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The verbal translation of the Japanese
word “Higonokami” means “The Lord from
Higo.” Higo is the historic name of Japan’s
southern main island Kyushu, yet the noble
character of the knives that go by this name
is not easily recognized at first glance. In-
stead, their simple mechanics together with
the typically rough finish gives them a more
rustic feel and look. Consisting of only three
main parts, the blade, the u-shaped metal
handle and the rivet, the Higonokami is

a perfect example of the utmost
formal reduction, which is
not uncommon in traditional

Japanese objects.
Historic Background

After the disempowerment of the Samu-
rai warriors by the so called “Meji Revolu-
tion” in the middle of the 19th century the
demand for swords, which were banned in
public, sharply decreased. For that reason
many katana blacksmiths were forced to
look for professional alternatives, often
switching to utility or kitchen knife making.
One of those former swordsmiths, Teji Mu-
rakami, had his workshop in the town of
Miki, a traditional center for cutlery and
tools even up to the present. In the year
1896 a travelling hardware dealer named
Tasaburo Shigematsu gave to him a rustic
folding knife which he brought with him
from Kyushu. These knives with simple u-
shaped brass handles were called tosu in
their native province. While very sharp, a
severe shortcoming of these knives was the
missing lock or a solid stop for the opened
blade. Master Murakami quickly found a
simple solution to the problem: he added a
cranked lever to the pivot end of the blade
to ease opening, and to serve as a stop in the
working position. Thus he paved the way to
the enormous success of this inexpensive
and versatile knife, which was henceforth
named after its origin.
In the year 1899 the Higonokami knife

makers guild was founded, expanding rap-
idly up to 200 members in its heyday. In
1907 the name became a registered brand
for the exclusive use of guild members. 
Because of a general similarity to the

Japanese sword, the Higonokami often is
called the “little brother of the katana.”
However it never was considered a weapon,
but an everyday tool present in every house-
hold. For craftsmen, hunters or fishermen
it was as indispensable as for students, who
used it to sharpen their bamboo pens; the
sharper the pens, the nicer the kanji letters
looked. For that reason there were even na-

The Higonokami 
The Archetype of Japanese Penknives

by Dr. Rudolf Dick

In Japanese workshops space is usually limited; mechanical
hammers and punches densely populate Osamu Tomita’s forge.

A typical inexpensive
Japanese Higonokami,

simply made but
containing a good 

laminated steel blade. 
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Scenes from the Miki City shop of Mit-
suo Nagao, a small family workshop
now in its 5th generation.

Above left: brass blanks for the han-
dles ready to be bent.

Above: The blade blank is punched
from laminated steel stock (sanmai).
The center layer is Hitachi Blue Paper
Steel, a high carbon steel, and the
outer two layers are of soft iron for
durability. The sanmai steel is pro-
duced for the industry in Japanese
steel mills.

Left: 47-year-old Mitsuo Nagao doing
the fine grinding of higonokami
blades on a 46 grit wheel.

Below: The higonokami blades are
forged to shape by hand on a low anvil.
Note the red heat visible in the blade.

C. RISNER CUTLERY &

KNIFE DAYS CELEBRATION
April 22-23, 2016 & October 7-8, 2016

ROBERTS CENTER, WILMINGTON, OHIO
Show Hours: Friday 10 am - 6 pm   Saturday 9 am - 5 pm

Tables $70.00 Each
Contact: Austin Jackson 937-903-6317 or crisnercutlery@gmail.com

or Ryan Daniels 740-418-0142 or rdaniels@queencutlery.com
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More scenes from Mitsuo
Nagao’s knifemaking shop.

Left: Blades are sharpened
by hand with a straight
bevel (no microbevel) on a
flat horizontal wheel.

Below: For proper heat
treating the blade must be
heated quickly and evenly.
The correct temperature is
determined by the color. An
experienced eye is best.

Below left: A mound of finished
higonokamis in Mitsuo Nagao’s
shop, ready for final inspection,
packing and shipping.

Below right: Mitsuo’s 76-year-
old mother does the final check-
ing and packing of knives.
Minor traces of the production
process are not considered
faults. According to Japanese
tradition, the owner should do
the final finishing and sharpen-
ing himself for making the tool
a true part of his personality.
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tionwide Higonokami sharpening competi-
tions held. 
The growing popularity of the

Higonokami abruptly ended in the 1960s,
when in consequence to the murdering of a
prominent politician with a sword – not with
a Higonokami – the laws for owning and
carrying arms in Japan were severely tight-
ened. The harmless Higonokami also fell
victim to those drastic measures, being
banned even from carry in satchels. Because
of the decreasing demand, the 50
Higonokami workshops that originally
crafted knives in the province of Hyogo have
withered to where only two remain today. In
June 2015, I was able to visit both of them.

Nagao Seishakusho
At the end of the 19th century the blade-

smith Komataro Nagao was one of the first
Higonokami makers and a founding mem-
ber of the Higonokami knife makers guild.
His descendant Mitsuo Nagao, who today
runs the small factory in Miki, is the only le-
gitimate owner of the brand Higonokami at
present time. With its five employees and a
limited number of primarily custom de-
signed machines he produces 50 to 200
Higonokamis per week, depending on the
size and version. About 13 different produc-
tion steps can be distinguished:
1. Punching out the brass blanks for the

handles.
2. Stamping the blanks with the brand

name and often with an additional decora-
tive symbol, i.e. the kanji for dragonfly
(tombo), which has a mythological meaning
in Japan.
3. Bending of the handle blanks.

