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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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The history of ancient Egypt is divided into thirty-one dynasties under the pharaoh kings. The king who united Upper Egypt (the source of the Nile) and Lower Egypt (around the Nile Delta) is traditionally considered the pharaoh of the first dynasty. Memphis, the capital of the united country founded around 3050 BCE, was located between the two kingdoms near modern Cairo.1 After Upper and Lower Egypt were unified, the history of the empire can be divided into three powerful eras, each ruled by a series of pharaohs: the Old Kingdom (2686-2160 BCE), the Middle Kingdom (2055-1650 BCE), and the New Kingdom (1550-1069 BCE).2 There were also shorter intermediary eras of political disunity until the start of the Roman period in 31 BCE.

According to ancient documentation, the Old and Middle Kingdoms did not see a great deal of warfare and did not have a highly organized army. Tomb inscriptions from these periods focus mainly on trade contacts, construction projects such as the pyramids, and social and moral obligations.3 When the Old Kingdom collapsed due to economic crisis, famine, and uneven distribution of wealth between the commoners and the nobles, a brief intermediate period followed, succeeded by the Middle Kingdom where local rulers managed to develop and make use of private armies in the areas surrounding Egypt. Contacts primarily with Assyria led to the adoption of foreign weapon designs.4 Warfare became more common in the New Kingdom, as evidenced by tomb inscriptions extensively portraying war.5

Egypt’s natural borders consisting of deserts and the Mediterranean coast had protected the country against outside invaders for centuries. The deserts on both sides of the Nile as well as several cataracts complicated the transportation of foreign armies over long distances.6 Egypt therefore tended to focus on internal affairs such as the preservation of law and order, rather than on outward expansion and conquest. War is frequently the driving force behind technological breakthroughs, however, and periods of peace led to a neglect of the weapon industry. The weapons that did exist were of rather crude design. Enemies would eventually emerge, forcing Egypt to ready its war machine. Ancient Egypt’s primary enemies were the Hyksos, Nubians, Libyans, Sea People, Assyrians, and Persians.

Around 2150 BCE, a period of civil war that was partly a result of widespread famine began in Egypt, along with an infiltration by foreign forces. Around 1750 BCE, Egypt was invaded several times by the Hyksos, a people of mixed Semitic-Asiatic origin who established themselves as rulers in the Delta region. A positive outcome of the invasions was the knowledge the Hyksos brought to Egypt with respect to bronze metallurgy and weapon crafting, which the Egyptians came to adopt.7 The Hyksos introduced a variety of military equipment, such as chariots and copper weapons. The New Kingdom is characterized by a need to modernize the army, which was essentially divided into foot soldiers and charioteers. Naval warfare was limited, as the Egyptians used their fleet mainly as a support arm for the transportation of troops and supplies to and from the battlefield.

The Libyans, Persians, and Sea People, too, coveted some of Egypt’s riches and would eventually trespass the country’s natural borders. Neighboring countries also housed valuable resources of their own, forcing Egypt to reconsider its need for outward expansion and conquest. Egypt’s successful defense against the Sea People led to the acquisition of great numbers of prisoners taken at sword point. According to an inscription on the Harris Papyrus dating to the reign of Ramses IV (1156-1150 BCE), summarizing the events of the preceding king Ramses III:


I carried away those whom my sword spared, as numerous captives, pinioned like birds before my horses, their wives and their children by the ten-thousand, their cattle in number like hundred-thousands . . .8



Warfare and military operations in Egypt can be traced through pictorial evidence and narrations carved into rocks for smaller campaigns, and temple walls for major wars. A variety of reliefs, papyrus scrolls, and tomb biographies have been recovered as artifacts. War depictions are frequently full of turmoil. Action scenes portray fallen horses and chariot troops employing bows and arrows, and knives or swords. Warriors ready for combat can be seen wielding battle axes high above their heads. Many of the carvings lack detailed descriptions of battlefield tactics, however. Moreover, the technology depicted was not necessarily the technology used. Rather, the scenes tend to demonstrate “the artistic temperament or an agreed upon schema.”9 Furthermore, the extent to which the pictorial evidence can be trusted as factual can be debated. It was not unusual, for example, for scribes to picture their own army as an organized victorious force suppressing a more chaotic enemy taking to flight.10

Finds from Egyptian tombs include bows, arrows, daggers, and other military equipment which further indicate that Egypt, like other countries, was prepared for conflict. A flint knife from the site of Gebel el-Arak in Upper Egypt, dating to around 3200 BCE and housed at the Louvre in Paris, displays an impressive set of war carvings on its ivory handle.11 This find demonstrates that knives were carried by the Egyptians at an early date, and that warfare was an important part of ancient Egyptian tradition. Warfare was not a priority in much of Egypt’s history, however, and was undertaken mainly to protect the borders or seek essential resources in other parts of the world. Moreover, the country’s youth was often discouraged from seeking a future in soldiering.
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Early flint knives from the Predynastic period. Image source: Jon Bodsworth, reproduced under Wikimedia Commons license.

The battle of Kadesh (c. 1274 BCE) between Egypt and the Hittites in Syria is the earliest Egyptian battle about which detailed information has survived.12 The fertile land around the Nile Delta, the touchy economic and political situation, and the desire to restore Egypt’s former boundaries are reasons why Egypt fell into conflict with Syria.13 The city of Kadesh “barred the route toward North Syria.”14 Controlling Kadesh therefore proved crucial to Egypt’s economic future. Although little is
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