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Range Games
How to effectively control the fight and close for attack using range tactics
Introduction
The key to range is motion.  Motion is how you will control range, hide range, disguise attacks, gain control of the fight, and find times to catch your breath.  A fighter who stands still is not only fighting their opponent but fighting the laws of physics.  Not only should your feet be in motion at all times, but your wrist and your shoulder should be as well.  It is far easier for an opponent to perceive the start of an attack or the closing of ground if the motion starts from a stand still AND it is slower because you must get yourself in motion.  It is simply the concept of kinetic energy, the energy possessed by a body because of its motion, equal to one half the mass of the body times the square of its speed.  The more kinetic energy at the start of your attack, the faster the attack will occur and the less likely your opponent will pick up on the change of direction of motion.  This motion, mixed with timing and feints, will often sneak you past any opponent.
Most opponents will judge your distance from them by your sword.  Thus, slowly changing the distance your sword is from your body will allow you to gain ground without your opponent realizing it.  A skilled opponent may judge your distance from them by your body; you can still gain ground but it takes more body manipulation to do so - in essence you slowly lean back but doing so by keeping your back straight.  The best technique to watch your opponent is more of a wide view: watch their feet, the bend in their legs, their waist and the direction their hips are turned, and lastly their shoulders.  Pay no attention to the blade in judging range, it will deceive you.

Finally, always remember the Golden Rule of rapier fighting: Don’t be in your opponent’s range if you are not in the midst of an attack, and once that attack exchange is over, get back out of their range immediately even if you thought you achieved a kill.

Controlling the Fight
The Square Off – At the beginning of your fight, it is most critical to remember the Golden Rule - unless you are prepared to deliver a one-shot fast attack the millisecond ‘lay-on’ is called, DO NOT LINEUP IN RANGE.  In fact, show caution, be two full body lengths (approx 12’) from your opponent.  This will give you time to start your motion and gain control of the fight.  If you are unfamiliar with your opponent’s range, keep a very healthy distance from them and let them attempt some distant attacks where you mostly concentrate on defending so you can determine their range of motion.  Be jumpy, jump back and out of range the moment your opponent is committed to their attack.  Set them up, provide a target like a hand or a foot and be prepared to get out of there when they shoot for it; a good opponent may just feint towards the obvious in an attempt to get a kill shot, so don’t stick around, just back out of range immediately.
There are two ways to maintain control of the fight: 1) Maintaining the range from your opponent, and 
2) being on the offensive.  Maintaining range from your opponent and still controlling the fight depends on the type of opponent you are facing.

The Static Opponent – If you are facing an opponent who doesn’t move much and is pretty much standing still, you have the advantage from the get-go.  If you want to put your opponent into some motion but at your control, start circling your opponent just out of their range.  A static opponent will turn and/or move slightly to keep you in front of them but won’t really get moving.  If they do, their movement will not coincide with an attack as they will be concentrating on movement and you and not on attacking.  If you want to keep them generally in place, move in and out in diagonal directions to their body (using a movement called the slope step).  Your movements into range should be coupled with an attack, probably at your opponent’s hands or arms, but not close enough for a body shot unless you are ready to attack.  Be prepared, the static fighter will attempt to ‘jump off the line’ in their attack.  You should see this coming fairly easily - slope step backwards and to the alternate side from which they are attacking to take you out of range and out of a straight advance as quickly as possible.  Then immediately resume your circling to gain back control of the fight.
The Wary Opponent – You will encounter opponents that will not let you sneak into their range.  For every step in you take, they match you with a step out.  These fighters are attempting to control the fight by staying out of your range.  Don’t chase them.  They are maintaining a range that seems appropriate to them; if you step further out of their range, it will no longer seem appropriate to them.  The key to controlling the fight with the Wary Opponent is backing up, preferably in varying directions (some slopes, some straight back steps).  Once you get the Wary Opponent moving forward, you can use some of the attack methods mentioned in the next section to enter range and attack.  The Wary Opponent will likely take a lot of patience, so couple your reverse steps with some circling and/or the occasional slope steps forward, but whatever you do, keep moving, as this fighter is the most difficult fighter for you to slip into attack range on.  Whenever possible, make a lot of attack shots that do not extend your full range towards your opponent’s hands, because you need to hide your actual range and prevent the Wary Opponent from switching directions and sneaking their own attack in on you.
The Aggressive Opponent – The aggressive opponent is the most difficult to keep control of the fight with.  You will have to both maintain range and motion at all times, especially circling and side and slope steps.  You will also need to throw a lot of hand and arm shots to maintain range.  If you are throwing shots while not in kill range, your opponent cannot easily gain control of your blade and must at least attempt not to step in onto your blade.  Act the Wary Opponent, watch your opponent’s range and adjust yourself out of it with every move they make.  If they circle in on you, slope step in reverse out of the circle against the direction your opponent is rotating, thus re-establishing range, and continue your circling and range management.  Your best attack on the aggressive opponent will be the surprise attack as they become inpatient and or do not expect a sudden change in direction and attack.  Lull the aggressive opponent into your pace and then change it when they don’t expect it.

