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The difficulty of 

growing rice has proven 

to be a blessing in 

disguise for Kagoshima, 

as the prefecture is 

now synonymous with 

quality shochu

spiritgood
In

BY JASON HAIDAR
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t’s only 11am, but I’m 
already starting to feel a 
little tipsy from sampling 
my fi fth shochu of the day. 
I’m in Gomeigaisha 

Tamura distillery, located in the sleepy 
seaside town of Ibusuki. The town is part 
of Kagoshima prefecture at the south-
western tip of Japan’s Kyushu island. 

I’ve come to check out Japan’s “other” 
liquor. With the global spotlight on its 
more famous cousin, sake, shochu tends 
to fl y under the radar. For those not so 
familiar with traditional Japanese 
liquors, it can be hard to pinpoint the 
diff erence between the two. Sake is 
actually a general term that refers to any 
type of Japanese alcohol. What comes to 
mind for many people when they think of 
sake is the rice wine, known as nihonshu, 
which is made from fermented rice. 

Shochu is also a Japanese alcohol, but it 
is distilled, like vodka or whiskey, rather 
than brewed. It can be made from several 
diff erent base ingredients, namely barley, 
rice, sugar cane, buckwheat or sweet 
potato. The latter is known as satsuma 
imo in Japanese, named after the Satsuma 
Domain, the old name for Kagoshima. 

It’s the sweet potato variety of shochu 
that’s got me feeling a little light-headed 
as I sip on my drink with Gomeigaisha 
Tamura sales manager Kazuyoshi 
Kuwazuru, whose family runs the 
distillery. A rich aroma of steamed 
satsuma imo hangs in the air, and its soft, 
sweet taste lingers on my palate after 
every swig. There’s a reason why the 
sweet potato is so revered in this part of 
the world, Kuwazuru tells me, and why 
imojochu, or sweet potato shochu, has 
become the signature beverage of the 
Kagoshima region. 

“Because of the ash from Sakurajima, 
the soil is diff erent from other parts of 
Japan. This made it diffi  cult to produce 
typical Japanese agriculture,” he says, 
referring to the common Japanese crops 
of rice and beans. 

Over thousands of years, the landscape 
of Kagoshima has been shaped by one 
thing – the giant mountain of Sakurajima. 
Rising 1,117 metres above sea level, the 
still-active volcano dominates the view 
from nearly every angle within 
Kagoshima city.

Once, the ground the volcano currently 
sits on was one of the many islands that 
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CLOCKWISE FROM 

FAR LEFT: 

KAZUYOSHI 

KUWAZURU LEADS A 

TOUR OF THE 

GOMEIGAISHA 

TAMURA DISTILLERY; 

KAGOSHIMA’S 

ASH-DENSE SOIL 

ALLOWS SWEET 

POTATOES TO 

FLOURISH; SHOCHU 

FROM GOMEIGAISHA 

TAMURA; A SWEET 

POTATO FIELD 
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make up Kyushu – the southern region 
of Japan – but lava fl ows from the 1914 
eruption caused the former island of 
Sakurajima to become connected with 
the Osumi Peninsula. Eruptions occur 
hundreds of times a year, shooting 
smoke and ash into the sky, shrouding 
the city and farmlands below. 

Kuwazuru goes on to explain that in 
the 15th and 16th centuries, Kagoshima 
farmers who lived off  the land had it 
tougher than farmers in other areas of 
Japan. Under pressure to make a living 
for their families, as well as to produce 
food for the lord of the powerful ruling 
Shimazu clan, they struggled because 
the volcanic ash in the soil made it hard 
for their crops to thrive. However, in 
1705, all of that changed. 

The story goes that a local fi sherman 
named Riemon Maeda returned from a 
trip to the Ryukyu Kingdom in 
Okinawa, just south of Kagoshima, with 

a strange foreign crop – the sweet 
potato. Riemon planted it in the 
ash-dense soil of Kagoshima and it 
fl ourished. This fast-growing, 
high-yielding vegetable would go on to 
change the lives of farmers and save the 
lives of residents when a famine hit the 
area in 1732. 

Sweet potatoes are traditionally 
baked by hot stones. Known as 
yaki-imo (cooked potato), it’s one of the 
beloved ways to enjoy Kagoshima’s top 
crop even to this day, especially in 
autumn. A common variety of 
Kagoshima sweet potato has a purple 
skin with white fl esh, but the inside 
turns bright yellow when baked. Dense 
and sweet, it is best enjoyed on its own. 

Since satsuma imo was so revered as 
a food, I wondered how it became the 
main ingredient in the trademark liquor 
of the region. Turns out, there’s a very 
good reason. Kuwazuru explains that in 

feudal Japan, taxes were paid in 
measurements of rice called koku. 
Since the feudal lord collected so much 
of Kagoshima’s rice in taxes, it made 
sense to start using an alternative 
crop to make alcohol, and imojochu 
was born. 

The details, mind you, are a little 
foggy, Kuwazuru reminds me as he 
extends an arm to grab a giant ladle off  
the wall of Gomeigaisha Tamura’s 
distillation room. The spirit has 
evolved over hundreds of years, after 
all. In fact, Gomeigaisha Tamura itself 
is so old that they’re not really sure 
when it fi rst opened. “We offi  cially 
registered as a business in 1897, though 
we’ve been around longer than that. 
The documentation is lost so we’re not 
exactly sure how old we are,” he 
chuckles merrily as he dips the jumbo 
ladle into a large container full of 
imojochu, still in its purest form right 
after distilling. He extends the ladle out 
to me to sample this virgin shochu. 

