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ABSTRACT

Fencing has been organised as a sport sincédtmeal abandonment of dueling in the

19th century. In this new form it has attracted far less attention from historians than its
bloody predecessarperhaps, ironically enough, because of a civilising of the practice

of swordsmanshifhis paper demonsttas howin the context of Australian spo#,

military activity evolved intca genteekporting experiencevolving some of the

colonial elite.In focusing on New South Wales, the pagieo sheds new light on the life

of importantpeople who were involved in the sport, such as the Premier of New South
Wales, William Arthur HolmanThisproblem ofhistoricaliinvisibility is not unique to
fencing; others&c al | ed O mi n or 6hae plsorbees overlookedbys t r al i a
scholarsi degite what mightsafelybe assumet their responsibility to identify and
explore 6sport 6 dgusesirhe Bllowireypaper is,sheréfare, msonha n
an insight into Australian fencing history but a clarion call for more research into less

well known, but potentially revealing, sport and physical activities.



Background

Fencing has been an Olympic sport since 1896, but even with that status has attracted
little interest from historians. Internationally the major study of fencitigaisof Cohen
(2002)* which is not a history per se but rather snapshots of different people and times.
Within that potted context, Australian fencing receives no mention, though such an
omission may not surprise. The history of fencing in this coustogreft of scholarly
literature. In facSporting Traditionias never published a paper on 15 of the 23
Summer Olympic Sports, including fencing. If there is to be worthwhile analysis of the
Olympic movement and of the Games, surely an understandaigodfthe sports of

which the Olympics are comprised is a necessity. Further, while these 15 overlooked
sports may be considered O6minor6 in Australd.i
to them. Indeed, in terms of fencing, World Championships @jlgibave television

coverage in more than 50 natiohs.

Fencing differs from many other sports in that it is an individual discipline. In that respect

a competitor cannot attribute failure to someone else, but equally they can claim success

as theirvery own. To advocates ofencingit is more thara meresport.It involves both

the appreciation and application of stylised principles of human moveasemell asthe

acceptance of formal instruction adidcipline to achieve competen@nd thereby

respectamongweapon wieldingpeers According toFinckh,who wasa coachsupporéer

andkeenobserver ofAustralianfencing during the first half of the twentieth century
Fencing is a Science and an Art in one. It is a Science because every movement in
fencing can be described, explained and demonstrated with scrupulous accuracy. It is
an Art, because as such it depends on the acquisition by arduous exercise, of that
which has been laid down scientificafly.

Finckh could equally have been describing highly techmittelbutes of karate or judo;

fencing, like these disciplines, is a martial encouttitat evokes both the art of combat

and the science of performance.

The firstknownrecord of a sporting encounter using swosddeivedfrom a relief

carving inatemple near Luxor, Egypt, built around 1200 BC. It depicts two men using



swords with protective tipshile wearing masks Althoughthe sword hatongbeen
usedfor hunting ad fighting its applicationas a sporting implement msore recent,
though its lineage uncertaiBy 1500 ADEuropearknights were involved in whatas
cal l ed a f p,asich mepet &antfolledtestokvarious weapons skills, in
what was for tht agea friendly and safe mann&fmheroutinepractice of wearing
swords ceased to be customary in Europe and Bdtaingthe second half of the
eighteenth centurywhenthe sword was superceded by the pistbinitions technology,
therefore, had direct impact on the supplanting of knives and swords with firearms.

Historically, the custom aduelingwith swordswas the provincef upperclassmales,

and thusot commoner8 It was acceptable for a gentleman to offer up his life in a duel
to provehis manhoodr sensef chivalry. From thiglassbased, essentally masculine
contextthe rules foduelingwererefinedby the French anthe Italians,and from them

slowly emergedhe modern sport of fencing

In the first half of the 19th century, a time whiurelingwas generally legah Europe

sword duels were typically conducted with the epee or smallsword, hence these weapons
were taught in the fencing clubs. As they were combat weapons only, the rules of
courtesy were applied to them, meaninagt fencersvould salute each other and shake
hands both prior to and after a bout. More i
This included physical contact with the opponent, such as hitting with the guard

pommela n d i j.d&Hsbswherg a fencer attacked his opponent at close quarters by
withdrawing the sword arm and rapidly punching at his opponent; this sometimes caused
the blade to break and penetrate the unfortunate opponent. But thergithghe no

other rules’ In asword duela gentleman does not seek to hit his opponent in the face,

for this is considered an attack without honour, nor does he want to hit him on the arms
or the legs as this will not kill. So the body was designated dariipet for the foil. Rules

were also imposed as to when a person could attack based upon good practiceih a duel.

