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Overview

Whether you’re stepping onto the battlefield for the first time or you’re a grizzled veteran of dozens of scenarios, melee combat is a confusing, chaotic and sometimes overwhelming activity to fully comprehend.  Veterans hold an appreciation of certain truisms of preparation, practice and the execution of a battle.  They will tell you that there is a flow or a rhythm to how the fighting progresses, the tides of battle shifting and knowledge that victory can be elusive.  Just because they’re no smoke in the air, no mangled bodies and din of massed artillery, doesn’t make it less real in some aspects.  Different languages are spoken, distant commands missed, and the loss of situational awareness promotes the fog of war occurring.  

This course will discuss and try to explain some of the basic and advanced principles that influence melee combat, especially as it applies to SCA Rapier activities.  In most cases, these are applications of historic practices of infantry and small unit tactics.  There are also lessons learned or observed over years.  

This course will specifically discuss the following areas:

· Basic Philosophy – Some ideas transcend and change this game
· Unit Organization – Types, recommended sizes and use
· Span of Control – Circles of awareness and effective range of communications 
· Communications – Critical Commands and information 
· Terrain – Use it or lose it
· Movement – How to move a formation 

· Tactics and Strategy on the small scale

· Training Techniques

Melee Philosophy

Melee combat is completely and utterly different from tourney combat.  You as an individual combatant you can make a small difference.  As part of a unit, the difference is multiplied exponentially.  How you contribute to your unit and your army, is much more important than individual glory.  In fact, individual actions can reflect badly on your unit or army in most cases.  This is a substantial change in the mind set that you must wrap you head around.  

If you gain advantage of your opponents, USE IT!  Melees aren’t always a fair fight.  Consider these points:

· If you arm an opponent and they start to change weapon in front of you, in engagement range – kill them!  Stupidity is a great teacher and the opponent deserves no extra benefits.  Don’t add to it.

· If you arm them and they step back to switch weapons, kill the person they probably just exposed on their left or right (especially if they didn’t say anything to their teammates).

· If you leg them, unless they immediately go defensive as they go down - kill them before they get settled (if possible).  Sometimes, a “legged” opponent can become a strongpoint on the battle line if others rally around them.  

· There are occasions when it’s best to leave the legged fighter where they drop.  If defending a gateway or door, legging several attackers will effectively stop any forward momentum (by creating speed bumps or barriers).  The attackers either have to kill their own person, or use two potential attackers to “move” the wounded fighter.

· “Single combat” requests in a melee are cute.  Swarm, surround and pin cushion the requester, and then move on without delay.

· Teamwork is the key to beating an opposing force regardless of their size. Whether it’s coordinating for one person to bind blades and another to shoot at the bound opponent, small acts of teamwork make a difference

· Having a group of fighters maintain or assault a position knowing that it may be suicidical, but that will delay or distract the enemy is part of teamwork too.

· Melee isn’t about individual glory or skill.  Individual action, useless you’re assigned to a rogue squad, can seriously hurt your unit or army.

Unit Organization – Type Size and Use

There are a variety of formations and units you might see on the battlefield.  Each serves a purpose and each have strengths and weaknesses which can be exploited..  
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Infantry or Line Units – These companies make up the bulk of any rapier army. They typically number from as little as 8 up to 25+.  Line units may or may not include Rubber Band Gunners (RBGs).  They are called “line units” because they make up the majority of the battle lines.  They are also trained to fight in relatively close order or coordinated formations.

Strengths:

Organized to take & hold territory, 

Concentrated striking power, 

Trained for close order fighting


Weaknesses:

Mobility can be limited, 





Flexibility difficult with larger units

Elite or very veteran units can be broken into smaller formations or used in other manners.
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Skirmishers – There are two ways to define a skirmish unit.  These units are either loosely organized in terms of practice experience (several small units grouped together) or set up as a loosely arranged formation (limited training in close order fighting).  These units can have the same numbers as a Line Unit (6 to 20) but typically are most effective in small quantities (6 to 10).  

Skirmishers are useful to screen the main formation of an army.  They are useful to engage an enemy line unit or gunner unit in order to pin that unit down to a particular area of the battlefield.  They are also good to harass the edges or flanks of enemy formations.  


Strengths:
Mobile, 

Agile, 

Very Flexible


Weaknesses:
Can’t hold ground, 

Poor in close order formations

[image: image3.bmp]
Gunners – Rubber Band Gun (RBG) units are typically small in number if maintained as independent units.  These units rarely number more than 6 to 8 members.  These units are highly effective in attacking or defending a strongpoint.  They are also particularly useful in breaking up momentum in a large opposing force or eliminating it leaders.  It should be noted that massed gunners are most effective when they fire a rippled volley rather than a simultaneous volley.  This allows for individual gunners to pick separate targets rather than risk five people shooting the same person.