Closing Range to Attack

The most important thing you must know to be effective in range attacks is your own range, especially in motion.  A drill that works really well for this is circling a tree and lunging from different distances (half lunge, full lunge, arm thrust, etc) and different heights (leg shot, head shot, arm shots, body shots), while staying in motion the whole time.
There are several methods of closing range.  The more disguised you can change that range, the better the opportunity that your opponent will not be prepared for your attack.  
Shooting the Hands – This technique is really effective in controlling the fight and in establishing a pattern that your opponent becomes used to, while remaining outside most people’s kill range.  Before the fight ever starts, you should look at your opponent’s weapons.  Determine if there is opening in their guards that you can slip a tip into (like the swept hilt guards provide) or if you’ll have to shoot below or around their guard.  The closest part of your opponent’s body to you will almost always be their sword hand.  If you shoot straight down their sword (assuming your blade and theirs are equal in length), you do two things.  The first is you may take away their primary offensive hand.  The second is you make them move their blade in a way that cannot easily be turned into an attack without impaling their own hand or arm.  If your opponent is putting forth their alternate hand regardless of what may be in it, shoot for that hand as well, since that one is even safer as it won’t have an offensive counter.  Beware of your opponent trying to trap that blade and attacking, so be prepared to change the direction of your hand attack into a slope step forward void and attack their body.  After you have annoyed them severely with your hand attacks, one of a few things is likely to happen:
· They will move their offensive hand out of the way so it doesn’t get hit and create an opening on their body that you should immediately step/lunge to take advantage of (be prepared for the set up, it may be a ruse, so leave yourself some motion to side step out of their range).

· They will time your hand attack with an attempt to clear your blade and attack you.  Be prepared for it, especially once the pattern is solidly in place.  Slope step forward in the opposite direction of their attack, void your body sideways by dropping your offhand shoulder back, and thrust at their body.  In other words, beat them to the kill.

· They will become accustomed to the hand shot and drop their defense slightly, so if you feint the hand but at the last moment redirect the shot towards the body and step in, they will be surprised enough that they cannot block soon enough.
Stutter Step Attack – We have all learned the classical fencing movement of front foot then rear foot - such that we often judge each others’ range upon that movement.  An effective way to close quickly is from a standard stance, move the rear foot forward to near the heel of the front foot, then either fully lunge (giving you a new range from your back foot forward) or take a half step with your front foot and again bring your rear foot forward and then lunge.  The trick to doing this is to keep your body very still by absorbing your leg movement in your thighs.  If your body doesn’t move much while your legs quickly do, the change of range will not register immediately with your opponent.
Changing Stance - Another way to gain range is to deceive your opponent into thinking you are in a defensive position when actually your feet are in an offensive position.  The way to do this is to vary your stance back and forth between the defensive stance and the offensive stance, all the while circling and doing other movement, then at the appropriate moment while circling, keep your shoulders and upper body in the defensive stance but rotate your hips so that your feet are in the offensive stance.  You can disguise this better if you include this position briefly while changing back and forth so it doesn’t stand out as abnormal to your movement.  It is important to keep the other movement occurring because this trick is easy to catch if you are standing still.  
Circle of Doom – Again, many opponents will use your blade as the guide to your range from them.  A trick to sneak up on range is in circling.  Start circling your opponent from far out of range with your arm extended from your body, circle for a while thusly and determine the comfortable range that your opponent will allow you to maintain.  Very slowly as you circle, drop your elbow while taking a slightly closer step and let your shoulder roll back a little to make it seem that the blade is still the same distance from your opponent.  Keep making these slight adjustments until you have reached a range that you can attack in.  Again the Golden Rule: when you’re in range, attack immediately and then get out.   If you pause your opponent may realize you are suddenly in range and beat you to the kill.