In the nineteenth century tkabrevas t he weapon of the sol dier,

preferred weapon was tlsenallsword Thesabrecould be taught easily while the use of



the point of the smallsword was difficult to learn. The smallsword and its practice
weapon, the foil, required an agile mind and an ability to understand tactics; it has often
been referred to as a physical and verydaste of chess. The sabre is more of a cutting
weapon with the use of the point often overlookeltirequired a strong arm but little
thought. The lack of tactics in the use of the sabre was the key reason that this weapon

and its users were looked downompas being of lesser stature than a foilist.

The sabre and the bayonet were purely military weapbfesce but couldnot be used

for fast compound attacks due to th@gnificantweight? The practice weapon for the

sabre was themallersinglestick which wasreplaced in the 1930s with a very light
instrument consistingf a wooden blade of ash about 900mm long and about 25mm thick,
with a basket guard of wickerwarkhis changecoincided withthe demise of the sabre as

a weapon of modern warfafd.oreover, in terms ahesportof fencing alighter weapon

was capable of much faster and thus nutyreamicsword play'® The bayonet practice
weapon was a wooden replica of a rifle with fixed bayonet and the target area was the
body. The point and cuttingdges and the rifle butt were all used against bayonets, sabres
and smallsword$’ The target aremas the body above the hips as weltreshead and

arms, as these were considered to bdésikilling and disabling areas.

Fencing has been part of trodern Olympics since their inception1896 Before then

as has been showiencing had a long lineage as a military art in a similar fashion to
archery and javelin. Whethemilitary useof swordswas abandoned owing to changes in
the technology of wéare fencing became purely a sport. The word fence is derived from
defense, and refers to the art of defending oneself with a sword rather than with a
shield® Todaythere are three different weapdbsinternationakcompetition the foil,

the epee, and the sabre. The first two are point weapons, so hits can only be scored by
hitting the opponent with the tip of the blade. The sabre differs as points may be scored
with the bladé edges as well as the poihhere are rules in fband sabre regarding the
allowed target are@nd conventions for making a hilthe gee isacombat weapon and

does not have these conventions.



These weapons are, from the top, epee, foil sab{@hotograph held by lead author).

An edge weapon is mbdeavier than the point weapons and must be swung using the
forearm and the wrisd much slower movement than the thrust. In view of thes point
weapon in the hands of a walhined fencer is superior. The speed at which a point
weapon can be useddilitates the use of attacks consisting of more than one movement,
which are referred to as compound attacks. Learning how to execute these moves and the
defenceagainst them is a time consuming activithichis the reason th&alles ds
Armes(aschod where the use of the sword as a civil and military weapon was Jaught
and fencing clubs were formé@iThe foil and the epee, also known as the dueling sword,
are developments from the smallsword and are point weapons. The smallsword was a
fairly rigid weapon with two edges and a point, but due to the speed at which the point
could be manipulated it wasedgas a point weapon. Its successors, the epee and folil, are
completely point weapons. A point weapon can only be used to thrust as it has no sharp
edges. This type of sword can be manipulated at a very high speed by the use of the
thumb and fingers of theand holding the weapdfiThese are the weapons that arrived

in Australia with the early settlers and formed the basis of fencing in this country.

Origins of fencing in Australia
The custom ofluelingwas proscribed in the 1850shoth Britain andAustralia after
being deemed unwelcome in a new era of formal poligtngas nowdeemed

Y British traditionis to use the French term rather than the Italian.



incongruougo the rule of lawIn Continental Europenoweverdueling remained legal

in some countries until the 193t8with duelingoutlawedin the British Empirgthe foil

and the epee became sporting weapons along with the sabre, although the sabre was still
beingused as aupplementaryveapon by the military® Up to the 1930s, club fencing in
Australia involved not only the foil, the epee and the sabre, buttessmallsword and

the sabre practice weapon, the singlestick, as well as the bayonet. During this period
duels were still legal in some parts of the world, so fencing was to some extent still taught
with the idea that the sword remained a weapon andetgsst for sport?

