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Japanese Whisky... at a time when it is starting to sweep all 
before it as awards build and international demand grows.

The fi rst comprehensive guide to a drink whose quality is widely 
admired and recognised.
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Consistently outscoring established distilleries in blind tastings and awards, this 
well-timed book brings to life a whisky that is rapidly capturing the hearts of even 
diehard traditionalists and becoming sought after in bars across the world.
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P E AT    F R U I T    W O O D    S P I C E    S H E R RY  K E Y:

YA M A Z A K I  1 9 8 4

Released in 2009 to mark the twenty-fifth 

anniversary of Yamazaki making single 

malts, this is a fine creation, a lovingly 

assembled new malt that is daringly 

different, and it is strikingly unlike 

anything else in the range. There are 

subtle spices and wood notes, an incense 

feel, and a rich, dark chocolate and 

cherry finish. It is a sweet, stylish whisky 

with a big taste indeed.

48% ABV

YA M A Z A K I  1 9 9 3

A couple of 1993 Yamazaki casks have 

made it overseas in recent years. French 

retailer and importer La Maison du 

Whisky had a big, sherried one that was 

reputedly excellent. But this is something 

else again. If you happen to find it, you’ll 

no doubt check the bottle at least twice, 

because it really is an oddball — a big, 

oily, peaty, and fishy malt on one side, 

and a flip-flop floral, buttery, hickory, and 

citrus palate on the other. Amazing.

62% ABV

YA M A Z A K I  B O U R B O N 
B A R R E L

Suntory has been showing off in recent 

years. Whisky making in Japan is 

complex, and often involves several malt 

styles produced under the same roof. 

Different yeasts and stills are used to 

make new spirit, as well as a number of 

different casks, creating intricate malts. 

So Suntory has been releasing styles of 

whisky representing just one aspect of its 

flag bearer, the twelve year old. This one 

majors in the sweet — toffee, and banana 

split, with a lot of vanilla ice cream.

48.2% ABV

YA M A Z A K I  M I Z U N A R A 
O A K  1 9 7 9

Mizunara oak is indigenous to Japan 

and is thought to be responsible for the 

delicate, spicy, incenselike flavor that 

normally characterizes the nation’s single 

malts. However, there is nothing subtle 

here. This has a big, peppery, earthy, and 

woody flavor, and the balance is all over 

the place. Heavy smokers might like it, 

or people who burn their steak, and then 

eat it with hot chili sauce. It’s not a fair 

reflection of Japanese style, and there 

are better examples of mizunara oak.

55% ABV
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M A LT I N G  A N D  M A S H I N G

Malting is the process by which the barley is “tricked” into 

growing by the addition of warm water. then, after a few days, 

the growing process is ended by heating the grain. When 

making a peaty whisky, it is at this stage that the flavor is 

imparted by drying some of the barley over peat fires.

When the barley starts to grow, the shoots break the grain’s 

husk, giving access to the starches and enzymes needed to 

make alcohol. After this process has taken place for a few days, 

it needs to be stopped, and this is done by drying the barley. 

these days, this is done with electric heaters, but if the distiller 

is looking to make a peaty whisky, then this is the part of the 

process where the peat flavor is imparted by drying the barley 

in the traditional way, over a peat fire. 

After drying, the barley is crushed into flour and put into 

large mash tuns, where hot water is added. the process is not 

unlike making a cup of tea. the waters release the starches 

and enzymes, and eventually the liquid can be separated from 

the husks. The resulting liquid, known as wort, is dark and 

sweet, and it is transferred to another holding vessel, known 

as a wash back. 

B E L O W  L E F T:  B A R L E Y 
Malted barley that has started to grow. 

B E L O W:  B U R N I N G  P E AT 
The smoke will give the whisky its smoky, 
peaty taste.

F E R M E N T I N G

to this wort is added the yeast, which feeds off the sugars and 

starches to form carbon dioxide and alcohol. this fermentation 

process may take anywhere from 45 hours to 145 hours, and, 

when it is complete, the product is known as distiller’s beer, or 

wash. It will have an alcoholic strength of 7– 11 % ABV, and it is 

sour, like a Belgian lambic beer. It differs from brewery beer in 

that it is purposely prepared in unsterilized conditions, and this 

is important, because the bacteria it contains are crucial to the 

distilling process.

Fermentation times can vary massively, depending on the 

conditions in which a distillery operates. traditionally, Scottish 

distillers have paid less attention to this part of the process, 

but that is changing. Distilleries are increasingly looking to the 

beer industry. The quality, type, and temperature of water will 

affect the rate of fermentation, and therefore the qualities and 

taste of the wash created. the Speyside region of Scotland, for 

instance, has benefited from the rich, soft water of the Spey 

River and its tributaries. 

