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The Knife Training Methods and Techniques for Martial Artists series gives the martial arts interested person a solid background on the importance of the knife as a combat weapon, inspires the reader about the benefits of knife training, and provides detailed instruction in how to manipulate and defend against a knife with speed, proficiency, and confidence.

Almost any martial art, traditional or modern, can be adapted to knife offense and defense without changing the basic principles of the art. Since the knife is a relatively small and lightweight weapon, many of the moves and movement patterns you use in your empty-hand art are easily transferable to your knife techniques, and vice versa. The practical lessons you learn by adding knife training to your arsenal include quick reaction skills, physical and mental control, footwork and evasion tactics, distance control, and target precision. Knife training gives you a decided physical and mental edge and opens new dimensions that will deepen your understanding of the martial arts.

This special volume contains books 6 through 10 of the Knife Training Methods and Techniques for Martial Artists series, with focus on defending and counterattacking with the knife (each book can also be purchased separately):

6. Knife Defense Basics

7. Knife Defense Dynamics

8. Knife-on-Knife and Multiple Opponent Knife Defense Strategies

9. Knife and Empty-Hand Defenses Compared

10. Knife Training and Advanced Martial Arts Concepts

Knife Defense Basics, book 6 in the series, covers basic knife defense principles, how to recognize a threat and prepare a defense, the importance of seizing the initiative and counterstriking, superior positioning along with an analysis of safety in distance versus closeness, and a number of blocking, deflection, and countering exercises. It ends with a discussion of different types of threats and how to choose a training method that is right for you.

Knife Defense Dynamics, book 7 in the series, covers dynamic knife defense concepts including seizing the initiative, forcing the adversary to retreat, and taking his balance. It covers different ways to defend against and neutralize the threat in stand-up and ground scenarios. It also includes a discussion about the knife as a weapon of coercion.

Knife-on-Knife and Multiple Opponent Knife Defense Strategies, book 8 in the series, covers commonly taught knife strategies and the factors one must be cautious of when fighting multiple opponents. It discusses knife techniques against single opponents armed with a knife, with emphasis on the training benefits yet dangers of dueling with the knife. It ends with more than a dozen martial arts dummy and partner exercises for further practice and analysis.

Knife and Empty-Hand Defenses Compared, book 9 in the series, demonstrates how most empty-hand and knife techniques are interchangeable, or nearly so, with only minor adjustments. The knife can thus be used as an enhancement tool to build speed and precision in your empty-hand techniques. Moreover, should you find yourself in a self-defense situation where you have access to a knife, the muscle memory you have developed by practicing the techniques in your empty-hand martial art will be easily transferable to a large arsenal of knife techniques.

Knife Training and Advanced Martial Arts Concepts, book 10 in the series, covers the importance of moving from the mechanical to the conceptual stage of learning successful defenses against knife attacks, the relationship between time and timing, factors that trigger the natural speed of your body, how distance and movement can prove elusive, and different ways to disarm the opponent of the use of his weapons.

Books 1 through 5 of the Knife Training Methods and Techniques for Martial Artists series can be found in the Knife Offense (Five Books in One) volume, and can also be purchased separately.
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Book 6
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Books 1 through 5 of the Knife Training Methods and Techniques for Martial Artists series focused on getting to know and use the knife. Now that you have gained some understanding of knife offense, let’s continue by studying what you might do if faced empty handed with a knife-wielding assailant.

If you have experience in a contact martial art, you know that one good strike or kick, even though it may be painful, is not likely to kill you or even end the fight. This bit of knowledge gives you confidence in your survival ability. Participating in contact martial arts training, wearing gloves and other protective gear, is good physical conditioning. It also builds confidence in your ability to take strikes and kicks. But let’s assume now that your opponent is armed with a knife, and that a faulty move on your part will likely mean severe injury or death. Will you be more cautious about the techniques you execute, the distance you keep between you and your adversary, or your timing? Even though nothing else has changed, you will approach the situation more cautiously when you know that your safety or life is at stake. Training in knife defense, using a dull training blade and acknowledging each time it touches you, will make you more aware of the dangers involved.

