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Writer’s Profile

he Japanese archipelago is much longer

than it is wide, with the distance from

Hokkaido in the north to Kyushu and
Okinawa in the south measuring about 3,000
kilometers. Whisky is often said to be shaped by the
climate, and whiskies made in Japan are now in great
demand all around the world. One reason for this is, of
course, that they taste delicious, but | believe the
greatest reason is their diversity, the sheer variety. As |
was thinking about this, it suddenly hit me. Scotch
whisky, a byword for whiskey and the king of distilled
alcohols, is produced in Scotland, one region of the
United Kingdom. In terms of area, the country is about
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the same size as Hokkaido in Japan. There are close to
180 distilleries of all sizes found in that one area.
However, the distance from north to south is only 500
kilometers. The area has no high mountain areas, and
its seasons are not as distinct as the four seasons in
Japan. If you open up a map of Europe, you will see that
a distance of 3,000 kilometers stretches from the
northernmost tip of Scotland and past the United
Kingdom all the way to the Strait of Gibraltar on the
southern tip of Spain. Meanwhile, a large part of Japan’s
land is mountainous, and its climate varies dramatically
not only from north to south, but also from the eastern
side facing the Pacific Ocean to the western side facing
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the Sea of Japan. This varied natural environment,
which is uncommon anywhere in the world, is what
gives whisky such a wide variety of flavors. On top of
that, Japanese craftsmanship is also a factor in the
reliability of whiskies of Japan. Currently, there are over
90 distilleries producing whisky nationwide. If we also
consider the water and grains used, these whiskies can
only be made in Japan; in a broad sense, they are a
“Japan brand.” Japanese sake- and shochu-making
has a long history and tradition in Japan. Whisky
drinkers all across the world are now looking at these
whiskies with a keen interest precisely because they
are made by Japanese people skilled in distillation.
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Writer’s Profile

n a small town called Dingwall near

I Loch Ness in Scotland, around 3,000
locals invested to create GlenWyvis

Distillery. All of its barley raw material is grown
by farmers in the area. Powered entirely by
hydro, wind, and biomass energy, the distillery
has garnered attention for specializing in
sustainable distilling. In Scotland, whisky
production is considered the “last trump card” for
revitalizing the local economy. The distillery
receives constant visit requests from local
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governments worldwide. In the same vein, the
current craft distillery boom in Japan is closely
interlinked with regional revitalization. Until about
ten years ago, nearly 100% of the barley used for
whisky relied on imports. Today, many distilleries
are increasingly turning to locally grown grains,
such as barley and corn. In Japan, there is also
rice, which is about the only major grain that
Japan is fully self-sufficient in. Some have
started trying make whisky using rice. Japanese
breweries are attempting to craft whisky from
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rice powder, a byproduct of polishing rice grains
for brewing ginjo sake, Using rice powder for
both sake and whisky production, the breweries
are Killing two birds with one stone. You will only
find this capability in Japan, even if you search
all over the world. If whisky can be made from
rice, it could drastically change Japan’s rural
landscapes that have struggled with the rice
control policy. In this sense, whisky may not only
revitalize local economies but also transform
tourism and agricultural policy.
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Writer’s Profile