Strengths:
Long range striking power, 

Capable of evening odds in some engagements,

Intimidation factor


Weaknesses:
Significantly less useful after firing


Rogue Squads – Not to be confused with Skirmishers, these are very small units usually consisting of several two or three person teams.  The Rogues’ goal in a melee is to create havoc in the enemy rear areas and flanks.  Their job is to draw off forces greater in number than themselves (4 or 5 to 1 odds are desired) from the enemy line in hopes of pursuit, distraction and disruption.  Rogues are particularly well suited for assassination missions versus enemy commanders and exploiting breaches in enemy lines.  They must go into battle with the knowledge that they are likely going to die horribly (with a dozen blades in them) and knowing they are essential to driving the enemy insane with distractions.  Rogues require 360 degree vision, ESP and the ability to run like a deer.


Strengths:
Threatening/Aggressive skills, 

Extreme mobility


Weaknesses:
Like Skirmish Units, they can’t maintain territory if pressed.


Command Squads – In large engagements, some kingdoms may designate or require a command unit.  This includes the army’s general/commander, bodyguards, and messengers / traffic directors.  This formation isn’t used for primary combat except as a last resort or in scenarios permitting resurrection.  From a detached location behind the main line of battle (and outside of RBG range), the command unit provides direction to the units unit its control.

Usual or useful symbols for units

Infantry
(RBG Gunner)
Skirmisher
 Rogue

Command


- Engaged

- Dead






- Engagement or responsibility area for skirmishers

Circles of Awareness and Spans of Control

On the tourney field, the fencer only has to worry about the opponent standing in front of them.  On the battlefield, the combatant has to expand their situational awareness (SA) dramatically.  An entire battle’s outcome might hinge on one person in a unit noticing that the unit is being flanked or a specific scenario object is available / endangered.  

On the individual level the fencer has to develop circles of SA.  These are critical!  These circles cover different levels and aspects of the fighting going on around you, your unit, your army and to an extent, the entire battlefield.  


Personal - 
Have one circle around yourself (10 feet), 


Unit – 

Have one around your unit (30 yards), 

Area – 
Have one for the given area you’re attacking / defending (the building, alley, part of the line, etc.), 

Battlefield - 
If possible, be aware of what’s happening throughout the battle.  Snatch a brief glance to see how, what, where.

· Don’t be afraid to tell your unit about what’s happening around them.  SA helps to determine whether your unit gets flanked (attacked in force from the side), whether it needs to fill a gap in a line, or if you can attack an exposed enemy force.

· If you find yourself alone or separated from your unit, find another friendly unit fast.  Individual combatants on the battlefield, unless trained as rogues, are easily overwhelmed.

For unit commanders, circles of awareness translate directly to their span of control over their unit.  In the simplest terms, a small unit commander’s span of control is equal to how many people in his or her unit that they can effectively communicate with AND keep track of.  A small unit commander must be constantly thinking more about the situation around their unit than about themselves personally.  It translates into how well they can inform, direct, relay instructions and manage the unit they are in command of.  

On a larger scale, an army commander, must rely on their component unit commanders and runners to direct units on their behalf.  The army commander can not and should not attempt to take personal control of a formation or unit.  Doing so would reduce their span of control to a localized area.  This means the army commander must be able to gather information from around the battlefield and disseminate instructions using their staff, guards, minions or what ever else they are called..  

Communications

This is one of the most abused, misunderstood and critical parts of melee combat.  Put in the simplest terms, the side that doesn’t talk (in life and in death) loses.  If a group of fighters doesn’t know you’re dead or wounded, they lose situational awareness of the fight going on around them.  Loudly let people know (“DEAD”, “LEGGED” or otherwise) and the group can react.  

Unless you really want all fighting to stop all around you and potentially the entire battlefield, don’t use anything that sounds remotely like “Hold.”  Marshals get really annoyed when they find fighting stop for something that it shouldn’t stop for.  You might be politely asked to leave the scenario.  Even worse, the sudden halt in fighting may change the flow of the fight, expose individuals who might otherwise have not been noticed, and allow the opponent to see weaknesses in your unit’s formation or position they might not have seen in the heat of combat.

It doesn’t matter whether you’re fighting in your home unit, a mixed formation or alongside allies, certain commands and instructions should be instantly keyed on and understood.  On the most basic level, the combatant should be able to key in on two hugely important factors:

· who is giving the command (friendly, unfriendly or unknown)?

