(Previously) Unwritten Rules of the Rapier Community
by Lord Geoffrey of the Bay,
Cadet to Don Brendan McEwan 

To say that I’m going to write about rules is actually a gross overstatement. What I am actually going to write about are “conventions”. Things that I’ve seen practiced that feel important to the game, but that until now could only be learned by experience. My experience is concentrated in Ansteorra, so there is a definite bias towards Ansteorran custom and practice. The advice that follows is intended mainly for the new fighter. These are opinions and tendencies, and reflect my eight years experience on and off the rapier field. Many of the points I present here were learned the hard way - by making mistakes and correcting them. Some I learned by acquiring a bad reputation, and digging myself out of it for several years. Others I learned by watching my friends struggle through their own trials and tribulations. None of the advice here is meant to be taken as a hard and fast rule, rather, the overall picture should be viewed for its implication in who you want to be as a fencer. 

I love this game. I’ve enjoyed my time in SCA Rapier more than almost any activity I’ve spent significant time on in my life. I’ve shed blood, sweat (lots of sweat), and tears over this game. It is among the most important and rewarding avenues of self-expression I have ever been involved with. I’d like to share some of the hard lessons I’ve learned from bitter experience, so that perhaps some newer fencers might have an easier road to follow. 

Reputation is the most powerful factor in your enjoyment of the Rapier community, and as such, I herewith try to lay out a sample of the problems and opportunities you have to both build and tear down your reputation. A negative reputation will last far, far longer than a tournament victory. Once you have a bad reputation, it can be very difficult to change people’s perception. I’ve tried to give you the tools to understand the community, and see some of your options as you trod the path of the Swordmaster. 

The fundamental key to being a productive member of the Rapier community is communication. Talk to your opponents, talk to the White Scarfs, talk to the bystanders. Keep talking, and really LISTEN.
Honor, Courtesy, Community
Many new fencers simply don’t see the fact that they are entering a community of fencers. It isn’t a simple matter of showing up to practice and poking at people with metal sticks. Those who approach the game from this aspect will have a harder time getting help, advancing, and even, occasionally, finding people who are willing to fight with them. Think of the rapier field as a big sandbox where you can’t do anything interesting by yourself. 

One of the most important things to learn about the community is that people’s view of Honor is critical to your acceptance within the community. Unfortunately, everybody has a different view of what Honor means, and how it applies to rapier. 

The main components of Honor are generally held to be Honesty and Fairness. I won’t go beyond that in trying to describe Honor, but I would like to make one point. Honor and Courtesy are frequently confused. As an example, asking somebody to yield because they are wounded, and yielding when asked to yield due to a wound, is not an honorable or dishonorable act. Asking your opponent to yield in this situation can only be measured in terms of courtesy, and is highly dependent on the details of the situation. 

As another example of courteous behaviour, take poking at a wounded leg in order to “bleed out” or embarrass your opponent into yielding. I saw this done in a tournament to a student of mine, and it made me very angry. However, when I approached the offender about it, he was mortified. He hadn’t realized that anybody would find it a problem, and said something to the effect that he didn’t know it was dishonorable. He was right, it wasn’t dishonorable. It was, however, highly discourteous. My problem with it wasn’t that it was dishonest or unfair. It was merely that I found it a distasteful way to win or lose, and I prefer not to see it on the field. 
Practice and Teaching
1. Safety 
Unlike Olympic style fencing, who are training almost exclusively for competition, Sca fencers tend to be training for fun, and competition comes second. More importantly, Sca Rapier has had to fight hard to maintain its existance in the Sca since its inception, so safety has been a major factor.  

Sca fencers are expected to fight with safety in mind before winning. Many factors go into safety, and almost anybody is unsafe when they first pick up a blade. Don’t let this deter you from learning to fence, however. Safety is a skill that can be learned, and it is the FIRST skill you need to learn in Sca rapier combat. When you first start fighting, you should ask your opponent to watch for your safety, and comment when they think that moves you are doing are unsafe for you or your opponent. By steadily improving and working on your focus on safety as you learn to fence, you will never gain a reputation for ignoring it and being unsafe. At the same time, your skill will never have to suffer in order to increase your safety, for your habits of attack and defense should gradually set themselves in safe, effective techniques. 