4. Punching the blank for the blade from
a prefabricated three layer (sanmai) sheet,
the middle layer consisting of Hitachi Blue
Paper Steel (ao gami, carbon 1.2%,
chromium 0.4%, tungsten 1.8%), the side
layers of soft iron. For luxury versions a 5
mm 32-layer Suminagashi steel is used,
wich replaces the soft iron outside layers
with a damascus-style layered steel. The
middle layer remains ao gami. Both lami-
nated materials are produced by hot rolling
in specialized mills in Japan.
The cranked lever at the blade heel is

formed at the same press in the next
process.
5. Forging of both bevels.
6. Rough grinding in an automatic grind-

ing machine.
7. Fine grinding by hand on 46 grit

wheels.
8. Hardening. Basic versions are manu-

ally heated in a gas flame and then
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Osamu Tomita and his work including a higonokami knife with 3 layer blade
(watetu / shiro gami / watetu), the handle of brushed watetu. This material
is old wrought iron  sourced from dismantled buildings. (see photo p.13)
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quenched in lukewarm water. Luxury ver-
sions are heated in molten lead which en-
ables a better control of the temperature
(790° C = 1454° F).
9. Annealing in the electric furnace (180°

C = 356° F, 1 hour), final hardness 59 R(c).
10. Joining the blade with the handle and

riveting.
11. Grinding both sides and the bevels in

three steps (60/160/240 grit) on a wheel.
12. Sharpening with a straight bevel on

a horizontal grinder, 320 grit.
13. Finishing and polishing on a hard felt

wheel with red and green paste, Koyo
brand.

Osamu Tomita
Osamu Tomita, a master from the old

school, runs his rustic workshop in the out-
skirts of Miki. Purely by hand, he not only
creates Higonokamis (which he has to call
“Higo-knives” because of copyright laws) but
also traditional woodworking tools. In addi-
tion, he now offers a new line of mini tools
which match the same quality standard as
their larger brothers. He mostly sells them
to collectors in the USA.
As a traditional-minded tool and knife

blacksmith, he refuses the use of prefabri-
cated laminated steels and thus losing con-
trol over what he considers the most
important processes: the selection, prepara-
tion and fire welding of the blade materials.
For the body of the blades Tomita-san (san
is the formal “sir” in Japan) uses reclaimed
wrought iron called watetu which is at least
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In Tomita’s shop, the sanmai steel is made in-house, the layers
forge welded together with rather soft hammer strokes.
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100 years old. Not only is it easier to forge
and laminate, but it also doesn’t clog the
stone when sharpening a blade. Moreover
this material provides beautiful surface tex-
tures giving each tool a truly individual
character. No wonder that you will find sev-
eral boxes filled with rusty temple nails, old
door hinges and anchor chain links in his
workshop. As those sources gradually dry
up, Tomita-san tends this “scrap” like a real
treasure. For the cutting edge, White Paper
Steel (shiro gami) is used – a simple iron-
and-carbon steel which Hitachi still pro-
duces from pure iron sand. By his neighbor
friend, a swordmaker, Tomita-san occasion-
ally even has access to real tamahagane
sword steel, gained by the traditional tatara
melting process. 
The primary forming processes and the

forge weldings are made in the oil fired forge
before switching to the floor based coke
forge. Prior to heating the blades for hard-
ening the surface is covered with a paste
called tonoko. Consisting of clay and char-
coal powder, it builds a barrier for the su-
perficial decarbonization of the steel. For
the hardening the firing material is changed
once again to charcoal, gained from slow
growing mountain pines and chopped to
pieces of equal size. After quenching in oil,
the hot blades are allowed to rest in a rice
scale bed for slow cooling and stress relief.
The final hardness is 61 R(c). The final
sharpening and mounting procedures follow
the common routine. 

Tomita’s products prove how challenging
and creative the job of a blacksmith can be.
Yet the 69 year old master has to confess
that he has no successor – despite being
loaded with orders! Besides, going into re-
tirement is no option for the virtuoso mas-
ter, stating “What else shall I do then –
forging keeps me young!” Watching him at

work leaves no doubt about this. To bear
witness search “Osamu Tomita”  on
YouTube.com, to find our video of this mas-
ter at work.

Ed. Note: This text is an excerpt from the
book The Art of Japanese Blade Smiths by
author Dr. Rudolf Dick, planned for publi-
cation in 2016.  p

20 KNIFE Magazine   April 2016

Worried about 
keeping your guns? 
Who wouldn’t be these days! 

-
 

Clockwise from 1 o’clock: Higonokami by Nagao, 3-layer blade 70 mm; Historic
Higonokami, 3-layer blade 70 mm, polished steel handle; Higonokami by Nagao,
luxury version with 31-layer Suminagashi steel blade 75 mm; Mini Higonokami
by Nagao, 3-layer blade 40 mm.
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