Defending empty handed against the knife is one of the most difficult and dangerous situations you will encounter. When setting up realistic scenarios and training at realistic speed, you will learn that it’s not as simple as sidestepping and intercepting the attack, or placing your opponent in a joint lock that neutralizes the threat. You will likely miss the attacker’s hand when trying to intercept it and get cut in the process. When facing a knife-wielding attacker, even a cut to a non-lethal area such as your arm can cause shock. If you fail to react with offense after your defensive move, the fight will likely end to your opponent’s advantage. When facing a knife-wielding attacker, you must have a keen sense of distance. The fighting range that applies when sparring empty handed in the training hall will likely not be workable against the knife. You must either be far away or very close. If outside of the knife’s effective range, you must either distance yourself permanently or find an opportunity to move to close range. You must then control your opponent’s offensive capabilities by unbalancing him, harming him through a strike or kick to a vulnerable area, or pinning or controlling his knife-wielding hand.

What are your choices? You can attempt to control the knife, control the arm that holds the knife, or control the person. Untrained people have a tendency to fixate on the knife. But since the knife is at the extension of the arm, it is capable of tremendous speed and is difficult to intercept and control. Focusing on the arm rather than the knife gives you a slightly better chance of achieving control of the weapon without getting cut. Consider, too, the possibility of controlling your opponent’s whole body while ignoring the knife initially, through an unbalancing move for instance. Balance loss and damage to your opponent’s arms or body may prevent him from gripping or using the knife against you.

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.
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​BRIEF HISTORY
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Although some people will argue that the techniques you learn in the martial arts training hall are much too complicated for a real situation involving a knife, this is not necessarily true. Remember that many Asian martial arts are built upon surprise tactics. They were developed to give you an advantage over a bigger or stronger adversary. Consider how ancient Chinese military strategist Sun-tzu, for example, advocated surprise and “dirty” fighting; for example, that you should appear weak when you are strong, and strong when you are weak. There is nothing that says that you must use a clean block or clean intercept technique when defending against a knife. Rather, you should find a way to weaken your adversary before engaging him for a disarming technique. Weakening him can involve a distraction such as spitting at his face, or it can involve a strike to a sensitive area such as the eyes.

Moreover, even if you do get cut trying to defend against a knife, it does not necessarily mean that you are completely incapacitated or dead; you may still be able to strike with your bare fists to a vulnerable target and proceed with a disarming technique. Remember that your opponent, too, even though he has a weapon, will experience adrenaline and loss of fine motor skills. An attack that seems precise in a controlled environment will lose that precision on the street. Nobody has a death wish. Your adversary fully knows that if you get hold of the weapon, the odds will likely turn in your favor and against him.

Historical Gem: Not all cuts or thrusts with a sharp weapon prove deadly or even limiting to the victim. Consider, for example, the rapier, which proved a popular dueling weapon in the middle ages. As noted by George Silver, an English gentleman of the sixteenth to seventeenth century known for his writings on swordplay, in his Paradoxes of Defence (London, UK: Printed for Edward Blount, 1599), the rapier, due to its extraordinary length, was an article of dress and social function. He did not consider it a true battlefield weapon, however: Although the “science” of dueling and sword fighting for social purposes was “noble” and “preferred next to divinity,” which “preserves the soul from hell and the devil,” the “noble science” of swordsmanship “defend[s] the body from wounds and slaughter.” While the sword, according to Silver, proved lethal and was wielded on the battlefield in the service of a Prince, the rapier, on account of its design as a thrusting rather than slashing weapon, was predictable in motion. Since it was suited only for the thrust, it proved nearly useless in battle. While the rapier could stab deeply into soft tissue, it could not sever a limb or head from the opponent’s body. A wounded duelist could thus continue fighting, even after receiving numerous stabs:


I have known a gentleman hurt in a rapier fight, in nine or ten places throughout the body, arms, and legs, and yet has continued in his fight, and afterward has slain the other, and come home and has been cured of all his wounds without maim, and is yet living.



Every great general in history knows that the moment the first shots are fired, all your plans go out the window. This is true for the knife-wielding attacker as well. Yes, he has the advantage initially, holding both the weapon and the initiative. However, the moment he attacks, and you respond or preempt the attack, the initial plan will likely begin to fail. In fact, he may not even survive the encounter. If his first attempt to stab you fails, he may not have enough endurance to try again with any prospect of success.

