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Preface

I first learned of the great duelist and fencing master Thomas Hoyer Monstery several years ago, while researching ancient systems of European fencing and the various masters who taught them. That journey began in June of 2005, the day I first walked into the Martinez Academy of Arms in New York City.

I had been searching for a new martial art to begin training in, and the Academy was the fourth or fifth place on my list of schools to visit. Previously, I had studied Krav Maga and western boxing in New York, and Arnis stick fighting while living in the Philippines—all under notable instructors for whom I had great respect and admiration. And yet, I somehow felt unfulfilled in these martial arts. What, exactly, was missing, I did not know. But I was fairly certain that I would recognize it when I saw it.

I had never been interested in modern Olympic sport fencing, the purpose of which seemed to be about scoring points and winning at a game, rather than defending oneself in an actual combative situation. Whatever swordsmanship had been like hundreds of years ago, my reasoning and intuition told me that it little resembled what was now practiced on the Olympic strip. I had been told, however, that a different type of fencing was being practiced at the Martinez Academy in New York City—one with a martial mind-set. It seemed incumbent upon me to at least witness what was being practiced there.

What I found there was something far more extraordinary and significant: a surviving tradition of the older, martial styles of European swordsmanship—one of the last traditions in the world, in fact. Not only were the objective, mind-set, and form completely different, but the various systems taught at the Academy included a vast, almost countless number of techniques that had completely vanished from the modern sport. Additionally, the usage of ancient European weapons such as the rapier, sword and dagger, single dagger, cloak, staff, cane, military saber, and others were being taught. The Academy was run by Maestro Ramón Martínez and Maestro Jeannette Acosta-Martínez, the former having been taught these systems and techniques by his own master, Maître d’Armes Frederick Rohdes. A German born in 1897, and a veteran of at least one actual combat encounter with sharp broadswords, Rohdes had learned a variety of historical systems from his master, Marcel Cabijos, and others in Europe. Cabijos, a Frenchman and veteran of the First World War, had in 1926 notably defeated the épée and saber champion of the United States, Leo Nunes, with only a twelve-inch dagger.

In an age when Asian fighting systems had become synonymous with the term “martial arts,” here was a rare, surviving vestige of Western heritage, a culturally fundamental art that had roots stretching back nearly a thousand years, and which I saw being executed with great control, finesse, speed, and precision. Whatever magic I had been looking for, I had found it at the Martinez Academy.

As I began training, I was surprised to learn that other fencing enthusiasts outside of the Academy, or at least those of my own generation, were completely unaware that any older, martial traditions had survived. This was understandable, considering that nearly all modern books and references on the subject of fencing said not a word about older surviving styles. These texts presumed either that the modern sport of fencing was no different than the fencing of past centuries, or that the older traditions had become utterly extinct. Maestro Martínez told me that Master Rohdes had assured him that the old systems, including the use of antiquated weapons, had endured in certain fencing schools scattered across Europe, having been passed down through the ages from master to student. If Rohdes was correct—and I had no reason to doubt that he was—then, I reasoned, some record of these masters and their techniques must have survived as well. The question I posed to myself was, could such evidence be found? If so, modern references would be of little or no use. It would be necessary to delve into rare, highly obscure period sources.

The quest to find such records led to more than six years of assiduous research—from libraries across the country, to old newspaper archives, to rare bookstores located in foreign countries. In the process of that research, I began to uncover a wealth of evidence attesting to the truth of what Rohdes had claimed—such traditions had indeed survived. Throughout recent centuries, a large number of masters—some famous, others obscure—continued to practice, preserve, and teach the old systems and techniques, even into the twentieth century.

