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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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Large knives with origins as farming and brush cutting tools are often associated with warfare in geographical regions of rough terrain, dense jungle, hills, and in societies without centralized leadership. They have found use as weapons in guerrilla warfare and internal rebellions.1 The machete designed primarily for agricultural work and not as a weapon of war—it has served, for example, as a brush or cane cutting tool in many tropical countries—has a blade typically 18 to 20 inches long, with some blades measuring up to 36 inches long, and lacks a hand guard. Although such long blades require significant strength to wield with force, a man swinging a machete is normally well-trained in its use. When held loosely between the thumb and forefinger, this big knife can pivot in a large arc and easily cut through the soft vegetation found in the jungles of Latin America and the Pacific Islands.2 Termed “the poor man’s sword,” it has generally been readily available to the commoners who often lacked the economic support to produce more sophisticated weaponry.3

With the development of the railroad and large integrated steel mills in the nineteenth century, steel became less expensive and the machete saw even wider use. Employed extensively in internal political uprisings, it proved particularly popular in Third World countries with unstable governments; for example, in Latin America, Southeast Asia, and Africa. As a weapon of war, however, the machete is ill-reputed and has been responsible for terrible slaughters, genocidal decapitations, and the severing of limbs of combatants and noncombatant women and children alike.4 The machete possesses two fundamental qualities that contribute to its success as a deadly battlefield weapon: Its size and weight give the wielder the leverage he needs to execute a disabling or killing blow, and the relatively thin blade allows the wielder to strike the target at an acute angle and deliver the greatest amount of kinetic energy for the effort. A properly wielded machete can hack through a human body with ease.5

Some of the most varied types of edged weaponry can be found in Indonesia, however. Since this region has historically faced foreign occupiers—the Dutch occupied large parts of Indonesia from the seventeenth century; the Spanish occupied the Philippines from the sixteenth century; and the British occupied Malaysia from the eighteenth century—conflicts proved common, forcing the natives to resort to knives that could easily be carried on one’s person. Indonesian edged weapons represent to some extent the weapons of India. Java, for example, fell under Indian influence after a wave of Indian immigrants established an empire on the island. The Indian culture expanded to the islands of Bali and Lombok where it continued to exert influence on Indonesian life. The design of the hilts on Indonesian knives, often made of bone and carved in the figure of a human or animal head from Indian mythology, might be particularly noteworthy. Indonesian edged weapons also reveal an Arabian influence. In northern Borneo and in the Sulu and Mindanao islands of the Philippine island chain, double edged daggers and curved knives of Arabian design prove common.6 The Moros, members of the predominantly Muslim people of the southern Philippines, “developed the Indonesian thrusting kris into a slashing combat sword. The Moro kris became a symbol of authority amongst the Sultanates that existed then [and proved] an excellent sword in group fighting due to the fact that the double edge [could] be used in either direction.”7

Some Indonesian blades taper toward the tip to produce a sharp thrusting point.8 Others are of saber-shape, made of steel, slightly curved with a strong back and a blade that broadens toward the tip, shifting the center of gravity forward until it resembles a machete with good cleaving capabilities.9 A specimen from Borneo has a straight machete-like blade nearly 23 inches long, widening toward the tip and tapering on one side to a sharp point.10 In contrast to the machete, however, the large knives of Indonesia and Southeast Asia are held with the full hand in order to facilitate a cut through the woody rather than leafy vegetation of these regions.

Indonesian edged weapons saw use during the Philippine-American War of 1899-1902, when the U.S. occupation force was surrounded by an almost twice as strong force of Filipino insurgents. After two months of official ceasefire, a campaign was prepared against the insurgents. The U.S. troops carried a variety of artillery weapons, quick-fire cannons, and machine guns against a Filipino force armed with rifles and 20-inch long jungle weapons resembling butcher knives.11 Although clearly inferior to the equipment of the American troops, these knives gave the enemy some psychological advantages. After firing scattered volleys, the Filipino insurgents, viewed as fighters who preferred cold steel to modern weapons, rushed forward with blades in hand, slashing through hundreds of yards of the opposing forces.12

Africa is yet a region that has relied on large-bladed edged weaponry. Africa can be a difficult country to study because of the lack of available sources. Much of Africa’s history has been handed down through oral tradition which is often over-dramatized and inaccurate. Of the written sources that exist, many do not offer a detailed account of armaments and tactics, and records kept by Europeans fighting in Africa tend to be biased.13 For example, it has been suggested that the long curved scimitars of the early nineteenth century were developed not to strike the killing blow, but to hook aside an enemy’s shield so that the killing blow could be delivered with the spear held in the other hand. A problem with this rationale is that it would have required the soldier to carry two weapons of offense: the scimitar and the spear, while leaving no hand free for carrying a defensive shield. The practical reason for particular sword and knife shapes is often an issue of speculation.14

Moreover, Africa has varied geographical regions and population traits. Because of a need for people to develop ethnic and cultural identity, regional
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