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Hello and welcome to the December edition of The Japanese Sword 
monthly newsletter. My big task this month is how to follow a massive 
action-packed newsletter like last month’s?  

While some of our readers live in very cold places, we have turned the 
corner here in Tokyo from autumn, to decidedly cold start of winter. 
Christmas decorations and music has been filling my eyes and ears since 
the day after Halloween. It feels like they start earlier every year. We were 
tentatively looking to have our traditional sword world first Christmas and 
new year’s get togethers after the two-year break, but it looks like 
Omicron may put a stop to that in the next coming weeks. Japan put a stop 
on foreign visitors this week, since only reopening their doors a few weeks 
ago. At the moment, only foreign residents can enter Japan, and anyone 
coming in from Omicron effected countries has to self-isolate for ten days. 

At the time of writing this newsletter, our domestic Shin-Gobankaji Project 
campaign target amount (not the real amount we need) has reached 59%. 
We were featured in the national newspaper, Sankei Shinbun, and within 
hours of it going on sale, we received a donation of approximately 10,000 
USD. You can see the link for the article below, but it is in Japanese. We 
are working on getting our Paypal buttons and the English site up. It is not 
easy decisions to reach how to achieve this as we are also thinking longer 
term, in order to achieve success for not only the whole project this time, 
but future generation Gobankaji too. From the next sword onwards, we 
are also going to revise our return gifts. So, watch this space. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.sankei.com/article/20211124-F6K5DEVUTVOLZNFDNQSS36QMLA/ 
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What with the winter months, Covid in its various forms lurking at the door making year end events 
very quiet, not a lot is happening. I am in the midst of writing a book, that will hopefully be published in 
time for next Christmas. So, between being busy trying to make the Shin-Gobankaji project a success, 
book writing procrastination, and daily life, time passes very quickly.  

 

NHK World 

NHK World has said that they intend to air a three-minute segment on the plight of Japanese sword 
crafts and the significance of the Shin-Gobankaji project the start of this month, to be followed with a 
nine-minute segment at the start of next year. At this time, I am of the understanding that they will be 
aired on Newsroom Tokyo for those of you who have NHK World in your subscription packages. 
However, even though they take them down rather quickly you can usually watch NHK World online for 
free here:  

https://www3.nhk.or.jp/nhkworld/ 
 

Interview with Arab News Japan  
 

I was luckily enough to be interviewed by Arab News Japan.  
Really, I was hoping to promote the Shin-Gobankaji project 
more, but nevertheless it was a great honor to be recognized 

and featured in such a publication.  

You can read the article in English here:    https://www.arabnews.jp/en/arts-culture/article_60237/ 

Or in Japanese here:    https://www.arabnews.jp/article/arts-culture/article_55310/ 

 

 The Lost Sword of Kondo Isami 

One of the things that I enjoy about making YouTube videos is actually going to 
visit the locations. I posted a picture a while ago of a very tired but satisfied 
looking me holding two of Kondo Isami’s swords in Kyoto Station while waiting 
for the Shinkansen bullet train to go back to Tokyo.  

I have been making a ‘video’, but it is turning into an hour-long episode about 
Kondo Isami and the discovery of a sword thought to have belonged to him, and 
that it could possibly be the root of the rumor that he had a gimei (fake 
signature) Kotetsu sword.  

Part of that program has been making the 
back story of Kondo’s history, his friends, 
and the origins of the Shinsengumi. My 
friends and I have travelled over much of 

Japan filming, inside Tokyo, Kyoto, Fukushima, Chiba, etc. I recently 
travelled to Hino City in Tokyo to film some of the locations 
associated with the Shinsengumi. Kondo’s teacher’s Tennen Rishin-
Ryu dojo was in his hometown (Chofu), but he also visited other 
dojo under his auspices. One of these was the dojo in Hino where 
he met his great friend and ally, Hijikata Toshizo, as well as other 
people who would join the Roshigumi, that eventually became the 
Shinsengumi.  
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Hino is a small town on the edge of Tokyo going towards Mt. 
Takao and Hachioji where the Shitahara school of swordsmiths 
were active. There is a Shrine in the center of the town that 
Kondo and his (adoptive) father performed ceremonial Tennen 
Rishin-Ryu demonstrations. The shrine still houses two bokuto 
wooden practice swords that were devoted by the Tennen 
Rishin-Ryu swordsmanship school. The names of the dojo 
members were all recorded on a plaque/sword stand that 
includes many famous members of the Shinsengumi.  

