
CHAPTER 6
MELEE WEAPONS

First things first, what is a melee weapon? The word “melee” refers to close
quarters combat. Think within arm’s reach or thereabouts. A melee weapon
is used in close proximity to your attacker. The term “melee weapon” first
came into common use in the 1980s when role playing games like
Dungeons and Dragons became popular.

There are two categories of melee weapons: blunt and bladed.

BLUNT WEAPONS
These are weapons that cause impact injuries, for the most part. We’re not
slicing and dicing, we’re striking and bruising. Make no mistake, though,
these weapons can be just as deadly as their bladed counterparts.

Brass Knuckles
Just about everyone is familiar with brass knuckles, if only at a visual level.
This is a weapon that serves two purposes. First, it increases the level of
injury your assailant receives from a punch. Second, it helps to protect your
own hand from injuries sustained from punching your attacker. For those
who have never had to do it, punching someone can injure your own hand,
especially if you strike your opponent’s face.



Brass knuckles are rarely made from brass, of course. In fact, many
modern versions are made out of plastic. I prefer metal, though, as the
weight of it adds strength to the punch. I’ve seen some variations, too, that
include spikes, blades, and other embellishments to the traditional brass
knuckles. To each their own, I guess, but those spikes and such are just as
likely to snag on clothing and trap your hand as they are to cause serious
injury to your attacker.

Clubs and Batons
One of the oldest weapons known to man is the stick. Over the centuries,
we’ve come up with all sorts of ways to modify the basic stick and make it
a far more formidable weapon.

Batons, in one form or another, have been used by law enforcement
officers since the early 1800s. Since they were first introduced, they’ve
gone through changes in shape and size, going from what was essentially a
small club to a longer weapon used for leverage-based holds as well as
striking to expandable versions that take up far less space on a duty belt.



Police-style baton

Batons work well as handheld impact weapons, but other than the
expandable models, they are somewhat difficult to carry concealed.
Expandable batons have a few quirks, too. The tip of the baton, when
deployed, is far thinner than the handle. This means most of the weight of
the weapon is in your hand, rather than evenly distributed along the length.
The result is strikes that aren’t as forceful as they may otherwise be. Also
owing to the collapsible design, you can’t use the tip of the baton for poking
or prodding your assailant. Doing so may result in the baton collapsing back
into the handle. The embarrassment at that happening may be the least of
your worries.

For home defense, if you lack a firearm, a club such as a baseball bat
will serve nicely. Keep in mind that while swinging for the cheap seats will
certainly do the job if you connect, if you miss you’ll likely spin yourself
right into the ground. Poking the bat into the solar plexus works rather well.



I’m not saying to avoid going for the head shot, just that there are many
ways to skin the proverbial cat.

The baseball bat can also be easily carried in a vehicle without undue
suspicion. Buy an old baseball glove and a ball or two at a thrift store and
toss them in the back seat with the bat. No one will think twice about seeing
it in there.

Blackjacks and Saps
While these weapons were once ubiquitous, at least as far as TV and movies
were concerned, we don’t see them a whole lot today. Despite the fact that
the terms are often used interchangeably, blackjacks and saps are actually
slightly different from one another.

The sap is a flat weapon, often made of leather, with a piece of metal
running from end to end inside the leather. The metal inside is thin enough
to provide a spring action. The striking end is sometimes weighted with
powdered lead.

The blackjack is very similar in design but it is usually cylindrical in
shape, rather than flat. It usually has a standard coiled spring inside as well,
rather than just a thin piece of metal. Like the sap, it may be weighted with
powdered lead or another material.

As should be obvious, the sap or blackjack is used to strike the assailant,
usually in the head. The way the weapons are constructed, they provide a
forceful blow to the head without damaging the scalp, resulting in
unconsciousness without having to worry about blood. Both weapons are
often prohibited by law, but they are very effective.

If you shop around, you can often find variations of this type of weapon
hidden in everyday objects, such as ball caps and gloves.

Sjambok
This weapon is a stout whip, usually 3 to 5 feet in length. It is made of a
thick material, traditionally hippopotamus hide, though plastic ones are
easily found. When one thinks of a whip, they tend to imagine Indiana
Jones and his famous bullwhip. There are, however, a few different kinds of
whips, of which the sjambok is merely one. The sjambok is very common
in South Africa, where it is used to defend against animals as well as
people.



In use, the sjambok is swung like a baton or rod. There is no flicking of
the wrist like you’d do when cracking a bullwhip. The sjambok increases
your reach, allowing you to strike your attacker at a bit of a distance. The
wounds inflicted by a sjambok can be quite severe.

Canes and Walking Sticks
I differentiate batons from canes by length. If it is short enough that you’d
regularly carry it on your belt or in your hand, it is a baton. However, if it
reaches from your hand to the ground while standing, it is a cane or walking
stick.

Canes come in a variety of sizes and shapes. The models that have a
hooked or angled handle allow you to add trapping maneuvers to your
repertoire, with practice. Canes and walking sticks are often just a little too
long for one-handed strikes, though with the adrenaline pumping, you could
probably pull it off once or twice. A better tactic, though, is to use two
hands and utilize the cane as a short staff, flicking an end to strike your
attacker or using the cane to block incoming blows.

Test out different lengths until you find the one that is most comfortable
for you. A good starting point is half of your height in inches. Another
approach is to stand up straight and have your arms relaxed at your sides.
Have someone else use a tape measure and find the distance from your
wrists to the floor. Neither of these methods is foolproof, of course, but both
can give you an idea of where to begin your search.



