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It’s been a long journey.








Introduction


This is how my first-ever day in Japan went. Arrive at Tokyo’s Narita airport, sushi for lunch in the city, bullet train (shinkansen) to Kyoto, train to Yamazaki. Before I quite knew what was happening, I was sitting alongside my old friend and mentor Michael Jackson while chief blender Seiichi Koshimizu was asking us to taste Suntory’s whisky. It was reddish in colour and had an aroma unlike anything we had encountered before. We hazarded guesses. He smiled his shy smile. ‘It is mizunara. Japanese oak. We say it smells of temples.’


As I said, it was my first day in Japan. I hadn’t had a chance to smell a temple. Now I wanted to. It was a lesson in the cultural aspect of aromas. Smell is not fixed by language, but open to interpretation and that interpretation is partly determined by upbringing. I might say that the smell of a smoky whisky is like the Glasgow underground c.1967. A Japanese colleague might interpret it as a specific medicine. Past and place dictate the terms we use to describe the smells around us. Part of the fascination of travel is discovering new tastes and flavours, comparing home with this new place. Later that evening I was sitting next to a maiko (Kyoto dialect for geisha). ‘Do you eat many small potatoes in Scotland?’ was her opening line.


This mizunara was different, though. It was resinous, slightly like sandalwood, with a little bit of coconut; but none of these terms are quite accurate. I could have mentally labelled it ‘exotic’ and moved on, but it had me. I was being led by the nose deeper into Japan. ‘It smells of temples’ was now a suggestion that I should seek out these places and inhale them. In time, that led me to learn about incense, an aromatic thread which led from Japan, to Vietnam, to Arabia, high-end perfumers, and back to Japan again.


Mizunara, I realized, slowly, was a way of creating a marker for (some) Japanese whisky. Its use said: ‘This aroma is one way in which our whisky is special. We use it because of its aroma and that aroma means something special to us.’ It rooted the whisky in Japan, it helped to define it as different.


On that same day, Suntory’s Mas Minabi described Japanese whisky as being ‘transparent’. These whiskies had an aromatic intensity unlike Scotch; they were paradoxically managing to be vivid yet delicate, subtly powerful. The flavours were ordered, complex and seamless on the tongue; they had a clarity and precision. Some were familiar from Scotch, but the manner in which they presented themselves was different. Each glass was whisky, but it was not the whisky I had been brought up on. What makes Japanese whisky ‘Japanese’ has obsessed me ever since.


I was lucky enough to begin travelling to the country twice, sometime three times, a year. Every time I returned, another door seemed to open. I thought initially it was because I was beginning to be trusted, but that was just ego at work. I suspect that answers to the questions would have been given if I had known what questions to ask. I was being tutored, but was too stupid to realize it. Those apparently opaque, philosophical answers were in fact perfectly rational when my mind caught up. And so it continued, slowly moving forward, still asking that question: ‘But how is it Japanese?’


Part of the answer lay in the often subtle differences in production between Japanese and Scottish distillers. Some of it came from the climate and the way it influenced maturation. There was mizunara, of course, but not every whisky contained it. The rest of the conundrum, I began to believe, was rooted in place. Whisky does not sit apart from the culture that produces it. So much impacts on its making: ingredients, climate, landscape, cuisine, palate, manner of consumption. The cultural terroir in Japan will be different to that in Scotland – or in any other whisky-making nation.


What if, I began to wonder, there was some unseen link between Japan’s whisky-makers and the country’s other traditional craftsmen? The more I visited and talked to whisky-makers the more I saw that they were shokunin, master artisans dedicated to their craft. The way they approached whisky was imbued with the concept of kaizen – continuous incremental improvement. There seemed to be an aesthetic behind it that linked whisky to a web of other crafts: cooking, ceramics, metalwork, woodwork, and also design and architecture; even the way bartenders went about their craft. The more I looked, or obsessed about it, the more I saw the same impulse. That clarity was in the food, in the lack of ornamentation; it was there in haiku. Equally, maybe I was making connections where there were none. Maybe they just made whisky. Perhaps I was just mad. I had to find out one way or other.