F E R M E N TAT I O N
This is a traditional wooden wash back at 
Chichibu distillery. Here, yeast is added to the 
wash to start the fermenting process. 
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Japanese whisky pioneer Ichiro Akuto believes the future 

will be bright if Japan’s new distillers focus on quality. When 

he decided to take the plunge and build his own distillery, he 

had no idea that Japanese whisky was about to become the 

toast of whisky connoisseurs around the world — or that he 

would become the unlikely hero of a new wave of Japanese 

whisky drinkers. He comes from a family with a history of 

alcohol making stretching back to the seventeenth century, 

making traditional Japanese drinks such as sake. His father, 

Yutaka Akuto, owned Hanyu distillery, which started making 

whisky in the 1980 s.

“Traditional pot stills were installed at Hanyu Distillery 

in the 1980s, and it followed the traditional Scottish way of 

making whisky,” Ichiro says. “However, at that time, rather 

than enjoying single malt on its own, unfortunately people 

preferred to drink whisky ‘Mizuwari’ style [with ice and a lot 

of water], which doesn’t emphasize the character a lot. In 

the late 1990 s, business was not good. The sake brewing 

business was especially bad, and, sadly, my father decided 

to sell the company in 2004. Worse still, the new owner was 

not interested in the whisky business, and tried to throw 

away the stocks from Hanyu Distillery.

“I decided to leave the company, and set up a whisky 

company by myself. I asked many companies to store the 

Hanyu casks. However, it wasn’t easy. Finally, Mr. Yamaguchi 

from the sake-brewing company Sasanokawa Shuzo listened 

to me, and gave a helping hand. I understood the stocks 

from Hanyu Distillery would be gone someday, and I felt the 

need to leave something for future generations, too, so I 

built Chichibu Distillery in 2008. But I was very surprised with 

the growth of interest in Japanese whisky. When we started 

the Chichibu Distillery in 2008, I didn’t foresee the situation 

as it is now. I’m glad to hear that our Japanese whisky has 

been accepted by many people, and hope they taste and 

enjoy our whisky, not just buy it as an investment.”

Ever since the first bottlings of Chichibu were launched, 

they have been excellently received, and although they’re 

obviously much younger than the classic old and rare 

single malts that built Japan’s reputation for whisky, they 

have picked up the quality baton. So what makes these 

whiskies so special?
“First of all, I think it’s to do with the environment of 

Chichibu,” Akuto-san says. “The summer can be extremely 

hot, and the winters extremely cold. I believe that whisky 

maturation is greatly influenced by the nature of the place. 

To be honest, we are just trying the traditional way that 

many distilleries used to do, including the challenges 

of floor malting, and building our own cooperage. But, of 

course, our passion for whisky making makes our whisky 

special. Actually, we think about whisky all day.”

It’s the emphasis on quality that will ensure the future. 

Akutu-san is hoping that new distillers won’t cut corners 

and compromise on standards.

“New distilleries are of course a good thing,” he says. 

“It’s great that so many people started having an interest 

in whisky, and we hope it goes well so that we can all build 

a strong Japanese brand. What we are hoping for from the 

new distilleries is quality. Because of that, we are happy 

to help them. We have to ensure the Japanese brand as 

a quality brand.” So despite the shortage of Japanese 

whisky, does he think the future is bright? 

“I believe so,” he says. “The reputation of Japanese 

whisky is good now, but it doesn’t mean we should stop 

our search for better quality. We are still working hard for 

the future generations; that’s how the whisky business 

should be.”

I C H I R O  A K U T O

F O U N D E R  A N D  O W N E R  O F
C H I C H I B U  D I S T I L L E R Y

•

The unlikely hero of a new wave of 
Japanese whisky drinkers

I N T E R V I E W
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The distillery makes an estimated 63,000 gallons 

( 238,500 liters ) a year of grain and single malt whisky, nearly 

all of it for the domestic market. This, however, is in the 

process of changing. So does that reflect the belief that 

world demand will remain high for Japanese whisky?

“The world, including the people here in Japan,  

have discovered just how good Japanese whisky is,” says 

Tanaka. “The current boom might be due to drinkers 

craving something new, and the fact that it is scarce. To keep 

the momentum and to establish the category, we as whisky 

producers need to continue to show our commitment in 

offering genuine products. I am sure there will be ups and 

downs in the future. But in the long run, we at Kirin think the 

future for Japanese whisky is very promising.”

While most of the interest in Japanese whisky has been 

focused either on the leading two companies, Suntory 

and Nikka, or on the innovative efforts of the small players, 

such as Chichibu, a handful of other manufacturers have 

stayed below the radar. This is because they have tended to 

concentrate on the domestic Japanese market. However, 

with demand so high for Japanese whisky across the world, 

it has been changing. One of the companies with its eyes 

firmly fixed on exports is Kirin, owner of the Fuji Gotemba 

Distillery, sited close to Mount Fuji in the heart of Japan. 