Cane sword handle

Opening a cane sword

Sword canes are a real thing, too. You’ve seen them in countless old
movies, I’m sure. The hero will be walking down some dark cobblestone
side street late in the evening. When he’s accosted by some ruffian, he
slides a hidden sword from his cane and makes short work of the bad guy.
In the real world, sword canes are neat but are often very cheaply made.
The metal used for the blades is rather soft and won’t take or keep an edge
very well. Sword canes are also illegal in many areas and, even where legal,
are often considered a concealed weapon and are thus subject to all of those
restrictions.

Of course, a sword cane is a cross between a blunt melee weapon and a
bladed one, which serves as a great segue into the next topic.

BLADED WEAPONS
I talked about knives in a previous chapter. Here, I’m going to discuss long
blades as well as other weapons that have sharp edges. I cannot stress the
importance of training and practicing with these weapons. While any



weapon is dangerous to an inexperienced user, blades carry with them a
little more risk than a club or sap.

Machete
A machete is the bridge between a knife and a sword. The average machete
blade runs around 12 to 18 inches. They are, first and foremost, tools used
for clearing brush and such. They are designed to be used single-handedly,
usually with broad strokes back and forth. Make no mistake, it can be quite
a workout to blaze a trail through thick undergrowth with a machete.

Machete

There are many types or styles of machetes, most of which are regional
in origin. One of the most common variations has a wider blade toward the
tip, adding a little extra weight and strength to each swing. You’ll find this
on the panga and bolo styles. Taking this a step further, the kukri-style
machete puts an angle on the blade itself in addition to widening the tip.
The kukri originates in Nepal where it is a very common working knife.
Many in the Western world were first introduced to the kukri when it was
used by Jonathan Harker to slice open Dracula’s throat in the original Bram
Stoker novel. Having used my Cold Steel kukri for a couple of years now, I
can say that it is a fearsome tool that takes a beating and keeps looking for
more.

A machete could do some serious damage in a fight, that’s for certain.
Effective use, though, does require some room to move. While you need to



be up close and personal with your attacker, you need space to swing,
playing to the weapon’s advantages.

Spear
A spear is essentially just a stick with some sort of sharp point on one end.
Said point might be made of metal or plastic, or it could just be the spear
shaft itself whittled down and hardened in a fire. I would caution you,
though, against just attaching a butcher knife to the end of a broom handle
and calling it a day. First, the balance of the weapon is likely not going to be
ideal. Second, you stand a pretty good chance of that knife detaching from
the spear at the most inopportune time.

A spear is sort of two weapons in one, both a staff and a blade. That’s
the good news. The bad news is they can be awkward to use, especially in
close quarters like a hallway. Jabbing and thrusting work great, provided the
other person doesn’t manage to grab the shaft and pull you off balance.

For practical purposes, forget all about throwing the spear at your
attacker. That’d just be foolish, especially indoors. Personally, if I were to
choose a spear as a defense weapon, I’d go with one that had a shaft of
around 3 feet. That would be much easier to use in tight spaces, yet still
give me the extra reach I might want or need.

Tomahawk
The tomahawk was invented by Native Americans, specifically the
Algonquian. A stone with a sharp edge was attached to the end of a wooden
handle and used in combat as well as for every day chores like processing
firewood. European settlers replaced the stone head with a metal one, vastly
increasing the durability of the weapon. Over time, the design of the
tomahawk has changed a bit, specifically with regard to the poll, or the side
of the tomahawk’s head that is opposite the sharp blade. Some models
include a spiked poll; others have more of a hammer head.



The SOG Tactical Tomahawk is a modern evolution of the Vietnam tomahawk.

The size of the blade differs from model to model, too. A tomahawk
designed to be at least somewhat historically accurate will have a longer
edge than a so-called tactical one. The latter style of tomahawk isn’t meant
for chopping firewood and is intended primarily for combat use as well as
defending against forced entry situations.

One thing to bear in mind when using a tomahawk against a human
being is it might very well stick where it hits, especially if the blade is fairly
short. While adrenaline will likely help you yank it free, don’t count on it
coming out easily.

Karambit
The karambit originated in Southeast Asia and has since spread throughout
much of the world. While I could have included this weapon in the chapter
on knives, it differs enough from the traditional knife that I felt I should
include it here instead. The karambit has a curved blade and resembles an
animal claw. I have come across models where both edges of the blade are
sharpened and other models where it is only the inner edge that cuts.



The Karambit originated in Indonesia.

The karambit’s handle will have a hole at the butt end. Traditionally, the
karambit is held such that the blade comes down from the bottom of the fist
and curves outward. Held in this way, the index finger is inserted through
the hole in the handle. Some people prefer to hold it in what is sometimes
called a hammer fist grip, where the blade extends from the top of the fist,
the same way you’d hold a standard knife when working in the kitchen or
something. In that case, it is the pinky finger that goes through the hole in
the handle.

Owing to the wicked curve to the blade, the karambit is capable of
doing serious damage to an attacker. Because of the design of the handle, it
is difficult to disarm someone who is using a karambit. Some models add a
bit of a spiked flourish to the handle on the outside of the finger hole. This
gives you the option of punching with the weapon as well as slashing.

I’d consider the karambit to be a backup weapon rather than anything
I’d rely on right off the bat. It is a fearsome weapon, no question, but I’d
rather use a weapon that will keep some distance between me and the
attacker, if possible.

Melee weapons, whether blunt or bladed, pale in comparison to firearms.
But, they can be a viable option for those who are unable or unwilling to
use a boom stick. The weapons in this chapter will all do quite a bit of



damage to an attacker and most of them require minimal training to become
effective if not proficient with them.