These weapons are, from the top, epee, foil sabre. (Photograph held by lead author).

After the sport of fencingvas codifiedn Britain in the middle of the nineteenth

century®! it soon appeared iNew South Walesnder theauspicef the Volunteer

Militia. The historian Richar@ashmans certainlyright to point out the significance of

this groupin spurring oncombatsportsin the colony? Indeed, he sworchad already

come to Australia with th&lew South Wales Corps 1788, and there are references to
swords and theipplicationsoon after® Besides the military use of the swotlde first
evidence of fencing in NSW is an advertisement placed by a Mr. T. Flarah8¢8%*

He operated dencingschool fordyoung gentlemerg offering them lessons this martial

art Not until the 1830s, though,esethere regular references to fencing in the press. For
example, in 1835 an advertisement for JndVilson, Ironmonger, listed fencing foils as

~

fii n <tSinitaktypin 1839, a Monsieur E.C. Greene announced that his Academy for



Teaching Fashionable Accomplishments was reopening and that fencing would be taught
two days per wee® Similar advertisements began to appear in the newspapers of other

colonies?’

The next evidence of swathanshipn New South Walesoincided with the

extraordinary career @neProfessoGeorgeParker a member of H.M. 12th Regiment
(Foot).The selfstyled professor, apparenftpm Saville House, Leicester Squame
London presentechimselfin the coloniesaswinner of the gold medal at the Scottish
Fetes, HollaneHouse in 18522 In 1853 he gave a broadsword exhibition in
Melbourne®® He is next recorded in a Hobart pap&which describe him as a tutor of
defence. In 1859 ahcing competition was won by Mr. M. Lerie, son of the Inspector
General of Police and taught by Professor Parker. In the same newspaper article Parker
said that he intended to visit Victoria, hoping to add the Victorian Championship to his
currentNew Sotth Wales Title® This had involveda competition at Dawes Point,

Sydney with reports ofan estimated 800 spectators. The event was attended by many
prominent citizens, including Sir Daniel Cooper, Speaker of the Legislative Assembly
Captains Ward and Maan as well asthe InspectoGeneral of Police, Captain Lerie.

Parkeros claim to tihterestMgasth&8eowad no fovdalkpersngt i t | e
body at tlattime, andsothe championshimppears to have been acquired by challenging

and defeating anyoneho nominatedo be at theequiredstandard*Par ker 6 s cl ai m t
the title of professoseems explicable in thatostcoachesvho usedthis salutationwere

taught by the militarytypically roundng off their education by teaching in private

fencing school§* In March 1859the Sydney MornindHerald reportecthatf{undef the

example and leadership of Mr. Parker many of our colonial youth have attained to great

skill in the use of the broadsnd, the small sword and the bayanét Clearly he was

operating some form of fencing cliubSydney In April 1859 he was involved ia

displayof arms in Tasmanj& where he gave exhibition matches of bayonet andHeil
alsoperformed sword feats, iluding cutting a sheep carcass in two with one stroke of a
broadswordBy 1861 Parker had a flourishifigncingclub atthe School of Arts in Pitt

Streef Sydneywhere he taught foil, broadsword, singlestick and bayonet feAting



Julyof that yeaParker resigned from H.M. 12th Regiment and moved to New Zealand
where he appears to have remained for three J&Brem thereon hesturned to
Australia,moving frequently around the Australiaolonies where hgyursiedhis
professiorof fencing instuctoruntil retirement in 1896’

Asi de from Parkerédés work in New South Wal es,

activities in the lateineteentrcentury is sparse. In 1880 the Sydney retailer, F. Lassetter
and Co. Limited, placed a series of display adsements for fencing equipment, foils,
masks, singlesticks and glovsAccording to theMaitland Mercury** a Professor West
from Sydney gave fencing exhibitions with locals at Maitland. Fencing elpjpsar to

have beemperating invarious parts o8ydne by this time In 1888 there was a club in
Sydney, the Academy of Arms, involving mounted swordsmanship as well as other
weapons? There was a club in the town of Joadja in the Southern Highlands running
singlestick competitions in the 18803 Octoberl889afencingmedal was awarded to H.

