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Welcome 

In the last 2 decades, and the last several years in particular, there has been an amazing growth in 
interest in historic European martial arts - particularly Longsword Fencing. Many books and a few 
organizations have sprung up on the subject, but so far, no websites dedicated specifically to the 
subject.  
 
he closest would be www.thearma.org, however that's more of a Web Headquarters for the 
Association, and less of a site specifically dedicated to the techniques of Longsword Fencing. There 
are a number of great articles on longsword fencing, as well as historical manuals and translations 
available there for the enthusiast, but overall it's a bit hard to navigate around to find exactly what 
you want and they also have focus on other medieval/renaissance weapons as well. Also, many of 
the benefits it offers are available only to members, and membership costs money (albeit not much 
at all). Overall it's a great site, but still fills a different niche than to what I find there to be a lack of 
on the internet today. 
 
A couple years ago, my best friend and I decided to start our own investigation of the Longsword. 
We got some wasters, we got some books, we got some translations of actual German and Italian 
treatises on the subject. We began our practice in earnest. Having other martial arts knowledge has 
been absolutely critical in accomplishing what we have so far. Kendo, Iaido, Aikido, Wrestling, 
Boxing, Muay Thai, Systema, Knife Fighting, Escrima - between us we've got some knowledge of 
many different martial arts. Primarily, I am a wrestler and an Aikidoka. Tom, my compatriot is 
primarily a Kendoka and Iaidoka. 
 
Not only practice but much study, analysis, critique, and dedication has gone into our Longsword 
training. And eventually, throughout our work, we found the materials we had to be somewhat 
lacking. Often the pictures in our modern books displayed bad form (torqued knees, tense shoulders, 
bad grips, etc), or the books would have decent pictures but little technique. More than one book 
we've come across has been merely a glorified book of drills with little else.  
 
Also, many times the number of variations on a single thing were overwhelming, and each source 
would say THIS is how you do it, but the multiple sources would contradict each other. 
In light of this, we decided to write an ebook for beginning swordsmen.  
 
Our focus is not to say 'we're better than them' or 'they're bad because', but rather, we'd like to 
acknowledge what others have done, and at least show everything, along with a brief analysis of 
why some hold their sword this way, or why this manual shows this guard that way but that manual 
has it different. Too often these sources only show one variation and say that it's the way to go, 
when clearly there is not just ONE way to do things. 
 
In this ebook, I've tried my best to show and acknowledge BOTH German and Italian stuff. I've also 
included my and Tom's commentary on much of it as we've experienced it. We explain why we do it 
one way over another, but why no way is necessarily better - because people are different. Just 
because holding a sword a certain way causes my shoulders to build a bit of tension doesn't mean it 
will for everyone.  
 
So when using this ebook, don't just take my word for it.  
 
Try things out for yourself, give everything a chance, and find what works for YOU. 
 

http://www.thearma.org/
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Before the Sword 

There are a number of things that one can and should do to train without even picking up a sword. 

To really excel at longsword fencing, one must be strong, flexible, quick, and in good cardiovascular 

shape. Such qualities are easier to develop for some than others, but nobody who was a great 

swordsman ever got to be who they were without training in these things. 

 

Strength  
 

For training strength, I find the best and healthiest way to work is against your own body weight. 

Training with weights is good enough for those that cannot work out every day, but is difficult to do 

properly, and done improperly can be detrimental to your martial skills. 

Click here for Appendix B ς My Workout 

Flexibility  
 

Being flexible increases your ability to stand wide and deep, as well as increases the range of 

motion of your muscles. Being flexible also increases one's ability to be relaxed, which is 

important for strength. Being properly flexible keeps us safe as well. 

Stretching should be done every morning after you wake up and every evening before you  

go to bed, as well as before and after every workout. If you do not stretch every day, then  

you lose what you gained the day before. Make sure you hold stretches in the morning and  

evening for at least 10 seconds each, and 30 seconds each before and after each workout.  

When stretching, the goal is to relax into the stretch, not push yourself beyond your limits.  

Gently push into each stretch until you are slightly uncomfortable in it.  

Make sure to take good deep slow breaths and then slowly push a little bit farther. It should hurt to 

stretch, but not be agonizing. Try your best to relax the muscles being stretched (being tense while  

stretching will benefit you nothing). 
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Footwork  

 
In swordsmanship one needs a stance that is stable but adaptable; one that one can  
ground into, but is quick and easy to move from as well. The easiest and best way to do  
this is to always have a 'back foot' and a 'front foot', i.e. One foot should always be  
farther forward of the other foot than it is to the side. 
 