Pinball Attack – This is very similar to the Circle of Doom but is not done while circling.  When you start with your opponent, start with your blade extended but with a bend in your elbow and with your weapon shoulder slightly forward.  As you move, allow your shoulder blade to pull back without rotating at the waist and allow your elbow to drop in closer to your body without changing the height of the blade.  Mixed with motion, this will appear to your opponent as the same range but you have snuck in some.  When you are ready for the shot, raise your elbow, keeping the blade still at the same height, push forward from the shoulder, and step lunge at the same instant.  The important thing here is for the blade never to move height or from right to left - think of your shoulder as the spring shooter on a Pinball Machine moving straight forward and launching the ball into your opponent.  This method can also be done fully ‘cocked’ if you want to do a one-shot at the ‘lay on:’ After you’ve given your last salute, turn to face your opponent with your shoulder already ‘cocked’ in a range that appears to be far enough away to your opponent but is within your range and attack immediately when the words ‘lay on’ have been said.
Retreat Attack – This attack works really well, especially in the techniques used with the Wary Opponent.  If you can get an opponent to follow you by stepping back, keep stepping back but after a few steps, only take a half step but let your upper body go back the same distance as a full step.  It is really important that you keep your back and head straight to pull off this deception.  Then when your opponent steps forward to follow you at range, lunge into your newly established range.  This movement can be done in 1 or 2 steps, but probably no more than that.  You can take a ¾ back step followed by a ½ back step, each time moving the body back further, but it’s harder to hide that twice than it is once and between the steps you are more vulnerable to attack.  
Changing Directions – This works really well with circling.  If you can get your opponent to circle with you, you have gained control of the fight.  You know which direction your opponent is going and most opponents will be concentrating more on the movement and range than on attacking you.  With your side vision, watch your opponent’s feet: every one of us takes a step too long or too short at times and we need to cross our feet or at least bring our feet close together, providing a moment where we cannot react as quickly.  See if you can find a pattern that causes this because you will need to anticipate that rather than react to it, as by the time you react to it it’s too late.  You can sometimes cause that to happen by suddenly closing range or stepping further out of range or changing the speed of the circling - play with it to see what happens.  However, if your opponent knows you’re watching their feet it will never work, so you need to couple this with some hand shots and mix up some feint attacks in there and never let your eyes stray from their face.  When you’ve determined the best time to attempt your attack, let your body move forward in the direction you were circling but before you place your foot down, push off with your rear foot and slope attack in the opposite direction you were circling.  If your opponent is crossed up or their feet are too close together, they won’t be able to step away from your attack and will be struggling to defend, which should provide a hole for you to take advantage of.
Transfer Attack – The transfer attack is difficult to time and learn, but once you have, it is extremely effective against a single offensive weapon.  The idea of a transfer attack is to attack your opponent’s weapon with yours, and at the same time transfer control of the opponent’s blade using your offhand defense or offense, while continuing the motion of the original attack with your primary weapon into your opponent.  Timing is critical on this, as a delay in the transfer or attack will not only make the attack ineffective but will open you up to what is certainly death as you are not only in your opponent’s range but your blade is committed to an offensive attack and cannot readily defend you.  Transfers don’t work as well if your opponent has two offensive weapons and is comfortable in their use, as they can likely become the aggressor with their alternate weapon while you’re attempting your transfer and beat you to the kill.  Transfer attacks also are very obvious as they originate with a commitment to attack, thus giving your opponent warning that the exchange of blows has begun.  A good opponent will use movement and a repost to avoid the transfer and achieve either a kill or an escape.
Summary

All of these methods require lots of practice to successfully become effective.  Also, mixing in staggered timing, feints, and reposts add to your ability to be deadly with them.  The core concept is to disguise your range gains and shot movement behind existing motion such as circling, retreating, blade wiggling, stance changes, and at-range hand shots.  If you control the fight, then you can take the time to set up the shots and take calculated risks to beat your opponent to the kill.




















1
Written by Don Rodrigo de Montoya



4
Written by Don Rodrigo de Montoya


3
Written by Don Rodrigo de Montoya