So back I went, to visit all the distilleries and see other craftspeople. Ask them what motivated them, what lay behind their work. See if those connections were in fact there. A road test in both senses. A book at the end of it no matter what, but not one just of tasting notes, scores, sections on history and how whisky is made, and in-depth facts and figures. All of that is useful, and other writers will give you that.


I wanted to try and find out why whisky matters, what drives these people on, how it links to that wider culture, where tradition comes in. How strong was their craft, or how precarious?


The great 21st-century paradox is how greater connectivity has allowed us to separate ourselves from those things we are told we don’t like. We no longer browse. Algorithms tell us what, even who, we like. Something like whisky is reduced to little more than tasting notes and statistics about process. The richness and messiness of this complex, interdependent world are being steadily eroded, the connections are being lost and with their passing whisky floats free of place, history, weather, water and rock, and the people who make it. Separating whisky from all these things diminishes it and diminishes the people who make it. It can’t be allowed to happen.
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Tokyo


The route is by now familiar. Flight to Tokyo Haneda, monorail to Hamamatsucho, taxi to the hotel, through the back streets, under the tracks, past tiny restaurants and apartment blocks, half-hidden shrines next to car parks, glimpses of walled-in river. People everywhere.Tokyo is in a constant sense of seethe. My head is still blurry from 12 hours on the plane.


My destination is Shiodome, a sleek, anonymous district of razor-edged multistorey office blocks. The only nod to frivolity is the enormous clock, designed by Hayao Miyazaki, which seems to have been beamed in from his film Howl’s Moving Castle and yet – and this is very Tokyo – you are only a ten-minute walk from Ginza, 20 minutes from the sushi bars around Tsukiji fish market, while the wonderful chaos of Shimbashi is a five-minute stroll.


Tokyo is a series of islands, and to stretch the metaphor to breaking point, my desert island is the Park Hotel, which after many years is now more a home than a hotel. It has amazing bar staff, contemporary art exhibitions (each floor has been decorated by a different artist), while from one side there is a view over Tokyo Tower to Mount Fuji. Not today, though. It’s rainy season.


Check in, then back down to reception for my first meeting with Kohei Take. We needed a unified look for this mad book project and that meant only using one photographer. Question was, who? I knew no Japanese snappers. Thankfully my friend Alice knew Alicia Kirby, who used to work for Monocle magazine in Japan and was, according to Alice, ‘the best-connected person I know’. One email later Alicia had given me three names. Take’s images were the best, so he was hired.


He comes in, shaved head, scarf, denim jacket, a ball of energy and good humour. I like him immediately. I try to articulate what the idea is – people, craftsmanship, artisans, tradition, landscape – and whisky. Not cliché picture-postcard Japan but real Japan, images that link the whisky to the land, the people, and perhaps establish that net of connection between them all. ‘I get you,’ he says. ‘Eyes, hands, work, water. This will be fun. Now, get some rest. I’ll meet you at 7.30 and we can go and get the bus to Gotemba.’ Ah, the romance of the whisky-writer’s life. I avoid the bar and head up to the room. I know I’ll wake at 3am. It’s a weird fact about jet lag. No matter what time zone you’ve come to that internal alarm clock is triggered at 3am. Weird, huh?
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Tokyo: a vast, dazzling, baffling metropolis.








Fuji-Gotemba
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Tokyo to Gotemba


Up at dawn, clouds lifting over Tokyo, gilding Shiodome’s towers. Blue skies after the grey of yesterday, though Fuji remains hidden. A quick breakfast – miso soup, salmon, rice, pickles, pasta, green tea. Bulk up as it’s a long day – with whisky involved.