There is an invisible line called our 'Weak Line' which is perpendicular to the line that is drawn 
directly connecting our two feet. It only takes a small amount of force along this weak line to 
unbalance us. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Of course, having the feet somewhat to the side is 
okay, but too far to the side and this shifts our weak 
line more and more parallel to our opponent. The 
more parallel this line is to him, the easier he can 
unbalance us, as he can more readily apply force along 
this line. 
 
Paradoxically, I feel that it is not ideal to have the legs 
too wide with one foot directly behind the other 
either. The reason for this is that doing so rotates our 
hips and subsequently our shoulders away from our 
opponent. The downside to this is that it limits the 
range of motion of the arms.  
 
Also, imagine where your belt buckle is when you 
wear a belt. Approximately two inches below that is 
where your centre is. This centre should always face 
your opponent, and all movement you do should 
originate from this centre.  
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Having one foot too far back inhibits our ability to keep our centre facing our opponent. Thus, I feel 
that one should always have the rear foot carried a little to one side (to allow good range of motion 
of the arms, and also to keep the centre aligned), but not too far (to prevent the weak line from 
being too parallel to the opponent). 
 
With any stance, there are 2 points called 'Weak Points'. These points lie on the weak line and are 
always at the spot where an equilateral triangle is formed with our two feet.  
 
Essentially, if we think of ourselves as a tripod that is missing one leg,  the weak points are where the 
third leg would be to give us the most support. These weak points represent the places where we 
are most susceptible to unbalancing. Knowledge of the weak points and weak lines is essential when 
we begin closing in, winding, and grappling at the sword.  
 
In any of these cases, we should see our opponent's weak line and weak points and take advantage 
of them, while protecting our own. 
 

Stepping 
 
There are 3 main types of step that we will commonly use, and a fourth which is a bit more advanced 
that we will cover in this manual. The first two are called 'The Basic Step' and  
'The Passing Step'. A basic step is one where your feet maintain their relative positions - Front Foot 
stays forward and Back foot stays back. Other manuals call this a 'Gathering Step'.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As a rule of thumb, when taking a Basic Step, move first the foot closest to the direction you wish to 
move, and follow with the other foot. A Passing Step is one in which the feet change their 
relationship to one another - Back foot becomes front, and Front foot becomes back. It is  
called a passing step because one foot 'passes by' the other. 
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Both of these steps should be done at first with a 'One-Two' count. One the first count (one) the first 
foot is lifted and then placed. On 'Two', the second foot is lifted and placed.  
 
This is especially important to do, and almost all beginners have a tendency to 'drag' their following 
foot to its new position while taking a basic step, and also they rotate their back foot during a 
passing step. While this isn't inherently bad, many make the mistake of leaving a portion of their 
weight on those feet - in a basic step this stresses the knee joint, and in a Passing Step, this grinds 
both ankle and knee.  
 
It is important to keep bad habits at a minimum and take the time to actually lift and place the feet, 
as this will improve longevity of the joints of the leg, while simultaneously putting them in a more 
habitually stronger position. This is because when one is fully aware of the leg (as in lifting and 
placing the foot), one is more apt to keep the leg properly aligned - and thus more stable. At more 
advanced levels of training, it may seem that practitioners drag or rotate their feet into the ground, 
but this is merely an illusion, as a good swordsman will not put weight on such vulnerable joints. 
 
The Third step is one of the most useful for adjusting your fighting distance (in the German tradition, 
this is called 'Zufechten').  
 
An important aspect of this, is not only physical distance, but also the angle of attack, and where the 
weight is centred in the body. The third step I have elected to call the 'Switch Step'. I find this 
appropriate as it not only switches the feet, but switches angles as well. Basic practice of this step 
involves stepping forward with the back leg and placing it parallel to the front foot, then moving the 
other foot behind it.  
 
This motion is highly variable, one can easily change his angle of attack up to 90 degrees with this 
step, as well as make smaller, more subtle adjustments to his distance with an opponent than with 
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other steps. It is especially important with this step, that the motion originate with the hips. 
Application of this Step can be seen in several of our Drills. 
 
The Fourth step I have decided to codify is what I call 'Step-Pivot'. It is difficult to do quickly, but its 
use in closing and entering into our opponent's space is invaluable. One takes a step forward(a la 
Passing Step), but right as the step lands (on count 'One'), the entire body pivots 180 degrees 
inward(i.e. counter-clockwise for a step forward with the right foot, and clockwise for a step forward 
with the left foot).  
 
Properly done, this is a very effective way to enter in behind an opponent, and properly timed, will 
give the advantage in a grapple. 
 
 

The Switch Step 
 
The switch step is as easy to diagram as the other basic steps. Its true usefulness is not...  

 
You will notice that in the middle part of the step, the feet are parallel, which means our weak line is 
also parallel to our opponent. This is a dangerous position.  
 