· what is the instruction?

Commands and instructions should be simple, direct and easily shouted if necessary.  The military has long used a two count cadence in issuing orders.  The first part is a preparatory command, following after a second by the command of execution.  An example would be, “unit, <pause> advance.”  This technique dates back to the middle ages.  It’s been used for such a long time because it works.  Applying that two count cadence to SCA commands, is most effective.  In the heat of engagement, some one word commands are very effective, i.e. “PUSH!, PUSH!, PUSH!”

Commands or Calls to listen for:  

· Stand Fast 



· Advance 



· Fall Back/Retreat 


· Wheel Left/Right 

· Push/Press/Surge 


· Charge

· Being flanked 


· Dead from behind


· BBQ

Commands and communications must be understandable to ALL allied parties.  If your unit or even army has been using a sneaky catch phrase, it helps to tell your allies.  Instances have occurred, when unit commanders from one kingdom have called out a command equating to “surge” (attack now) and troops from an allied force had no idea what the command meant.  

As important as communications are, commands and instructions should be coming from a verifiable (allied) source.  Put simply, make sure you’re getting your commands from your own side.  During one war, an entire battle was turned when one combatant from Kingdom A, slipped behind the lines of Kingdom B and called “Kingdom B - Retreat.”  In the chaos that ensued, Kingdom A, which had been losing, took advance and won the battle.  

Terrain
Where you choose to give battle is sometimes more important than how many troops you have to execute the battle itself.  Terrain, in this context is defined as the physical surroundings (real or scenario driven) that effects the movement, placement and engagement of combat.  Whether it’s as small as a set of scrubs or as large as a full sized castle, careful use of terrain effects can negate the size and skill of the largest and most skilled units.  Terrain can be broken into several basic types:

· Open terrain – 
Areas with little or no natural or scenario related fighting 



barriers,

· Restricted terrain – 
Areas with multiple pathways to another part of a battle site 


(for example: a woods battle, a city battle, or the broken



field at Estrella),

· Choke points – 
Areas with one or two easily congested accesses to another 



critical part of the battlefield (for example: a gate, a bridge,



or a building with a single entrance),

Open terrain fights, reward a force which is either highly maneuverable and can react quickly to changes; or a large force able to simply envelop the opposing force based on overwhelming size.  These tend to be very fluid battles that favor Line Infantry who are used to fighting with each other and Rogues.  Skirmish units and gun squads are reduced in effectiveness due to the dispersal or concentration of effective opposition.

Restricted terrain engagements allow for dozens of mini-battles in the course of a single battle.  These are battles of surges in momentum.  Maneuver, reaction and force are frequently balanced out by strong points and terrain being used to counter opponents’ movement or numbers.  They rarely become static engagements because both sides can attempt to flank or move around the enemy force while using some aspect of terrain to secure their flanks or rear.  The restrictions here significantly equalize all units.

Choke point battles have a tendency of testing the patience of the opposing forces.  On a good day, it’s a matter of careful dispersal of forces to either overwhelm a defense or whittle them down to a management (defeatable) size.  On a bad day, these are a bit less exciting than watching crabgrass grow.  Choke point fights, are a test of how to push through a location where the defenders have the advantage of a small area to defend access to or through.  Just like a siege of old, the attacking force must either find a way to reduce the defensive advantage or sacrifice a substantial amount of their force to rupture the opponent’s defenses.  Gun squads have a tremendous advantage in these fights due to the shear concentration of the opposition to shoot into.  Skirmishers and Rogues can either best used here as shock troops to weaken the opposition initially; or as a reserve force to exploit any breakthrough in the opponents’ defenses.

Movement
Sounds simple doesn’t it?  Not really…  Movement is the vastly misunderstood art of herding heavily armed, fractious cats from one area of the battlefield to another part while maintaining the unit’s coherence in size, shape and needed formation.  It’s also the fine art of reacting to the movement of your opponents.  There are some basic considerations for movement: 

· Maintain a basic and easily duplicated pace of movement that works going in any direction, especially when in close proximity to the enemy force.

· Never run into an opponents’ engagement range.  This puts all parties at risk.  It also limits what effective force a unit can bring to bear.  Bayonet charges work well when trying to dry real blood, but not here.

· Keep the majority of the unit together when moving quickly across a field or area.  The majority of your unit within arm’s length of each other.  

· Conversely, a unit moves only as fast as their most critical / important members.

· Movement may be complicated by terrain (scrubs get in the way).  Flow around impediments as best as possible while trying the keep the majority of the unit close together.  