And thus it was that I came across Thomas Hoyer Monstery, a Danish-American master who hailed from nineteenth-century New York, and, coincidentally, had operated a fencing academy on Bleecker Street, only six blocks from the one where I now trained. By all accounts, Monstery had led an amazing life. Not only was he a highly accomplished swordsman who had crossed blades with the greatest luminaries of his era, but his authority as a martial artist was bolstered by an incredible abundance of firsthand combative experiences. He had fought under twelve flags (on three separate continents), ascended to the rank of colonel, participated in more than fifty duels, and battled gangsters; he was constantly involved in the great conflicts and upheavals of his time. Despite these astounding feats, for years he was merely one of many masters that I continued to research, for the purpose of including in a larger work on the history of fencing.

That changed on October 6, 2010, when I stumbled upon what appeared to be an article on self-defense with the cane, authored by Monstery himself. The article’s subtitle, “Chapter XIII,” made it immediately clear to me that the piece was part of a larger series. With excitement, I sought out and obtained the remaining fragile chapters, all of which had been published in a nineteenth-century New York journal. After studying the work in its entirety, I realized that I had in my possession something of great significance. Here was Monstery’s magnum opus, a highly detailed dissertation on the art and science of defense. Filled with profound insight, as well as shockingly practical advice based upon personal combative experience, Monstery’s treatise propounded a holistic approach to self-defense, comprising both unarmed and armed methods, for use against a wide variety of fighting styles and weapons, and even went so far as to touch upon issues of health, exercise, diet, and longevity. Additionally, the treatise presented a unique glimpse into the Victorian fighting world, describing other styles of the era such as British “purring” (shin-kicking), Welsh jump-kicking, “scientific” Danish head-fighting, African American head-butting, and American rough-and-tumble fighting, the last of which involved biting and eye gouging. References to these styles elsewhere in the literature of the nineteenth century do exist, but they are few and far between, and Monstery’s work appears to be the only one in existence that discusses how to defend against them in significant detail. Following the sections on boxing, kicking, and grappling, Monstery proceeds to the cane, an ideal weapon for street defense, which, he explains, is based on fencing principles similar to those of the broadsword or saber. Lastly, he concludes with a section on the quarterstaff, for practical use in the country or mountains. This segment is truly one of a kind, as it represents the only treatise on quarterstaff technique published in America prior to the twentieth century.

For their help in preparing this work for publication, I would like to thank the following people: my wife, Bronwyn Frazier-Miller, for her painstaking and time-consuming work redrawing Monstery’s many illustrations, for restoring numerous photographs for the introduction and cover, and for her steadfast love and support; and Maestro Ramón Martínez and Maestro Jeannette Acosta-Martínez, for first encouraging me to publish this work, for their many years of mentorship on and off the salle floor, for their assistance with the glossary, and without whose invaluable guidance, advice, and counsel this book would not have been possible. Also, my parents David and Pam Miller, and Jack and Pam Frazier, for their generous support throughout the years; Jared Kirby, for giving me a copy of Frederick Whittaker’s 1884 biography of Monstery, as well as for helping me acquire the rare nineteenth century Swedish texts which documented the fencing curriculum at Ling’s Central Institute; Carl Massaro, for his insight into Monstery’s wrestling, and help with the grappling terms in the glossary; Nigel Poulton, for his insight into Monstery’s boxing material; Diane Hayes, the great-great-granddaughter of Colonel Monstery, who generously shared with me her articles, images, and knowledge about her distinguished ancestor; Erin Wiegand, my fantastic editor at North Atlantic Books; Michael Wen Sen Su, for his assistance with imaging; Joey Dembner, Brian Sechler, and Scott Hansen, for their feedback and advice; Susan Snyder, Head of Public Services at the Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley; Chuck Barber, Assistant Director of the Hargrett Rare Book & Manuscript Library, University of Georgia; and William A. Mays, proprietor of the National Police Gazette, for allowing me to use numerous illustrations from the Gazette to supplement the introduction and chapter 11. Lastly, and most importantly, I am grateful to that force or spirit which guided me toward Monstery’s articles on that fateful day.

