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This winter, I found myself thinking about using a letter opener
Forged Beyond Iron: Tatara Ironmaking and the Legacy of the Tanabe Family
Listening to the Echoes of History at Sugaya Tatara Takadono




This winter,

| found myself thinking about using a letter opener

Guo Xiaoxuan

Around the New Year, Yoshida Town in Unnan City lay buried beneath heavy
snowfall. When we arrived, the fields were transformed into a vast, white
expanse. The narrow mountain road bore no footprints, and not a single car
passed by. A knife-sharp wind cut into our cheeks and the tips of our noses. In
this land of silence and bitter cold, the ironworks that inspired the forge in
Princess Mononoke still remain.

In this region, a traditional form of ironmaking known as ‘tatara’ once
flourished. By layering iron sand and charcoal in a furnace and carefully
controlling the fire and airflow over a three-day period, artisans refined iron
using a labour-intensive method that required substantial natural resources. As
industrialisation progressed, the technique nearly disappeared, but it has been
preserved by dedicated artisans to produce tamahagane, the traditional,
high-quality steel used to forge Japanese swords.

During this visit, we toured the Tatara Blacksmith Workshop and took part in a
hands-on session, forging a letter opener from a traditional Japanese five-sun
nail (about 15 cm long). Under Mr Kobayashi’s guidance, the nail glowed
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orange in the furnace and gradually changed shape with each strike of the
hammer. Surrounded by the flickering fire and the steady rhythm of metal on
metal, time itself seemed to slow. Mr Kobayashi examined each piece with
meticulous care, polishing it down to the finest detail. His work clothes were

marked with countless burn scars from flying sparks—a quiet testament to
years spent at the forge.
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Each year, around 100 visitors from a wide range of age groups come to the
workshop, including women and international participants. The finished letter
opener are treated to prevent rust, so they can be kept and used as practical
tools in daily life—a tangible reminder of the experience.

Holding the letter opener, still warm from the forge, [ was struck by how long it
had been since I last wrote a letter. Since entering the world of work, the
practice of letter writing has quietly faded from my daily routine. At a time
when the concept of ‘consumption downgrading’ is frequently discussed in
China, the ritual aspects of everyday life are increasingly treated as dispensable
luxuries. But if we continue to prioritise efficiency above all else, choosing only
what is deemed ‘necessary’, how much richness and meaning can our lives
really retain?
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According to Mr Kobayashi, making a letter opener from a nail is one of the
fundamental exercises through which one learns the discipline of forging. As a
second-generation atomic bomb survivor from Hiroshima and an apprentice
swordsmith, he spoke not only of iron and technique, but of inheritance—how
histories, skills, and values are carried forward through human hands. In his
words, choosing to learn, to shape, and to create is itself an ethical stance: a
quiet alternative to conflict, and a commitment to transforming what has been
inherited into something new.

Unlike the world depicted in Princess Mononoke, ironmaking and forging in
reality have long been male-dominated fields. Today, however, there are
increasing examples of women entering the world of swordsmithing as
apprentices. Times continue to change, yet the relationship between people,
fire, and iron is quietly being carried forward in new forms.

Indeed, one could quite easily live without a letter opener. Yet, through the
process of making it by hand, one can feel the weight of time in a tangible way.
Such acts of craftsmanship and small rituals may be what bring culture back
into everyday life, from the realm of history into lived practice, where it is used,
remembered, and sustained.




Forged Beyond Iron:

Tatara Ironmaking and the Legacy of the Tanabe Family

Bianca Chan

Tatara ironmaking is a centuries-old traditional Japanese technique of
producing iron from iron sand in a clay furnace, requiring exceptional skill
and extensive experience passed down through generations. The iron
produced through this painstaking process is of exceptional quality,
supporting everyday life through the manufacture of agricultural tools and
household implements, while also underpinning samurai culture through
the forging of Japanese swords.
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Until the adoption of modern blast furnaces in the Meiji period (1868-1912),
roughly seventy per cent of Japan's iron production came from the Chugoku
region in western Japan, where Shimane Prefecture is located. Within this
region, the mountainous Okuizumo area was especially significant. There, three
leading families—collectively known as the “Three Great Ironmaking Families™
the Tanabe, Sakurai, and Itohara families—were responsible for approximately
forty per cent of the country’s total iron output. Foremost among them was the
Tanabe family. Having been engaged in iron production since the Muromachi
period (1336-1573), they are regarded as the oldest of the three and as a
central pillar of the Tatara ironmaking tradition.

Earlier this year, we travelled to Yoshida Town in Unnan City, the historic base of
the Tanabe family, to deepen our understanding of their legacy. Accompanied
by Mr Yoshikawa, a volunteer tourism guide from the city, we learnt about a
wide range of stories and historical episodes associated with the family.

