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Knives, Swords, and Bayonets: A World History of Edged Weapon Warfare is a series of books that examines the history of edged weapons in Europe, Asia, Africa, the Americas, and the Middle East and surrounding areas before gunpowder increased the distance between combatants. Edged weapons were developed to function in foot or mounted combat. The primary battlefield function often determined the specific design of the weapon. In poorer societies the general populace frequently modified agricultural tools into weapons of war. The techniques for employing these tools in civilian life translated into viable methods of combat. When the advent of firearms made certain edged weapons obsolete, close range combat continued to rely on foot soldiers carrying knives and bayonets as sidearms to modern artillery weapons. But even in ancient times edged weapons were seldom the primary arms, but were frequently employed as sidearms to long range projectiles. Rebel fighters of Third World countries have likewise used edged weapons extensively in near modern and modern wars.

The Knives, Swords, and Bayonets series of books takes a critical look at the relationship between the soldier, his weapon, and the social and political mores of the times. Each book examines the historical background and metallurgic science of the knife, sword, or bayonet respectively, and explores the handling characteristics and combat applications of each weapon. The author suggests that the reader make specific note of how battlefield need and geography influenced the design of the weapon, the type of warfare employed (guerrilla, rebellion, chivalry, pitched battle, skirmishes, mass armies, etc.), and the type of armor available to counter the blow of a knife or sword.

The historical treatment of edged weaponry could fill volumes. Because of the vastness of the subject, certain restrictive measures had to be applied in order to keep the series within a reasonable length while still giving adequate coverage. For example, the author has chosen to cover Chinese and Japanese but not Korean sword history. Every reader is thus bound to find some favorite details omitted. While many treatments of the subject focus exclusively on the technological aspects of weapons, this series also considers the political climate and the environmental or geographical factors under which the weapons evolved. Moreover, every culture, western or non-western, employs a number of subtleties that are exceedingly difficult to understand fully, unless one has spent time living in and studying the specific culture. The same can be said for every subculture (a culture within a culture), such as a military organization. The reader is reminded that, unlike science which is mathematically precise, history offers a broad range of perspectives on every issue.

The narrative the author has chosen to write portrays the development and dynamics of edged weaponry from ancient to modern times, including the soldier’s training and his view of military service. The close relationship between military and political or social history also spurred the author’s desire to examine the carry of edged weapons as symbols of military rank and social status. Rather than covering battles in their entirety, the author has elected to illustrate bits and pieces of particular battles that exemplify how the weapon in question was used. The book series comprises ten books arranged by weapon type, geographical area, or time period, and is designed to introduce the reader to the great assortment of edged weaponry that has been used with varied success in most regions of the world. Each book in the series is an entity in itself. In other words, it is not necessary to read the books in any particular order. Hopefully, the series will provide the reader with a solid foundation for continued study.

For her research, and in order to render an analysis that closely describes the dynamics of battle and the cultural aspects surrounding edged weaponry, the author has relied on a large number of primary and secondary source materials including historical treatises, artifacts located at museums, ancient artists’ renditions of war in sculpture, paint, and poem, eyewitness accounts to the events in question, books, articles, documentaries, Internet resources, university lectures, personal correspondence, and direct hands-on practice with weapons in mock battles. Note that source material is often contradictory in nature. For example, swordsmen of the same era and geographical region frequently differed in their views with respect to the conduct of battle or the “best” type of sword or battlefield technique. The reader is encouraged to keep an open mind and consider the different possibilities that the soldier faced, and why he would emphasize a particular type of weapon or combat technique over another. The endnotes provide additional information, clarification, and exceptions to commonly propagated historical beliefs.

The author reminds the reader that despite their lethal features, edged weapons are not randomly chosen bars of steel that can cut and kill. The difference between victory and defeat often lies in the soldier’s knowledge, skill, and fortitude; in how well he handles his weapon, but also in how well the weapon adheres to the laws of physics with respect to balance and motion. Studying metallurgic science is the key to understanding the relationship between the weapon smith and the soldier. The knife- or swordsmith thus carried part of the responsibility for the soldier’s success or failure. Additionally, edged weapons were an integral part of the soldier’s kit and often represented abstract qualities such as bravery and honor. By understanding the history of knives, swords, and bayonets, one will gain insight into the culture—the external and internal forces—that shaped the men who relied on these weapons in personal struggles of life and death.
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In the sixth century BCE, Cyrus the Great united the Persians and the Medes (the ancient Iranian people) and founded the Persian Empire. Covering extensive areas in Central Asia, much of the Black Sea region, Assyria and Babylonia, Afghanistan and Pakistan, stretching to the borders of India, it became the largest empire of the ancient world. The Persian army was multicultural in nature. In addition to regular Persian and Median infantry and cavalry troops, “conscripts from subject nations within the empire” were employed, along with “hired mercenaries or garrison troops from within or from outside the empire.” By the fifth century BCE, Persian commanders employed Greek mercenary soldiers. According to the ancient Greek historian Herodotus, the Persian infantry carried “daggers hanging from their belts beside the right thigh.”1 A fragment of an ancient Persian stone relief shows a bearded man carrying a short dagger-type sword in his belt.2

