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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 Eastern Zhou Dynasty (770-256 BCE)

The Qin and Han Dynasties (221 BCE-220 CE)

The Three Kingdoms Period (220-263 CE)

The Sui Dynasty (581-618 CE)

The Tang and Song Dynasties (618-1279 CE)

The Ming and Qing Dynasties (1368-1912 CE)

This table is provided in an attempt to ease the complexity of Chinese history. The years of a dynastic period will be stated only the first time the dynasty is mentioned in the text and, for clarity, whenever several dynasties are mentioned in the same sentence or paragraph. Thereafter, the reader is encouraged to refer to the table to refresh his or her memory. For a full and more detailed chronology, the reader is instructed to refer to David A. Graff and Robin Higham’s outstanding book, A Military History of China.1

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​INTRODUCTION


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Edged weapons became a mainstay in early Chinese history and through the Ming (1368-1644 CE) and Qing (1644-1912 CE) dynasties. The Chinese used swords to settle personal disputes, win military battles, and indicate one’s social and martial status through the end of the Imperial Period. “Qing rulers could be quite pragmatic about the bearing of arms by the general populace: for instance, the Kangxi emperor was known to have vetoed a request by an official to disarm the people of Shandong Province.”2

China, a country of vast resources, developed its metal and iron industry earlier than its western counterparts and achieved great advances in metallurgic science. There were two classes of Chinese swords: the straight double edged jian and the slightly curved single edged dao. The jian was an extraordinary weapon that transcended time; its history spanning more than three thousand years. The distinguishing characteristics of the jian were its straight shape and double cutting edge. The edge, which was exceptionally sharp at the tip and approximately six inches down the blade, gave the swordsman the advantage of reach. An attack with the jian could be very subtle and still cause significant damage, particularly to the ligaments in an opponent’s sword hand or arm. By contrast, the six inches of the blade nearest the hilt were blunt and strong, and could be used effectively as defense against an incoming attack. The hand guard was typically decorated, the handle made of hardwood and wrapped in animal skin in order to provide comfort and a good grip. A tassel, which purpose it was to provide balance to the blade, was attached to the end of the handle. The tassel could also take the shape of a rope that the swordsman could wrap around his wrist, thereby gaining the ability to extend his reach an additional few inches by throwing the sword toward his opponent and retrieving it quickly. The sheath like the hand guard was typically ornamented and displayed the status of the sword’s owner.3

The jian proved effective mainly for chivalry combat in the Zhou Dynasty (1045-256 BCE), and was later carried by the nobility as a symbol of status. Military officers, perhaps because of their association with the nobility, seem to have preferred the double edged jian over the dao. While the successful use of the jian required flexibility in the grip and the ability to move with the forces the swordsman encountered in combat, it also required a stable foundation. The general populace’s use of this sword for the perfection of character and the attainment of health reflected the revered nature of the weapon.

The single edged dao, by contrast, was issued to the rank and file. The distinguishing characteristics of the dao were its curved shape and singe cutting edge. The sword had no set curve or length but came in several shapes. Some dao were long and others short; some were broad and resembled the European sabers. The dao proved useful mainly in cavalry combat, which started to gain popularity in the Western Han Dynasty (202 BCE-9 CE). The dao was a true soldier’s weapon that required more attention to fighting skill than finesse. The slashing movements employed by the dao-wielding swordsman proved practical from horseback, and were capable of producing impressive momentum and cutting power through the uninterrupted circular flow of the blade.4 Variations of the dao started to see use several hundred years prior to the unification of the empire in 221 BCE. For example, a shorter version of the dao was used also in walking infantry. The first dao were made of bronze. By the third century BCE, iron and steel became the preferred materials used in weapons production.
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Chinese dao with sheath. In contrast to the straight jian, the broad-bladed and curved dao proved a practical battlefield weapon and was well-suited for mounted combat. Image source: Lawrence Kane.

In comparison to the attention enjoyed by the Japanese samurai, Chinese swords and swordsmen have been given relatively little focus in written sources, despite evidence that reveal that Japanese swords developed from the basics of Chinese forging and tempering techniques and arrived in Japan around the seventh century CE. The lack of attention afforded Chinese combat swords is due in part to the long history of the sword in China. Neither the jian nor the dao, both of which were developed during the Bronze Age, were considered revolutionary “new” technology.5 Moreover, the sword, although used alongside of other combat arms—mainly the
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