After its initial run in the 1870s, Monstery’s treatise disappeared into obscurity. One can only assume that its author must have been disappointed at the lack of distribution it received. In the opening pages of his work, he expressed the following wish:


I desire to give the American people, among whom [my] life has been spent, the benefit of all the experience that I have acquired on the subject.



May it finally be so, and may Colonel Monstery’s words be a beacon for those who seek to study, practice, preserve, and carry on the ancient traditions.

—Ben Miller

January 2015


  
    
— PART ONE —

Colonel Thomas Hoyer Monstery: The Unknown American Martial Arts Master

During the winter of 1881, a reporter for the New York Sun paid a visit to a unique “School of Arms” located on Manhattan’s Sixth Avenue. Later, he set down a description of this academy, and of the extraordinary individual who greeted him there:


Specimens of old armor hung on the walls, flanked by curious and rare weapons, daggers, pikes, halberds, muskets, foils, rapiers, broadswords, plastrons, bracers, masks, boxing-gloves, Indian clubs, and dumbbells. The Colonel, tall, erect, martial, his coat buttoned closely around his slim form, a silk skull-cap set jauntily upon his brown locks, which were parted with military precision down the back of his head and brought forward over his ears, and his iron-gray mustache and goatee carefully waxed, seemed fittingly framed by the weapons around him.1



The man was Thomas Hoyer Monstery. He was a fencing master, boxer, marksman, sailor, adventurer, street fighter, soldier of fortune, animal tamer, and world traveler. He was a veteran of numerous wars, and an expert duelist, having participated in, by varying accounts, somewhere between fifty-two and sixty-one personal combats, and had twenty-two scars on his body to prove it. He was one of at least a dozen or so fencing masters in America still teaching the use of ancient European weapons such as the rapier, dagger, and quarterstaff, in addition to weapons still used on the battlefield such as the broadsword, knife, bayonet, pike, and lance. Also, unlike most fencing masters of his caliber and of his period, he was an American, or at least considered himself as such, though he could never quite shake the slight foreign accent acquired from the years spent abroad during his youth. He was, in his own words, a “Gothic American.”2


[image: ]

Colonel Thomas Hoyer Monstery.



CHILDHOOD AND EARLY TRAINING

Although it is impossible to distill the entire life of a man—especially one as varied and extraordinary as Monstery’s—down to only a few pages, an overview of his life is merited.

Our subject was born Thomas Hoyer Mönster, on April 21, 1824, in Copenhagen, Denmark.3 His father, an aristocrat of Irish ancestry, had been banished from the court of Denmark for slaying a man in a duel. He eventually died from the effects of a sword wound in the lungs when his son was a child. Monstery’s only memory of his father was of the latter “standing erect in a nightshirt, stained with blood at the breast and a sword in his hand.”4

The boy’s martial training commenced at the age of twelve, when his family procured for him a place as a cadet in the Danish navy. There he endured a near-constant stream of abuse and the occasional brawl, forcing the young recruit to learn how to defend himself with his fists. During this time he also stabbed his first man in a fight, while on shore leave in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

At age seventeen, while serving aboard the ship Bellona, Monstery was injured by an accidental powder explosion, which rendered him temporarily blind and forever deprived him of the keen eyesight required for navigation and other tasks in the navy. Monstery was promptly discharged from the service and sent home. After lengthy medical attention, he regained his vision, although it was still severely impaired.