According to chief blender Jota Tanaka, the site was chosen 

for three reasons.

“Firstly, the distillery is located at 2,000 feet ( 610 meters)

above sea level at the foot of Fuji in the city of Gotemba,” 

he says. “It’s cool with an average temperature of around 

55° F [13° C ], and the high humidity throughout the year 

is ideal for whisky maturation. Secondly, the production 

water is taken from underground streams that flow beneath 

Mount Fuji. The water is extremely clean and soft, and is 

filtered through Mount Fuji for more than 50 years.

“And finally the location is in the middle of Japan, and 

so it is logistically good for distribution throughout Japan.”

Kirin has been producing whisky, first as Kirin-Seagram in 

partnership with Chivas Brothers, and then on its own, since 

1973. The operation at its distillery is similar to distilleries 

elsewhere in Japan; that is, the plant has the capability to 

make a range of different single malt whisky styles as well 

as three contrasting styles of grain whisky: light, medium, 

and heavy.

The whisky itself, though, is a little different from that of 

other Japanese distilleries.

“The quality policy for our whisky is ‘clean and estery,’” 

says Tanaka-san. “We aim to make our whisky very smooth, 

with a rich, fruity flavor, and with sweet notes.

“Our goal has always been to produce quality whisky 

products for Japanese consumers to enjoy by using the 

most modern technology, equipment, and the top know-

how available in the whisky industry, not only from Scotland, 

but also the United States and Canada. We have been 

producing a wide variety of whisky products.“

J O TA  TA N A K A

C H I E F  B L E N D E R  A T  T H E 
F U J I  G O T E M B A  D I S T I L L E R Y

•

At the vanguard of the movement to produce  
quality whisky for Japan

I N T E R V I E W
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YA M A Z A K I 
D I S T I L L E R Y

Japan’s oldest customized distillery is the place where the 

modern-day Japanese whisky story started, and it retains a 

special place at the heart of Suntory’s expanding drinks empire. 

This is where Shinjiro Torii set about making genuine Japanese 

single malt whisky, and where Masataka Taketsuru worked with 

him to create the early Suntory whiskies. It was here that the 

first tentative steps were taken to create a whisky that was both 

true to the Scottish model that Takesuru-san had learned about 

during his time in Scotland and to develop it into something 

suited to the Japanese palate.

One look at the stillroom is sufficient to understand that 

Japanese whisky is a replica of Scottish single malt in only 

the loosest sense, and see that it is something else again. 

To understand even the basics of the distillation system on 

show at Yamazaki is to appreciate that there are hundreds of 

nuances and sophistications designed to make a complex, 

sophisticated, and uniquely Japanese product.

Yamazaki is big and modern, but it cuts no corners when 

making quality spirit. If ever there was a distillery that proved 

that it is absolutely possible to combine quantity with quality, 

this is it. There are question marks over its exact output, but 

the figure is thought to be in the region of 1.05 million gallons  

L O C AT I O N
S H I M A M O T O ,  O S A K A  P R E F E C T U R E ,  H O N S H U

O W N E R
S U N T O RY
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1 9 2 3
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C A S K  M A N A G E M E N T  AT  YA M A Z A K I
Billions of dollars have been spent improving 
facilities at the distillery.
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	The	commodore	of	that	fleet	brought	with	him	a	barrel	

of	American	whiskey	and	another	 110	gallons	 (400	 liters)	

to	 present	 to	 the	 Emperor.	 It	 was	 then	 that	 the	 die	was	

cast	—	Japan’s	obsession	grew	from	that	small	and	modest	

beginning.

	Japan	 has	 had	 a	 long	 and	 steady	 relationship	 with	

alcohol.	Sake,	its	increasingly	respected	rice	wine,	and	the	

distilled	spirits	shōchū	and	awamori,	have	been	produced	

and	 perfected	 over	 hundreds	 of	 years.	 So	 perhaps	 it	

should	come	as	something	of	a	surprise	that	the	country	

took	 to	 a	 spirit	 made	 from	 malted	 barley,	 a	 grain	 not	

readily	available	in	Japan.	Although	Japan	has	made	beer	

for	some	400	years,	for	most	of	that	period	this	drink	was	

either	prohibitively	expensive,	or	else	was	called	beer	but	

was	something	totally	different,	a	product	almost	certainly	

unacquainted	with	malted	barley.	For	most	of	the	twentieth	

century,	Japanese	government-approved	beer	was	a	dull,	

fizzy	lager.