To avoid having this taken advantage of, the motion of this step (and all steps, actually) must 
originate with the hips, and be fluid. If the opponent tries to take advantage by pressing in at us 
while we take this step, we must pull the second leg back quickly, rotating about our centre - this will 
negate our opponent's efforts. 
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The key to this step is also its versatility.  
 
When pulling the second leg back behind the other one, one can carry the foot further back while 
rotating on the front foot. Done well, this will allow you to adjust your angle, up to 90 degrees. Also, 
this step can be combined with a passing step - if the initial step of a passing step is carried a bit 
wide rather than perfectly linear, the second leg can be pulled back behind it.  
 
Properly done, this will result in you being in perfect attacking distance to your opponent, while 
simultaneously exiting his line of attack. The only way to really understand all the various intricacies 
of this step is to practice it.  

 

The Step-Pivot  
The Step Pivot, like the 'Switch Step', begins with a Passing Step. Instead of merely adjusting the 
back foot on count two, the front foot pivots itself on count 2, and the back foot simultaneously 
rotates around. Properly done, the feet will maintain their relationship with one another - the initial 
front foot will be the front foot when the step is completed, and the same is true with the back foot. 
What changes is the facing of your whole body, which will have turned 180 degrees. 
 
This step is very important when you wish to grapple at the sword - it is a strong entering 
movement. This will allow you to get behind your opponent's front, and thus more effectively 
neutralize him. 
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Primary Guards ɀ an Overview 

Though I have elected to use the German Naming Scheme for the Primary Guards, It should be noted  
that in the Italian system the series of guards is near-identical. I will include the corresponding Italian  
name along with each guard.  
 
There are 4 primary guards which represent the ideal combination of both offensive and defensive 
actions. In German, these are Pflug, Vom Tag, Alber, and Ochs. I will refer to  these as Plow Guard, 
Roof Guard, Fools Guard, and Oxs Guard respectively. These are direct translations. 

Pflug - Plow Guard 
 

This guard is held with the cross more or less at hip level and with the Point 
threatening the Opponent's Neck or Face. 

Vom Tag - Roof Guard 
 

This guard is held at the shoulder (usually the right), with the blade vertical and 
tilted a little back. 

Alber - Fools Guard 
 

Held with the cross at about the same level as the Plow Guard, this guard has the 
sword pointed down at the ground. 

Ochs - The Oxs Guard 
 

This guard is held just above the shoulder with the point threatening the 
opponent's face. 
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Plfug ɀ The Plow Guard 

Pflug is one of the 
guards with the 
most variations to it. 
In the Italian 
tradition, this is 
called 'Short 
Position'. Pflug can 
be held with either 
leg leading, and is 
assumed by holding 
the pommel of the 
sword about level 

with your centre (i.e. just below the naval) and with the tip of the 
sword pointed at the throat of your foe. 
 
The Italian tradition shows this guard with the hilt virtually 
touching the belly. I choose to hold the sword more forward, with 
the arms more extended(but not rigid). The Von Danzig manual 
shows that this guard is held with the long edge of the sword 
oriented upwards when held on the left side. I find that this is 
more hindrance than help as it tenses the body more. 
 
I feel that this guard can be held with either the weight kept back 
on the rear foot, or forward more on the front foot. When 
forward, I keep the sword extended, as described above, and I take 
the pommel and move it ever so slightly towards the rear hip, this 
orients my blade at a slight angle which more completely closes off 
my opening on one side than having the sword perfectly centred in 
front of me. When I have my weight back, I carry the sword back 
further, and hold the hilt very close to my rear hip. In this way, I 
am already coiled for a powerful thrust. 
 
Plow is a very hard guard to penetrate. A good response 
when an opponent tries to move in on you when you 
are in this guard is simply to extend forward a bit into 
long point(often, you don't even need to extend this 
far). A well assumed Plow guard prevents your foe from 
attacking you until he either:  
 
a) moves his body, creating an opening for you, or  
b) moves your sword, giving you the chance to take 
advantage of this movement.  
 
This is why I usually begin my duels in Plow guard - it is a good place from which to begin appraising 
the skill of your foe.  

 



Published by www.sword-buyers-guide.com  Page 11 
 

Vom Tag ɀ The Roof Guard 

The Italian tradition lacks this guard, but in it's place 

has a guard called 'The Woman's Guard'. Joachim 

Meyer, the last of the Leichtenauer masters also lacks 

this guard in favor of a guard called 'Zornhut', which is 

identical to The Woman's Guard.  

I find the Roof Guard to be more flexible, and more 

relaxed, and thus more reactive. 