Thompson; thétem borethe inscription Joadja F.Qundoubtedlyloadja Fencing Clufy

Fencing in development: rules, clubs and coaches

In Australia, fencing competitions from the beginning of the twentieth centuojved

three key weaporisbayonet, smallsword and ep@ée bayonet was taught in fencing
clubs, but there were no formal competitions for thiitary type of weapori? Similarly,

the smallsword was also only used for exhibitions, having been replaced in tournaments
by thelighter epee. Rules about the weapons of fencing, both in Australia and abroad,
had been fine tuned for competition. In addition to weapons, theeealgar strict rules
about prevention of injury. From the inception of fencing in Australia, all training and
club competitions were conducted with the use of specialised safety equiphefdace
mask, a glove for the weapon hand, and a thick jacket eemte requiredCompetitions

were conducted on a pistep metres wide and 13 metres longyally made of cork or
linoleum. Each bout was under the control of a president and a jury consisting of four
judges, two judges being positioned at eachend githest e. The |juryobs
whether or not a hit had been made; they were communicated to by the president, who

had absolute control of the conduct of the bout. In 1932 the jury for epee bouts was

rol e



superceded by technology after the successfuddaottionof electrical scoring

apparatué’

Thefirst generation of fencing coaches in Australi@re mainly Europeamigrants.

However, the sport did feature Anstralianbornfencingcoachin the name oAlfred

Edmund Finckhwho wasborn in Sydney il866.Finckhentered Sydney University in
1894 to study medicir€ and while atuniversity an exHungarian Army officer, Adolf
Schuch, agreed to teabim how to fenceAlfred Finckh was the first Australian member

of the F.I.E. and the only Australiantiold an F.I.E. licence until 1932 By 1910

Finckhhad progressed sufficiently &stablish his own fencing school in Castlereagh
Street, Sydne$? There e recruitedan exmember of the Royal Scots Greys (2nd
Dragoons), a Captain J.A. Alexander be thec | uibadgsiralprofessional coact. A

strong link between military service and propensity to engage in fencing was noticeable,

with locally-born Finckh the sole exception.

In 1913, Frank Stuart, whwad been anasteratarms on a British naval ship, established
The Swords Club in Elizabeth Street, Sydrilyis was followed in 1917 with the
formation of the Australian College of Physical Education, whose purpose was to train
young women in the skills required pifiysical education teachefslt also assured the
income of Stuarand his profile in the sporte laterclaimed that his was the firstich
fencingclub in Sydney, rather thahat of Finckh,though thisalsooverlooksthe
pioneering effort®f Parker ad othersoutlined in this papeMWhen Stuart established his
club, many members of the Sydney Fencing Clubegimm, ironically enougltaking

wi t h them Fi ntThisdécisioneprecipitgeshiitrertfeud between the two
clubs,with members ofachrefusing to speato theother J. EddisLinton,>? who was a
student of Finckhrecallsthat this state of affairs continued until the death of Stuart in
1950°° Miss Catherine Pym, in a recent interviesith theleadauthor stated thaivhile

she was tb New South Wales State Ladies Foil Champion in 1&l9ell asa member

of the Swords Clulinder the tuition oFrank Stuart, she never went to any other club in
Sydney What was more, shdid notevenknow any fencers from outside her own

club > Certanly fencingcould not grow and prosper whileo of S y d n majod clubs



were at loggerheads This point waseiteratecby Miss Pymwho stated thatby way of
contrast, when sheadlived in Parisfriendly intercourse between variotisench
fencingclubswas commonplagand all of the coaches were quite happinteractwith
members of other clubs.

Australia and world fencing
As mentioned previous)yencingwaspartof theinauguralmodern Olympic Gamest
Athens in1896. World Championships for maded female fencers were first held in

1906 whilethe international body, the Federatiomt er nat i o nRlEgfwad 6 Escr i me

created in 1913%Womenés fencing was not inpnand uded

wasthenone of only four sports contested Wwomeni the others being swimming,
diving and tenniskFencing has led the way on inclusion of women in sport on an equal

basis to men, with major tournaments including events for both males and females.