he Japanese archipelago is long,

extending from north to south, and

has four distinct seasons. This makes
Japanese whisky one-of-a-kind, which |
mentioned in my first column. Nearly 120
distilleries are scattered throughout Japan,
from Rishiri Island in Hokkaido in the north to
Okinawa in the south. Visiting these distilleries has
become a sort of weekly pastime. They not only
span the country’s length; their locations also
range in elevation from just a few meters above
sea level near the coast, to an altitude of 1,200
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meters deep in the Southern Alps in Ikawa,
Shizuoka Prefecture. One of the things | look
forward to on these trips is the local cuisine and
sake. Since | drink whisky as part of my work, in
the evening | drink local sake and eat snacks and
small dishes that match the sake. In Hokkaido, |
often indulge in seafood. The sea urchin and crab |
had in Rishiri and the oysters in Akkeshi are
unforgettable. When | visit Hida Takayama, | look
forward to Ayu sweetfish caught in the Nagara
River. When | went to Nagahama by Lake Biwa, |
thoroughly enjoyed the somen noodles topped
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with grilled mackerel. | frequent Kyushu, especially
the southern region. Charcoal-grilled chicken is a
must in Miyazaki. Kagoshima has ten distilleries,
and | go there one or two times a year. No trip
there is complete without eating eel, as well as
Kuroge Wagyu beef and Kurobuta pork. Kagoshima
is Japan’s leading producer of eel. For lunch, | eat
only eel, and in the evening, | drink sweet potato
shochu with Kurobuta pork and Kuroge Wagyu
beef. Instead of whisky, | must have shochu,
particularly sweet potato shochu on the rocks or
with hot water in winter. It is a mystery.
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Writer’s Profile

here are five major whiskies in the
T world recognized for their production

volume, sales volume, and
exceptional quality: Scotch, Irish, American,
Canadian, and Japanese. The first two have
Celtic origins. American and Canadian whiskies
too have Celtic origins, originally brought over
by the Celts from Scotland and Ireland. Hence,
whisky is known as a “Celtic drink.” Among the
five, the only non-Celtic whisky is Japanese.
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Nor is it even Western. Western alcohol, whether
it is beer or whisky, uses malt enzymes to
convert grain into sugar. In contrast, Eastern
alcohol uses koji mold, a type of fungus, to
convert starch into sugar. Sake, shochu, mirin,
and soy sauce are all made from koji. Though
Japanese whisky is not made from koji, the koji
culture ingrained in Japanese people is not
unrelated to whisky-making. Without realizing,
the koji culture is reflected in the Japanese
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people’s subtle palate, as well as in the
production of Japanese whisky which is said to
have a Japanese taste. What kind of chemical
reaction will occur when Western-origin whisky
discovers Eastern koji and food culture? There
may be whisky aromas and flavors waiting to
be discovered. The possibilities for unknown
grains, yeasts, and casks are infinite. Japanese
whisky has the potential to unlock unknown
flavors that will astonish the world.
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Pot Stills and Column Stills:

How the Two Still Types Create Different Kinds of Whisky

Writer’s Profile
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hisky is a distilled spirit, which
W means that distillation devices

known as stills are essential to its
production. There are two main types of stills:
the pot still and the column still. Column stills
can be referred to as “patent stills” and
“continuous stills.” With a pot still, the contents
must be replaced with each distillation batch,
while a column still allows for uninterrupted
distillation by continuously feeding in the mash.

Some column stills can operate continuously for
one to two months. Malt whisky is made by
distilling twice (or three times in Ireland) using a
pot still. On the other hand, grain whisky is
produced using a column still. Because pot stills
retain more of the flavor components due to the
single distillation method, malt whisky has long
been referred to in Scotland as a “loud” spirit,
meaning it is a loud beverage full of character.
In contrast, grain whisky is more restrained and
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less distinctive, which is why it has been called
a “silent spirit.” Naturally, “blended whisky” can
refer to a combination of these two types. All
stills are made of copper, which significantly
influences the flavor and aroma of the whisky.
Each still is handmade and unique, further
contributing to the individual character of each
whisky. Because whisky is a distilled spirit, the
differences between the types of stills have a
significant impact.
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Casks are the Cradles Where Whisky is Reared
How Different Oak Woods Shape Each Whisky’s Character

