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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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European swordsmanship has produced a large number of written treatises and has been studied widely by military historians and lay persons interested in the sword as a combat arm and instrument of social status. Swords had a dual purpose: They were of military necessity used by knights on the field of battle, and of social necessity carried by nobles to communicate rank and settle disputes of honor. Although less elegant than their Eastern counterparts, European medieval swords were functional weapons that had evolved over time through the constant clashing of arms. Western swordsmen were expected to fight other western swordsmen using similar types of weapons and armor. Ancient swords were generally designed to be wielded with one hand, with a shield carried in the other. As armor improved, sword designs evolved to satisfy the new demands. The adoption of plate armor and the need to meet an armored enemy from a greater distance motivated swordsmiths to manufacture straight thrusting swords with great variations in length. Not until metallurgic science had been mastered to the degree that steel could be used regularly, however, did longswords in excess of three feet become practical for the battlefield. The straight shape of the blade and the typical length of 48 inches from pommel to tip made the longsword a powerful rather than aesthetically pleasing weapon.

Although several types of swords existed, the European longsword proved slightly longer than Japanese swords of the period. When wielded with skill, the length increased the sword’s velocity and cutting power.1 Comparisons between finds of European and Japanese armor also communicate that western swordsmen generally had physical builds several inches taller than their Asian counterparts.2 Since a sharp sword could produce a lethal cut even if it were short or wielded with less than maximum force, the physical size of the warrior and the length of the sword proved important mostly in the reach they provided. Not only was a long weapon difficult to dodge or parry, the longsword in the hands of a tall swordsman was beneficial for thrusting through a fallen enemy on the ground.

While curved swords have historically proven particularly practical for mounted warriors—a cavalryman fighting against infantry could strike an effective blow with a curved sword without causing the sword to be wrenched from the hand—the European longsword, which was primarily a cut and thrust weapon with a blade that tapered to a point, found use in both cavalry and foot soldiering.3Maneuvered with two hands, it could successfully pierce chain mail and plate armor. Should he pull his dagger at close range or sustain an injury that rendered an arm useless, a well-trained swordsman could swing the sword also with one hand. In cavalry warfare the momentum of the horse contributed to the power of the one-handed swing. Extensive one-handed use required significant physical strength and was not recommended, however. The length of the sword and its rotational inertia (an object’s resistance to change while in motion on a rotating plane) also complicated the swordsman’s ability to change the direction of a cut. From a defensive position, the longsword and dagger made the shield or buckler less significant. George Silver, a sixteenth century English swordsman and fencing master, did not place a great deal of faith in the dagger, however, which he considered an imperfect and insufficient weapon of defense, for “it is most certain, whosoever closes with sword and dagger against the sword and buckler, is in great danger to be slain.”4

The hilt of the European longsword was used in trapping, striking, and disarming techniques at close range. Sir Richard Francis Burton, a nineteenth century English explorer, soldier, and fencer known for his research and writings about the sword, emphasized the importance of quillons projecting from the hilt between the tang and the blade, to be used as additional protection for the hand or to disarm an opponent: The quillons will receive “the edge of the adversary’s weapon should it happen to glance or to glide downwards.”5 (Note that quillons were of value mainly to the duelist. While the longswordsman wore gauntlets to protect the hands, the duelist generally did not wear armor. The elaborate hilt of the rapier became a matter of controversy, as expressed in some of the sword treatises of the time.) In the sixteenth century elaborate quillons were adopted on the more highly decorated swords. Some sword masters held the view that, while the hilt or quillons “ought to be long in order to protect virtually the whole arm,” they should not be so heavy “that they weigh down the sword.”6

The thick and sturdy design of the longsword indicates that it was developed mainly for battlefield use and not for dueling. Germany and Italy were leading countries in the art of swordsmanship and contributed much thought to single-man combat, as evidenced by a significant number of instructional manuals written by such fencing masters as Hanko Döbringer and Fiore dei Liberi. Complete with illustrations, these manuals include detailed accounts of how to wield a variety of weapons including sword, buckler, spear, and dagger in foot soldiering and mounted combat, and are further evidence of the swordsman’s intent to use his skills primarily on the field of battle rather than in duels of honor. A good sword could cut through armor, flesh, and bone, and would last for several subsequent battles without breaking.

[image: image]

Replica of European medieval longsword with triple fuller, S-shaped cross guard, and faceted plum pommel. Some pommels were tapered rather than round. Too much tapering, however, would extend the grip considerably and result in a hilt resembling that of the Japanese katana. In order to be considered a longsword, when held at the cross guard, the pommel had to reach above the wrist but not quite up to the elbow. Image source: Martina Sprague.

The opinions of the various sword masters as to the “best” type of combat sword or fencing weapon varied widely. As with most martial disciplines, disagreement existed among the scholars of swordsmanship. Some held the view that a cut constituting “a hard, fast strike with the edge of the weapon that may then be drawn or pushed to increase the damage”was best, and should therefore be the most frequently used method of attack.7 Italian fencing master Giacomo Di Grassi, in His True Art of Defence, furthered this idea by arguing that the edge proved superior to the point, particularly if the opponent had parried the initial thrust and the sword was no longer in position to be thrust a second time.8 Others argued that the long handle benefited the swordsman when using the sword primarily as a thrusting weapon. A thrust with the point through vulnerable targets not protected by armor, such as the armpit, could prove deadly particularly if the sword penetrated the vital organs. The swordsmen of medieval Europe thus used every part of the sword—the blade, the hilt, the pommel—in attack and defense. It mattered less whether one used fancy or crude techniques, whether one slashed or thrust with the sword. The end result, the death or undisputed defeat of the opponent, remained the same.

Due to its powerful image, the sword became a symbol of masculinity and strength. Noblemen started wearing swords also when in civilian dress. Wearing a sword put a man “out of fear, and in the wars and places of most danger, it [made] him bold, hardy and valiant.”9 The social carry of the sword contributed to it evolving from a battlefield weapon to a weapon of dueling and sports. Swords of a lighter and more slender type such as the rapier, foil, and epee were designed for this purpose and were used primarily in a thrusting rather than cutting fashion.10 In Renaissance Europe, and through the industrial and technological revolution of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when gunpowder weapons became more reliable, the sword saw gradually less battlefield use and fencing for the purpose of dueling or sport gained in popularity. The combat sword remained unique, however, because of its capacity to serve simultaneously in attack and defense in a hand-to-hand encounter. Any sharp object could kill another person if thrust at him. But the sword could kill effectively while simultaneously giving the swordsman the greatest possible protection. Designed to kill, the sword was primarily a combat weapon and not an instrument of art or social rank.

This book starts by discussing the role of the swordsmith and his understanding of sword dynamics for battlefield use. It analyzes the physical training of the swordsman and the techniques he committed himself to studying in order to defeat an enemy in battle, and the debate surrounding the “best” types of swords and training techniques. Next the book examines the use of the sword in mass armies, primarily the Crusades. It examines the saber and its use in nineteenth century infantry, cavalry, and naval warfare, followed by a discussion of the social mores of the times
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