One common problem is hitting too hard, particularly difficult for newer fencers. Frequently, those who are most offended by it will simply stop fencing you. This will leave you fencing with people who don’t mind, and they may never tell you. Be aware of how hard you hit, what the minimum is, and ask your opponent if you hit them too hard. Once you are focusing on hitting at the right amount of force, you can start changing it. If you are focused on winning, your shot speed will never change.  

There are three main problems that lead to hard hits besides simply not paying attention. Once you are paying attention, notice body positions that lead to hard hits. Notice how much you try to “hit through” your opponent. You should be aiming to just touch your opponent, not trying to “hit” your opponent, or worse, hit 6” beyond your opponent. Finally, notice your range - if you start a shot where a simple extension will hit, and you lunge, you will hit very hard. The same is true when you are in lunge range, and you fleche. Even if your opponent says that a hard hit is their fault for closing suddenly, it is your responsibility as well. If they do something unexpected, you must still attempt to “break your wrist” or otherwise bleed as much power off the shot as possible. You can’t always succeed, but you can always apologize for such things, and even an apology goes a long way toward making you look better.
2. Perception Problems 
 

A large part of the goal of being considered a “good” fighter is to avoid having a negative perception. You can have perfect blow-calling and still be called a rhino. You can be perfectly safe, and still be thought a barbarian. 

Always remember, it is very different on the other side of the field. My teacher and I frequently have a conversation that goes like this: "I hit you right *there*! Hard!" - "No... you didn't. You went through right here, iI have no idea what you thought you hit" - "What!? I had a 12" bend in my blade!" - "I don't care how much it bent, you didn't hit me!"  As you can see, sometimes people have completely different memories or feelings of what happened in an engagement. Be sensitive to this, and if your opponent's view vastly contradicts your own, either request to refight it, or accept your opponent's view. 

Be aware of problems with your armor or weapons. If you wear loose, baggy armor, or have a dangling belt, notice if your opponent becomes tangled and cannot move their sword. Also, notice if your opponent think he hit you, and let them know why they didn’t hit you. Be aware of the fact that you may not feel a killing blow, if the cloth is in a place where it catches a blunt that a sharp would have passed through and hit you anyway. If you see a blade right at waist level, think for a moment if it hit your leather belt and you didn’t feel it. 

Be cognizant of your own blows, as well. It is just as problematic in a fight to fail to call back a blow that your opponent should not have accepted as it is to not call a blow. If your shot is late, tell your opponent not to call it. If you slapped them, and they think it was point, tell them not to call it. Etc. Again, be able to say what happened in a fight, at least approximately. 

Fight with standard weapons. If you use a huge buckler, you run the risk of being seen as someone who needs a big buckler to be effective. If you use a long blade, ask yourself why? If it is to gain an edge, you shouldn’t need it. If your armor is too thick, you may not be able to feel a good blow. In general, find out what other people are using for armor and weapons, and try to follow the same general guidelines they do.
Don’t look like a thug. If you like fighting a closing game, be careful not to trap your opponents blade, and not to go corps a corps. Be aware of how a closing kill looks from the side lines - some are pretty, but many just look ugly or brutal. Ask people on the sidelines how a particular closing kill looked. Don’t use strength to overcome a parry - people want to see finesse and skill, not brute strength. If you are tied up with your opponent, ask them verbally to break. If you have complete control of your opponent, but no opening for a clean kill - let them go. They will be impressed at your courtesy.  

Strive to appear in control. 
For effectiveness - control your opponent. 
For safety - control your speed and stance. 
For safety and kindness - control your blade. Waving it around leads to slaps.
3. Be fun to fight 
Fight with anybody asks, the first who asks, unless you have reserved a dance for somebody or are truly exhausted. Truly exhausted, not just tired.  Don’t play favorites with who you fight. Your goal should be to fight with everybody, not just those better or worse than you. Don’t be afraid to lose - don’t be afraid to win. Those who fight the same set of people week in and week out get patterned to specific opponents. They also are viewed as cliquish and snobby.  

Try hard to improve your skill in every practice, but don’t try to stomp every person you fight every engagement. People who focus on winning too much, particularly in practice, lose respect. Work on specific movements, or subsets of the game. Restrict yourself to specific parts of the game. Slow down and let yourself be hit, so you can see the mechanics better. Learn the game, don’t expect to simply hone your reflexes. Fencing is at least 90% mental. 