One defining characteristic of the Tanabe family is the hereditary name and
title passed down from one generation to the next. In the era of the ninth
head of the household, the family prospered so greatly through Tatara iron
production that it was reputed: “The ironworks flourish ever more; gold and
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silver rise like mountains; the storehouses are filled with grain.” This
expression conveyed not only material wealth, but also the stability and
prosperity of the wider regional community.

In recognition of these accomplishments, the family was granted the name
“Choemon’ by the Matsue Domain during the tenure of the tenth head of
the household. Thereafter, successive heads adopted the name “Tanabe
Choemon”. Rather than functioning simply as a personal name, it served as
a hereditary title—embodying the considerable responsibility of overseeing
iron production, administering landholdings, and supporting the local
community—passed down from one generation to the next.

In 1874, the twenty-first head of the family financed the establishment of a
Primary School from his own resources. At a time when Japan’'s modern
education system was not yet fully established, the school provided invaluable
opportunities for learning to children in the surrounding community. This
initiative demonstrates that the Tanabe family’s commitment to the region
extended beyond industrial achievement, encompassing the cultivation of
talent and the preservation and transmission of knowledge.

Furthermore, when a devastating fire reduced both the family residence
and the surrounding area to ashes, the Tanabe family chose to prioritise the
recovery of the wider community over rebuilding their own home. As a
result, compared with the grand residences of the Sakurai and Itohara
families, the Tanabe house is relatively modest in both scale and design.
That spirit is also evident in the surviving earthen storehouses of the
Tanabe Family, which stand as a testament to the family’s long-held
principle of placing regional stability and recovery above personal comfort.
Although the flames of the Tatara furnaces were extinguished a hundred
years ago, their spirit lives on in local custom. For approximately 350 years,
the Tanabe family has upheld a distinctive New Year mochi-pounding
ceremony unique to the area. During this ritual, the rice cakes (mochi) are
never touched by hand, nor is water used at any stage; every step is carried
out entirely with tools. This practice reflects the nature of Tatara

ironmaking, which is highly sensitive to moisture. Accompanied by
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traditional mochi-pounding songs and vigorous rhythmic calls, participants

lift and bring down heavy wooden mallets in careful unison, ultimately
producing a single large mochi weighing nearly one hundred kilograms.
The core values associated with Tatara—purity, discipline, and meticulous
respect for materials—continue to be embodied and passed down through
this long-standing tradition.

Nearly a century has passed since the last tatara furnace fell silent.
Determined to pass on what was once thought to be a lost cultural tradition
to future generations, and to revitalise a region that had formerly flourished
through iron production, the Tanabe family has made renewed efforts to
bring the spirit of Tatara into the present day.

In 2021, the Tanabe Group launched the “Tanabe Tatara no Sato” Project in
Unnan City. Seeking to revive Tatara ironmaking traditions dating back to
the Muromachi period and to restore the surrounding satoyama
landscape—a traditional rural environment in which farmland, villages, and
managed woodland coexist in careful balance—the initiative promotes a
range of integrated activities rooted in this ironmaking heritage, including
agriculture, tourism, food services, and accommodation. Through these
efforts, it aims not only to support regional revitalisation but also to
cultivate a self-reliant community striving towards food self-sufficiency.
Across the centuries, the responsibilities and ethos embodied in the name
“Tanabe Choemon™ have been faithfully handed down from one generation to
the next. The story of the Tanabe family is therefore not merely that of a former
ironmaking enterprise, but of a living heritage—deeply rooted in Yoshida Town,
Unnan City—that continues to be carried forward into the future.

Much of the Tanabe family’s long and remarkable history cannot be fully
captured here. To truly appreciate its depth and richness, I would strongly
recommend visiting in person. Exploring the area with a local volunteer
guide offers a unique opportunity to encounter the Tanabe family’s lasting
legacy and layered history in a way that can only be appreciated through
personal experience.
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Listening to the Echoes of
History at
Sugaya Tatara Takadono

Yuan Shuai

As you drive up the winding mountain road in Yoshida Town, Unnan City,
the distinctive form of Sugaya Tatara Takadono gradually comes into view.
This takadono is the only surviving Tatara ironmaking hall in Japan.

Tatara ironmaking is a traditional Japanese method of producing iron by
smelting iron sand with charcoal. The structure that shelters the clay furnace
at the heart of the process is known as the takadono. Centred around the
takadono, craftsmen lived and worked on site, and over time their activities
gave rise to a settlement known as a sannai—a community formed
specifically to support iron production. Sugaya Tatara Sannai was one of the
most important ironmaking centres in Unnan City during the peak of Tatara
production and was owned by the distinguished Tanabe family, renowned
ironmasters of the region.