The	search	for	whisky	began	60	or	70	years	before	the	

legendary	 Japanese	 whisky	 pioneer	 Masataka	 Taketsuru	
traveled	to	Scotland	in	1918	to	learn	how	to	distill	“proper” 

single	malt	whisky,	 or	 Suntory	 founder	 Shinjiro	Torii	 built	

the	country’s	first	distillery	in	1923.

There	 is	 evidence	 that,	 in	 the	 second	 half	 of	 the	

nineteenth	century,	all	sorts	of	concoctions	were	passed	off	

as	“whisky,”	often	labeled	“Scotch	whisky,”	so	it	was	only	a	

matter	of	time	before	someone	set	about	doing	it	properly.	

Nevertheless,	for	most	of	the	twentieth	century,	Japanese	

whisky	served	only	the	domestic	market,	and	when	interest	

in	 the	 drink	 grew	 among	 young,	 fashionable	 Japanese,	

they	looked	to	Scotland,	not	to	their	own	local	produce.

Japanese	whisky	had	to	overcome	numerous	hurdles	

to	reach	the	exalted	status	it	enjoys	today.	Despite	all	the	

evidence	 to	 the	 contrary,	 there	are	 still	 scores	of	people	

who	 won’t	 accept	 that	 any	 whisky,	 let	 alone	 Japanese	

whisky,	could	ever	match	what	Scotland	produces.	Japan’s	

whiskies	 have	 an	 extra	 problem	 not	 faced	 by	 the	 likes	

of	 Ireland	 and	 the	 United	 States:	 they	 are	 whiskies	 that	

are	 made	 the	 same	 way	 as	 Scotland’s,	 making	 direct	

comparisons	unavoidable.
Let’s	 tackle	 the	 matter	 of	 impersonation	 right	 away.	 It	

would	 be	 wrong	 to	 pretend	 that	 Japan’s	 whisky	 industry	

hasn’t	been	vastly	influenced	by	the	whiskies	of	Scotland.	The	

whole	story	of	the	“birth”	of	Japanese	whisky	is	based	on	a	

whisky	education	in	Scotland,	and	the	sites	for	the	distilleries	

of	 Japan	 were	 chosen	 because	 they	 reflected	 many	 of	

the	 conditions	 found	 in	 Scotland.	 More	 than	 that,	 while	

other	 countries,	 particularly	 the	United	 States,	 have	whisky	

industries	that	are	diverse,	and	make	whiskies	with	a	range	of	

grain	and	in	a	range	of	different	styles,	Japan	has	stayed	close	

to	the	Scottish	whisky	blueprint	—	single	malts,	vatted	malts,	

blended	whiskies,	and	occasional	grain	whiskies.

MENTIoN	 JApANESE	 whISky	 to	 people	 with	 even	 a	

smattering	of	knowledge	of	the	drinks	industry,	and	it	will	

provoke	 a	 number	 of	 reactions.	Most	 will	 be	 aware	 that	

Japan	makes	whisky;	 a	 good	 number	will	 know	 that	 the	

product	 is	highly	rated,	but	very	few	will	have	tried	it,	be	

able	to	name	any	Japanese	brand,	or	give	any	insight	into	

what	causes	the	excitement	that	surrounds	 it.	Like	Japan	

itself,	Japanese	whisky	is	an	exotic	and	mysterious	source	

of	bemusement	and	intrigue.

	Japan’s	 whisky	 industry,	 like	 so	 much	 else	 in	 that	

amazing	 and	 beautiful	 country,	 is	 complex,	 exciting,	

dynamic,	 and	 currently	 in	 a	 state	 of	 flux.	 Although	

Japanese	whisky	has	a	 long	history,	 it	 is	 still	 regarded	as	

new.	And	some	commentators	have	tried	to	explain	it	over-

simplistically.

	Confronted	by	a	culture	as	complex	and	nuanced	as	 

that	of	Japan,	alienated	by	a	language	that	uses	a	totally	

different	alphabet	and	includes	words	for	which	they	have	

no	 equivalents		—		not	 so	much	 lost	 in	 translation	 as	with	

no	accurate	translation	at	all	—	it’s	easy	for	westerners	to	

fall	back	on	simplistic	generalizations.	As	a	result,	the	west	

has	been	guilty	of	adopting	a	largely	meaningless	cultural	

shorthand,	 full	 of	 lazy	 stereotypes.	Meanwhile,	 the	 huge	

economic	miracle	 that	 took	 place	 in	 Japan	 has	 led	 to	 a	

monstrous	assault	on	the	traditional	ways	and	customs	of	

the	nation’s	rural	areas.