The city is waking up. Schoolchildren in matching white hats tiptoe out of the subway like mice venturing across a carpet. The sun seems to drain the colour from everything. Tokyo in the daytime becomes monochrome, its range of muted greys matched by the salarymen’s trousers – the switch from identikit black a concession to summer’s start. Ties have been abandoned, along with jackets. Short sleeves are apparently mandatory. Women are permitted pastel shades. There’s the occasional frilly parasol. People walk at a purposeful angle, ten degrees from the vertical.


Tickets bought, we stand in the sun waiting for the 08.20 to Gotemba. The heat is rising. The rest of the passengers are on their way to raid Hakome’s outlet stores. We head out onto the elevated highway, glancing in at office windows, trailing wires and, as the city begins to loosen its grip, a cluster of brightly lit love hotels promising total discretion while at the same time yelling ‘HAVE SECRET SEX HERE!!!’


The road curves into forest, trees swagged in vines, shooting us through tunnels and into a valley mirrored with rice paddies. Ahead, above a mountain ridge, above the clouds and impossibly high, starched with snow, floating, is Fuji-san.


I climbed it a few years back and blended whisky on the summit to commemorate the 15th anniversary of the Scotch Malt Whisky Society in Japan. I remember a long zigzag through dust and boiled lilac-and-red rock dusted with sulphur, looking like a giant’s breakfast cereal, to a bunkhouse where we tried to sleep; rising at 2am to shuffle to the summit in time for the first golden rays to light up every edge of rock, every smile and crease on the tired, happy faces.


Fuji, as the artist Hokusai showed, is always there. His series of prints, 36 Views of Mount Fuji, captures its constant presence: hidden in the corner of the frame, peeking from behind a roof, almost obscured on a building site; in the centre of a huge, half-made barrel; blood-red in the sunset, framed in a great wave. Fuji-san walks across Japan. Even the cloud sitting where it should be takes on significance.


We’re the only people getting off at Gotemba. We grab a taxi and head uphill, through cable-draped streets, past manicured trees, quiet gardeners and dog-walkers, to the distillery: startlingly huge, red-brick. Behind, only 12km (7½ miles) away, Fuji remains behind its veil.
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A quick prayer and the trip starts.












FUJI-GOTEMBA


I’m here to meet with Kirin’s master blender, Jota Tanaka. Tall, with the air of an ascetic, he is a witty, ever-eager figure, keen not just to show his own distillery, but to find out what else is happening around the whisky world. He is one of my touchstones and someone who, over the following months, helps to unfold more layers. ‘Don’t call me Tanaka-san,’ he says. ‘I’m Jota.’


Fuji-Gotemba distillery was built in the era of optimism, when Japan was sucking down as much whisky as it could – and exporting none. The Canadian-based giant Seagram had already spread into Scotland (it had owned Chivas Bros since the 1950s), as well as owning a significant number of rum distilleries in the Caribbean and South America. Now it was looking east. With Japanese brewer Kirin as equal partner, the distillery was built in 1972 and began running the year after.


It made sense. Japan’s economy was booming, and whisky, then as always as a signifier of success, was keeping pace. Industrious and hardworking by day, after work the country’s salarymen could indulge in tie-loosening relaxation with a mizuwari (whisky, ice and water) or ten. For a distiller with global ambitions, Japan was a no-brainer.


Building close to Fuji had a certain symbolism – and also optimism. This, after all, is an active volcano, while there’s the not insignificant matter of the Japan Self-Defense Force’s (live) firing range close by. Lava and shells. Neither mix particularly well with alcohol.


There were more practical reasons, as Jota explained. ‘People from the firms searched all round Japan and narrowed it down to eight potential sites. This was chosen for its location – the highway had been built – and climate. The average temperature is 13ºC (55.4ºF), the humidity is 85 per cent. It’s good for ageing whisky – but not for people!’