[image: image]

An 1874 fencing duel between two gentlemen desiring to settle a dispute the “honorable” way. These sorts of duels resulted in injury more often than death. Image source: Das Wissen des 20. Jahrhunderts, Verlag für Wissenschaft und Bildung, 1961, reproduced under Wikimedia Commons license.
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​LESSON OBJECTIVES
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Upon completion of this lesson, you should:

1. Have acquired a healthy respect for the power of the knife

2. Have gained an understanding of how to retain realism while avoiding injury when training in knife defense techniques with your martial arts buddies

3. Have developed a basic understanding of how issues of violence develop and be able to detect the warning signals

4. Have started to hone your ability to move to a superior position in relation to your opponent, and should understand the importance of seizing the initiative

5. Have had an opportunity to engage in plenty of partner practice involving basic blocks and deflective moves

6. Have gained some knowledge and practical experience in the benefits and pitfalls of distancing yourself from the knife versus moving to close range

7. Have developed insight into the extent to which your empty-hand martial arts background can be used as a guide to building proficiency in basic knife defense
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​THOUGHTS ON BASIC KNIFE DEFENSE PRINCIPLES
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I have heard both extremes: The first position says that when you’re attacked by a knife-wielding opponent, you just have to use your ki, or internal energy, to snap the knife from the offender’s wrist and subdue him by using his own momentum and energy against him. This advice assumes that you have no fear of dying by the knife, and that your opponent will attack with such obviousness that you can easily catch the knife, disarm him, and blend with the momentum of the attack to throw him off balance. The other position says that you’ll never pull off a defensive technique against an opponent armed with a knife, because the attack will be like a wild blur and happen faster than any person can possibly time. My view is that neither of these extremes is true. Although it is not easy to defend against a knife-wielding attacker, and you may get injured in the process, it is possible.

Studying the knife and experimenting with a variety of attacks and defenses will give you clarity and insight into what it takes to defend yourself; it will inform you about targets you can strike successfully when under a great deal of stress to protect your life. If a highly skilled person with a knife attacks a lesser skilled student, it is unlikely that the student will pull off an effective defense. When training with the self-proclaimed knife experts in the martial arts training hall, you may encounter those who are eager to explain or show you why your defense won’t work, and who profess to know how to counter any defensive technique you suggest. But ask yourself this: Whose game are you playing? Your opponent does not necessarily know your skill or what you are capable of doing. If he did, or if he thought you could hurt him severely and even take the knife from him, he might have second thoughts about attacking you.

A common belief is that a person armed with a knife is less dangerous than a person armed with a firearm. But as noted in the introduction to Book 1 of the Knife Training Methods and Techniques for Martial Artists series, edged weapon attacks often end with severe injury to at least one of the combatants. This fact is seldom capitalized on when practicing knife defense and disarming techniques in the martial arts training hall. When studying basic empty-hand defenses against knife attacks, start by exploring a number of factors:

1. How long does it take you to recognize the fact that there is a threat to your life and that the assailant is wielding a knife?

2. How long does it take you to initiate an action intended to avoid the attack?

3. How much distance is between you and the attacker? If your opponent is closer than five feet when you recognize the threat and he or she is intent on using the knife, it may prove difficult to defend against the attack successfully; that is, unless you have received some warning of the attack and are mentally and physically prepared to act immediately.

Any attack with a weapon can potentially have a worse outcome than an unarmed attack. The person with access to the weapon therefore holds the dominant position. If both you and your opponent are armed, it may come down to the “superior” weapon. For example, a gun is superior to a knife from long range. From short range, this is not necessarily true. If you both carry knives, the person with the “superior” knife (generally the longer blade) may hold the dominant position. Although the person with superior skill and willingness to use the knife may dominate the situation, in general a bigger or longer knife is superior to smaller or shorter knife. A big knife has greater capacity to intimidate and greater reach. If you get to the point of physical contact, a bigger knife has the capacity to inflict a deeper and more severe wound.

