
THE MYSTERIOUS NAVAL LANDING FORCES SWORD 

by Bruce Pennington 

 

Many hours are spent studying the earliest years of the Japanese sword and its progression 

through the centuries.  We all know how badly the craft suffered after the The Sword 

Abolishment Edict (廃刀令, Haitōrei), of March, 1876, and of its resurrection after Western-

style swords showed their weaknesses during the Russian and Chinese conflicts of the early 

1900’s.  Japan’s push into China, in an effort to “unite the seven tribes” throughout Southeast 

Asia, and the ensuing second world war, revitalized that industry eventually producing as many 

as 2 million swords by 1945.  But once again, it all came to a screeching halt September 2, 1945 

when the war ended.  Hundreds of thousands of swords were collected by the occupying 

forces.  Sword producing factories were shut down.  Yet, one remained.  It is possible the blades 

they made were the last war-blades made by the nation of Japan. 

For several decades, these anti-rust steel blades have circulated among collectors in their 

strange mixed-service fittings.  Richard Fuller, in his 1997 edition of “Japanese Military and Civil 

Swords and Dirks”, page 138, postulated they were “post-war assemblies, perhaps using 

surviving surplus blades and modern hilt/scabbard fittings.”  Collector theories ran from Naval 

Landing Forces, Marine Landing Forces, late-war piece-together, and post-war assemblies. 

The reasons for the consternation are numerous.  The overall look seems to be Navy – black 

lacquered saya and black canvas same’, with gold-gilded metal fittings.  The tsuba is black and 

rounded.  But a closer examination reveals the metal fittings are Army in design. 
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 The round tsuba has the general shape of a Navy tsuba, but it is steel, not brass, like a naval 

tsuba should be.  Army tsuba are steel and more uniform in shape.  The tsuba in question are 

also distinctly thinner than either Army or Navy tsuba. 
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Another peculiar issue is the one-piece fuchi/seppa: 

 

The blades are all stamped with the Toyokawa Navy Arsenal anchor in a circle, and are made of 

the anti-rust steel used by the arsenal 

throughout the war.  Most are mumei, but 

a few are signed.  No dates on any of them.  

Many have rough, unfinished nakago jiri, 

others are finished.   

 

  

 

 

                 “Inaba” 



The blades themselves are as well made as any other Toyokawa war blade. 

 

 

 

 

All observed swords (The term gunto doesn’t work as gun-to means Army Sword, and these 

aren’t army swords!) are like carbon-copies, with little variation, as if they came off an assembly 

line.  All have matching assembly numbers and were obviously made as a unit (dispelling the 

theory that they were pieced together from left-over parts).  They are also pristine in condition, 

as if they had never been carried. 

 



Nothing about this sword is right for a WWII military sword, yet they were clearly Japanese 

made.  So, they remained a mystery ……. until December of 2018, when a member of the 

Nihonto Message Board (NMB) found one being auctioned that came with a brown sword bag 

and a bring-back certificate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Notice that it calls the sword a “souvenir” not a war trophy, and says that it was sold to Lt J.G. 

Patrick by the 8th Army Central Exchange.  The letter is signed by the Assistant Exchange Officer 

dated 19 Nov 1950.  For those unfamiliar with Army terms, the Post Exchange, or PX as it is 

called today, is like a military Walmart.  This was a significant find!  It means the 8th Army PX 

was selling these as souvenir swords five years after the war was over.  This confirmed the 

personal experience of another forum member who had previously bought 4 of these from 

returning Korean war vets, each one in a brown sword bag, who said they bought them from 

The Japanese Sword Company. 

The Chief of Staff had outlawed bring-back war trophies in 1946.  So, it was unlikely that the 

Army PX would be selling actual war weapons and getting around the rules by simply calling 

them “souvenirs.”   

The next big break came in September 2019 when a forum member brought a link to several 

WWII documents collected by Stephen Thorpe.  One of the documents records a meeting at the 

Tenzoshan Works, a sword manufacturer for the Toyokawa Navy Arsenal.  It shows that the 

Army PX had contracted for 8,000 souvenir swords! 

 



 



More follow-up documents were uncovered showing the sequence of events.  Prior to the 

meeting discussed above, Tenzoshan had delivered 2,650 swords (along with 1,200 “daggers”), 

but SCAP prohibitions against manufacturing weapons derailed the PX order. No one told 

Tenzoshan, though, so they continued to produce the remaining 6,097 swords.  Investigators 

sided with Tenzoshan and a waiver was produced allowing the swords to be sold as souvenirs.  

A total of 8,747 of these were made. 

So, we now know that this strange sword was specifically made by the “only sword factory now 

operating in Japan” and was made after the war.  During the post-war occupation, several 

factories were intentionally kept open to keep Japanese industry alive for the reconstruction.  

The Tenzoshan factory was one of those.  So, these swords were made as souvenirs.  But unlike 

other post-war souvenirs, unlike the fake swords we see, these are beautiful works of art made 

by quality craftsmen.  Even in defeat, the pride and honor of the Japanese sword maker is 

undiminished.   

 

It is still a Japanese sword and deserves respect as the last gasp of the craft at the end of the 

war.  It is a sad end to a magnificent history of Japanese war swords.  In a sense, though, it 

might be considered the first of the new breed of swords that would come alive a few years 

later -- swords made simply for their beauty and not for war. 

 

“… in the end the cherry blossoms have fallen and the grand expectations have come to a 

heated and abrupt halt. But after all is finished our honor and our dignity is retained for 

generations to come.”  J.C. Stroud, NMB 
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If you have more information on this topic, and/or corrections that should be made, please 

contact me at bwp1977@gmail.com.  This is a work in progress and we welcome anything that 

would expand our understanding of this sword, it’s makers, and the process that brought it 

about. 
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