However, he Olympic Games and the formation loé¢ t=.1.E. had little impact in

Australia as therevereno nationabr statefencingbodes Competitions were restricted

to clubs, with The Swords Clubking a lead role bgtagingwhatit described as

6nati onal invovingentrids framovarisué clubs around the couritip

1927 there was an attempt by Finckh to form a New South Wales Amateur Fencing
Association which he conceivedsafirst steptowardscreatng a national bodyBut this
move did not meet with ghapproval of Stuart, who sent two members of his club to the
meeting with instructions to frustrate the formation of a state Bbidyriguingly, this
eventuallyworked against the interests of Stuarfew years later hevas eager to send a
fencer to tle 1932 Olympic Gamest which timeapplications for international licences
were made®® However, the F.I.E. would not accept nominations for the Olympic Games
except from a national body The New South Wales Amateur Fencing Association was
thereforeformedquickly in 1932 but not in time to allow Australiafencers entry into

the Olympic Gamethat year? Indeed, hhe first Olympic Game® includeAustralian
fencers vasHelsinki in 1952in the wake of aational fencing bodyavingbeenformed

in 1946 One impact othis focus on the Olympics arlde formation of a state body

New South Walewas the emphasis placed ugbeamateur statusf fencing insitutions

n

1



like the Swords Clulwhich featured two participating grouphe Amateur Swords Club,
for bona fide amateurandthe Swords Clulfor those unable to meet the criteria to be
deemed amateurowever, thgproblem ofadequatelylefining amateucompetitoran
fencingcontinued well into the post World War Il peri&tiNot only were professional
coaches denied amateur status but also anyone involved in paid@s@Esteciated

professions, such as school physical education teathers.

Il n Vi ct or Anaateur Remcing Assotiai@uggestedhe followingamateur
definitionfor the sport
An amateur is one who has never competed for a money prize, staked bet, or
declared wager, or who has not knowingly and without protest, competed with or
against a professional for a prize of any description, or for public exhibition, or
who has nevemtght, pursued or assisted in the practice of any athletic exercise

as a means of livelihood or for pecuniary gams.

However, théAustralianOl y mp i ¢ C tessmstridertefimtionvas eventually
applied:
An Amateur is one who participates andiays has participated in sport solely
for pleasure and fahe physical, mental @ocialbenefits he derives therefrom,
and to whom participation in sport is nothing more than recreation without
material gain of any kind direct or indirect and in accordance with the rules of
International Federation concern&d.
Fencing, in this respect, was fundamentally influernmethe cult of amateurism that
emerged in late fBcentury British sport and, ssequently, became thaison d'étreof

the modern Olympic movement.

Following the formation of the New South Wales Amateur Fencing Association in
1932°%" state championships were held on an annual basisnternatlub competitions
continued® However the state association did not surviseyondwWorld War II. By

1940 it wasdeemedlefunct andlid notre-form until 1946°°
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Frank Stuart in the Swords Club in the 1930s(Photograph held by lead author).

Fencing and social history

There are three themes timaay beusefullyhighlighted by asocial historyof fencingin
New South WalegFirst, the role of migrants in both fencing and coachsagond, the
role of women in both fencing and coachiagdthird, the socialelitism asso@ted with
the sporting use afwords. In nineteenth century New South Wales coaches appear to
havecome principallyfrom Britain, the exception being Alfred Finckh who was the son
of a German immigrant born in Australia o received part of hisducaion in
Germany The sport was very difficult to learn, and to teach it was even more difficult.
Thereforefor fencing to bedevelopedo areasonablstandargdwell-trained coaches
were essential. As there waspracticalway forfencing coachet be tained in the
Australiancolonies it was important that Britighained coachemigrated to the

Antipodes Fencing could not have starteerewithout them’® Even today Australia has



a large contingent of migrant coash with European coachleavingrelocdedfrom
postwar Hungaryand, by the 1990s, peSbviet RussiaAfter theTiananmerSquare
incidentin 1988Australiaaccepteda number of Chinedencingcoachess political
refugeesThisincoming stream of coaches allowth@ sporto expandocally.