	In	 breaks	 from	 writing	 this	 book,	 I	 watched	 the	 TV	

documentary	 off	 The	 Rails:	 A	 Journey	 Through	 Japan,	

in	 which	 correspondent	 and	 author	 Ramsey	 Zarifeh	

compared	the	decline	of	Japan’s	regional	rail	network	with	

the	 country’s	 ever	 more	 sophisticated	 and	 increasingly	

fast	 high-speed	 trains.	 During	 his	 travels	 on	 the	 old-

style	 railroad	 system,	 he	 introduced	 viewers	 to	 eccentric	

musicians	who	impersonate	trains,	to	“Train	Idol,”	a	woman	

who	lives	her	life	dressed	as	a	conductor	and	surrounded	

by	railway	memorabilia,	and	to	a	cat	that	saved	a	station	

from	closure	by	becoming	a	tourist	attraction.	Zarifeh	also	

showed	the	latest	maglev	train	that	travels	on	a	cushion	of	

air,	and	is	capable	of	a	top	speed	of	375	mph	(600	km/h).

	The	old	and	new	of	the	railways	were	contrasted	side	

by	side,	and	Zarifeh	questioned	whether	Japan	would	be	

diminished	by	losing	the	regional	lines	that	have	held	local	

communities	together,	and	having	them	replaced	by	ever	

faster	trains	that	link	mega-cities	in	record	times.
	which	 brings	 us	 to	 whisky.	 The	 changes	 to	 the	

railways	—	the	 uneasy	 balance	 between	 the	 old	 and	 the	

new	—	are	reflected	in	Japan’s	whisky	industry.	The	country’s	

biggest	producer,	Suntory,	now	finds	itself	a	long	way	from	

its	roots,	and	from	the	days	when	its	founders	were	looking	

to	 Scotland	 for	 inspiration.	 Suntory	 was	 once	 a	 Japanese	

company	serving	its	domestic	market.	But	it	has	grown,	and	

made	overseas	acquisitions	that	have	turned	it	into	one	of	

the	biggest	drinks	companies	in	the	world.	

	Suntory	has	two	distilleries	in	Japan,	but	also	under	its	

wing	are	the	two	huge	Jim	Beam	plants	and	Maker’s	Mark	

in	 the	 United	 States,	 as	 well	 as,	 in	 Scotland,	 Laphroaig,	

Ardmore,	Glen	Garioch,	Bowmore,	Auchentoshan,	and	the	

blended	 whisky	 Teacher’s.	 Suntory’s	 interests	 these	 days	

stretch	way	beyond	its	homeland.

	There	 is	 nothing	new	about	 Japanese	whisky.	 Japan	

has	made	its	own	since	the	1920s,	and	its	fascination	with	

the	spirit	goes	back	to	the	1850s,	when	a	U.S.	fleet	arrived	

to	negotiate	a	treaty	that	would	force	Japan	to	end	its	long	

period	of	isolation,	and	begin	trading	with	other	nations.

I N T R O D U C T I O N
B y  D o m i n i c  R o s k R o w

c a p t i o n _ Accupie ndellor 
eperepuda sit, ulla nihit voluptam 

et occumet voluptatEt occumet 
Accupie ndellor eperepudasit, ulla 

nihit voluptam et occumet voluptat 
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there are other reasons why parallels between the 

whiskies of both countries are understandable. although 

japan has some barley — mugicha is a popular tea 

made with roasted barley — it imports scottish barley for 

whisky-making, and uses mainly traditional oak casks that 

previously held bourbon or sherry.

then there’s japanese blended whisky. to make a top-

quality, blended whisky, you need to have a lot of different 

malts to provide the complex array of flavors. In Scotland, 

there is an arrangement between whisky producers to 

exchange spirits, so that each blender has the broadest 

possible choice.

that simply doesn’t happen in japan. it’s the nature 

of business there not to share with rivals. and even if 

that were not the case, suntory and nikka own only two 

japanese distilleries each.

there are only two ways to get over that problem: 

either you equip your distilleries with stills in different 

shapes and sizes, and of different types, use a range of 

yeasts and mature the various spirits in different styles of 

casks; alternatively, you can bring in spirit from overseas.

in japan, both solutions have been adopted. the 

distilleries owned by suntory and nikka are incredibly 

complex, and capable of producing dozens of different 

malts. But it is the second way of improving their range 

that has raised eyebrows.

japan is not alone in importing malt whisky from 

scotland, and using it in what it calls blended whisky: 

india has any number of such whiskies; canada permits its 

distillers to add other liquids to their creations, and some, 

owned by distilling companies in kentucky, add bourbon. 

destilerias y crianza, suntory Beam’s distillery in spain, 

adds Laphroaig and ardmore to its domestic blends.