Don't kill somebody with the same shot more than 2 or three times in practice. If you can kill somebody multiple times with the same shot or combo, ask them if they'd like to practice defending against the shot. If so, then feel free, it is constructive. Otherwise, it is phenomenally frustrating, and will make people dislike fighting you. 

Try not to act terribly discouraged when you lose. It is as important to lose gracefully as it is to try to win. Anger and frustration simply interfere with the natural process of learning and honing skills. They also have a dramatic affect on how people feel about fighting you. It is hard to fight somebody well who acts terribly depressed when they lose.  
4. Give advice, but carefully 
 

Helping people improve only aids the community of rapier fighters. However, giving advice must be approached with extreme caution. Some people are very sensitive to criticism, while others are excited to see opportunities to improve. Each case must be handled carefully and sensitively.
When attempting to help somebody, there are a few things to remember. The first thing to watch for is that the person is interested in your advice. Ask if they are interested - and it is critical to watch their body language in order to read between the lines. Many people will say that they are interested in any advice they can get, but there are also many who don’t mean it, and only listen sullenly.  

Try to determine before advising, that the recipient respects your opinion. It does no good to make a well thought out point only to have that person laugh and walk away. Far better to restrict your comments to those that like you, and are willing to listen to you. 

When giving advice, there are three major points to consider. First, remember that people are not created equal, and what works for you, or seems logical, may be counter-productive for someone else. Second, be discreet. Don’t tell somebody what’s wrong with their fighting when you don’t know them and there are other people around. People are more defensive and sensitive when confronted in front of others. Try to ensure that people don’t even know that you talked to the person until that person decides how other people should hear about it. Wait for them outside of practice, get their contact info, etc.  

Finally, remember to balance positive and negative comments. Try to start and end with a positive comment about what they are doing and how easy it will be to fix whatever problem you are describing. Try to avoid pointing out problems with no solution. Solicit advice on what to say if you are unsure. 
Blow Calling
Blow calling is important in the transition between practice and the tournament field. In practice, a good proportion of your initial efforts should be to learn about blow calling, and what the conventions in your area are. The quickest way to a bad reputation and people avoiding fighting you is to have a poor ability to call blows, or an unwillingness to listen when people explain their side of an engagement. 

The beginning of the story is in the rule book. However, you will quickly find that the rules barely begin to cover the scenarios you will face, and they certainly don’t teach you the complexity of trying to call realistically. Blow calling by convention is also the single point of behaviour that is subject to the most variation by kingdom and by area. 

The dichotomy between the north of Ansteorra and the south of Ansteorra’s blow calling was almost legendary when I started fighting in 1994. In the 8 years I’ve been fencing, that gap has almost completely closed. However, in the beginning, the variation took a lot of getting used to - it seemed as though we were playing a different game in different areas of the kingdom.   

The major avenue of communicating blow calling standards is to calibrate. Preferably, the way to calibrate is to simple fight several passes with your opponent before you fight them in a tournament round. This isn’t always feasible, and you are left with the brief, ring side calibration. Be aware that you should make your opponent hit you lighter until they hit you as light as you will call at speed in the fight. Then, hit your opponent at the level that you expect them to call. Don’t hit them heavier than you expect them to call, because as a calibrating blow it does no good unless you find out what their lower threshold is.  

Here are several examples of blow calling situations which are frequently called differently than per the rules. 