[image: image]

A firearm is not necessarily limited to a handgun. A rifle or assault weapon could prove impractical for the purpose for which it is intended at grappling range, but might still be used as a tactical weapon to thwart a knife attack, much like you would use a stick or any other object that gives you striking power or leverage. Note that the fighter on the bottom is also controlling the opponent’s movement through normal grappling/martial arts techniques by locking his legs around his adversary. Image source: United States Marine Corps, reproduced under Wikimedia Commons license.

However, the dominant position may also belong to the person with superior fighting skills. Superior fighting skills, in turn, depend on a number of factors such as the length and type of your training, your athletic capacity including your physical strength and endurance, and your mental readiness including your willingness to engage the adversary.

If your opponent is brandishing a knife, assume that he is committed to using it. You only have one chance to avoid the first cut. Getting him to commit when it best suits you will likely make your defensive technique stronger.

When exploring the possibilities of prevailing empty handed against an edged weapon, enter the confrontation with the mindset that the fight should last the shortest amount of time possible. You might know the person who threatens you. He or she might be a family member, an acquaintance, or someone you have merely observed repeatedly at a social event. If this is the case, you may also know something about this person’s background and training. If not, you will not know how committed he or she is to the attack, or how he will react once you make a move. To increase your chances of success:

1. Have respect for the power of the knife and make an all-out effort to escape injury or death. Avoid the situation completely, if you can.

2. If possible, surprise your opponent and take a cheap shot, such as a strike to the eyes or a kick to the knee. You may even try spitting at his face. If you can’t distance yourself totally, move in with strong offense to end the fight while he is still stunned from your surprise move.

3. In the training hall, allow yourself to experience what it feels like to have your knife hand pinned and your knife taken from you. Knowing what it feels like to have dominance through ownership of a knife, and having that dominance taken from you in the wink of an eye, will give you an indication of how your knife-wielding opponent will feel in a similar situation.

Although you should not assume that you have time to determine whether or not your opponent has a knife or how he intends to use it before you find yourself in the fray, you may also get some forewarning of the dangers that lie ahead. You may have angered your would-be assailant enough to make him reach for the weapon, even if he did not have the intention to use it initially. Consider the brawls that frequently break out at ball games and hockey matches. Those involved may not have had the intent to participate in a fight when they first entered the sports arena.

In the home, domestic violence issues may have been building for some time. The trick is in recognizing these situations long before they develop into knife encounters. Take a moment and think about where the knives are located in your home. The kitchen is an obvious location. You might have a utility knife in the shop in your basement, in your garage, in your closet, or in a drawer. Would it be a good idea to place knives at some other locations in your home? Why or why not?

The greater question may be how you know when it is necessary to use your self-defense skills against a knife-wielding opponent. If you’re in an environment conducive to fighting, such as a bar, being observant might inform you of when a fight is beginning to brew. Other indicators of danger include a stranger suddenly grabbing you, unusual noise such as a person screaming, or hurried running as if somebody is trying to get away. But don’t assume that these situations necessarily warrant a defensive move. A stranger may simply be patting you on the shoulder in an attempt to get your attention.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​PRE- AND POST-CONFLICT STAGE
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Now that you have thought about possible knife encounters, it is a good idea to explore the pre- and post-conflict stage. Even if it appears as though an attack comes out of nowhere, there is normally a series of events that lead to the actual attack. When you role play in the training hall, using loud and abusive language, for example, will increase the stress level and bring some realism to the training. Start by identifying several ways in which a conflict might develop. When do you first become aware that you are in danger, or that the situation might escalate? By learning to analyze the situation as rapidly as possible, you will be better prepared to take one of several actions: attempt to flee, preempt the attack, counterattack, or submit to the attacker’s demands. Why would you want to submit to the attacker’s demands? You don’t, really, but making it appear so initially may buy you time to pursue other options. Every person who brandishes a knife does not do so with intent to kill. The knife may also be used as a weapon of coercion.