But since the huge success of japanese whiskies in 

international competitions put them well and truly into the 

spotlight, some commentators have suggested that the 

practice is wrong and should be abandoned.
however, it is far too simplistic to dismiss japanese 

whiskies as little more than “me too” scotches. the 

japanese strive to analyze and improve to the point of 

perfection, and scotland has clearly served as their major 

influence. But from the very outset, Suntory founder 

shinjiro torii aimed to create whisky suited to the japanese 

palate, and the more you taste japanese whisky, the more 

you realize how diverse and varied it is, how complex many 

of the spirits are, and how many of the aromas and flavors 

are found nowhere else. If whisky can vary so significantly 

across scotland, or between sweden and australia, then it 

is almost inevitable that japanese whisky will be something 

else again.

in broad terms, there are two basic ways of making 

whisky: either the same way as the scots — in which case 

you’re going to need to be very good, because they have 

been doing it for a long time — or by doing something 

different, as with bourbon and some of the experimental 

grain whiskeys coming out of the united states.

But let’s drill down a bit further. all styles of whisky are 

made with grain, yeast, and water. Making whisky can be 

done in one of two ways — by using a pot still, or by using 

a column or continuous still. japan makes use of both 

methods, and so does Scotland. There are five styles of 

whisky — single malt, vatted/blended malt, single grain, 

and multi-grain. japan makes all of them. again, so does 

scotland.

c a p t i o n _ Accupie ndellor 
eperepuda sit, ulla nihit voluptam et 
occumet voluptatEt occumet voluptat 
vel impor sunt lacearum ium faccabo.  
Accupie ndellor eperepudasit, ulla 
nihit voluptam et occumet voluptat 
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YA M A Z A K I 
D I S T I L L E R Y

Japan’s oldest customized distillery is the place where the 

modern-day Japanese whisky story started, and it retains a 

special place at the heart of Suntory’s expanding drinks empire. 

This is where Shinjiro Torii set about making genuine Japanese 

single malt whisky, and where Masataka Taketsuru worked with 

him to create the early Suntory whiskies. It was here that the 

first tentative steps were taken to create a whisky that was both 

true to the Scottish model that Takesuru-san had learned about 

during his time in Scotland and to develop it into something 

suited to the Japanese palate.

One look at the stillroom is sufficient to understand that 

Japanese whisky is a replica of Scottish single malt in only 

the loosest sense, and see that it is something else again. 

To understand even the basics of the distillation system on 

show at Yamazaki is to appreciate that there are hundreds of 

nuances and sophistications designed to make a complex, 

sophisticated, and uniquely Japanese product.

Yamazaki is big and modern, but it cuts no corners when 

making quality spirit. If ever there was a distillery that proved 

that it is absolutely possible to combine quantity with quality, 

this is it. There are question marks over its exact output, but 

the figure is thought to be in the region of 1.05 million gallons  

L O C AT I O N
S H I M A M O T O ,  O S A K A  P R E F E C T U R E ,  H O N S H U

O W N E R
S U N T O RY

F O U N D E D
1 9 2 3
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1 , 8 4 9 , 0 0 0  G A L L O N S  ( 7 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  L I T E R S )
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S H E R RY  C A S K  B O T T L I N G S
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C A S K  M A N A G E M E N T  AT  YA M A Z A K I
Billions of dollars have been spent improving 
facilities at the distillery.
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S H Ō C H Ū  L O U N G E
Wild and wacky murals, low seductive 
lighting, and an extensive Japanese 
drinks list make this bar under iconic 
restaurant Roka well worth a visit.

W H AT ’ S  O N  T H E  B A R ? 

The bar’s mix of more than forty 
years brings together some 
favorites from Suntory and Nikka 
with some genuine rarities.

Yamazaki 12 YO
Yamazaki 18 YO
Yamazaki 25 YO
Hakushu 12 YO
Hakushu 18 YO
Nikka Taketsuru 12 YO
Yoichi NAS
Yoichi 12 YO
Miyagikyo NAS
Miyagikyo 12 YO
Karuizawa 30 Yo Sherry cask
Karuizawa 29 Yo Bourbon cask
Karuizawa 1981 
hanyu 2000 cask 919 RoKA 

Selection
Shinshu Mars The Revival 2011
Komagatake 2011
Togouchi 8 YO
Togouchi 12 YO
Ichiro’s Malt Wine Wood
chichibu Port Pipe
chichibu The Peated
chichibu chibidaru
chichibu on The Way
White Oak Akashi

Enter Roka and you’re in a clean and smart contemporary Japanese 
restaurant. It exudes class, style, and sophistication. Food with a 
worldwide reputation for quality is served with hushed efficiency. The 
staff are attentive and professional. The finest meat, seafood, and 
vegetables are lovingly prepared by top chefs. Then go downstairs 
to the Shōchū Lounge and wow, you’re suddenly in a different world. 
This is an atmospheric, sexy, denlike bar bordering on decadent, 
and with garish Japanese murals and a youthful vibe that is in stark 
contrast to Roka. The environment is fun, but the whisky is serious.