· Light blows - probably the most common difference amongst fencers is the dichotomy between people who accept blows much lighter than specified in the rules and those who require a firmer hit. You must decide where you fall, and be cognizant of your opponent’s typical blow calling.  It is unfortunate, but some opponents require a firmer blow than others. 
· Hitting too hard - Don’t escalate your hits above the level of safety. It will hurt your reputation if you gack somebody egregiously trying to get them to call your shot and the marshal’s have to discipline you. Rather, talk to the marshalls and ask your opponent to calibrate with you. 
· Tip Cuts and short draws - You should discuss tip cuts and short draws with your opponent as well as possible before a meaningful fight. There are many ways of calling tip cuts, ranging from loss of limb at the slightest point drag, to not calling them at all. It is your responsibility to come to a compromise with your opponent about what you will each call, and if it is different, be aware that it can cause problems and hurt feelings. Changing your blow calling in response to your opponent can be dangerous as well, for different reasons. 
· Changing your blow calling - if you are facing an opponent who will take a much lighter shot than you usually call, you have two choices. You can either call lighter yourself, or maintain your blow calling and let your opponent know. The disadvantage to maintaining your blow calling is that you can look inflexible, and if your opponent doesn’t require a harder blow than he is used to, you have an advantage. The disadvantage to changing your blow calling is a perceived inconsistency in blow calling. If handled honorably and delicately, either approach can be successful. 
· Different people have different opinions on what constitutes their body, as well. In Ansteorra, we are required to call the mask as if it were our head. However, this rule does not extend to cover hoods. Many people will call a shot if it hits their hood, even though they don’t have to. 
· Thrusts to the arteries in the arm and the leg. By the Ansteorran rules, cuts to these locations are kills. Many people in Ansteorra, however, will frequently call thrusts to these locations a kill as well, though this is not specified in the rules. It is a judgement call. 
· Light shots at the full extension of your range. If you could have extended to kill the person, but were being nice, some sophisticated opponents will notice, and accept the kill even for a very light shot. You should always strive to be one of those people. 
· Late shots. The rule is “if the opponent’s shot was in motion when they were hit, it is good”. I have personally seen this rule applied with extreme variation just within Ansteorra. If the shot hit the arm, would they have dropped the sword? Some people will call a shot late if it lands an instant before theirs. Others will fall on you well after your shot has landed and withdrawn, and expect you to tell them that it was late. 
· Shots that aren’t good - you should strive to understand what your shots are doing so that you can call back a shot that your opponent calls that you would not have called had you received it. This is the mark of an advanced blow-calling fighter. 
 

When on the field, watch your opponent's body language. Don't just go with what a person says out loud. Many will never say "I thought I hit you", but they will talk about you forever if you don't call the shot they thought they hit you with. If you ask and they seem negative about the question, it probably means they thought they hit you, and aren't willing to say so. 

Knowing how to tell your opponent what happened in an engagement is also very important in two situations. The first is when your opponent wants confirmation or explanation of what your sword did to them, or at least, what you thought. It is highly discourteous to intentionally avoid explaining these things to your opponent. A common misconception is that you “can’t call your opponent’s blows”, but if your opponent asks - you have an obligation to answer to the best of your ability. If you thought the blow was questionable, say so.  

The second is much more unpleasant, but also necessary. If you have grave concerns that you struck your opponent, and they do not acknowledge the blow, you have an obligation to ask them about the blow. People miss blows regularly (though hopefully infrequently), with no malice or forethought. Frequently, they are mortified to discover that they missed a blow, and will immediately yield or offer a refight. Also a frequent outcome, they will explain what they felt, and you will understand. Leaving the field without resolving the question leads to bad feelings in the long run. This question must be approached with delicacy, phrased as “Did you feel anything in X area?” If your opponent seems resistant, it is better to back away, perhaps asking the marshalls what their view was.  At this point it is permissable to request a refight, if you feel strongly about the fight, but many times you are better off leaving the field. In the case of an opponent who truly didn’t call your blow, it won’t be the first time, and the next course of action is to seek advice from either a trusted friend or the Marshall In Charge. Generally, the MIC will have the person watched, and if they have a significant problem, disciplined. If they don’t show a propensity for being thick skinned the rest of the day, it was probably not a problem.  

Remember, your only goal in attempting to redress a wrong should be to prevent the same injury to somebody else. If your goal is revenge or advancement in the tournament, you should simply accept the loss, and vow to defend yourself better and longer next time. 
The Tournament Field
The tournament field is truly where the rubber meets the road in our fencing community. The tournament is where you prove to yourself that your practice is worth something. It is where you prove your skill in front of those who teach you, those who inspire you, and most of all, yourself. If you are not being competitive and trying to win, you are not doing yourself or your teacher justice.  

HOWEVER. It does no good for anybody, most of all yourself, if you do not win by skill. Your goal is to best your opponent, to prove to them that on this day, on this field, that you are the better swordsman. Err on the side of conservatism. Call any questionable shot. Call back any shot that you aren’t sure landed. Don’t let the fight end with a victory for yourself if you did not earn it. Each time you lose to a questionable shot - vow that next time you will defend well enough that they won’t even get that close to you. 