The boy was not yet deterred from pursuing a martial life. After recuperating, he enrolled in the Royal Military Institute of Gymnastics and Arms in Copenhagen, one of the leading European institutions of its kind. It was here that Monstery began his fencing career under the direction of Franz Nachtegall5, and where he learned to handle “sword, musket, bayonet, rapier, cudgel and quarterstaff” with great proficiency. Although he was still nearly half-blind from the accident, and was forced to wear thick, powerful lenses, Monstery overcame his handicap while fencing by learning to rely on “feeling and the motion of his adversary.” He graduated at the head of his class, listed as “Number One” in athletics of every kind, and was granted the rank of instructor at the military academy.6

Still desiring to become “the best swordsman in the world,” Monstery traveled throughout Europe, seeking instruction from the best masters he could find. His journey brought him to Stockholm, Sweden, where he entered the Central Institute of Physical Culture, founded by the celebrated Dr. Pehr Henrik Ling. At the institute, Monstery learned a “brilliant and effective style of sword-play” that he would forever term the Swedish system, but which was, in fact, a modified version of the French style that Ling had learned from his own masters.7 Notably, the fencing program at the institute specialized in ambidexterity (a skill which would later save Monstery’s life), and provided instruction in unconventional weapons such as the rapier, dagger, single and double-handed axe, spear, and pike, even going so far as to train its adepts in how to fence with the dagger versus the bayonet.8 After four years of assiduous training, Monstery graduated from the Central Institute a Master of Arms.9
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Fencers using “unequal opposing weapons . . . in which the bayonet is opposed to the sabre,” at Pehr Henrik Ling’s Central Institute of Physical Culture, where Monstery trained during the 1840s.



Monstery still felt that his martial education was incomplete. He was a master of the sword, but he also desired to be a master of unarmed methods of self-defense. Prior to coming to Stockholm, he had traveled the British Isles—reputed at that time to have the best boxers in all of Europe—where he took lessons from the famous boxing champion William Thompson, popularly known as “Bendigo.” Here he had been disappointed. In Thompson, Monstery found a highly skilled fighter, but a bad teacher who had “no idea” about how to transmit his art to others. Monstery’s lessons with the champion consisted of sparring sessions during which he was offered “the privilege of getting a licking as often as he wanted, at a guinea—or five dollars—a licking.” Monstery still felt that something in his martial arts was missing.

While in Stockholm, Monstery heard rumor of a very great boxing master named Liedersdorff, a German of medium size and modest strength, reputed to be “the most wonderful fighter in the world.” After his graduation from the Central Institute, Monstery traveled to Hamburg, where he sought out this obscure master and became his disciple. Monstery’s biography recounts:


In Liedersdorff . . . he found a quiet, gentlemanly person, who looked more like a clergyman than a pugilist; and when he asked for lessons he was told to put on the gloves and try to hit his teacher, who promised not to hit him in return. This was quite a change from the Bendigo system, which consisted of knocking the pupil down as often as he could stand it, at a guinea a lesson.

Monstery thought it would be fun, so he dashed at Liedersdorff, Bendigo style, and found himself turned round in a moment, stumbling about like a fool, not only unable to hit his teacher, but even to keep his face to him, for he was sent spinning round like a top and felt that he was completely at the mercy of this quiet-looking Liedersdorff, had the latter chosen to hit him.

Here was something new of which Bendigo had no idea, and the young man set to work to learn it, and soon found that with it he could initiate quite a new science of sparring, devoid of brutality and eminently useful.10



Now thoroughly schooled in the ways of the fist, Monstery traveled to Southern Europe, which he had heard was home to the greatest knife fighters in the world. After traveling throughout Spain and Italy, and taking part in numerous contests of arms, Monstery was surprised to discover that he had nothing left to learn. As his biographer noted, “He could beat them all, even at the knife play, by the secret he had learned at Stockholm, which he describes in three words: Economy of motions.”

After beating numerous Spanish and Italian fencers, Monstery set his sights on Paris, where he trounced the renowned French fencing master, Augustin Grisier, disarming him twice in a public assault. He could now hold his own with some of the best masters in Europe. He was still in his early twenties.
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CAREER AS A DUELIST AND ADVENTURER

From there, Monstery traveled the world—to Vienna, Berlin, and St. Petersburg, where he was made chief fencing instructor in the Russian army, and the commanding officer of the Grand Duke Constantine’s bodyguard, eventually attaining the rank of colonel. North America and South America were next. There he fought as a soldier of fortune in innumerable wars and conflicts. If the figures published during his lifetime are to be believed, he served under the flags of twelve different countries: Denmark, Russia, the United States, Nicaragua, Cuba (during the Cuban insurrection with General Lopez), Colombia, Spain, Honduras, San Salvador, Costa Rica, Guatemala, and Mexico.11 Although there is not nearly enough space here to recount his many combats and adventures (and, in fact, a book containing those has already been written12), a few incidents are worth mentioning, as they serve as a testament to the Colonel’s incredible prowess and experience as a martial artist.