There was also plentiful volcanic-rock-filtered water from the mountain. It takes 51 years for the melted snow to pass through the bedrock to one of the distillery’s three 100m-deep (328-foot) wells.


To most visitors, Japanese distilleries are a simulacra of Scottish ones. The ingredients are the same, so is the kit.


Most also make more than one style. Though, like Scotch, Japanese whisky’s fortunes were built on blends, unlike Scotland its distillers have never exchanged stock, forcing them to make all of their blending requirements in-house. This is one of the roots of the whisky industry’s relentless innovation, driven by a constant need to widen that palette of flavours. None of this would have bothered Seagram. After all, this is how the Canadian industry had evolved – base spirit made from corn, then flavouring whiskies made with other ‘small grains’, all aged separately, and then blended.


To get to grips with Gotemba you first have to put thoughts of malt whisky to one side. Here, it all starts with grain whiskies. We wander past the fermenters (the fact that the grain fermenters outnumber malt fermenters by 12 to eight underlines what the dominant style is) and into an amazing control room whose original 1970s kit gives it the air of a Bond villain’s lair. ‘It was cutting-edge 40 years ago!’ laughs Jota, as we walk into the surprisingly small grain stillhouse.


There are three still-types working here and, judging by the heat and hiss, doing so simultaneously. There’s a bourbon-style setup where a rye-rich mash is put through beer column and doubler producing a heavy type of distillate at 70% ABV. There’s also a ‘kettle and column’ setup similar to one I’d seen at Gimli (a former Seagram distillery near Winnipeg, now owned by Diageo). After being run through the beer column, 50,000 litres of the corn and malted-barley distillate are collected in the ‘kettle’, reheated and driven through a 61-plate rectifier. It might be high strength but it is packed with flavour, giving Gotemba its medium-weight style. A third set of five columns produces a corn-based distillate which, though the same strength as the kettle and column, is lighter in character, thanks to a more highly selective process. Stir in different yeast types and cask types and there is a huge range of possibilities just on the grain side.
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The distillery was built in 1972.





Column-still whisky is often dismissed as being little more than neutral packing. Gotemba’s approach shows that it is a flavour-led contributor to a blend’s character. It would be fair to say that in Scotch whisky grain is the lighter partner in the blend; it may give flavour and texture and add character, but the malts are what give the power. Gotemba reverses this. Its malt is the light, estery, delicate component, the grain – especially those heavy and medium variants – gives the heft.


Why this reversing of the norm? ‘Scotch was famous for robust, masculine malt, therefore grain had to be lighter in flavour. Our malt is almost feminine, so we saw an opportunity to use a diverse range of grain whiskies as key drivers.’


Everything in the malt production is there to help lighten its nature: long fermentation, for example, and distillation in pot stills with upward-slanting lyne arms (said to be modelled on those at Strathisla, but looking more like Glen Keith’s), which make any heavy components turn from vapour back to liquid and fall exhausted into the roiling mass below to be redistilled.
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Long fermenting is the norm here.





Jota and his team are also experimenting with different yeast strains – and here’s another difference to the approach of Scotch where one style of yeast is used. In Japan, as in some Canadian and US distilleries, yeast is a vital contributor to flavour. The Kirin-owned Four Roses, also an ex-Seagram plant, perhaps takes this to its extreme with five different strains being used.


‘I never thought of yeast in whisky until I went to work at Four Roses,’ says Jota. ‘Now I am fascinated by it. We used two from the start: one fruity, one for body. Now we are trying others for the malt, including ale yeast. We’ll use a different yeast for each of the grain styles as well.’


We stroll to the warehouse, a single space, 23 racks high and 23 casks deep on each side. Its scale dwarfs and disorientates; you lose your sense of perspective as the cliffs of oak rise on either side and into the distance.