Writer’s Profile
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he character of each whisky is
T influenced by many factors: the choice

of raw ingredients, the mashing
(saccharification) method used, what the fermentation
tanks are made of, the type of yeast used, and even
the type and design of the distillation equipment. The
most decisive factor, however, is said to be the cask
and the maturation period. The process from malting
through mashing, fermentation, and distillation takes
no more than a couple of weeks. Yet once whisky is
shifted into casks for maturing, it needs to be aged
for at least three years. Whisky is typically aged for
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10 to 12 years, and sometimes for as long as half a
century. People often underscore how crucial this
stage is by saying that 70 to 80 percent of a whisky’s
character comes from the kind of cask used and the
maturation period. Casks are almost always made
from oak wood. Oak trees belong to the genus
Quercus, a group of broadleaf trees with around 300
species found worldwide. Traditionally, whisky
producers have relied on two species: the white oak
(Quercus alba), native to North America, and the
English oak (Quercus robur), native to Europe. In
recent years, a so-called “third oak™—Mongolian oak
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— has been attracting growing attention, thanks in
large part to Japanese whisky. When casks made
from American white oak are heavily charred on
the inside, they release sweet, fragrant notes
reminiscent of vanilla and honey. English oak, which
is primarily used for sherry and wine casks, imparts
a distinctive richness to whisky, with flavors akin
to dried fruit. And then there is the Mongolian oak
used in Japan. It imparts an Eastern aroma,
evocative of agarwood and sandalwood, and has
become one of the key reasons Japanese whisky
has captured the world’s attention.
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The Worldwide Rise of Distillery Tours
A Game-Changer for Regional Revitalization

Writer’s Profile

istillery tours, as opposed to traditional

brewery tours, have been gaining

worldwide popularity. While sake
breweries and wineries rarely produce year-
round and can therefore only offer visitors limited
chances to observe the production process,
whisky can be made throughout the year. At craft
distilleries, visitors are able to watch production
activities up close, and most such facilities produce
whisky all year long. Unlike sake, wine, or beer,
whisky is a distilled spirit whose production
involves a complex and multifaceted sequence
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of processes from malt milling and mashing to
fermentation, distillation, and finally maturation
in casks. Visitors to these distilleries can witness
each process up close. Today, Japan is home to
nearly one hundred whisky distilleries. AlImost
half of them are open to visitors, and there are
even some where guests can stay overnight and
take part in two-day programs that allow them
to experience production and blending firsthand.
It is no wonder that distilleries are now being
referred to as a decisive game changer for regional
revitalization and economic growth. Still, the bar
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can always be raised higher.

There is even a distillery abroad, for example, that
operates a hotel with hot spring facilities and more
than 1,000 guest rooms. Whisky-themed displays
dominate the entire hotel, and actual distillation
units are installed in the lobby, giving one the
impression of stepping into a working distillery. The
distillery even has mist machines installed along
its walking paths to evoke the atmosphere of a
luxury resort. In Japan and beyond, competition in
whisky tourism is now even fiercer than the rivalry
surrounding the whiskies themselves.
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A Fusion of East and West

What Sets Apart a Whisky That Could Only Have Been Made in Japan?

Writer’s Profile

nternationally, whisky is defined as a

distilled spirit made from grains and

matured in wooden casks. Whisky
originated in Ireland and Scotland, where it was
produced using barley and other grains suited
to the cold climates of Europe’s fringes. Whisky
is not made exclusively from barley, however. In
the United States, there is bourbon whisky, which
is made primarily from corn, while in Asia, there
is also rice whisky. In Japan, rice has long been
used to make saké and rice shochu, both of which
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require the use of koji mold. Koji cannot be used in
whisky, however. Instead, malted barley is used to
saccharify the rice before fermentation, allowing
it to be used to produce whisky. Even so, there is
only a small minority of distilleries that make rice
whisky. Nowadays, increasing emphasis is being
placed on terroir—the special character created
by the combination of local grains, local water,
and local production methods unique to a specific
place, from fermentation through distillation. For
Japanese whisky to further distinguish itself on
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the global stage, rice whisky made from Japanese
rice is essential. Some sake producers use rice
flour made from rice polished for sake brewing
to produce whisky. With careful attention to yeast
selection, saccharification using malted barley, and
distillation in copper pot stills, there is no reason
why a fusion of Japan’s traditional craftsmanship
and Western techniques could not produce a
whisky that is unmistakably Japanese. Someday,
| hope to taste a rice whisky that could only have
been made in Japan.
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