Women havdong had a association with the sworthdeedduels between women have

been recordeds early ad650"" Internationakcompetitonforwomerd s f enci ng
commenced in 1906itht he f i r st Wo men 6 s ’IWAustialidth€@ch ampi ons
are record of women fencing from 1914 in South Austrdiiand in New South Wales at

The Swords Clutirom 19137 The first championship for women fencers in Australasia

were held in the Swords Club in June, 1918nd h that yeaMiss Hera Roberteas
described bys y d n &rigdbjaurnalas 6 one of the finest women f
Hemi s pPiBgt @54 womenods fencing was ;i'thicl uded i n
allowedthe expansion demaleparticipation in Australiawith regular competitions for

ladiesbetween the two world warf8 The first Australian woman to hold any fencing

championship title was Miss Kathleen Me®ko wasnationalchampion for 19134~

15."9 By 1938, the Swords Club alone had 30 women members and a female assistant

coach, Miss Sylvidorrest® A pupil of StuartForrestobtained the title of Maitre de
L6OAcademie dOArmes de Paris and an honours d
Stuart considered her to be the best fencer, male or female, he had enc8lntered.

In preWorld War lldays, fencing was less physical than it is now and so women were

more competitive with menn that erathere are references &ydneywomen soundly

defeating menvith the sword® However the sport hasincechanged. Prior to the

advent of electrical scorg apparatus in 195%ncing bouts could be consideredaisly

sedentary, with hits being scored by technique with little body movement. The electric

scoring apparatugquired the introduction of a new weapahe electric foilf® This

flexible bladedemanded a more active role for the ferweith less emphasis on blade
techniqueandsofast footworkbecame essenti&l This allied with the need for stamina

separatene n6s from womenébés fencing a®qualhe femal e

at the elie levelwith testosterondaden malespeed strengthand stamina.



Sylvia Forrest, 1925 (Photograph held by lead author).

Fencinghas a ratheexclusive, even elitist pedigre€.h a mb e r $tateyohGreats
Britain,® in its reference to English pastimes, places the use of the sword with the
nobility and the gentryCashman, a doyen of Australian sport history, ntitesnterest
of the colonial militaryin swordsmanshipwith officersengaged in fencings a
expressia of their elite statusamong fellow soldiers and in the wider commufift¥he
establishment of colonial militisom 1860 gaveébroaderimpetus to the practice of

fencing along with otheEuropearmartial arts>’



With most sports there are few barriers to entry; a pair of shorts, shoes and a ball or a bat
is all thatis required to playnany activitiesActive participationcan commence in most
sports without amassing a great deal of knowledge abqatriicipans may not be very
effective butheycanat leastompete. Fencingas always beethe opposite. The
equipmentequired, even in the early days of the last centuagexpensiveafencer

neeada weapon, mask, glove and jacketpparehotreadilypossesed Fencingwas

thus an elitesportin New South Walebased upon costhis is an ongoing trend: in

2009the basicequipment needet begingfencing amounts to son®00, to compete at

a national level the equipment will cost at lem&tirther$1000.

Elitism and hierarchies have been commathin fencing from its inception to the
present. It hakbng beensimplerandless expensiveo manufacture polarm headshan
swords this hasmear that the sword ownédras beelin asuperiorclass to the potarm
carrier® Even as technology improveithe manufacture of sword blades and mountings
wereexpensive antheir purchase generallynited to the wealthywWhenthe F.I.E. was
formedin 1913variousconventions had arisen around fencisgme were desigul to
accentuate t he .dherewadsiridredquiremdnts tpentemaslyarkr t
andbehaviar, with competitors saluting their opponent, the president, the judges, the
scorers, and the audience, priotitecommenement ofabout. At theconclusion of the
bout the same salutes were performed and the compeigoeexpected teshake hands.
This was very formalised and stylised behavidire fencersvere not allowed to
disagreewith the presiderit s r amd nio viadent behaviw betweernparticipants was
tolerated Controlled aggression was the mark of a gentlefid@he F.I.E. accepted these
conventions and included them initheiles for competitiong’ Participants needed

have enough money to purchase equipmenfamnaal lessons andn the case of men,
had to act like gentlememwhich meant that they had to act with decorum and
demonstrate sportsmansimptheir swordsmanshigstuart,while running The Swords
Club up to his death in 1958yenrefused members the right to use eaicth e r 0 s
Christian name&! They also had to learn an extensive vocabulary of fencing terms, most

of which came from Italy and France in the 17th century. This vocabularyl Viaoe






