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Sword-maker’s skills recognized as cultural asset
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87-year-old Hsieh Chin-chung of Chungho City, Taipei County, showing
a picture of a sword ordered by film director Hou Hsiao-hsien on April 3,
top, and inspecting the blade of a samurai sword, above.
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sieh Chin-chung, from Chungho

City in Taipei County, has re-

cently been recognized as the
only person in Taiwan who possesses
the rare talent for repairing and forg-
ing samurai swords from scratch. His
unique status was acknowledged after
meeting with specialists hired by the
Department of Cultural Affairs, who
registered him as an asset of the tra-
ditional arts. For Hsieh, who will turn
88 next year, this could be his greatest
birthday present.

In the past, during a time when soci-
ety wasn't yet open enough to accept
the existence of such a skill, Hsieh did
not dare to make his capabilities pub-
lic. However, there are an increasing
number of people who contact him to
forge or repair swords for them. Even
world-famous film director Hou Hsiao-
hsien asked him to make a copy of a
sword for his new movie, the original
of which is kept in a museum in Japan.

Hsieh, who was born in 1923, said
that he used to work in an ironware
store owned by a Japanese man, which
was where he learned to make swords.
At that time he was a very conscien-
tious sword-maker, which is why even
today he can single-handedly make an
entire sword, including sharpening the
blade, decorating the grip and even
making the scabbard.

Hsieh graduated from school when
he was 14 years old, and was employed

by a Japanese ironworks. He followed
his employer to Shanghai in China for
business, and being the first of 11 chil-
dren in the family, his only thought
was to make money to alleviate the
economic burden on his parents.

When he came back to Taiwan in
1946, he tried to do other business.
He eventually set up a shop dealing
with knives and scissors in Chungho
City. He said he didn't think or even
dare to make samurai swords because
he feared the mafia underworld would
constantly ask him to make weapons,
and the political situation wasn't lib-
eral enough. When Japanese nationals
had to leave Taiwan after the retroces-
sion, they weren't allowed to take their
samurai swords with them, so they
gave them to Taiwanese locals who
had to hide them.

Because of the increasing demand
for swords from kendo associations, in
1980 Hsieh applied for a license from
the government and made swords
for the first time since returning to
Taiwan. But he was careful to keep a
very low profile. By 2001, guns had
gradually replaced swords as weapons
so he started to make unsharpened
swords for collectors. Only after he re-
paired two samurai swords belonging
to Ho Yun-fang, an elderly resident of
Chungho, did his reputation as a mas-
ter bladesmith start to spread.

(LIBERTY TIMES, TRANSLATED BY TALJING WU)
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