It wasn’t built in this way for its aesthetics, but for practical reasons. ‘We were limited for space, so the warehouses had to be taller than normal,’ Jota explains. ‘At the same time we didn’t want the same effect as you get in Kentucky of temperature extremes between different floors. We wanted smooth ageing, so we decided not to divide it up into floors but to leave it as an open space.’


That said, there is still a temperature difference between bottom and top and as that impacts on flavour – the hotter, the more extract from the wood – Jota blends each batch from every layer of the warehouse.


While most is aged in ex-bourbon casks there is some new wood, especially for that heavy grain, and a recent widening of choice into sherry – PX, Oloroso – and mizunara.


We’re back in the blending lab, samples littering the table, talking seasons, maturation peaks, and the role of the Japanese palate in the creation of a style. ‘Our first master blender, Ichiro Ogino, wanted something that is smooth and mellow, a whisky which appealed to Japanese consumers,’ Jota explains. ‘In Japan, in general, aficionados love smoky Islay whiskies, but most people find [that style] hard and tend to like grain-style whiskies, so ours have been based around the medium and light grains – not robust but balanced and smooth. Don’t get me wrong; we don’t want to make something which is light in flavour!’ Hence the need for a spectrum of flavours and weights within the grain components.
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A control panel straight from a Bond movie.
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The pot stills make a delicate style.
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The compressed space of the grain plant.
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A complex array of flavours are produced here.





When mature, the light type is fresh, citric, slightly hay-like and, thanks to the char on the casks, with a smoky pine-needle element. Sweet and fine in structure, it adds subtlety to a blend.


The medium grain from the kettle and column is sweet also, but has a more mellow note with some caramel, toffee and light citrus. Texturally it’s unctuous with some fresh melon and a flavour akin to raspberry sauce on vanilla ice cream, before some treacle toffee hits on the back palate. It’s remarkable.


The heavy grain, when mature, is aromatically powerful, with heavy rose petal, jasmine and berry fruits with a whisper of mint chocolate and black cherries in the distance. The rye adds spice and a slight astringency along with menthol. It’s bold, it’s big and you can see how a small percentage would go a long way in a blend.


The malt, the icing on the cake, is floral, with kiwi, William pear and fresh strawberry. Jota then brings out a lightly peated variant. Hang on, smoke? I’m sure smoke hadn’t been mentioned. But why not? It’s that principle of maximizing variety within a distillery style again. The smoke is very subtle, more a memory than a bold statement that brings to mind the aroma of a distant garden bonfire wisping down the street. There’s also some of the piney, minty element in a few of the whiskies – maybe distillate-driven, maybe cask and climate. All, however, have an element of concentration to them. Layered, elegant, sometimes discreet, sometimes more forceful but always – this is Japan after all – polite.


There are only three bottled releases at the moment. Japan’s decades-long whisky boom came to a juddering halt in the 1990s, when a combination of a new tax regime and a turning-away by a new generation from their fathers’ drink saw sales plummet, and distilleries either close or go on very short-term working.


The industry might now have a global following, while domestic sales have returned to growth, but there isn’t sufficient mature stock to satisfy this sudden rise in demand. Whisky-makers will always to some extent be playing a guessing game – predicting what a fickle public might wish to drink in a decade’s time. The Gotemba stocks, like those at all Japanese distilleries, have more holes than an absent-minded professor’s sweater.


This presents either a challenge or an opportunity for Jota. He needs to maintain a presence, showcase the distillery’s range, while having a less-than-complete selection to play with. This has meant small-scale releases of aged products – at the time of writing a 17-year-old malt and 25-year-old grain – and a greater emphasis on a flavour-led blend with No Age Statement, Fuji-Sanroku.


Removing an age statement not only makes sense in terms of allowing Jota access to the widest range of stock possible, but it also gives him as a blender fuller rein than having to wait for, say, 12 years for a whisky to mature.


It’s an approach taken by all the Japanese distillers but has been met with a certain degree of – how shall I put this? – resistance from a whisky-drinking public brought up on the mistaken belief that age is a determinant of quality.