Upon our arrival at Sugaya Tatara Sannai, we were greeted in front of the
takadono by Mr Mitsuo Asahi, director of the Sugaya Tatara Sannai Lifestyle
Museum, who was already waiting to guide us on a journey through history.
Standing tall in front of the entrance to the Takadono is a single katsura tree.
According to legend, Kanayago-kami, the goddess who presides over
ironmaking, descended upon a white heron and alighted in a katsura tree.
For this reason, katsura trees are often planted around Tatara sites. In April,
the tree begins to bud, and in the glow of the setting sun its young leaves
turn a vivid red, resembling flames flickering within the furnace.
Surrounding the takadono are administrative buildings, production facilities,
and living quarters, all carefully arranged. Even today, the landscape of the
Edo period (1603 - 1868) has been thoughtfully preserved.

A trace of the heavy snowfall from a few days earlier still remained on the
roof of Sugaya Tatara Takadono.
Meltwater dripped down drop
by drop, as if a curtain of rain
had been drawn around the
building. Passing through this
gentle veil, we stepped inside the
takadono. The interior was dim
and filled with a cool, still air. As
our eyes gradually adjusted to
the darkness, the furnace—the
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very heart of Tatara ironmaking—slowly came into view. The director, Mr
Mitsuo Asahi, carefully guided us through the process, explaining each stage
of Tatara iron production in turn.

The essential raw materials for Tatara ironmaking are iron sand and
charcoal. The Okuizumo region is home to mountains rich in granite that
contain high-quality iron sand, and it is also blessed with abundant forest
resources that provide the wood needed to produce charcoal. Sugaya Tatara
Sannai is situated precisely within such a favourable natural environment.
The airflow created where the Sugaya River and the Yoshida River meet
played an important role in ventilating the interior of Sugaya Tatara
Takadono. From the perspective of location and natural conditions, the
Sugaya Tatara Takadono was exceptionally well situated.

To obtain iron sand, the craftsmen cut away sections of the mountainside and
washed the loosened soil with running water, allowing it to flow downstream
along the river. Because iron sand is heavier than ordinary soil, it gradually
settled on the riverbed. Once collected, the iron sand was dried and then
transported to Sugaya Tatara Takadono. Charcoal that had been prepared in
advance was first placed in the furnace and ignited. After the furnace had
been sufficiently heated, the iron sand was added. By alternately layering
charcoal and iron sand, building up many layers over time, the process
eventually produced a large bloom of steel known as a kera.

Within this entire process, murage—the master craftsman who served as the
technical director—was an indispensable figure and the very cornerstone of
Tatara ironmaking. Generations of murage relied on intuition and years of
experience to read the colour, height, and heat of the furnace flames,
deciding precisely when and how much iron sand and charcoal should be
added. Their techniques were closely guarded secrets, traditionally passed
down only to the eldest son of the family.

Operating the foot-powered Tenbin (literally “scales”) Fuigo (bellows) was
another essential yet extremely demanding task. Positioned on either side of
the furnace, these large bellows were operated by workers stepping
rhythmically on them to force air into the fire and maintain the intense heat
required for smelting. In Movie Princess Mononoke, directed by Hayao
Miyazaki, women are depicted operating the bellows. In reality, however,
this physically demanding work in Tatara ironmaking was carried out
exclusively by men. A single smelting operation was an arduous
undertaking: from the moment the first charcoal was placed into the furnace
until the kera—the large bloom of steel—was produced, the work continued
without interruption for three days and three nights.

As we listened to the explanation, a vivid scene naturally began to take
shape in my mind. At the centre stood the clay-built furnace, its flames
roaring fiercely. On either side of the furnace, two murage stood watching
the fire with sharp, unwavering gazes, carefully reading its behaviour. Beside
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them, workers operated the bellows, sweat covering their bodies as they
stepped tirelessly, driving air into the furnace with all their strength.
Mountains, forests, wind, water, and the wisdom and toil of the craftsmen—
these elements came together to create a chapter deeply engraved in the
history of human industry. With the passage of time, Tatara ironmaking was
gradually replaced by Western-style steelmaking technologies. Yet
tamahagane, the high-quality steel essential for crafting Japanese swords, is
still produced only through the Tatara method. In that sense, the flame of
Tatara continues to burn even today.

Standing before Sugaya Tatara Takadono today, it feels less like a mere historical
site or exhibition facility and more like a symbol of the deep connection between
nature and human ingenuity. The furnace that once burned continuously for
three days and three nights seems to speak quietly even now.

Here in this mountain valley, the memory of people confronting nature and
working in harmony with it, patiently shaping iron through skill, endurance,
and time, still resonates.
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