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INTRODUCTION

Many fighting blades have achieved iconic status over the centuries. The Roman gladius, the Scottish claymore, the Saracen scimitar, and the American Bowie – all resonate in the imagination, and each is forever associated with the fighting men who used it. Among more recent blades, none has achieved such an iconic status as the Fairbairn-Sykes (F-S) dagger. Created for the new Commando force during World War II, using experience learned from Shanghai knife-fighting experiments of the 1930s, the “Commando dagger” was the fighting knife of this new breed of soldier, and for half a century it has remained the symbol of military elites around the world.

The F-S dagger was designed for the World War II British Commandos, arguably the forerunners of every modern special forces unit from the Rangers to the SAS. In June 1940, when the Commandos were formed to take the war to the Germans, Britain found itself in a tenuous position – driven out of Europe and fearing German invasion. Firearms were in short supply, to the extent that early Commandos drew their Thompson submachine guns when leaving for a raid and turned them in upon their return so that another Commando unit could use them – woe to any man who lost his! Appeals even had to be made to Canadian and US sport shooters to donate weapons to arm the British Home Guard. The issuing of a handgun to each Commando as a secondary weapon, a common practice among special forces units today, was not an option.

Additionally, those behind the project wanted to instill aggressiveness in the Commandos, an aggressiveness which would let them close with the enemy and help him die for the Reich using cold steel. What the instigators of the Commando project wanted to see was the same spirit of attack with the blade that had allowed Highlanders to rout Indian Mutineers at the point of the bayonet, and that had often caused an enemy to surrender rather than face Gurkhas and their kukris.

A fearsome-looking dagger ideal for silent killing, the Fairbairn-Sykes was both an effective close combat weapon and a symbol of the Commandos’ deadliness and elite status. Indeed, the Commando dagger would become a symbol not just to the men who were issued it, but also to British civilians at a time when Britain was on the back foot, and any deadly new way to strike back at the Germans was a boost for morale. Of course, British and American bombers would do that too – from 15,000ft – but the F-S dagger was a potent emblem of Britain’s readiness to fight ruthlessly, hand-to-hand with cold steel. Patriotic posters, magazines, novels, movies – all used the Commando dagger as a symbol of the British fighting spirit.

The reputation of its designers has also helped to make the F-S dagger such an iconic weapon. William Ewart Fairbairn and Eric Anthony Sykes are considered among the most important pioneers in modern close combat techniques, whether with bare hands, with clubs, with firearms, or with the blade; naturally, the dagger that bears their name also shares some of their cachet. Some collectors believe that Fairbairn and/or Sykes inspected each 1st Pattern Fairbairn-Sykes dagger; hence, by owning one the collector touches the same steel that was held by these legendary fighters. The story is of doubtful veracity, but it remains a strong image.
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One tactic which the Commandos practiced with their Fairbairn-Sykes daggers was silent elimination of sentries. The carotid thrust as illustrated by these Commandos going through training at Achnacarry was a standard move. Note the “victim” also carries his F-S dagger. (Imperial War Museum H26613)

Today, the F-S dagger offers fertile ground for collectors as there are myriad variations, and at least a few have the name of a former owner etched on the blade, offering the chance to research his military career. Although the earliest and rarest Commando daggers now command relatively high prices, interesting 2nd and 3rd Pattern daggers may still be found at a fair cost. And bargains do turn up at flea markets, yard sales, and elsewhere.

Though it was designed 70 years ago, the Fairbairn-Sykes dagger is still a part of many special forces units. In recent years, Wilkinson and other makers have sold many daggers to military units for use as presentation pieces, as some units award an F-S-type dagger to graduates from airborne, special forces, Ranger, or other elite training programs. Other units still issue a version of the F-S as their standard fighting knife. Some custom knife makers offer finely crafted versions of the Commando dagger – sometimes with Damascus blades and handles of exotic materials.