· There are occasions when it’s best to leave the legged fighter where they drop.  If defending a gateway or door, legging several attackers will effectively stop any forward momentum (by creating speed bumps or barriers).  The attackers either have to kill their own person, or use two potential attackers to “move” the wounded fighter.

· If you are forced to fight behind a legged individual, take great care to never stand directly behind them.  The only direction a legged fight has to go when voiding is backward.  If you’re directly behind them, they can’t dodge a shot, and you can’t extend forward (through them) to counter attack the opponent.  Stand at a 45 degree angle slightly behind and beside them.  This gives both the downed and standing fighter room to move effectively.

· Running attacks, Fletches and other matters of stupid behavior, deserve an immediate trip to the responsible KRM and a cooling off period on the sidelines.  See the earlier truism on stupidity and it’s rewards.

Tactics and Strategy on the small scale

Melee combat tactics are all about opportunities and training.  Successful and well trained units can react with a single mind.  If their leader is “killed,” almost anyone in the unit can immediately and effectively take charge.  

Truisms of melee combat:

· If two or more come up against a lone enemy RBG gunner, engage them quickly and kill them.  They might only get one of you (emphasis on might).  Remember they can only reload just so fast or they could be out of ammo.

· Alternately, the biggest, baddest fencers / White Scarves only require one good RBG shot to kill them.  After being shot in five of the seven Estrella scenarios one year, the quote “kill the guys in the shiny helms” still resonates with the author.

· There tends to be more hard hits in melees, but try not to be the person giving them out.  If you do hit someone hard, find him or her following that scenario (if possible) to apologize and explain what happened.  Try not to leave them with a bad taste in their mouth to match to bruise on their body.

· Size matters & bigger is better.  If you can get a 40” blade, do so!  If you can get (and use) two of them, better!  Never ever go onto the battlefield with only single sword or using cloak as you secondary.  Take a dagger or buckler at the very least.

· In close formation, the person in front of you is less dangerous than the persons on either side of them.  Most kills, yours and theirs, will come at 45 degree angles.  This means you can’t focus straight ahead and expect to live long.  

Zones of Engagement:

· Every year at every major melee, someone screws up a basic tenant of melee combat – where they can attack from and how.  Melees allow 120° or 180° engagement zones and/or Death From Behind (DFB).  Lest you really wish to hurt people, learn to do it right.  

· Death From Behind Sucks!  Do it right or it sucks for everyone.  


Properly done, the blade is laid flat across the opponent’s shoulder with the crossguard level with the horizon.  Once the defender sees the blade, they are dead – PERIOD.  The attacker must then say “M’lord/lady, you are dead from behind” to simulate pulling the blade out of their body.  Depending on rules, the (dead) defender may utter a single word, such as “Dead” or “BBQ’d.”


Examples of proper and improper engagements

(Ranges exaggerated for appearance) 

Fencer A – 
is engaged with the line in front of them (including fencer B).

Fencer B – 
is engaged with fencer A & C (if 180° engagements are allowed)

Fencer C – 
can attack fencer B normally (if 180° engagements are allowed) or move to position “E” and perform DFB to fencer B.  

Fencer D – 
can kill one opponent from behind, but not two at the same time.



Fencer E – 
can perform DFB to fencer B in this position; however, moving slightly


more to the left would be safer, especially if fencer B moves to avoid an


attack from fencer fencer A or E


Large Unit Engagement Types and Arrangements
Basic Line Structure  (Example:  Strong right formation, with skirmishers covering the right flank)

Enemy line







Flanking action  (Before)


Enemy Unit




   Unit A


Unit B (Wheeling to the left)

Flanking action  (In Process)



Enemy Unit 


(left side collapsing)


Alternate Versions:

Envelopment (Flanking from both ends of the line)




Rogue Units engaging the flanks (drawing off enemy)



Breeching action (Blowing a gap in a weak spot)



Two spread out enemy units






Two massed units






Reserves to exploit the gap

VIP Escort

The main escort formation should be screened by skirmishers in the front and back (or on the sides.  Skirmishers rotate to intercept and wall off attackers so the VIP can move through relatively easily.  The goal of the escort unit is to defend against concentrated assaults that break through the skirmish lines.  Skirmish units have wide areas (shaded) of responsibility.  





Below:  The lead Skirmish unit moves right to screen the escort unit’s advance.  Notice they block the attacking unit from getting in front of the escort unit.  Once the escort is clear, the skirmish unit should make a fighting withdrawl to return to the escort unit.