The region’s military history started long before the unification of the Persians and the Medes, however. The earliest writings that speak of military activity in the area that today comprises Syria and Lebanon, bordering the eastern edge of the Mediterranean Sea, date to around 2500 BCE. Archaeological evidence provides additional information. For example, fragments from military murals provide an idea of the weapons and protective armor the soldiers wore. One such mural displays a man wielding a large dagger against his fallen enemy. Soldiers appear to have worn leather kilts as a form of protection for the body, but no helmets. Metal helmets have been found in royal tombs, which indicate that they were worn by the elite and not by the common foot soldier.3

Assyria, located roughly in modern Iraq, built a powerful army and had a well-established military tradition as early as the fourteenth century BCE. Its history speaks of extensive warfare often necessitated by survival in a region that lacked natural resources, except for grain. The trade routes to the Mediterranean Sea were often blocked by other powerful states. Moreover, the lack of natural barriers meant that the threat of invasion always lingered nearby, forcing the country to prepare for war.4 With Egypt as the primary enemy, Assyria had to institute a compulsory system of military service. A series of campaigns would expand the empire to the Mediterranean and Black Sea, and from Egypt to the Persian Gulf. By the seventh century BCE, in addition to archers firing from a distance, infantry forces relied on direct combat with axes and short swords.5 Worn on the left side of the body in a horizontal position at the waist, the sword commonly carried by the ancient Assyrians was of the straight two-edged and broad-bladed kind, yet short enough to function also as a dagger.6

Some of the information relating to the Persian world in the Common Era comes from neighboring countries. Swords found in Egypt, for example, portray Koranic inscriptions critical of Christian doctrines. Egyptian inscriptions picturing Turkish warriors wearing straight swords hanging from the belt have also been found.7 The commonly propagated idea that Islamic swords were of the curved saber-type variety is thus not entirely accurate. Many types of swords existed among the different Arab peoples, including straight blades with European-style cross guards.8
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Fat’h Ali Shah Qajar, Shah of Persia (reigned 1797-1834 CE), with a sword of the curved variety. The curvature on Persian swords varied. Those made in the sixteenth century were typically deeply curved with a slim blade. Such swords would prove excellent for slashing maneuvers, but more difficult to use in precision thrusts with the point. Image source: Reproduced under Wikimedia Commons license.

Further east, India, one of the world’s oldest civilizations, saw influence from a number of foreign states including Egypt, Persia, Greece, China, and Japan. The manufacture of iron and steel products provided a lucrative market for trade between India and the countries around the Mediterranean Sea. Consisting of large fertile plains, India was a temptation to invaders, particularly from the west. The Greek writers demonstrate that at least two Persian invasions took place, the first led by Cyrus, “who according to Xenophon made the Indus the eastern boundary of his empire.” Alexander the Great invaded India in 327 BCE, bringing the country into direct contact with the Classical world. According to Herodotus, the Indians carried swords inlaid with ornamentation of gold, as demonstrated by the swords taken as war booty by the Greeks.9It is unlikely, however, that heavily ornamented swords were used extensively in combat; an issue which will be discussed briefly in the next section of this book.

The ancient Indian army was made up of a mix of military branches including infantry, cavalry, chariots, and elephants. Chariots and elephants, normally highly decorated, carried the officers. Additionally, a number of attendants followed the army on campaign. In artistic renditions of warfare, the Hindu gods each carried “his own peculiar weapon . . . Indra, the god of the Kshatriyas, is represented as riding on an elephant, and armed with the sword and ‘chakra,’ the battle-axe and the thunder-bolt.” A sculpture portraying a siege reveals that soldiers carried bow and arrows (probably the principal weapons of war), and a short and broad sword which they used at close range to defend against an enemy’s blows.10

The important role that the sword played in India is demonstrated through its representation on early Indo-Scythian coins, portraying both straight and curved swords wielded by the kings.11 Few weapons from ancient India have survived, however. One must therefore rely on artistic sources when attempting to reconstruct India’s edged weapon history. Of particular interest may be the people of the Kushan Empire of Central Asia, who came to India in the first century CE and have been depicted in sculptures from the first and fourth centuries. Their kingdom was culturally divided into two parts, as indicated by the types of weapons and armor they carried: On the one hand was the Romano-Egyptian and Romano-Byzantine influenced area known for straight types of swords, and on the other the
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