W H AT  S E T S  T H E  B A R  A PA RT ?  Walk down the stairs and 

into the Shōchū and that question is well and truly answered. Few 

bars anywhere have been so skillfully designed to contrast with the 

restaurant upstairs. Manager James Shearer says: “This venue offers 

two very Japanese gastronomic experiences. The Shōchū one is an 

aural and visual assault to the senses, with an excellent range of 

Japanese whiskies as well as shōchū, sake, well-crafted cocktails,  

and food. The bar prides itself on creating unique atmosphere,  

and puts great emphasis on its attention to detail.”

W H AT  D O  T H E Y  R E C O M M E N D ?  James says: “For something 

different and more exclusive, two whiskies: the hanyu 2000 cask 57.6%, 

which was bought and bottled exclusively for Roka and Zuma. It has 

intense flavors, and is woody, with toffee and spices. It benefits from a 

small amount of water.

"The Karuizawa 1981, 63.4%, is dark, and has notes from the sherry 

cask, dark berries, licorice, and spices. There are very few bottles of 

this left, so when it’s gone, it’s gone. Definitely one to try once in 

your lifetime! Also Suntory’s Yamazaki 18 Year old, 43%, has a well-

deserved reputation, is always in demand, and is a top-class whisky.

"Finally, nikka’s Yoichi 2015 nonage statement 43%. nikka has 

excelled at entry-level whiskies. This one is great: soft peat notes 

characteristic of Yoichi, great on its own or versatile in cocktails."

S H Ō C H Ū  L O U N G E
L O N D O N,  E N G L A N D

ROKA  ·  chARLoTTe STReeT, LonDon W1T 1RR,  

unITeD KIngDoM 

+44 207 580 6464 | WWW.RoKAReSTAuRAnT.coM

2 1 0  B A R S  A R O U N D  T H E  W O R L D L E  G A M I N  D E  B A S T I L L E  2 1 12 1 0  B A R S  A R O U N D  T H E  W O R L D

L E  G A M I N
This place can be described as  
a little like Aladdin’s cave.

LE GAMIN DE BASTILLE  ·  34, RUE DE LAPPE 75011, 

BASTILLE, PARIS, FRANCE 

+ 33 1 40 21 01 82 | LEGAMINBASTILLE.FR

W H AT ’ S  O N  T H E  B A R ? 

On the face of it Le Gamin is just 
another quaint and pleasant, but 
unexceptional, cafe bar. That is, 
until you notice the Japanese 
whisky list.

Hakushu NAS
Hakushu 12 YO
Hakushu 18 YO
Hibiki 12 YO
Hibiki 17 YO
Hiibiki 21 YO
Karuizawa various vintages
Miyagikyo 10 YO
Miyagikyo 15 YO
Nikka Black
Nikka From The Barrel
Nikka Coffey Still
Tagouchi 17 YO
Taketsuru 12 YO
Taketsuru 17 YO
Taketsuru 21 YO
Yamazaki 12 YO
Yamazaki Bourbon Barrel
Yoichi 1991

Le Gamin de Bastille looks like the kind of cafe bar you find 
thousands of in France — a typical coffee and newspaper stopping 
point. It sits in a row of other bars and stores, and according to its 
owners, Ihab and Imene Mikhael, they’re operating in a lively and 
touristy area and on their street alone there are forty bars. Le Gamin 
was just one of them until the Mikhaels set out to change it. Now, as 
Madame Mikhael puts it "C’est un peu la caverne d’Ali Baba" (Its a 
little like Ali Baba's cave"). In fact, there is something slightly eastern 
about the interior, the furniture rustic, and the bar ramshackle in the 
best possible way.

W H AT  S E T S  T H E  B A R  A PA RT  The extensive whisky and rum 

range, the crêperie, and the joie de vivre of the owner. “One day my 

husband wanted to drink a whisky and went to a number of bars, but 

each time he found practically the same bottles and no choice,” recalls 

Madame Mikhael. “He wanted a choice of spirits, and so he began to 

grow our range of whisky, rum, gin. At the beginning, our aim was to 

get to forty different whiskies, then sixty, eighty, 120. Today we have 

almost 200 from across the whole world.”

W H AT  D O  T H E Y  R E C O M M E N D ?  " Yamazaki 18 Year Old won 

many medals between 2007 and 2013, and is made up of whisky from a 

sherry butt and a Japanese mizunara cask,” says Imene. "It is a whisky 

that does not leave you disappointed.”

