY advanced SIA…).  One MUST use movement to make up for the disadvantages.

The Importance of Feinting – At the higher levels of fighting, feinting is where it’s at. Speed will only get one so far; the experienced fighter who stays tight can beat it. Power will only go so far; the experienced fighter knows how to use body mechanics to make solid blocks, and to use movement to “no be there”. Proper use of feinting allows a fighter to do more than just opening a line of attack; an expert feinter can tie the opponent up in knots, to play them like a marionette.

Blinding with the snap thrust – Use of the snap thrust to the eye is the longest-range attack with the Bastard sword. Once the opponent realizes how serious of a threat that attack is, they will be susceptible to falling for the feint. One can use a feinted snap thrust, only shooting it halfway to the target and then redirecting the attack, to get the sword-and-shield opponent to blind themselves temporarily with the block. During this brief moment, they cannot see your body or weapon. The strike can be redirected along the opening line, or movement can be used to change the centerline, or both. One can also strike along the same high line, with a thrust or cut, timed to land just as the shield is coming down from the block.

The slip-thrust against the wrap/snap (also, slip/roof block, matador, and backhand).

Inside thighs are kills!

SIA’s: The single indirect attack. For downward cuts, picture the tip making an S-curve to the target, crossing the plane first to the left for a backhand, and then changing back to a forehand. This is to draw the block of a backhand and open up the line for the forehand. Try to keep the S-curve as tight (linear) as possible. For horizontal cuts, try changing lines from high to low, and low to high, during the forward motion of the strike.

Greatsword:

Principles – Everything that can be done with a Bastard sword can be done with a Greatsword. It has the advantages of range and power. The disadvantage is that it is far slower.  

Use of the pivot technique (pushing forward with the lead hand, pulling back with the bottom hand) can dramatically increase the tip speed. The pivot point is between the hands. 

Use of hip shifts can both decrease the time to target by shortening the arc the arms must move, as well as tightening the defense by getting to the blocks faster.

Because of the significant amount of mass with a Greatsword compared to a Bastard sword, it is often helpful to try to use circular motion, as opposed to linear motion. With linear motion, where a shot returns along the same path it attacked on, energy must be spent to stop the forward motion of a missed shot, and then to pull the blade back. (If it is necessary to do this, use the pivot technique). The principle of circular motion is to prevent wasting energy in “braking” by turning all forward motion into a circle, and allowing it return on its own. The disadvantage of circular motion is that it can be slower (not traveling in a straight line), and that it can open up lines of attack (notably the centerline to linear attacks). Practice using both circular motion and linear motion to understand the advantages and disadvantages of each.

Sir Shea Mac Conn is mundanely known as Patrick Dean, MD. I reside in the Barony of Nordwache (Fresno, CA) where I am completing my Residency training in Psychiatry. I can be reached via email at Patrick.Dean@ucsfresno.edu. Feel free to contact me; I enjoy discussing fighting theory, and would welcome any questions or critiques of this class.

In closing, I’d like to paraphrase Albert Einstein:

“If to you I seem to stand tall, it is only because I rest upon the shoulders of Giants”.