Breeching a kill pocket (Gates or bridge)
Gates, bridges and other points with impassable edges are easily defended with small numbers when the defenders create a “kill pocket.”  The kill pocket forces attackers into a small area where only a few attackers are facing all or most of the defenders.

Direct attacks into the center of a kill pocket are doomed to take massive losses (50% or greater) and stagnate (while the dead clear out of the attacking force).  This is especially the case if the leading attackers stop to fight the defenders one on one.

The key area to consider in defending or defeating a kill pockets is its edges or ends of the defenders line.  


During a full frontal assault, the lead elements take heavy casualties.








“Dead” fighters clearing the field or

“covering up” on the ground stagnate








or impede the attack till it looses








forward momentum

This can happen several times in an








engagement without significant








losses to the defenders.

Attacking the edges or ends of a “Kill Pocket.”









The leading unit will still expect to 

take 50% losses when they engage the defenders.  Their job will be to block one side of the enemy line while a second massed group of fighters attempt to surge through one edge of the enemy line.  Once the edge or end defenders are dead, the pocket is broken.



Massed RBG gunners are another way to weaken an enemy kill pocket.  If the gunners target one side of the pocket, and ripple their fire down the enemy line.  





      Blocking force
Before

After









Immediately after the gunners fire, a








massed line unit must immediately








blast through the weakened area of








the opposition’s defense.

Gunners move back and reload if

a second enfilade is needed.

Training Techniques

Melee combat is by definition, a group activity.  All the traditional ‘one on one’ tourneys in the world can’t prepare a fencer to become a combatant.  To be effective in training for melee practice with partners at the least.  Working with a group or unit is best to develop an anticipation of what’s going to happen.  Fighting with a group/team/unit allows for a rhythm, trust and comfort level to develop between the fighters.  It also gets everyone use to how closely they’ll be fighting side-by-side, what commands or instructions they’re likely to hear, developing the visual cues to understand when to attack or when to bind.  Most importantly, group practices build a sense of camaraderie and pride in being part of a unit.

Train according to how you expect to fight in or as a unit.  Understand how and where to set up in terms of spacing, movement and placement (if possible) in your unit.  Different units set up different ways.  Get used to moving and maneuvering in the unit based on where you end up and how the unit moves.

A Line Unit will typically fight in close order or close proximity from one member of a unit to the next.  Close proximity can be defined in this case as your cohort’s torso being within an arms length of your torso.  In some cases, this may shrink down to half that distance.  Never fight shoulder to shoulder, as you have no room to move except forward or backward.  RBGs will typically fight in close order as a separate unit or when added to a Line Unit.  Skirmishers and Rogues typically fight from a spread formation.  The closest they will come together is double arm’s length (6’ or 2m), unless directly supporting a member of their unit.  Usually this distance is as much larger (20’ or 7m) in order to cover a larger area.  

Build into melee training.  Unless you are joining a well established unit of veteran players who practice melee regularly, don’t try to jump into a large engagement to practice.  There are some very simple scenarios and situations you can set up in order to prepare and train.  These are designed to build stamina, coordination and encourage a creative and dynamic fighting situation – much like the combatant will face on a larger scale.  All of these scenarios should be done with at minimum a safety observer 

	Number of players
	Terrain Type
	Set-up

	1 vs. 2 or 3 

Uneven Chase
	Open or 

Restricted 
	Start the single fighter about 20’ (7m) from the opposing team.  The single fighter should be armed with case of rapiers, while the other “team” should be armed with sword and defensive secondary.  Both sides should be encouraged to move.

	2 vs. 3 or 4

Uneven Teams
	Open or 

Restricted
	Start the smaller team about 20’ (7m) from the opposing team.  The smaller team should be armed with case of rapiers, while the other team should have sword and dagger.  Both sides should be encouraged to move.

	2+ vs. 2+ 

Capture the flag
	Restricted (use a single barrier)
	Set up 20’ (7m) from an object.  Control the object or barrier.  This can be done as last person standing or as a timed engagement.

Try to keep numbers equal.

	2+ vs. 2+

Sweep and poke
	Open (Drill)
	To practice timing and team work, both sides start in engagement range.  Alternately, members of each team bind /sweep opponents blades, while their teammate(s) attack.  

	2+ vs. 4+

Door or Gate
	Choke Point
	The defenders (smaller) number, attempt to prevent the attackers from coming through the entry.  Attackers should have a 50% higher number than the defenders.

	4+ vs. 4+

Escort 
	Open or Restricted
	Start at opposite ends of a field, and escort a member of your team (identified to the opponents) to the other side of the field.  Try to stop the other side from doing likewise.
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