Nikka Yoichi 1991: “This 23-year-old single cask is one of the 

rarest Japanese whiskies, with the release limited to just 423 bottles 

worldwide, a good reason for enthusiasts to be torn apart in their wish 

to have a bottle.”

Karuizawa, various vintages. "These days this whisky heads the 

list of the most sought-after malts. After production stopped in 2000 

and the distillery was dismantled in 2011, prices have gone up and up. 

We have four different vintages: 1981, 1982, 1983, and 1984, two from 

bourbon casks and two sherry butts. An exceptional rarity.”

L E  G A M I N  D E  B A S T I L L E
P A R I S ,  F R A N C E
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AWA  H I B I K I
Alternative Whisky Academy (AWA) is a private enterprise 

in Osaka owned by Suntory. Hibiki 12 Year Old is one of the 

company’s blended whiskies, but it is becoming harder to 

find, so feel free to replace it with Hibiki Harmony. The sweet 

and fragrant ingredients in this cocktail complement the fruity 

flavors of Hibiki 12 Year Old.

I N G R E D I E N T S

2 ounces (5.4 cl) Strawberry Espuma

¼ ounce (0.7 cl) Hibiki 12 Year Old Whisky

¾ ounce (2.1 cl) Prosecco

½ ounce (1.4 cl) sugar cane syrup

Two dashes of Jerry Thomas bitters

M E T H O D

Simply add the ingredients together and stir.

YA M A Z A K I  S O U R
This is a Japanese take on the traditional sour, which is made 

with whisky or bourbon. The sour is a classic cocktail with a 

history stretching back some 150 years. It is usually made with 

egg white, but for those who do not like it or cannot have egg 

white, pineapple juice can be used as a substitute. Yamazaki 

Distiller’s Reserve makes an excellent whisky sour.

I N G R E D I E N T S

1¾ ounces (5 cl) Yamazaki Distiller’s Reserve

 ounce (0.3 cl) lemon juice

 ounce (0.3 cl) sugar cane syrup

1 egg white

Two dashes of lemon bitters

M E T H O D

1. Add Yamazaki and lemon juice.

2. Mix in the sugar cane syrup and egg white, and stir.

3. Add the lemon bitters.

L E F T:  AWA  H I B I K I
The sweetness of the strawberries complement  
Hibiki 12 Year Old or Hibiki Harmony.

B E L O W:  YA M A Z A K I  S O U R
This is a modern take on a traditional classic. 

Japanese whisky is now hailed as among the very best in the world, having won scores of 
international accolades. In 2014 a Japanese 
whisky finally won the title of World’s Best 
Whisky in Jim Murray’s Whisky Bible and the 
art continues to thrive as demand across the 
globe grows.
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Japanese whisky has now clearly earned its reputation and is hailed as among 
the very best in the world. Winning scores of international accolades, in 2014 
a Japanese whisky finally won the title of World’s Best Whisky in Jim Mur-
ray’s Whisky Bible. Originally created to emulate the malts of Scotland, Japa-
nese whiskies now occupy a distinct and unique place in the world of whisky. 
Nonetheless, in spite of their successes they have remained enigmatic and 
exotic. Many whisky drinkers are only now discovering them for the first time 
and yet Japanese whisky has a history stretching back nearly a century.

In Whisky Japan, internationally recognised authority Dominic Roskrow re-
veals what makes Japanese whisky so special and sought-after by whisky con-
noisseurs around the world. In the most comprehensive book on Japanese 
whisky ever written in English, Roskrow details the companies that make Jap-
anese whisky and gets up close and personal with Japan’s distilleries, delving 
in to their complex production processes, traditions and new innovations that 
allow this spirit to push boundaries and take the competition head on. The 
reader is taken on a journey to the very heart of Japanese whisky making, 
with extensive tasting notes for all the leading expressions, a special selection 
of rare Japanese treasures, profile interviews with key personalities and over 
500 beautiful photographs and illustrations, introducing the reader to the 
whisky makers, blenders, independent bottlers, retailers, collectors, bloggers 
and bartenders behind this mystical drink. There is a complete guide to the 
best bars across the world in which to taste Japanese whisky, and useful trav-
el tips on how to get to the distilleries and what other tourist attractions are 
available at the distilleries.

British journalist and acknowledged expert on world 
whisky Dominic Roskrow is the author of many books on 
the subject from leading publishers, including Need To 
Know Whiskies: From Confused to Connoisseur (2008), 
1001 Whiskies to Try Before you Die and The World’s 
Best Whiskies: 750 Unmissable Drams from Tennessee 
to Tokyo (2010). He has recently completely revised and 

updated the world’s best-selling 
whisky book, Michael Jackson’s Malt 
Whisky Companion (2015). Dominic 
won the Fortnum & Mason Award 
for Best Drinks Writer for 2015.


