
THE BATTLE AXE
By David Stainko

The axe is a manual tool or melee weapon in the shape of a flat peg with a wide blade. It is used 
for cutting, chopping, etc. It is usually made out of steel and set on a wooden holder and according 
to its usage, it is made in different shapes and sizes. Today, it is mostly used as an auxiliary tool 
among lumberjacks, butchers, and firemen, as well as with traditional trades such as: carpenters, 
coopers, wheelwrights, etc. At first, axes were made of stone; then in bronze and iron. 

They developed from a simple stone chisel used in the Paleolithic period by  prehistoric men. The 
typical flat shape of an axe formed in the Neolithic period, hasn’t changed much until today. Smaller 
axes were used as amulets that protected from curses or as votive gifts. Because of its deadly power, it 
was often an object of blind devotion (fetish), a symbol of authority (fasces) or a cult symbol (labrys). 
Sometimes it was richly decorated (tomahawk) or made in a peculiar shape (halberd). Among old 
nations and peoples, it was used as a weapon by the  Scythians, Thracians, Gauls and Vikings in 
Europe until the 16th century. And in some Asian countries (Iraq, Iran, India) even longer than that.
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A battle axe is a name for every axe which is made as a weapon. It is considered to be one of the oldest 
types of weaponry in history. Throughout human history everyday objects were, out of necessity, used 
as weapons. Because of their manifold purpose, axes were not an exception. Apart from axes that were 
specially designed for combat, there were many types of battle axes that were used as a tool. The very 
manufacturing process was a bit simpler and consequently, cheaper than the production of swords. 
They can be distinguished by their material, size, i.e. whether they were intended to be held with one 
or two hands. Axes have been produced in Europe, the Middle East, India, China and America since 
the dawn of time. They have appeared the latest in Southeast Asia. Traditionally in South Europe, for 
the production of the axe handle, people mostly used the wood of the ash tree, hornbeam or beech.

As early as the Stone Age, men became very skilled in trimming and whetting stone. The stone 
axes of the time had a hole in which man would set in the handle and wrap it with skins. Men 
used those kinds of axes to chop down trees, build first cabins, rafts etc. Although those axes 
were, in comparison to today’s axes, very primitive; man used them very well in peace times (as 
a tool) and in war conditions (as a weapon). Brazilian rainforest explorers had seen Brazilian 
natives chop down trees with stone axes, and if necessary, they would also use them in combat. 
Although they needed up to 2 months to chop down a larger tree, they were very skilled when 
using them during war as well. For example, a stone axe from Polynesia was used as a weapon.

The stone axe was a very primitive weapon; however, from a spectre of different axes across 
the world, the stone axe is still the most popular one as a weapon. Native Americans in North 
America are responsible for its level of popularity as they were very skilled in its usage. Tomahawk 
is a well-known Native American axe, which along the bow, arrow and spear, represented the 
favorite Native American weapons. Almost all Indian tribes used the tomahawk and many of 
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them learned how to use them even after the arrival of some more developed weapons, such as 
the firearm. The stone axe was very heavy and its handle was almost 1 meter long. The handle 
was always specially manufactured and decorated with various feathers (usually eagle feathers), 
bird claws and enemy scalps. A large and heavy stone was used as a blade after it was patiently 
sharpened (whetted) and shaped. The stone was tied to the handle with buffalo skins.

The tomahawk is a Native American battle axe, originally of the Algonquins, from which 
the other tribes took it over. The Algonquin tribe lived in the territory of today’s state of 
Virginia. The word “tomahawk” perhaps came from Powhatan word “tamahaac” or “tamaham” 
meaning “he cuts”. The word is similar in some other Algonquin languages which proves 
its Algonquin origin. The Native Americans called it “tamoihecan”. The earliest tomahawks 
had a stone head fixed with leather strings or tethers to a wooden handle. Later on, it was 
replaced with a metal blade and, in different versions, it can have an added head pipe, e.g. the 
so-called “Tomahawk-pipe”, which the Native Americans used for smoking. Their version of 
the tomahawk axe was actually an iron axe with two blades (each side had one blade) with a 
wooden handle and was much smaller than the earlier original Native American stone axes. 

The Native Americans became famous because of their warrior technique and their skill in using 
an axe; mainly the Apache, the Iroquois, the Sioux, the Mohegan, the Comanche and the Navajo 
tribes. In the second half of the 17th century, metal blades came about, i.e. the Native Americans 
bought their first axes or stole them from the English (the American army gave axes to their soldiers 
until 1812 and axes with two blades started to be produced in America at the beginning of 1860). 
In the 19th century, they learned how to work with iron themselves. The legend of the so-called 
“battle axe” is well-known today, i.e. the axe that would be buried during the period of peace. 
Once it was dug up, it would symbolize a proclamation of war. It is interesting that the Native 
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Americans used the axe as a kind of peace pipe. For them, smoking  “kinnikinnick” in a peace 
pipe was a symbol of truce and they would then ritually bury the tomahawk in the ground. The 
Wolf Indians, i.e. the Pawnee people, still use the tomahawk as a symbol on their tribal flag.

The oldest found axes of that type with two blades made out of bronze (called “labrys”), date as early 
as 2000 years B.C. when the new independent culture on Crete was founded. It is thought that the 
very word “labyrinth” comes from the Greek words “labrys” - double axe and “inthos” - place. The 
double axe is one of the basic symbols of Crete culture, as well as the labyrinth itself. The two are 
very closely connected. However, except for images found on Crete coins, there weren’t any relics 
of the labyrinth found in archaeological remains up to this date. The two-blade axe is present in 
images carved in stone, painted in ceramic and frescoes as well as made in bronze, silver and gold, 
ranging from a couple of centimeters to several meters. These were found even in caves which were 
used for religious ceremonies (the saint bull cult) during the Minoan era, which speaks of their 
ceremonial importance. The double axe is a symbol of the internal man’s weapon which was also 
shown as a pair of horns turned upwards and downwards (each horn to its side). This way they have 
together made an axe with two blades. In a psychological sense, the labrys is, just like a sword, a 
symbol of strength of man’s will which he uses to place himself in harmony by ruling over his lower 
nature in his very own psychological labyrinth. Contemporary thinkers such as C. G. Jung, Joseph 
Campbell and Mircea Eliade have pondered over this problem and have found the meaning of 
man’s internal life. Which do we conquer when travelling to our core- the labyrinth or ourselves?

Part 2 will appear in the July issue of Tae Kwon Do Times.
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