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A short bio of Master Russell K. Wieder-wahm

The following article was copied from The Campeche Steel http://www.campechesteel.2itb.com/catalog.html 
It should come as no surprise that his students did not share Arnold Mercado’s view of Wieder. As one of his much later students described him, "Maestro Wieder coached the Olympic saber team in the 1950s and boxed professionally." A man of strong opinions, he was good with a sabre, but held it in disdain as a "butcher’s weapon." He was, however, particularly fond of the epee. An instructor from the Italian school, he had his students use epees equipped with Italian grips and points d’arret, despite the prevalence of orthopedic grips and the fact that the electric epee had begun making occasional appearances at Gulf Coast Division competitions.

Wieder wanted his students to treat fencing weapons as though they were sharp, as though they were swords. Some descriptions of his style seem extremely combative, but always employing technique and finesse. As one of his later students would recall, "Mr. Wieder was 5'4" tall, and he would stand with his front foot between yours and execute perfect disengages." The same student recalled his maestro’s attitudes toward the basics of fencing, remembering a lesson drummed into the students as, "He who parries not, dies."

If Wieder’s attitudes seem out of touch with the fact that fencing had become purely a competitive sport or recreational pastime, it should not be surprising. One of Wieder’s last pupils, from the late 1970s, would later relate, "He learned to fence in the late 1920s, from an Italian gentleman who had been the fencing instructor at Annapolis in the late 19th century. He received his Master's license in Europe in the 1930s."

"My master learned in the 1920s from a master who learned in the 1880s, so I am only three generations away from real sword fights. In fact, my master fought a duel with live steel in the 1940s (I understand it was fought to first blood, with another master over a point of technique. Mr. Wieder won.) I was never allowed to forget that I was learning the sport form of a martial art, not a pure sport. Unfortunately, this is an attitude rarely found in the contemporary salle d’armes."

Born on June 27, 1907, Wieder had, in his youth, been part of an unusual fencing event. In the late 1930s, as east-west tensions mounted and the world neared the Second World War, the Japanese community in Panama brought in a Japanese kendo master and an American fencing master to face off against each other. Wieder was that American. It was fencing epee versus bamboo shinai. The kendo master raised his blade three times to begin his pass ... and three times Wieder lunged, striking the kendo master’s kote (right mitten). Wieder remained untouched. That ended the bout. Years later, Bob Lyle heard the story straight from the combatant, "He told me the story in his Lufkin, Texas, living room and I saw the yellowed newspaper clipping."
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