In 1858, while taking part in an ill-fated expedition to Honduras, Monstery was arrested on suspicion of being a revolutionary. One day, while strolling about the prison courtyard, he passed too close to one of the soldiers on guard. Mistakenly believing that Monstery was trying to escape, the guard attempted to bayonet him. Years later, in an interview, the aging Colonel described what happened next:


I had no idea of escape, but was forced to defend myself. I took his musket from him and stunned him with my fist. At that moment eight others, armed with muskets and bayonets, sprang out of the guardhouse and attacked me. Then followed one of the fights of my life. I demonstrated there that Dumas’s back-to-the-wall heroes were frauds. I would have been stuck like a pig but for the fact that I had a space in which to maneuver. They knew nothing, of course, of scientific bayonet play, and their weapons fortunately were unloaded. I had pinked two of them, broken the bayonets of three, and was nearly fainting from exhaustion when I heard a stern command behind me: “Halt!” My opponents dropped their weapons. Turning I saw [Commandant] Valdarama, who was standing in the doorway, an interested spectator of the bout from its beginning. He approached me and looked me over. “My God,” he said. “Can a man learn to do that?” I told him that a sure-enough man could. He gave me my liberty at once and in return I gave him instruction.13



And so, at thirty-four years of age, Monstery went from being a prisoner to a combat instructor in the blink of an eye.

While serving in South America, Monstery never ceased testing his skills against other fighters. He engaged in numerous contests of arms against local fencing masters and spadachins (sword-wielding bravos); he even participated in bullfights. At one point, he was captured by indigenous rebels and tied to a tree for torture. Monstery escaped his bonds, sprinted three hundred yards through a hail of gunfire, plunged into a stream, and was swept over a waterfall.

Monstery’s fencing skills also saved his life on the battlefield numerous times. During a battle in Chiapas, Mexico, while commanding a local cavalry troop, he was cut off from his main force of men, and quickly found himself surrounded on all sides. A contemporary article recounted how


he emptied three saddles with his revolvers before they closed in on him, and a fourth man fell before a thrust of his lance. The attacking party threw themselves from their horses, and one of them stabbed his horse in the chest, piercing its heart. The animal fell, pinning its rider under it, and for a moment he lay at the mercy of his enemies. In five seconds twenty blows fell on him. He was freed by the death struggles of his steed and hobbled to his feet. His left knee had been broken by the fall, and he stood on one leg like a stork. His lance, too, had been smashed, but he still held to the business end of it. As one of the white cross men turned to flee, Monstery leveled this broken bit of lance like a javelin and sent it through him at a distance of five yards, with such force that the spear-head projected a foot beyond the breast. The man fell upon his face, gasping. Balancing himself on one foot and partly braced by the dead body of his horse, against which he leaned, the master of arms drew the rapier, which had never failed him, and engaged his five adversaries. The young officer was first to fall before a [thrust] that caught him on the throat. A trooper who sprang in with clubbed musket was struck with such violence that the hilt thumped against his breast bone. As he fell the sword snapped. The other three leaped back out of reach of the terrible American and began reloading their muskets, intending to finish him at leisure. At this juncture some of Monstery’s victorious riders broke from the chaparral in pursuit of stragglers, and his assailants fled.14



During his time abroad in Europe and the Americas, Monstery was involved in a vast number of duels. As to the exact number, the sources differ
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