Your defense comprises three stages. Start by evaluating the situation. Look at how your opponent is holding the knife and determine if it looks like a thrusting or slashing attack. Next, dictate the situation. If you are well-versed in the martial arts and can induce the attack, it might help you seize the initiative. Lastly, eliminate the threat. You do this by relying on previously learned martial arts moves, be it a strike, kick, joint control hold, or balance manipulation. When setting up scenarios in the training hall, ask the following questions:

1. Are you in immediate or imminent danger? How much time is available for developing a response?

2. What type of knife is the attacker using? Different knives have different strengths and weaknesses. How the opponent is holding the knife might indicate the type of attack he or she will use.

3. What is the attacker’s motive? Does he want your wallet? Does he want revenge? Does he want to kill you? Why? Might there be an option to deescalate the situation and talk your way out of the encounter?

4. How great is the distance between yourself and the attacker? If the distance is great, ten feet or more, you may find an opportunity to flee. If not, you must either submit initially (or talk your way out of the encounter) or fight. How do you determine when to make your first move?

A weapon gives you power. It can therefore serve as an equalizer against a bigger and stronger opponent. But when facing an armed attacker empty handed, no matter what your size or strength, you must move off the attack line and preferably to a superior position toward your opponent’s back. If he or she is wielding a knife, a greater distance is preferred initially. But you must also keep in mind that the average person can cover a distance of twenty feet in as little as a second or two. If you can avoid it, don’t go empty handed against a knife-wielding assailant even if you are a highly skilled martial artist. If possible, find something in the vicinity that you can use as a weapon or shield against a stab or cut.

If you know beforehand that you will enter a potentially dangerous situation, it is a good idea to wear some sort of protective clothing; for example, a leather jacket that is difficult to cut through with a knife, or some form of leather protection for your forearms that allows you to use them for blocking an attack without suffering damage to ligaments. Leather gloves, as long as they don’t limit the dexterity of your hands, can protect you both when using your fist to strike and when attempting to disarm an adversary. Also think about what type of clothing your opponent is wearing, and counterattack to targets that are unprotected, if possible.

Finally, explore the post-conflict stage. How much damage do you think you and your opponent will suffer in a knife fight, and how do you deal with it?
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​SUPERIOR POSITIONING AND SEIZING THE INITIATIVE
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The bigger person, he or she of greater strength or with a weapon, is generally not he who will benefit the most from self-defense training. To derive the greatest benefit from your studies, you must at least experiment with fighting from the inferior position against a bigger or stronger person (such as on the ground on your back or pinned against a wall with no escape routes available), or you must go empty handed against a weapon. To put the psychological effects of the knife in perspective, if you knew that your opponent had a knife, would you be as eager to close with him, regardless of how much bigger, stronger, or better you are?

[image: image]

If you lose the superior position, it becomes nearly impossible to defend successfully against an opponent armed with a knife and intent on hurting you. Image source: Martina Sprague.

Since the martial arts were typically developed for the benefit of the underdog, attaining the superior position is important in any martial arts endeavor, whether it be karate, kickboxing, grappling, or weapons training. But superior positioning may be particularly important when facing an opponent with a knife or other weapon, because the weapon itself affords him or her superiority.

The superior position is generally away from your opponent’s centerline and toward his back, because this position limits the use of his hands. To regain the superior position, he must change the angle at which he is facing you. Maintaining distance from the blade is crucial until you can seize the initiative and move in with your attack. You can also reach superiority through a range of other positions depending on the situation. In a grappling match, for example, the superior position may be the mount (straddling your opponent), or even on your back with your opponent in your guard (between your legs).

When your opponent attacks, be aware of the direction of the blow. Your first concern is to avoid getting cut. You must therefore distance yourself from the reach of the knife, preferably by simultaneously blocking or deflecting the attack. Blocking or deflecting the attack gives you some control and allows you to seize the initiative. Since a knife is most dangerous when in motion, ideally you want to interfere with the free movement of the knife. For example, if your opponent stabs at your midsection, push your hips to the rear while simultaneously blocking the attacking arm. When you have avoided or blocked the attack, immediately proceed with a counterstrike to neutralize the threat.