Jota’s way of explaining the creative advantages of No Age Statement (NAS) whiskies is to point out that the character and quality of each whisky type, each cask in fact, doesn’t move in a steadily rising line from ‘poor’ (immature) to ‘excellent’ (mature) but in an arc of possibilities. The whisky starts with sharply aggressive, immature elements, but as cask, spirit, air and time all impact, so it changes, rising through stages of maturity, flavours altering, eventually hitting a peak before the cask begins to exert greater control and the whisky becomes woodier.


Each style has its own arc, each cask type as well. Each tier within the warehouse will also create a different curve of flavour. Time therefore becomes a crude way of measuring quality. Maturity becomes a three-dimensional world of flavours from which a blender can select.


‘It’s to do with esters and how they change in maturation,’ he explains. ‘Green, pungent and sharp at the start; fruity, floral, round and mellow at the peak; and sour, woody and hard when it has gone over.’ There is peak maturity, but it is dependent on mash bill, distillation technique, cask type and warehouse position.


‘We have a way of describing this in seasonal food,’ he goes on. ‘Hashiri is the freshest, the first; shun is the peak and nagori is the season coming to an end. Through the season, the taste of the food changes, but it makes the same shape as the maturation curve.’


It was the first example of what would become a common theme, not just in terms of an explanation of maturity and No Age Statement whiskies, but the manner in which Japan’s whisky-makers switch effortlessly from the technical world to the philosophical, because talking about whisky is the same as talking about food, and bringing in the Japanese approach to seasonality helps to root the whisky within a wider cultural and flavour-led framework.
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Gotemba’s dizzying, disorienting warehouse.





This doesn’t necessarily make the whisky taste different – though the close allying of whisky and food is of more concern in Japan than in any other whisky-making country – but it does I think show the mindset of the blender.


Jota is also bottling at higher strength, 50% ABV for Fuji Sanroku ‘to increase the umami element’ and the new blend has more of the heavy grain coming through, adding some structure and greater complexity and layering.


There’s a further element here, which goes to the heart of the Japanese approach. It revolves around the moment of possession, the point when a distillery, set up in a Canadian fashion, began to make identifiably Japanese whisky. Any culture appropriates and absorbs external influences; all Japanese crafts came to the country via China or Korea, its whisky-making from Scotland, and in this case North America, but all have been transformed and continually refined, so that after a period of incubation they emerge familiar, but somehow different.


‘We imported the know-how and equipment of Scotland, Canada and the US and tried to make something authentic,’ Jota says. ‘But we have tweaked it and made our own unique style by blending all these elements but also not being restricted by them and trying out something new. It’s not Scottish malt or Canadian corn, or American bourbon. It is ours.’ He pauses. ‘Fuji-Sanroku sees some elements of different styles and components, but it is still progressing. There is still room for improvement.’ In that statement, another theme emerged – the kaizen approach, the constant moving forward, the refusal to accept that the template is fixed. For Jota this means gently adding weightier distillates to his palette – a burly 50:50 corn:barley mashbill, for example.
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For Jota Tanaka, peak maturity and umami are key to quality.
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Bubble caps inside the column still (above) help produce a range of flavours for Gotemba’s grain whiskies (above right).





‘There is a fine line between everything which can be done and what we try to do. We try to do a lot of things, but we don’t show them all! In some countries they try everything and then bottle it. We want to challenge ourselves to create a new range of flavours which add value to what we have established.’ In other words, there is focus within the experimentation.


We prepare to leave for Tokyo. Fuji Gotemba, it strikes me, is a little like the mountain: hidden in plain sight. A large distillery, an innovative one, yet one that has been quiet – too quiet I’d argue – about its achievements. There are stock issues, but there has also been a strange aversion to export. Even in Japan it has not been top of people’s minds. It deserves to be better known, not just for the quality of its whiskies but the way in which its approach offers another facet of Japanese whisky.


