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Disclaimer: Always use caution and never use real knives when practicing the martial arts exercises in this book. The reader assumes full responsibility for injuries incurred by doing the exercises described herein, and for the use or misuse of any information contained in this book. The author does not endorse the use of edged weapons as a means for resolving conflict. The instruction in this book is purely informational in purpose, and intended to strengthen the martial artist’s empty-hand skills.
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​INTRODUCTION
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Training with various types of weapons will enhance your coordination, accuracy, speed, and power also in your empty hand martial arts techniques. When weapons “make sense” and you know how to use them properly, you will be more confident in a street encounter against an armed attacker and more likely to succeed, even if you never intend to carry a weapon for self-defense. This is the primary reason why you should learn how to use weapons in both offense and defense.

Simply learning a number of techniques without also looking at how a fight develops is nearly useless. Since every technique will not work in every scenario, you must train with partners to develop a keen sense of differences in personal build, aggressiveness, mental capacity, and movement. And you must develop a suitable strategy that will help you deal with a knife threat successfully. Techniques alone have little value, if you lack the mental preparedness and physical skill to use them. When training with the knife, each session should have an objective and not merely be mindless repetition of techniques. Possible objectives you might implement in your knife training sessions include avoidance of the first cut, taking your opponent’s balance, and attacking vital targets such as the eyes or throat; using footwork to attain superior positioning, and “angling out” away from the attack line; using martial arts empty hand techniques and kicks in conjunction with knife offense or defense; discussing how to deal with a cut, and how to attain the mental strength needed to continue your self-defense techniques after sustaining one or several cuts by your opponent’s blade; and practicing how to talk your way out of an attack, or fleeing the encounter before it develops into physical contact.

You can think of the training program as comprising a physical and a mental part. The physical part in turn comprises learning how to manipulate the knife through the use of stabs and slashes from a variety of grips, and exploring different defenses or disarming techniques. The mental part comprises learning how to control your emotions, adjusting to variations in the situation and exploring logical steps for defense, and deciding when flight is not possible and the situation warrants the use of counterforce. To gain proficiency, you must work on both the physical and mental aspects of a knife encounter. Stopping short of this goal and focusing mostly on the physical part won’t do you much good if you lack the timing, knowledge, and mental capacity to act when under stress. You can learn the technical uses of the knife in the air or on a training dummy, but you cannot reach proficiency in tactics and strategy without the help of another person who can act as your opponent.

As explained in Book 1, the Knife Training Methods and Techniques for Martial Artists series has three objectives: The first few books focus on getting to know the knife, its strengths and weaknesses, and on manipulating and using it. The next few books focus on defending against knife attacks. The last few books focus on implementing empty-hand martial arts skills into your knife training, and include scenario-based exercises intended to bring your knowledge into perspective and give you a solid understanding of your strengths and weaknesses when faced with a knife-wielding assailant. Each book starts with an introduction. You are then given the lesson objectives, along with detailed information and a number of training exercises aimed at making you physically and emotionally ready to participate in traditional martial arts demonstrations involving a knife or, if fate will have it, in a real encounter. Remember that it is your responsibility to know and comply with all federal and local laws regarding the possession and carry of edged weapons.

When we think of weapons, we normally think of applying them in stand-up type fights at medium to close range. As you continue your knife studies, keep in mind that most of the techniques you learn can be adapted to ground combat at very close range.
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​BRIEF HISTORY
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The length, weight (including how it is weighted, or balance point), and shape of the knife are factors that determine how well you can manipulate it. Since these are manufacturing issues, the knife smith has historically served an important role. Not only must he have knowledge of materials suitable for knife-smithing, he must craft the knife with the knife owner’s motives in mind. Different fighting knives, such as karambit, balisong, stiletto, Bowie, kukri, and machete, for example, don’t only come in different sizes and designs, but are weighted differently depending on the knife’s primary purpose.

Many knives were originally designed as utility tools, but were later carried as weapons of war or for defensive purposes. The machete, for example, which is a heavy duty knife, almost big enough to be considered a short sword, was originally designed to cut through heavy vegetation. The fact that it lacks a hand guard is an indication of its general utility as opposed to fighting purpose. Yet, the machete possesses two fundamental qualities that contribute to its success as a deadly weapon of combat: Its size and weight give the wielder the leverage he or she needs to execute a disabling or killing blow, and the relatively thin blade allows the wielder to strike the target at an acute angle and deliver the greatest amount of kinetic energy for the effort. A properly wielded machete can hack through a human body with ease, as has been demonstrated repeatedly in the genocidal slaughters in Rwanda and Burundi in the 1990s.

Other heavy duty knives such as the Nepalese kukri are likewise designed primarily as utility tools for chopping through heavy vegetation, but have also been used extensively in armed conflict. A distinguishing characteristic of the kukri is the concave cutting edge which is always presented at an angle to the target. The knife smith designed the kukri this way in order to increase the momentum and cutting power of the blade. Kukris with particularly wide tips shift the weight away from the handle, adding force to the cut and permitting heavy blows with little effort. In contrast to lighter knives designed for maneuverability, the kukri is designed to end the fight with a single slash or chop. In order for the knife to meet its function as a hacking weapon, the steel must be of superior quality and able to hold a sharp edge. Although most kukris have varied blade lengths of ten to fifteen inches, and some blades are as long as thirty inches, kukris designed specifically for combat are generally shorter and lighter in order to preserve their effectiveness for close range fighting in tight spaces. Although the design lends itself to chopping, a trained wielder of the kukri can use several types of strikes. However, quick slashes from the reverse grip commonly observed with small knives are typically not practical with a big knife such as the machete or kukri.

Smaller knives such as the Italian stiletto and Filipino balisong were never designed as utility tools. Rather, the knife smith had a specific combat use in mind. The stiletto, for example, with its long and slender double edge blade, is designed to be wielded in one way only: in the forward grip, facilitating a quick and deep stab to a soft tissue target such as the throat. It is theorized that the stiletto evolved from the roundel dagger used by the medieval knights to stab into the openings of an opponent’s armor.

If one is looking for a knife that proves particularly suitable for complex manipulation, however, one might consider the balisong, also popularly called a butterfly knife, which can be maneuvered quickly from a closed to open position, and vice versa. A reason why one might want to train with a complex knife such as the balisong, is because it helps the martial artist hone his or her knife manipulation skills and gain general comfort with the knife using fine motor skills under stress. Martial artists desiring to place their knife manipulation skills on display frequently choose the balisong for this purpose.
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Highly mobile balisong with its various parts. This knife is frequently used in martial arts demonstrations. A swedge is a false edge opposite the cutting edge, that can be sharpened if the wielder so desires. Question: Is the balisong designed primarily for a stabbing or slashing type attack? Answer: It lends itself best to a stabbing type attack because of the relatively short and straight blade. Knives more suitable for slashing generally have a curved or angled blade. Image source: Lostinperiphery, reproduced under Wikimedia Commons license.
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​LESSON OBJECTIVES
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Upon completion of this lesson, you should:

1. Have developed an understanding of the two major grip positions, including the positions of your fingers and thumb

2. Have acquired familiarity with the strengths and weaknesses of each grip

3. Have gained some proficiency in finding the cutting edge through feel

4. Be able to explain how to secure a good grip and understand the dangers of losing the knife

5. Have acquired some skill in switching grip from forward to reverse, and vice versa, and have developed an understanding of when a switch in grip might prove beneficial

6. Be familiar with ways to pass the knife from your strong to your weak hand and what to avoid when switching hands

7. Have begun to practice basic defensive techniques against a person attacking you with a knife in the two major grip positions
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