Despite my light-headed buzz, or 
perhaps because of it, I jump at the 
chance to try the undiluted version 
straight from the vat. Water is usually 
added to the fi nal product to bring the 
alcohol level down from 37% to 25%. As 
I approach the ladle, the fi rst thing that 
hits me is the full-bodied aroma 
characteristic of strong spirits. 

LEFT TO RIGHT: THE 

YAKI-IMO IS A 

UBIQUITOUS SNACK 

IN KAGOSHIMA; ENJOY 

VIEWS OF SAKURAJIMA 

FROM NEARLY EVERY 

ANGLE IN KAGOSHIMA 

CITY 

“The fi rst thing that hits 
me is the full-bodied aroma 

characteristic of strong spirits”
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HOW SHOCHU 

IS MADE 

Imojochu comes in many 
varieties, depending on 
what kind of sweet potato is 
used. The sweet potatoes are 
washed, steamed and allowed 
to cool, then crushed and 
mixed with other ingredients. 
Here are other factors that 
determine the final taste.

1. HOW LONG IT’S AGED

Most distilleries age their 
standard imojochu for two or 
three months, but premium 
shochu can be aged for as long 
as 30 years.

2. THE TYPE OF VESSEL IT’S 

AGED IN

Shochu can be aged in wooden 
barrels, stainless steel tanks or 
clay pots.

3. THE TYPE OF KOJI 

(FERMENTING AGENT) USED

Koji – a type of mould – is a 
fermenting agent added to 
yeast and water to change the 
starch and sugar in the potato 
to alcohol. There are three 
types of koji used to make 
shochu – black, yellow and 
white. Black koji gives a strong, 
sharp, full-bodied taste, while 
shochu made from yellow koji 
results in a mellower, sweeter 
liquor. White koji shochu has a 
crisp, clear and mild taste. 

LEFT: KAZUYOSHI 

KUWAZUKU, SALES 

MANAGER OF 

GOMEIGAISHA 

TAMURA, 

INSPECTING VIRGIN 

SHOCHU IN 

A VAT 
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I sip, and the clear, earthy-tasting liquid 
burns its way down my throat and into the 
crevices of my belly, sending ripples of 
warmth throughout my body the way a 
proper Scotch whiskey does. 

The distillery sources its sweet potatoes 
from Tokko, where the fi rst ever satsuma 
imo crop was planted in Kagoshima. Crops 
harvested there are said to have a 
particular taste, and the Gomeigaisha 
Tamura shochu-making method involves 
leaving the skin on, rather than peeling it 
fi rst like other distilleries do, to really 
bring out the earthy sweet potato fl avour. 

With 113 distilleries and over 2,000 
diff erent brands of shochu in Kagoshima, 
there are plenty of variations to try. After 
all, no two shochu kura (distilleries) are 
the same. Eager to learn and try more, I 
venture to my next destination – a 
distillery that is as much a museum as it is 
a shochu maker. 

The process of shochu-making at 
Meijigura distillery hasn’t changed for 
more than a hundred years. I tread 

carefully as distillery director Kazuto 
Kukino walks me through the 
fermentation room, which is full of deep, 
round clay pots sunken into the fl oor and 
with large wooden barrels piled up in the 
background. Meijigura has been around 
since the Meiji era (1868–1912) and still 
uses the exact same brown clay pots and 
wooden barrels as when it fi rst opened. 

“Here we make shochu in the traditional 
style. We want people to know the culture 
and history of it. The process, the taste – it 
is the same as before,” explains Kukino. 
From late August to early December, 
visitors are welcome to come and observe 
the process for themselves. 

“We have a four-month season to make 
imojochu, and we produce 10,000 bottles a 
day. This will be our supply for the whole 
year,” says Kukino. 

Despite spending the better part of the 
day touring distilleries and sampling the 
goods, my newfound thirst for shochu is 
still not yet sated, so I make a beeline for 
the swanky Honkaku Shochu Bar Ishizue 

HOW TO ENJOY 

SHOCHU

We ask Yuichi Ikehata, owner 
of Honkaku Shochu Bar 
Ishizue in Kagoshima city, 
about the best way to enjoy 
this spirit.

THE TRADITIONAL WAY

The oyuwari style – where 
shochu made from white koji 
is mixed with a little warm 
water to bring out the flavour 
of the alcohol – is the method 
favoured by distillery workers 
and shochu connoisseurs. 
“Pour hot water into the glass,” 
advises Ikehata. “Add ice 
until it’s a little warmer than 
skin temperature, then add 
imojochu. The subtle heat will 
make the flavours come alive.” 

THE MODERN WAY

You can also enjoy shochu 
mizuwari style, where shochu 
made with black koji is served 
with cold water for a cool, 
refreshing beverage. Simply 
add water to the alcohol, 
stir, and sip.

CLOCKWISE FROM 

RIGHT: MEIJIGURA’S 

FERMENTATION 

ROOM; KAZUTO 

KUKINO, DISTILLERY 

DIRECTOR OF 

MEIJIGURA; 

VISITORS CAN FIND 

OUT MORE ABOUT 

THE FASCINATING 

HISTORY OF 

SHOCHU HERE 
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