I sense that something has shifted. There’s a discreet boldness to Fuji Gotemba’s whiskies and its new confidence.


Like haiku poet Issa’s gastropod, it is on the move.


little snail


inch by inch


climb mount fuji!
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Fuji-Gotemba is steadily building its reputation.





TASTING NOTES


The stock shortage has meant that Jota Tanaka and team have had to be creative about releases. They have to build the brand, and as they gear up for export show as wide a range of styles and possibilities as possible. Limited releases, some only at the distillery, represent one way, while the innovative (but sadly limited edition) ‘Housky’ blending kit, with its two malts (light style and peated) and two grains (heavy and the kettle and column batch) plus glass and cans of soda, allows you to blend a Highball to suit your tastes.


At the time of writing there are three bottled products in wider distribution. The Fuji-Gotemba 17-year-old single malt (46% ABV) is made predominantly from the unpeated style, but there is a judicious splash of lightly peated make which gives a very subtle smokiness that is really only perceptible on the finish.


The nose is slightly oaky – this is a light whisky after all – with an oily, sappy, and almost peppery impact. The mintiness I often pick up in Gotemba is there as well, and in this expression moves the aroma into peppermint. It’s intense and concentrated, but while there is a sense of age (the oldest whiskies in here are 19 years old) it also has real clarity.


Its companion, Fuji-Gotemba 25-year-old Small Batch Grain (46% ABV) is a blend of the heavy and batch grains aged for between 25 and 30 years. This opens with some oak, but it’s less obvious than on the malt – remember, the Gotemba grains are heavier in character. Fruits are to the fore with grilled pineapple, apple, then more estery top notes like pear drop, even acetone. A heavier toffee-like sweetness keeps it from becoming too flighty, and with water a waxiness develops. It’s tightly structured and concentrated on the tongue with flavours of baked fruits (with their sticky syrups), crème brûlée and a touch of sandalwood. Things lighten with water into poached pears, a little clove and that menthol note. (For the Fuji-Sanroku blend.)





Gotemba to Tokyo



And with that we head out, the clouds gathering gravid with rain, the mountain a figment. Take and I wander behind the office block along a winding path to a grove of trees. Stone foxes glare at me from the entrance to a small Shinto shrine.


That night Jota and I head into the back streets of Shimbashi for dinner. Next to Shiodome, it is a remnant of an older Tokyo, the grubby hem to Ginza’s mescalin glitter. Compressed around the mainline station is a chaotic jumble of streets crowded with pubs, bars and izakayas. In daytime it is quiet and drab, at night a carnival of loud, laughing office workers, street musicians, panhandling hippies, outside tables, the feel of smoky chicken fat glossing your face.


We duck into an izakaya and head up the steep stairs to a tiny room where laughter roars like breakers on a reef. ‘Welcome to whisky reality!’ Jota calls as we concertina ourselves around a tiny table. Highballs appear immediately. Around us in the fug of smoke are hot-faced, white-shirted men, glasses full, all complaining about their bosses and bellowing with laughter. Every table is littered with half-forgotten food. More Highballs appear.


Izakayas are the bedrock upon which whisky was built – and foundered. They are Japan’s dive bars, but with better food: places where office politics and stress are forgotten for a few hours, where glasses clink and whisky and beer are supped. Their noise and boisterous nature are the opposite of what visitors expect and are taught about – the hushed sushi bar, the calm of a ryokan.