If unable to distance yourself from the attack, an option is to advance the moment you sense a threat. If you are facing a skilled opponent, however, you may not see much movement prior to the attack. You may now try to take advantage of a lapse in your opponent’s concentration, for example, by distracting him with something you say or do. But prepare to execute a defensive move simultaneous with your advance. When stepping forward, be particularly keen on protecting your vital areas, such as your neck. Keep your head shielded behind your shoulder and forearms. If you have to take a cut to your wrists, it is safer taking the cut to the outside rather than inside wrist which holds a lot of blood vessels close to the surface of the skin. What other parts of your body can best withstand cuts, and how can you use these parts to protect your vital areas? I’m not saying that it is okay to get cut, but rather that if you must get cut and you want to live, some parts of your body deserve greater protection than others.

As emphasized in Book 2 of the Knife Training Methods and Techniques for Martial Artists series, when facing a knife-wielding opponent the danger is his hands, because this is where the knife is. Even if you can’t see a knife in his hand, it may still be present in the reverse grip. You must therefore know where his hands are and what they are doing at all times. Moreover, the knife gives your opponent psychological power that helps him dictate the fight. It is unlikely that he will resort to kicks, for example, when he has a knife available. He or she is also likely to focus the attack on a target above the waist. If you have access to any weapon or object in the environment, such as a stick, focus on striking your opponent’s knife hand first before moving in with a strike to a vital target such as the head or knee. The moment you hurt his hand and prevent him from using it against you is the time to seize the initiative and the superior position. Going for your opponent’s knife hand first also allows you to stay out of reach of the knife.

Finally, to utilize the strengths of superior positioning, you must detect the threat before it is too late. If the knife attack seems to come out of nowhere and is suddenly upon you, there is probably little you can do before getting cut. Although knife defense is not a duel or sparring match, you can occasionally train as if it were a sparring match to keep you honest about the dangers of the blade. But understand that for training purposes, once the knife cuts to a valid target, the fight is over.

[image: image]

This U.S. Marine deflecting the knife, simultaneously gains the superior position toward his opponent’s back, which also gives him several opportunities to end the fight with a strike or takedown. Note, however, that his opponent still has control of the knife. Image source: United States Marine Corps, reproduced under Wikimedia Commons license.
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​BLOCKING AND DEFLECTING AN ATTACK
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When defending against a knife, your highest priority is to avoid getting cut. When blocking a knife attack, your block must be strong enough to stop the attacker. This may seem obvious; however, training partners who are too cooperative may give you a false sense of security. Using only one hand may not be enough. Try to reinforce your block with your other hand, with the momentum of your body, or with some sort of shield (a book or your jacket, for example). You can train with realistic speed and power by using forearm pads in order to avoid bruising your own or your partner’s arm when exercising strong blocks repeatedly.

Blocking also involves more than stopping the attack. An immediate counterstrike should end the fight or at least derail your opponent. What types of strikes are good for this purpose? You can certainly use any strike thrown with power to the head, including clenched and open fist strikes. If you are holding the outside position (away from the opponent’s centerline or slightly toward his or her back), a knee strike to the midsection or groin will prove relatively easy to throw, and will at least stall the opponent’s momentum long enough to allow you an opportunity to wrest the knife from him or pursue the fight with additional strikes or unbalancing moves.

How realistic is your follow-up strike or kick? If you throw a front kick to the midsection, for example, will it move your opponent to the rear? If he still has the knife, you may be in renewed danger because you just gave him time to recover his momentum. If you throw a knee strike instead, and particularly if you hold the outside position, you may be in better range to pursue a disarming technique without placing yourself in the path of the knife a second time. Think about this: When disarming or defending against a knife, remaining in body-to-body contact with your opponent may minimize the risk of the knife being used against you after your initial block, strike, kick, or trap.

[image: image]

Make sure that your defensive strike or kick is logical. If you use a kick to defend against a knife attack, unless you can use a deceptive move to set it up, you may still risk getting cut. Image source: Martina Sprague.

When blocking a knife attack, what part of your opponent’s arm should you block? Blocking high on his arm may allow the knife to extend beyond the block where it can still reach you. Blocking close to the knife, by contrast, may cause you to miss and get cut. Look to your empty-hand martial art for answers. If you block to the inside of the arm, it is generally better to block to the forearm below the elbow and near the wrist, because it prevents the opponent from bending his arm and still reaching you with the knife. If you block to the outside of the arm, it
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