The F-S dagger has charisma, a charisma which can be felt by anyone who holds one and feels the balance. There is a certain warrior spirit in the F-S that seems to flow into the hands of those who handle it. Those same aspects of the Commando dagger that resonated in 1940 still do so today. That’s why the Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knife is such a classic.
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Two Wilkinson-made 2nd Pattern F-S daggers, one with an all-bright finish and the other with an all-blackened finish; less reflective blackened ones were more desirable in combat.
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DEVELOPMENT

A fighting knife for the Commandos

SHANGHAI BEGINNINGS

Shanghai during the years between World War I and World War II was the commercial hub of China. Banking, commerce, import/export, and industry were the reason for Shanghai’s existence. In fact, what became the Shanghai International Settlement had been established in the mid-19th century to serve British commercial interests, though the American concession was merged with the British one in 1863, thus creating the International Settlement. Eventually, citizens of other countries which had extraterritoriality (the right to be tried only in their own countries’ courts) established themselves in the International Settlement as well. After the Sino-Japanese War of 1894–95, Japan gained the same rights as other nations, and they would eventually become a power in the International Settlement. The French had their own concession which bordered the International Settlement, as did the Greater Shanghai area which was under Chinese control. Due to continued unrest throughout China, Chinese businessmen and workers also flocked to Shanghai, where the more stable government and economy of the International Settlement and French concession offered a better standard of living.

By 1934, Shanghai was the sixth largest city in the world. As the Communist Party and the Nationalist Party grew in power in China, conflict was common between warlords across the country, and violence spilled over into Shanghai. Armed robberies and kidnappings became endemic, especially when soldiers from defeated warlord armies entered this rich and divided international city. In 1927, for example, there were 123 murders and 1,458 armed robberies in the International Settlement alone. Political murders and labor unrest, often fueled by Communist agitators, made conditions even more dangerous in Shanghai during the 1920s and 1930s. After 1932 and especially after 1937, Japanese influence and violence (aggravated by Japanese-allied criminals) created still more problems. Organized crime, particularly involving the Green Gang, the principal criminal gang in Shanghai, added potency to this dangerous mix. Drugs, prostitution, gambling, counterfeiting, murder-for-hire – all of the typical crimes associated with “gangsterism” were in Shanghai in abundance. Sometimes called “the most sinful city in the world” and at other times “the most dangerous city in the world,” Shanghai usually lived up to its reputation.

However, in the International Settlement, the Shanghai Municipal Police (SMP) offered a counterforce to crime. Generally considered among the best trained and most advanced in the world, the very active SMP Special Branch constantly monitored the currents of crime and politics that surged around the International Settlement, while the regular SMP, trained to high standards of armed and unarmed combat, attempted to keep the streets safe. The police themselves represented the diverse nature of Shanghai. Large numbers of Chinese served as constables, with a few reaching higher rank, while Sikhs and White Russians who had fled to Shanghai after the Russian Revolution were also constables, with many White Russians becoming sergeants. A substantial number of Japanese also served, especially in Hongkew and other areas with large Japanese populations. Higher ranks were filled primarily by “foreign” officers, mostly British.

Many veterans of the Shanghai Municipal Police would return to the UK or the USA to teach the lessons in surviving deadly encounters that they had learned on the streets of Shanghai. Fairbairn and Sykes were just the most famous of these SMP veterans.

Rising from sergeant major/drill instructor in 1917 to assistant commissioner in 1935, the rank at which he retired in 1940, William Ewart Fairbairn trained the men of the SMP in close combat. He had studied deadly Shanghai encounters first-hand while developing the close combat doctrine for SMP firearms training. Having studied at the famous Kodokan judo school in Tokyo, Fairbairn had been one of the first Westerners to achieve black belt rank in jiujitsu. He also studied other martial arts in the process of developing his own style of fighting, which would later be known as Defendu. His techniques were the basis for SMP close combat training without firearms.

