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Up for Beer, Wine, or Something Else?
Exploring Japan's Distinctive Drinks

©TONO JAPAN HOP COUNTRY

Japan is renowned around the world for its
centuries-old traditional knowledge and skills of
sake making, which was inscribed on UNESCO's
Representative List of the Intangible Cultural
Heritage of Humanity in 2024. Yet sake is only one
element of a vast, diverse drinking culture. IWATE Tono

/.

Yoichi

This issue explores four distinct corners of the
country: an ascendant wine town in Hokkaido, a
hop-growing valley in Iwate, the premier ume
(Japanese plum) heartland of Wakayama, and the | -
dual home of tea and shochu (a traditional distilled
spirit) in Kagoshima. Each destination offers o/
travelers a firsthand look at the craft through
immersive tours, tastings, and hands-on activities.
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1. Yoichi, Hokkaido: The Northern Frontier of Japanese Wine

A vineyard in Yoichi ©2026CAMEL FARM WINERY (Left) and Domaine Takahiko wines, rarely found outside Yoichi
©Domaine Takahiko (Right)

Located on the western coast of Hokkaido, Yoichi has become one of Japan's most closely
watched wine regions. At the same latitude as Burgundy and Champagne, its cool climate and
volcanic soils are ideal for European varieties such as Pinot Noir, Chardonnay, Miiller-Thurgau,
and Kerner. The region's growth has been swift: over the past decade, Yoichi's grape-growing
farms in the town have risen from 49 to more than 70, and its wineries have more than doubled,
from 9 to 20 — with 7 more now also operating in neighboring Niki.

This rapid expansion has fueled a sharp rise in international prestige. In March 2025, Hokkaido
Wine Co.'s Tazaki Vineyard Sauvignon Blanc 2022, grown in Yoichi, won the Grand Gold award
at the 31st Vinalies Internationales in Cannes, France. The victory marked the first time a
Japanese Sauvignon Blanc, or any Hokkaido wine, secured the competition's top honor.

Of Yoichi’s producers, Domaine Takahiko is the region's best-known name internationally and
among the hardest wines to find in Japan; though its winery is not open to the public, its wines
can be tasted instead at restaurants around town.

For travelers, three stops make for an easy wine-tasting circuit. Yoichi Winery, the town's
original producer since 1974, is a large complex with a shop, factory tour, restaurant, and café,
offering free tastings of its full range.
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Wine tasting in the garden at OcciGabi Winery (left) and a seasonal tasting course at Yoichi LOOP, with each dish
presented in its own space and paired with local Yoichi wine (right)

Nearby, OcciGabi Winery pairs its own tastings with a sit-down meal at its on-site restaurant. On
sunny days, visitors can instead sip a glass in the winery's garden, paired with curated bites.
Travelers seeking a slower pace can check into Yoichi LOOP, a wine-themed hotel located in
front of Yoichi Station, where guests can linger over dinner to enjoy the local vintages. Its chef,
trained at a Michelin-starred French restaurant, pairs each seasonal course with wines chosen
by an in-house sommelier. Quite a few guests come to Yoichi specifically hoping to taste
Domaine Takahiko, and Yoichi LOOP's pairing menu often includes a pour of it.

Yoichi Niki Wine Tourism Project

Yoichi Winery

OcciGabi Winery (in Japanese)

Yoichi LOOP

2. Tono, Iwate: Japan’s Hidden Heart of Hops and Craft Beer
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Beer is both Japan's most-consumed alcoholic drink and its most beloved — outselling every
other category by volume and topping domestic drinker surveys year after year. Behind that


https://www.town.yoichi.hokkaido.jp/wine-tourism/en/winery/
https://www.visit-hokkaido.jp/en/spot/detail_12238.html
https://www.occigabi.net/
https://yoichiwine.co.jp/loop3/en/

familiar reputation, though, is a craft beer scene that has quietly exploded, growing to nearly
1,000 breweries across the country.

A standout region is Tono in Iwate Prefecture. With over 60 years of hop cultivation and the
largest hop-growing areain Japan, it has long been known as the epicenter of Japan’s beer scene
thanks to Kirin Brewery’s historic partnerships. Today, Tono is evolving from a “hop town” into
a “beer town,” as it focuses on local craft brewing and farm-to-table initiatives.
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A guided brewery tour in Tono (left) and

Tono is home to three breweries. The first is Tono Brewing, a taproom a three-minute walk from
Tono Station that offers four to six kinds of fresh craft beers on tap. It highlights locally grown
hops paired with regional ingredients, with a strong focus on food and beer pairing led by the
brewer-chef.

The second is Kamihei Shuzo, a sake brewery founded in 1789 that has also produced a beer
called ZUMONA since 1999 using local hops. Weekday factory tours can be booked in advance
(closed during the October—March brewing season).