Avoid the mistake of trying to out-aggress your opponent. Don’t ramp up, and start rushing your opponent, bullying your opponent into losing. Fight hard, but with control. If you try to move faster than you are capable of being controlled, you will get a reputation for being out of control, and in the end, it does no good. Take it from the voice of experience, or learn it yourself on the long hard road, if you try to speed up to match a superior opponent, you will simply fight less effectively.  

On yielding when asked: Many fighters come to the conclusion that it is only honorable to yield when asked. Nothing could be further from the truth. Yielding when asked is a courtesy to your opponent, and a sign of high respect for their skill. In effect, you say “You have bested me this day, and I give you the field without forcing you to prove yourself further.” You do no dishonor to yourself by continuing to fight, nor by yielding. It is your choice, and it should be made in reference to your feelings about your opponent. One additional factor: double kills. Invariably, when a fight is continued with an injury on one side, the likelihood of a double kill increases dramatically. This can be a very good reason to yield.  

Asking your opponent to yield: It is a courtesy to give your opponent a chance to yield rather than just killing them. I highly recommend that you speak thusly when you have wounded your opponent “If you would yield to me, I will accept, and my mind will rejoice in the victory. However, if you will continue to fight, I will continue, and my heart will rejoice in the battle.”  

I give some examples of conversations I’ve seen or heard on the field for you to ponder. Each is a fine example of perfectly valid conversation, and there was no dishonor on either side. 

“The day is long, the field hot. I have wounded you - let us seek out a chiurgeon, and I will buy you a beer”.
“My lord, I agree that the field is hot. The day is indeed long, and I have come far. I would continue until the day is truly done. Come again!”
“My lord, you are grievously wounded. Would you care to yield?”
“You have proven yourself my better this day - I give you my sword.” 
 

“My lady, I have pierced the flesh of your arm - would you like to seek a barber?”
“Nay, my good sir, I have another!”
“Gentle, I have grievously wounded your leg - surely you should seek assistance off the field?”
“My lord - tis but a scratch! Pray let us continue.”
“It pains me to say it, but I have now wounded your other arm, would you care to yield?”
“Ah, as I am unable to bear a blade, I beg your aid in departing the field. I will yield to you.” 
 

“I have merely scratched you, I don’t even believe the shot was good. Yet there you stand, with your blade in your off hand. If you yield, I shall be most saddened, but I offer you the chance.”
“Tis but a scratch, indeed, but we have no quarrel on this day. I believe that the audience has seen who the victor is, and you have displayed your skill most admirably. I yield the field to you this day.” 
 

Again, remember that yielding for wounds is never about honor, it is only about your desire to end the fight for one of several reasons. 
A. You believe you will lose anyway. 

B. You don’t want the fight to end in a double kill 

C. You respect the skill of your opponent, and think they deserve the victory. 
 

The most important thing to remember about yielding is that manipulating your opponent into yielding to you is not showing your skill with a blade. Offering your opponent the chance to yield is courteous - but using pressure with flowery words or reminders of blood loss, these things are (by my lights) discourteous and show that you are not confident of your ability. If you are not confident of your victory, you are not ready to win. If you have not the skill to win by fighting, practice - don’t pressure your opponent to quit the field. 

In discussing yielding, it is assumed that either you or your opponent has been wounded. In either case, there is an advantage on one side or the other. It is a common practice to give up an advantage gained and fight evenly again. For example, if you lose your arm, you will find that many opponents will match your loss before taking to the fight again. Additionally, some opponents will give up a part of their advantage. For instance, if you take your opponent’s sword arm, you may elect to stop using your off hand, but retain your sword arm. Finally, any fighter may choose to keep their advantage and continue the fight. As with yielding, giving up an advantage is a deeply personal decision, but it is not about honor. It is about respect, and courtesy, and a willingness to match a fighter -skill against skill, until victory is certain. 

In one condition, I highly recommend that you give up your advantage, though it is certainly no rule to do so. If you end up with an advantage you do not feel you have earned, I suggest that you give it up. If you accidentally strike your opponent’s arm while parrying, and it happens to be a good shot to the arm, you have not earned the advantage. This is a situation in which it is highly courteous to match your opponent, so that you can say, should you win, that you won by skill alone, not by chance. 