Fairbairn had also formed the SMP Reserve Unit, which had a mission similar to a modern Special Weapons and Tactics (SWAT) team – responding to armed encounters, barricaded suspects, kidnapping/hostage incidents, and other serious crimes. Fairbairn’s friend Eric Anthony Sykes held a “Specials” commission with the SMP Reserve Unit, where he commanded the snipers. Not only did Fairbairn gain even more experience in tactical firearms usage and street combat with the Reserve Unit, but his position also him gave supervision over the SMP armory where he had access to skilled craftsmen who could implement some of his ideas (e.g. blocking the safeties on the Colt automatic pistols used by SMP personnel, so that they would not forget to release the safety when they had to draw and engage an armed attacker quickly). Fairbairn’s books Defendu (1926) and Scientific Self Defense (1931) helped disseminate his style of hand-to-hand combat around the world. One of those who had read Fairbairn’s works and practiced the techniques they contained was Sam Yeaton, a young US Marine officer. Assigned to the 4th Marines in Shanghai in 1932, one of Yeaton’s top priorities was to contact Fairbairn. Soon Sam Yeaton, as well his two friends, Sam Moore and Sam Taxis, were training with Fairbairn and sharing knowledge of martial arts techniques. From these training sessions ensued discussions about knives for close combat and the most effective techniques to use them and to counter them.
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The staff of the Shanghai Municipal Police Armory where early forerunners of the F-S dagger were fabricated; Eric Sykes is second from the left, second row, and William Fairbairn is third from the left next to Sykes. (Dorothea Fairbairn)

Using the resources of the SMP armory, Fairbairn had some prototype knives made to fit the requirements developed by the “three Sams” and himself. The design was intended as a close combat knife which would allow its wielder to inflict serious injury quickly to stop a fight. The original specifications developed by the group called for a 7in blade with a taper to allow fast in-and-out cuts, a hilt with a palm swell to allow a sure grip when thrusting and pulling the blade back out for follow-up slashes or thrusts, and a hilt-heavy balance. The prototypes made at the SMP armory reportedly used blades from 1888 Lee Metford or 1903 Enfield bayonets and crossguards from aluminum left over from constructing “bulletproof” vests.1 Experience showed that shorter blades allowed better concealment beneath a jacket and could be brought into action faster, so most of the Shanghai knives produced at the armory had blades between 4¾ and 5½in long. Handles were of Chinese boxwood, though examples were also made with ebony and other materials, often with a brass ferrule. Yeaton’s brother Kelly, who had been keeping track of the developments via mail, suggested that the knife would be presented more quickly if an upside-down holster was used, which allowed the hand quickly to grasp the handle and draw the knife downward. Another friend of Yeaton, Jack Martin, who would become famous for the Berns-Martin upside-down shoulder holster for firearms, crafted the sheaths for the Shanghai knives.
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Forerunners of the F-S dagger, fabricated in the Shanghai Municipal Police Armory to the specifications of William Fairbairn, Sam Yeaton, Sam Moore and Sam Taxis.

Once designs were finalized, examples with engraved blades and nicely checkered handles were produced for the three Sams, Kelly Yeaton, Jack Martin, and Fairbairn. Fairbairn’s was a gift from the Marines. According to W.L. Cassidy, an authority on Fairbairn, the Fairbairn family referred to the Shanghai dagger presented to Fairbairn as the “Mexican Knife.” At least one of this type was made for Fairbairn




WORLD WAR II: ARMING THE COMMANDOS






Fighting the Fairbairn-Sykes Way



























THE PRODUCTION F-S DAGGERS

The 1st Pattern F-S dagger














Simplifying the design: the 2nd Pattern




The SAS in North Africa (previous pages)


















Mass production: the 3rd Pattern



 



WARTIME VARIATIONS OF THE F-S DAGGER




























F-S INFLUENCES: THE AMERICAN FIGHTING KNIVES

The Raider stiletto





The OSS stiletto












V-42: The Black Devil’s Brigade stiletto





Killing with the V-42







The OSS stiletto in action













OEBPS/images/9781849088343_title.jpg
WEAPON





OEBPS/images/9781849088343_Int.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781849088343_img05.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781849088343_Cover.jpg
FAIRBAIRN-SYKES
COMMANDO DAGGER

LEROY THOMPSON






OEBPS/images/9781849088343_ch.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781849088343_img03.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781849088343_img04.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781849088343_img01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781849088343_img02.jpg





