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THE
PLUG BAYONET

by RonaldA. Pickering

The bayonet has been an important military weapon since
the early part of the 17th century, a period spanning over 350
years, Many fypes have been developed over the years but the
first and original was the Plug Bayonet,

The story of the development of the plug bayonet is there-
fore the story of the invention and the first stage in the evolution
of bayonets generally, While the origin of the idea of adding a
knife or dagger to the muzzle of a flrearm cannot be documented
accurately, there are several very interesting theories which
must be considered, and it Is necesary to examine the tactics
of the day, the possible sources of the idea of appending a dagger
to a firearm, and finally the plug bayonet itself.

During the 16th century, firearms and punpowder were steadlly
improving. Shock weapons such as axes or pikes and even defensive
armour were changing to meet the challenge of these new weapons,
There was the usual debate between commanders of armies; some
struggled to retain the old, while others sought to improve their
fire power by using more of their foot soldiers as musketeers,
However, firearms were still in their infancy amnd there were
several disadvantages in their use. First, muskets had to be
fired very close to their targets to be effective, This permitted
the enemy to move within very short range without too much
fear of being incapacitated, After the muskets were discharged
it was quite simple for the cavalry, and even foot goldiers, to
close in on the defenceless musketeers. Secondly, firearms took
several minutes to reload. There are records to indicate that
sometimes it took fifteen minutes to reload a matchlock, The
musketeer, after discharging his firearm, and finding himself
somewhat at the mercy of his enemies, sought additional protection,

The tactics of the day provided added protectionfor musketeers
by distributing companies of pikemen among the musketeers,
These pikemen, using 16 to 20 foot weapons, formed a bristling
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Fig. 1 Englizh plug bayone!, dated and inscribed “Andrew Rudshy
Anno D, 1688 and *'F.0. Bird Officer of Sheriff of Mddx."* The
crown and rose culler's mark is considered fo be English and
appears on boltk sides of the blade. The quillons and pommel are
of brass. Overall length, 17.5°"

hedge of sharp pikes, The musketeer, after discharging his weapon,
would then retreat behind this hedge of pikes and proceed to
reload his musket. Many military tacticians saw the inefficiency
of thiz manceuvre. It was obvious -that during battle, at most
times, half of the foot soldlers were engaged, in ways other
than offensive action, The role of the pikemen was becoming more
and more a defensive one and ways of overcoming this were
needed. The objective waz to Increase the filre power of the foot
goldlers while not leaving the musketeer more or less defensive,
If an answer to this guestion could be found, pikemen could become
musketeers and this would increase considerably the fire power
of an army.

While military tacticians were becoming more and more aware
of the need to increase the fire power of the foot soldiers, other
events were taking place which probably provided the answer
to their need.

Near Balritz, just north of the Pyrenees in the south west
corner of France, there (8 a clty called Bayonne., During the 16th
century, Bayonne was quite famous for the manufacture of awords
and daggers. Also connected with Bayonne there was an equally
famous group of cross bowmen called “Bajonniers.' These soldiers
carried a short sword mamifactured in Bayonne with the name
“Dagues de Bayonne'' or, “Bayonnettes.” Because of this, most
writers since the end of the 1Tth century have connected the name
“Bayonet” with the city of Bayonne. Menage's “‘Dictionary”
published in 1694 and about 100 years later, Voltaire's ‘‘Henriade**
are cited as the basis for this assumption. (1), However, it
appears to be an obvious one.

For many years prior to its adoption by the military, and
certainly as early as 1575, daggers were inserted into the muzzles
of the muskets of boar hunters., In some countries, particularly
Spain, the practice of having a dagger suitable for insertion in
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Fig. 2 Englizh plug bayonet of ¢, 1680, The quillons and pommel
are acorn shaped, of iron. The curved blade shows a distinct cutlers

mark on both sides and on one side has an inlaid armourer's mark,
Cwverall length, 175"

the muzzle of hunting weapong continued through the entire period
of use of single shot muzzle loading firearms. The main point
here is that hunters were attaching daggers to their muskets dur-
ing the last guarter of the 16th century, and perhaps military men
learned of the practice and adopted the idea for thelr own purposes,

The story is told of the peasants of Basque while on an expedi-
tion seeking revenge against some brigands from the hills who
had attacked their village. Because they had used their entire
supply of ball and powder, they inserted the hilts of their swords
into the muzzles of their muskets to deal with their foes. A story
such as this i8 quite Intriguing even though legendary. But its
main purpose i8 to indicate that during the heat of battle, while
under extreme pressure from their enemies, the musketeers would
sieze anything at hand to defend themselves. It is therefore not
inconceivable that daggers swords, and even broken swords or
broken pikes could have been hastily jammed into the muzzle
of a musket when the need for personal defense indicated it. It
is further not inconcelvable that this practice spread rapidly
through the armies of Europe.

Alert army commanders guickly realized the merit in this
practice. It was reported that ‘“‘divers captains' instructed their
men, after they had fired a volley and were in danger of being
overrun by the enemy to insert their daggers or short swords
into their muskets as a bayonet (2),

In 1642, the first definite reference of attaching daggers to
muskets appears. This was in the memolres of the famous French
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