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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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Edged weapons ranging from sharpened rocks to samurai swords and Special Forces knives have been part of the combat tradition for millennia. The knife, often termed one of man’s oldest tools, is an object of multi-faceted use that has served as hunting device, eating utensil, surgical instrument, and weapon. Although any sharp object can be used in combat, knives in prehistoric times were primarily utility tools used for cutting and scraping. Although essential for survival, these knives were not more than sharpened pieces of flint stone. Since the warrior’s safety depended in part on the strength of his weapon, the brittle nature of the early knives made them unsuitable for war and required that they be discarded when they broke. Well-balanced, lightweight, and truly durable fighting knives, specifically designed for stabbing through armor and piercing the flesh of an opponent, are therefore a more recent development.

The first metal knives were made of copper and later bronze. Technological improvements in metallurgic science led to the development of stronger knives with longer and thinner blades, and more artful designs reflecting the skill of the knife smith and the pride he took in his craft. The design of the knife also communicated to others the status of the owner and allowed him to identify with his weapon. When steel, an alloy of iron with small amounts of carbon, was introduced, high quality knives could be manufactured in greater quantities. The knife, which earlier had been reserved mostly for people of higher status, now became available also to the commoners and was carried as part of a man’s everyday dress. The scramasax, for example, a single edged knife or short sword used by the Vikings and Saxons between the fourth and tenth centuries CE, resembled a butcher knife or machete, was carried across the back of the belt by the poorer people of society, and proved a superior close combat weapon. Men-at-arms carried the knife as a companion to a longer sword. In the school of fencing, the combatant carried a knife for the purpose of parrying an opponent’s rapier, giving him the option to attack with one hand and defend with the other simultaneously.

The specific design of the knife and the size of the blade reveal the knife’s primary usage. Each design has its strengths and weaknesses. For example, big knives, such as the kukri and machete, are designed primarily for cleaving and hacking. Daggers are designed primarily for deep penetrating stabs. By contrast, a well-balanced combat folder or a single edged tactical combat knife can prove useful in military operations requiring stealth and surprise; for example, when killing an enemy sentry. In general, a combat knife has only one primary purpose: stabbing (piercing, thrusting), cutting (slashing, hacking, chopping), or defense (blocking, catching). Beyond the utility qualities of the knife, such as clearing brush or skinning animals, a long or large blade indicates that the knife is designed primarily for killing the adversary through decapitation or the severing of limbs. A short blade or folder-type knife indicates that the knife is designed primarily for coercion or personal protection.

The power of the knife as a weapon in single-man combat is difficult to top. The knife as a touch weapon can cause severe damage with minimal force, and is therefore a great equalizer for a smaller or weaker person against a stronger assailant. Moreover, the knife can threaten, coerce, and kill. It is small enough to carry on one’s person, yet big enough to inflict trauma and death. Smaller knives can be operated at a variety of angles with a minor flick of the wrist. A drawback is that a soldier wielding a knife must be exceptionally close to his enemy, often within an arm’s reach, to accomplish his goal. This close range fighting tends to make combat personal; it requires courage, and has historically been considered more honorable than killing from a distance. A soldier who is well-trained and approaches the combat situation with an attitude that communicates a willingness to use the knife in battle can gain a mental advantage over his adversary. Merely flashing “cold steel” in front of the enemy can be enough to prevent a close combat fight from materializing.1

Knives thus proved superior weapons hundreds of years prior to the introduction of the flintlock musket in the seventeenth century. They have been carried with enthusiasm as sidearms to swords since antiquity, and have seen continued success as combat arms throughout the more widespread use and greater reliability of firearms in the nineteenth and twentieth century. The knife’s assurance against malfunction has allowed it to retain its qualities as a close combat or “silent” weapon into modern day. Moreover, the knife has greater maneuverability, for example, than a rifle with bayonet when fighting in trenches or other small and enclosed areas.

However, knife combat also involves strategy (the planning behind an attack which allows the soldier to reach a combat objective) and tactics (the actual use of the knife, for example, to dispose of an enemy in trench warfare or to kill a sentry at night). Historically serving several missions, the knife has proven a good infiltration weapon when silence must be preserved, and has also come in handy on the large battlefield; for example, in foxholes where firearms or grenades would have been impractical. Soldiers recognized early the benefits of carrying a small and lightweight weapon that could be concealed on one’s person, relied upon in the hand-to-hand fight, or deployed to finish an adversary at close range when one’s firearm malfunctioned. Few other weapons have proven capable of such versatility.

Whether to kill or coerce, to use the knife successfully in combat the soldier must be physically and mentally ready to deploy it with intent to do harm. According to the Combatives Field Manual for the United States Army, “[t]he soldier skilled in the use of the knife also increases his ability to defend






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
S
Cold Steel

The Knife in Army, Navy, and
Special Forces Operations

Martina Sprague





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





