Striking with the Sword

Striking with the long-sword is a skill developed over time. Because the sword is double-edged, it can cut with either side. The true edge (also known as long edge) of the blade is the one facing down in a normal grip, or facing the opponent while in a middle guard like Posta Breve. The false edge (also known as short edge) is facing you. One normally strikes with the true edge, but using the false edge greatly enhances one’s versatility and reaction speed. A follow-up strike can be made faster because no time was needed to turn the sword around.

Combat can be very tiring. Because you are striking with a sharpened edge or point, you do not have to hit every stroke with fullest power. The sword is not a club. Allow the edge to do its work.

Speed is important. So is the intended target or place where your stroke ends. An extended cut, what is called a through-stroke, leaves you open for attack. Stopping the sword judiciously, with its length between you and your opponent, and the point aiming at his face or chest, keeps you in a safer, more responsive position. Such placement is called a hanger position. The sword hangs in a defensive position.

When a long, full power, through-stroke ends, its energy is expended for a moment. You have to recover and redirect your energies in order to respond to anything else, which leaves you vulnerable. Always try to end the stroke with the sword between you and your opponent.

Economy of motion refers to minimizing one’s action for speed and directness. No flailing of the arms or wide, wasted motions. 

A effective stroke can be accomplished with the minimal economy of motion of wrist action alone. The pummel is moved to direct the sword with the left hand, while the right hand serves directing the blow as a fulcrum. 

More power and reasonably good economy, along with reach, can be gained by accentuating the stroke with elbow motion.

Adding shoulder motion trades some speed for power. While this expends your energy and limits your possible responses, you can often generate enough power to break your opponent’s defenses. Stances like the Guard of Wrath or the Woman’s Guard can be very intimidating to confront.

For maximum effect, you should aim to hit with what is commonly called the sweet spot of sword, about a hand’s length down from the tip. It is possible to apply your weight into a very committed downward cut, but you should save that for when you are certain of delivering it with safety.

The most common strike is aimed downward, called a fendente in Italian, or oberhau in German. It can be administered straight down or, more usually, at an angle, often aimed at the head or shoulder, but sometimes at the sword or wrist. Some say that you should aim at the opponent’s right eye or ear, and downward toward the left knee. While hitting straight down (from an upper guard, like Vom Tag over the Head, or Posta di Falconi) allows prime usage of your weight behind the blow, a slight angle is preferred in order to apply torque.

Striking upward is also very effective and lends variety to your repertoire. Again, diagonals are preferred. Follow the same route as the downward strokes but in the opposite direction. In the German tradition, a direct, vertical cut upward along the centerline using the true edge is also practiced, but rarely used. Most upward, vertical strikes would utilize the false edge. The Boar’s Tooth position, with right leg forward and sword held low, forward and to the left, is charged like a spring ready to cut upward, either to the hands, groin or abdomen. It could also be used as a thrust. Another way to administer the groin attack is to lift the blade between the opponent’s legs and pull back. The Complete Iron Guard, Low Lying Tail or Change Position on the other side, provide optimal positions for upward strikes. The Low Guard is probably the quickest and most direct, but lacks power.

Hitting from side-to-side, either to the upper, middle or lower levels, involves a certain amount of body torque, and usually uses the true edge of the sword. For the sake of speed, such as on the rebound, it can utilize the false edge as well, but this is not as powerful.

The thrust strikes (punta or stechen) with the point of the blade. As with all strikes, they are usually administered with a step, be it a short step forward with the lead foot, or a pass. While we tend to think of medieval swords solely as cutting rather than thrusting weapons, this is a mistake when it comes to the long-sword, where many of the stylistic intricacies of attack and counterattack end with a thrust.

In the Liechtenauer tradition still another way of striking adds ingenious versatility to the long-sword. No doubt these were master strokes once held in secret. They involve holding the grip of the sword so that the cross-guard points to the sides, with the thumb pressing against the ricasso for stability and control. In this position, the sword could swipe to either side with a twist of the wrist, like windshield wipers, or in an extended spiral. In this manner, attacks could be made on unexpected lines of engagement, even from a bind, with either edge of the sword.