The third, GOOD HOPS, opened in 2025 just two minutes from Tono Station and, beyond
brewing, also researches and develops new Japan-grown hop varieties. Its taproom, open
weekends only, looks straight onto the brewing tanks, and if the timing lines up, visitors can
watch a batch actually being made.

The hop harvest runs from early August to early September, with the Tono Hop Harvest Festival
— held August 21-23 in 2026 — taking place during the season and drawing more than 10,000
visitors each year.

From April to October, the TONO Japan Hop Country cycling tour guides visitors through Tono’s
historic castle town and surrounding countryside. The itinerary includes a stop at a local hop
field hosted by a farmer. Day-trip and one-night options are both available, the latter ending at
a farmhouse inn for dinner and local craft beer.

Tono is also well known as the setting of Tono Monogatari (“The Legends of Tono”), a famous
collection of Japanese folklore featuring stories of kappa water sprites, tengu mountain goblins,
and zashiki-warashi house spirits. While cycling through the area, visitors can stop by the Tono
Folktale Museum and visit shrines linked to local kappa legends.

TONO Japan Hop Country

TONO JIKAN (Tono City Tourism Association) (Japanese page kept most up to date)

Beer Experiences in Tokyo and the Surrounding Area

Beer poured in restaurants and bars across Japan is often one of the four major brands — Asahi,
Kirin, Sapporo, and Suntory — and their crisp, easy-drinking styles are consistently well rated by
visitors from overseas. Beer lovers traveling around Tokyo have several nearby options too.


https://japanhopcountry.com/en/
https://tonojikan.jp/

YEBISU BREWERY TOKYO, opened in 2024 on the original site where Yebisu Beer was first brewed
in 1890, offers a free brewery and museum experience in the city itself. Just outside the center,
Suntory's Tokyo-Musashino Brewery in Fuchu offers guided tours and tastings, as does the
interactive Asahi Super Dry Museum in Moriya, Ibaraki Prefecture.

YEBISU BREWERY TOKYO

Suntory Tokyo-Musashino Brewery (in Japanese)

The Asahi Super Dry Museum

Tono’s Craft Beer Revival: Bridging Farmers and Brewers

While taking a break from university to travel the
world, Hakamada Daisuke discovered a vast world of
craft beers he had never encountered before. He was
captivated by how beer flavors changed from place
to place, shaped by local ingredients and culture.

He is the CEO of Tono Brewing Company, which is
more than just a production site. It serves as a
cultural hub where hop farmers, brewers, and
consumers can meet, share experiences, and enjoy
beer together. At its taproom, visitors can see the
brewery through glass windows while enjoying local
beer paired with dishes made from local ingredients.
“We do not only brew beers but also provide beers to customers, so | can tell them directly how
hops grow and farmers work. | see myself as a bridge between farmers and consumers.”

Hakamada moved to Tono in 2017 to join a city revitalization project aimed at attracting younger
generations to hop farming and addressing the decline of an aging farming population.

His task was to establish a taproom in a former liquor store. With little experience in food or
brewing — having previously worked in the fashion industry — the transition was not easy.
Beyond brewing, Hakamada continues working to introduce Tono hops to a wider audience,
helping farmers in the fields and organizing hands-on hop farming experiences for visitors from
outside the region. He is especially proud of “Thanks Saison,” a craft beer he co-produced with
local young farmers using flash-frozen, crushed hops harvested that same season.

For Hakamada, Tono's value goes beyond the beer itself. At a time when imported hops
dominate the Japanese market, this town has grown them for more than 60 years. The hop fields
shape its landscape and its pride, and the local government, private companies, and residents
are now working together to carry the industry into the next generation.

“| feel it’s still not known enough how good beer becomes when you drink it right where the
hops are grown,” said Hakamada. "Standing in front of the actual hop fields, you can feel the
history and the challenges of hop farming firsthand."

Tono Brewing Company



https://www.sapporobeer.jp/english/brewery/y_museum/
https://www.suntory.co.jp/factory/musashino/
https://www.asahibeer.co.jp/brewery/ibaraki/
https://tonobrewing.com/

3. Wakayama: Japan’s Ume Heartland and the Spirit of Umeshu
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Wakayama Prefecture, best known for the ancient Kumano Kodo pilgrimage, is Japan's leading
ume (Japanese plum) producer, growing roughly 58 percent of the nation's total and holding the
top spot for 61 consecutive years. Its famed Kishu Nanko Ume is prized for its large size and
exceptional quality, and the "Minabe-Tanabe Ume System" — a traditional method of cultivating
ume on nutrient-poor mountain slopes — was certified a Globally Important Agricultural
Heritage System by the UN's Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) in 2015.