If you have a question about a shot, ask your opponent. A good tactic is to approach your opponent, tilt your head close to theirs, and quietly ask - “was x shot good?” If they answer in the affirmative, or that they don’t know, simply fall.  

If you thought you hit your opponent, you should ask them. It is unfair to them to let them leave the field without explaining what they thought happened if you disagree with their call. If you still disagree with their call, ask the marshals what they saw. If you feel strongly that the fight was not concluded within your belief, it is rarely remiss to request a refight. There are two points to consider, however. Don’t get involved in a contest of wills that leads to long discussions on the field. If things get ugly, or seem to be taking a long time, simply yield the fight and walk away. If you are angry - give courtesy to your opponent and leave the area so that until you are completely calm and accepting, and then come back and address any possible problems with the marshallate and ask that your opponent be watched in the future.  

Then, let the loss go, and vow to fight another day. No matter how new or how old, it is hard to accept a loss when you deserve it, much less when you don’t. I can tell you - there are other tournaments, other days. Your good deeds will be remembered as much as their bad deeds. Seek clarification, but never confront someone on the field. Seek outside advice before making rash decisions - fights frequently look very different from the sidelines. No matter what happens - if you lose, remember it is because you have not the skill to win. Even if your opponent makes it harder than it should be, it is still up to you to be good enough to defeat them.  

Once you are off the field - be gracious about the opponent's victory. Do not spread rumors about bad blow calling or otherwise negative conduct. This will haunt you more often than it will accomplish anything. It is permissable to discuss any possible problems with the marshallate and possibly your most trusted don, but beyond that, I recommend not discussing it with anybody. When you step into it, you get just as much mud on your own boots. 

Chasing the White Scarf
Seek excellence within yourself, and the white scarf will come to you in time. Patience knows no time limit, and patience is the first virtue the white scarf seeks.  

Ask for help. Commit yourself to excellence. Be patient. A master will notice you eventually and ask you to be a cadet or student.  

Talk to other fencers. Talk to the white scarves. Talk to the population. Talk to the Queen. Find out what they see in the ideal fencer, and let their comments help you shape the ideal fencer inside you.  

If somebody has spent significant time practicing with you - acknowledge them when you win! Let them know how much they've helped you, even if you are not officially their “student”. 

Travel. Only by knowing every fencer in the kingdom can you begin to really understand the fencing community. Only by fighting every fencer in the kingdom can you truly know skill and style. 

If you win a tournament, attend other events of the group whose tournament you win.  

Set an example. Be humble, but skilled. Be aggressive, but controlled. Speak softly. Accept your losses.  

Give back to the community where you feel you have something to offer. Teach. Mentor. Run tournaments. Organize a prize. Raise money for a fencing group. Help people. Be courteous and gentle. Serve feast. Help those burdened with their loads.  

Keep your disagreements with people quiet and to people you trust; consult wiser friends, preferably Dons, before kicking up a fuss. 

Dress well. Unfortunate though some of us think it is, your dress has a high impact on your ability to enter the circle. There are many more qualified than I to explain why, but know that it will affect your chances no matter how you rebel against it. 

If you seek the white scarf, it makes it harder. Try to be an ideal rapier fighter, the scarf will come somewhere along that path. But remember, it isn’t the end of the path. It isn’t even very important. If you are good, people will eventually notice. Strive to be good, and wait forever for recognition - it may take that long.
Conclusion
 

· Never accept a victory gained by anything other than equally matched skill. 
· Never begrudge another’s victory, no matter how gained. There will be those who defeat you with their will to victory rather than their skill with the blade. Accept it, and go on. 
· Strive to make the community better by your presence. Even the most junior fighter who desires the ideal inspires those around them. 
· Fence until you can’t hold the blade anymore, switch hands, and fence some more. 
· Keep safety in the forefront of your mind at all time. Fight with control, and be aware of your surroundings. 
· If you decide to complain about a bout or a fencer, do it only in order to prevent harm to someone else, and by all means, do it discreetly. 
· Do not seek the white scarf. Simply seek the ideal fencer inside yourself, with no thought of an end. You can never be good enough to deserve a white scarf, you can only be given a white scarf before you are ready. Once you have the white scarf, you will still never be done. 