One of those members was Inoue Genzaburo. His 
descendants still practice Tennen Rishin-Ryu in Hino and 
own a small museum dedicated to his memory and the 
Shinsengumi. Unfortunately, the museum was closed on the 
day that I was there, but a man sitting in his front garden 
pruning his trees called out to me. That man was Inoue 
Masao sensei, a descendant of Inoue family and the current 
head of that line of Tennen Rishin-Ryu school.  
 

After speaking with him and inviting me back to the 
museum on a day when it was open. It reminded me that 
one lifetime just isn’t enough for all of the things that I 

would like try and do. I immediately started wondering if I could juggle my schedules and travel out to 
Hino at least once a week to practice kenjutsu with him. Then, I thought, who am I kidding, I already 
cannot get to my regular swordsmanship classes every week, or even complete YouTube videos. Ah~, 
but to dream… 
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You can see the various museums in Hino and get your Hino Shinto Shrine/Shinsengumi memorabilia 
here (In Japanese at the moment, but I am already thinking about how to change this): 
 

Here is the link to the JAPAN-Forward article on the discovery of the Kondo sword: 

https://japan-forward.com/historical-japanese-sword-kotetsu-katana-of-kondo-isami-discovered/ 
 

Inoue Genzaburo Museum 

http://genzaburou.com 
 

Hino Shinsengumi Museums and info (Google Translate version) 

https://makoto-shinsenhino-
com.translate.goog/?_x_tr_sch=http&_x_tr_sl=ja&_x_tr_tl=en&_x_tr_hl=ja 
 
 

While you are here… 

we need your help. This is one of the most audacious projects in recent sword making history. The craft 
has gone through ebbs and flows in its long history, and currently we are in rather fragile downtrend. 
Japanese sword making is not only made up of swordsmiths. It is a team of different crafts that depend 
on one and other. If one of the crafts disappears, or a set of skills, the whole chain becomes perilous. 
This is not a void that can be filled by amateur craftsmen from abroad or domestically. There are 
traditions and canon to be followed and passed down from teacher to student. Reverse engineering and 
rebooting crafts from books are not going to fix the situation unless you have a solid background 
already in those traditional crafts.  
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The loss of any of these skills is also going to affect the stability of old swords too. For example, there is 
currently quite a severe lack of habaki and scabbard makers. These items are also very important for the 
preservation of swords of antiquity. The problem simply does not lay in changing the law to allow sword 
makers to produce more swords. The situation is much more complex than that. Even if it was changed, 
making three or four swords per month while maintaining the artistic integrity and quality control of 
blades would be quite challenging for most smiths. In my opinion he biggest problem is that nobody 
seems to be aware of the plight of the craft. I am sure that no one would want to see it in trouble, and 
by raising awareness the situation may begin to take steps to resolve the current problems.  
 

We need your help. We will soon be opening English language pages to allow crowd funding for the Shin
-Gobankaji Project internationally. Funds raised will establish the important data of representative 
works from each successive imperial era onwards, that will possibly become the standard for appraisal 
of works from the Showa period onwards in the future. As well as, information boards on important 
sword related sites (starting with Emperor Gotoba) in English for visitors to Japan. As many of you are 
aware, we are merely the custodians of swords for our generation, and pass them onto the next 
generation in the best condition possible to try and successfully preserve them as far into the future as 
possible. 
 

The same applies to the support of the traditional crafts. As individuals, we may not be able to afford to 
purchase a single sword by a Japanese swordsmith, but we can come together as a collective to make a 
difference. As the current generation, we naturally bear the responsibility to try to support these crafts 
so that they can be passed successfully on to future generations. If any of the sword making crafts was 
to disappear under our watch, it would be a great shame. Your donation counts and will make a 
difference. If you cannot afford to make-a-donation, then please help by spreading awareness by sharing 
the flyers, posts, and this newsletter to interested parties. The image below is a link to the funding page. 

 

Thank you very much for your consideration. 
 

Best 
 

Paul Martin 
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