Izakayas are vital in both senses of the word, offering a much-needed release valve and in a life-affirming, high-spirited fashion. In the West we have been brought up to believe that Japanese whisky is all about high-end blends and fine single malts. It is, but Jota is correc: this is the reality. The industry needs izakayas, it needs volume, it needs to balance contemplation with exuberant behaviour.
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Izakayas – Japan’s decompression chambers











SEASONS



Jota re-emerged later in the week when we went to the Minkaen folk house museum in Kawasaki to try our hand at indigo dyeing. His original plan was for us to sit zazen (Zen meditation) in his home town of Kamakura, but ‘the hydrangeas are in flower, and it’s really busy’. It’s not just cherry blossom, you know. Wafting our newly dyed garments he, Take and I walk through the collection of old houses which constitute the museum. It’s a remarkable snapshot of how quickly Japan has changed. Many of these wooden, thatched buildings were lived in until relatively recently. Inside them is the scent of hinoki wood and woodsmoke from the central firepit. They are places of space and shadows, diffused light and a world where function could be changed simply by the drawing of a screen.


We sit down for a lunch of soba (buckwheat noodles), and talk again of the seasonality of flavour, and how from a Japanese sensibility, seasons do not shift dramatically but are tiny moments of incremental change, each with its own personality. ‘Each,’ says Jota, ‘has its own hashiri, shun and nagori.’


It is an approach that tells you to be aware of the impulse of change, feel the wind in your face, the evanescent smells as flowers begin to open, the moment when the fish reach the right size; learn the best moment to try something, comprehend flavour and aroma and texture, be open to microscopic changes and their meanings.


It is an approach that is reflected in the lexicon of seasonal words (kigo) used in Japanese poetry. By 1803, reports Haruo Shirane in his Japan and the Culture of the Four Seasons (2013), there were 2,600 approved seasonal topics, and ‘seasons had become a fundamental means of categorizing the world’. This taxonomy works both ways. It demonstrates a deep understanding of and openness to continual change, but can also be restrictive, overly formalized and lacking in spontaneity – and there’s the first of the elements of creative tension that underpin Japanese craft.


Seasonality emerged later in the trip when we were eating whisky kaiseki in Kyoto with chef Hashimoto and Shinji Fukuyo. ‘In certain cultures,’ said the chef, ‘they have spring lamb and autumn lamb, but here we have more.’


‘That’s because,’ added Shinji, ‘in the old way of calculating there are more than four seasons – there are 72.’ He explains that in the old lunar calendar, the year was divided into 24 sekki, each of which was then subdivided into three ko of around five days each. Each had its own poetic name. We were talking in Kusaretaru kusa hotaru to naru (when fireflies rise from the rotten grass). Each has its own hashiri, shun and nagori. Being a geek about such things I went back to the hotel and downloaded an app telling me when each season started.
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Minkaen, the folk housemuseum in Kawasaki.







[image: Illustration]


The smell of hinoki and firewood in an ancient house.
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Becoming increasingly obsessed about this way of being attuned to change, I began to see it everywhere. Jota had already explained the ‘seasons’ of whisky maturation, but was it elsewhere? I wrote to Jota and Shinji wondering if you could apply hashiri, shun and nagori to tasting a whisky, as it too has a beginning, a peak in the middle of the mouth, and then a slow fade.


Shinji replied: ‘Hashiri is about expectation, a food that has not fully reached its prime – or a drink like Beaujolais Nouveau! Or a whisky that is very fresh and vivid, but not mature enough yet.


‘Shun is the centre of the season and the best time to eat. As a whisky, this is a peak of maturation. Nagori is when people want to enjoy the final time, and at the same time anticipate the next season. We can also find some beauty in whisky that is overaged. That is sometimes deep bitterness that reminds me of its beautiful maturation peak.


‘We cannot enjoy the hashiri and nagori if we don’t understand the quality of shun. When we enjoy both hashiri and nagori we also enjoy the shun in our imagination. The imagination can occasionally exceed the real sense.’


It was a lesson that made me start to taste in a different manner. It’s an approach which shows how everything is impacting on you at this moment. The season forces you to be aware of freshness, but also of transience. I will never taste this glass in front of me again. The next time I pour this whisky I will have changed, as will the occasion, the temperature, the room. It will taste different if I’m drinking with friends or on my own.


You have to accept change.
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