This guard is assumed with the feet slightly closer 

together than the Plow Guard. My interpretation also shows it to be generally more upright, with 

the knees slightly less bent. It also can be assumed on either side of the body, by holding the hilt at 

or just above the shoulder on the side of the rear foot. The reason for this is that it facilitates taking 

a passing step to accompany a strike - thus adding more power to the cut. The blade should be near 

vertical, angled slightly back. 

A variation on this guard holds it with the whole sword above and slightly in front of the head, still 

tilted slightly back, with the elbows wide. When cutting from this position, make sure to close your  

elbows as you do - this will align your arms and provide more speed and power to the cut. 

All 5 master cuts originate from this guard in their basic form. This is another reason I prefer Roof 

Guard to the Woman's Guard or Zornhut. With the latter two, it is much more difficult, if not 

impossible, to effectively strike a Krumphau. 
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Alber ɀ the Fools Guard 

The origin of this guard's name lies in it's use. One is not a fool to 
assume this guard, as you may think, but rather, it lures one's 
adversary to attack what they believe to be a fool, for this guard 
appears very open. 
 
The Italians have 2 variations on this guard. The first is called 
'Middle Iron Door'(because the sword resembles an iron door, 
ready to be swung shut), and is identical to the standard Fool  
guard. The second is called 'Boars tooth', and is held with the hilt 
further back towards the rear hip, rather than with arms 
extended. I prefer having the arms extended, as I feel tension 
building up when I hold the sword too far back (a la Boar's 
Tooth). 
 
The Fool's Guard is held with 

the hilt at the same position as in the Plow Guard, but here the 
blade is oriented downward, pointing at the ground at a roughly 
45 degree angle. It is my interpretation that the sword should 
not actually touch the ground, though I've seen some depictions 
of it doing so. 
 
The Fool's Guard is one of my favorites, as it illustrates a very 
powerful principle. Many would call it 'deception', however I like 
to think of it as Proactive Movement. The standard view is that 
this guard deceives an adversary into attacking what appears to 
be open. I like to think of this guard however, as 'forcing' an 
opponent to attack the opening's presented, as an attack 
otherwise would be very foolish indeed.  
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Ochs - The Ox Guard 

The Italians call this 'the window guard', and label it as 

'unstable', which within their system implies that it is an 

endpoint of an action, and not a guard to be maintained. 

Indeed, this is a difficult position to fight from, though as 

you will see from some of our drills, it has its uses. 

Generally, I don't like to maintain this guard for too long, 

though, sometimes it is a good way to see how your 

opponent reacts to it. 

 

Being the end point of 2 of the 5 master strikes, one does 

need to be very familiar with how this guard feels.  

 

The guard is so named as the sword resembles the horn of an 

ox. Hold the hilt at the shoulder of the rear foot, as in the 

Roof Guard. Instead of having the blade vertical, it points 

right at your opponentsô fact or throat (which means it is usually angled ever so slightly 

down). The Italian guard has the blade aligned vertically, whereas the German manuals have 

the edge at a diagonal.  

 

It is important to be comfortable with a vertical edge alignment, and a horizontal one, as well 

as in between. 

 

This is because one finishes the 3rd master cut with the edge horizontal (the Zwerchau), 

another with the edge vertical (schielhau), and when winding into this position, it should be at 

an askew angle, as this will deflect the 

opponent's blade the best. 

 

A good defensive manoeuvre from this guard is 

to drop it into Hanging Point when thrust at or 

cut at from your other side.  

 

One can simultaneously make a passing step or a 

switch step and thus enter in deeply and begin to 

grapple, or strike with the pommel or even the 

blade(depending on your distance). This will be 

illustrated in one of our drills. 
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Secondary Guards ɀ An Overview 

Secondary Guards are Guards that I interpret as not intended to be maintained as a fighting 
stances; or those which do not offer the same degree of both offense and defense as the 
primary guards; yet are essential to the art overall. Again, I've chosen to represent the 
German Guards, and again, there are Italian versions of all of these, which I will mention in 
the individual entries. I do not see them as sufficiently different to merit their own articles. 
The 5 I've decided to include are: The Near Guard, The Side Guard, The Long Point, The 
Crown, and the Hanging Point. 

 

The Near Guard 

 
This guard is held at the side with the blade angled back slightly and the edge 
threatening the opponent. 
 

 
The Side Guard 

 
Similar to the near guard, but with the blade directly perpendicular to your 
line of attack, and the flat facing the opponent. 
 

The Long Point 

 
The arms extended in front of the body and the sword in line with the fully 
extended arms. 
 

 
The Crown 

 
The Hilt at face level with the blade vertical and oriented at an angle. 

 

The Hanging Point 

 
The sword cross at or just below shoulder level with the blade pointing forward 
and down, as if 'hanging'. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 