Ume is used to make umeshu, a liqueur created by steeping the fruit in sugar and spirits. A
tradition dating back to the Edo period, umeshu remains a specialty of Wakayama, which is
home to more than 30 registered producers. Harvested in May and June, the fruit is steeped for
a minimum of three months, but the umeshu develops a mellower, rounder flavor when aged
for six months to a year — or longer.

Nakata Foods' factory tour (left) and a tasting corner in its shop (right)

Nakata Foods in Tanabe City, one of Japan's leading ume producers, offers self-guided factory
tours where visitors watch the pickling process from a viewing corridor. At its shop, guests can
try their hand at making their own ume syrup or umeshu and sample the full range for free,
while its art gallery displays artwork at no charge.

For a hands-on visit, Minabe Town's tourism center arranges short workshops at local facilities



— picking, pickling, or turning fresh ume into juice or jam, and even dyeing cloth with ume bark
— most take 30 minutes to an hour and send visitors home with what they made. Advance
reservations are required for all workshops. In blossom season, from late January to early March,
the hillside orchards of Minabe Bairin open to the public for the sight and scent of thousands of
ume trees in flower. Nearby, the free Ume Information Center and Museum explores the fruit’s
history and culture through hands-on exhibits.

Umeshu pairs perfectly with the fresh seafood caught off Wakayama's coast, and many
restaurants across the prefecture serve a wide selection of regional varieties.

Wakayama Umeshu

Nakata Foods

Minabe Town Tourism Center

4. Kagoshima: Japan’s Twin Spirits of Tea and Shochu

ih 4

‘__J.‘ [

o - - © = =
Various types of shochu on display ©Kagoshima City (left) and Green Tea ©Ka
Bureau (right)

goshima Convention & Visitors

Kagoshima Prefecture, with its warm climate and volcanic soil, is known as a rare home to two
of Japan's iconic drinks: green tea and shochu. The prefecture has been Japan's largest tea
producer by raw tea output for a second consecutive year, since the 2024 harvest. Meanwhile,
the prefecture is the definitive home of shochu — Japan's representative distilled spirit, deeply
woven into the everyday lives of ordinary people — housing over 110 distilleries that produce
more than 2,000 distinct brands.

Both drinks are a fixture of everyday life in Kagoshima — so much so that locals often enjoy
them together, mixing shochu with green tea in a style known as ochawari. Tea is just one of
many mixers: shochu is also enjoyed with soda or hot water, on the rocks, or straight, making it
a remarkably versatile spirit.

Kagoshima's shochu varies by region: imo (sweet potato) shochu is produced on the mainland
and neighboring islands like Yakushima, while kokuto (brown sugar) shochu comes from the
Amami Islands.


https://www.wakayamaumeshu.jp/en/
https://www.nakatafoods.com/
https://english.minabe-kanko.jp/
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Yakushima, the World Natural Heritage island where Yakushima Denshogura is based (left) and Handcrafted
shochu-making at Yakushima Denshogura (right) © Hombo Shuzo Co., Ltd.

Visitors to Kagoshima are offered a rare chance to watch shochu being made by hand at Hombo
Shuzo's Yakushima Denshogura, on the World Natural Heritage Island of Yakushima. Since 1960,
the distillery has fermented local sweet potatoes in traditional clay pots using handmade koji.
During the harvest season, its free, roughly 30-minute guided tour lets visitors watch the koji-
making and fermentation process up close, ending with tastings of its island-exclusive shochu in
the on-site shop. At the 2026 San Francisco World Spirits Competition, Hombo Shuzo's lineup
earned a Double Gold award, among other recent honors.

In Kirishima, English-guided excursions lead travelers on a short walk into the hills to a hidden
tea farm growing Kirishima tea — ranked Japan's top sencha for three consecutive years —
where they whisk matcha or brew sencha surrounded by mountain views.

Kagoshima's most famous product! Shochu Liquor (Discover Kagoshima)

Yakushima Denshogura Tour

Tea Experience in the splendid view tea farm (TABITTO Travel Kagoshima)

If you’d like to download photos and videos of Japan's tourist attractions, please visit the Japan Photo &
Video Library Links
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https://www.kagoshima-kankou.com/for/highlights/shochu
https://www.hombo.co.jp/en/visiting/yakushima/?srsltid=AfmBOoozJ8Jz28wRpaZP9oh0vVezgv57AgDd-DiiaebQTMoMsuK03VHQ
https://www.tabitto.co.jp/products/tea-experience-in-the-splendid-view?srsltid=AfmBOor8y-kvGy5MQy_zFnsa7yRDo6sgYmqMcJIOHQbFh1h9Eg7DUNVR
https://www.japan.travel/en/japan-photo-and-video-library/
https://www.japan.travel/en/japan-photo-and-video-library/

