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Japanese Winemakers Are Redefining
What Makes a Top Pinot Noir
From Napa to New Zealand, a delicate, subtle style is gaining influence. Here’s eight
bottles to try

By Elin McCoy
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Hi, Top Shelf drinkers, it’s Elin McCoy, with the insider track on
the latest in wine.

My February has been packed with tastings, from a look at the
2020 vintage for Brunello di Montalcino (yes, buy) to a slew of
delicious cabernet francs from Long Island and the Finger Lakes
that made me think the grape could become New York state’s
signature red.

But I’ve also been binge-watching the lavish samurai-centric mini-
series Shōgun, which won four Golden Globe awards including best
drama TV series.

What does feudal 17th century Japan have to do with wine today?
Not a lot. But the series made me reflect on the recent rise of
Japanese and Japanese American winemakers in California, Oregon
and Burgundy and how they’re influencing the current style of
pinot noir and its future. Below is my take on which producers and
wines to look for.
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And, as usual, I’ve sampled a host of brand-new bottles this
month, and found one from Napa that surprised and impressed
me.

But first, here’s a look at the latest wine news:

The Japanese touch
I’ve long been fascinated by the Japanese take on wine, from the
first Japanese winemaker in California, Kanaye Nagasawa, whose
19th and early 20th century story I’ve been researching for more
than a decade, to the manga hit Drops of God and its TV
adaptation, to the ever-growing number of Japanese winemakers
around the world that I’ve met with.

Many have a special affinity for making pinot noirs in a delicate,
subtle style with the kind of savory-umami flavors that echo
Japanese food. And their influence is growing, as more pinot
producers focus on balancing richness and nuance in their wines.

More than a dozen Japanese and Japanese American winemakers
in California and Oregon came together last summer for the first
Nikkei Wine Summit in Los Angeles. Organizer Ken Minami,
deputy counsel at Delicato Family Wines, says, “We were trying to
link the Japanese and their cultural sensibilities with winemaking.”

One of the speakers was Tokyo-born, pinot-loving winemaker
Akiko Freeman, who founded Freeman Winery in Sonoma with
her husband, Ken, in 2001, and whom I first met more than 15
years ago. She says her grandmother, a master of kodo, a 1,000-
year-old traditional classical art of enjoying and identifying incense
in a structured way (like a tea ceremony), informed her sense of
smell and ideas about the importance of aroma in wine.

Her associate winemaker, Eiji Akaboshi, born in Chile to Japanese
parents, cites the influence of his mother’s Japanese cooking on his
sense of taste. “My palate for nuance and subtle flavors developed
at a young age,” he says. “Wines with higher alcohol and lots of
tannin are too much for me.”

Akaboshi is also a link to California’s Japanese wine past—
Nagasawa, who presided over the 19th century winery in Sonoma
named Fountaingrove, was his great-great-granduncle. (A
Nagasawa exhibit is on display at the Satsuma Students Museum in
Kagoshima, Japan, until the end of June, with a film that includes
yours truly.)

Even second- and third-generation Americans of Japanese descent
who don’t speak the language say the culture affects how they
make wine.

Byron Kosuge, for example, championed balanced pinots at
Saintsbury Winery in Carneros before starting his own eponymous
winery and considers himself entirely American culturally. But he
says Japanese concepts about taste, aesthetics and philosophy—like
purity of flavor—subconsciously shape his wines.

Others, like Tokyo transplant Nori Nakamura, who founded Noria
Wines in 2010 and opened a winery in Berkeley in 2023, aim to
make wines that pair well with Japanese food. One of his four
pinots is featured on New York restaurant Tsukimi’s tasting menu.

Naturally, there’s a burgeoning Japanese community of chefs and
winemakers in the ur-region for pinot noir, Burgundy.

One recent up-and-comer is Tomoko Kuriyama at the tiny domaine
Chanterêves, which she co-owns with her winemaking husband,
Guillaume Bott. They began it as a négociant project in 2010,
buying grapes from modest sites, and now own land in Savigny.
The wines are fine boned and mouthwateringly vibrant, with
ethereal floral aromas.

But right now, the ultimate Japanese cult label for Burgundy
insiders is Kei Shiogai. Raised in Tokyo, he studied economics and
politics, but fell in love with pinot noir while working as a
sommelier and headed to France to make it. He first began
commercializing his own wines in 2021, and now makes about
10,000 bottles of more than a dozen separate cuvées. He, too,
favors a light, delicate, crystalline style of pinot with pure flavors
and aromas of rose petals.

There’s so much more, including tiny Oregon players like Shiba
Wichern Cellars and just-launched wines from Junichi Fujita, and
top Japanese winemakers in New Zealand such as Hiro Kusuda.
What these producers have in common is a commitment to organic
or biodynamic farming and to making wines with the subtle
nuances of taste and aroma that wine lovers like me seek in great
pinot noir.

Here’s my list of must-try wines from Japanese makers:

California

2022 B. Kosuge Pinot Noir The Shop ($35)
This fresh red with delicate but tangy spice and cherry flavors and
pretty aromas of cranberries comes from a vineyard near the
Carneros Inn. It’s all about balance, moderate ripeness and not a
lot of oak.

2022 Noria Winery Umino Vineyard Pinot Noir ($50)
At New York restaurant Tsukimi, this silky-textured, cherry- and
raspberry-scented wine from grapes grown in the Russian River
Valley is served with sesame tofu with fig and truffle, a top
combination.

2021 Freeman Yu-Ki Estate pinot noir ($63)
If she’s cooking Japanese food at home, Akiko Freeman says this
cuvée from the West Sonoma Coast is her go-to wine. It combines a
bright fruit character with mushroomy, earthy, savory flavors. The
name Yu-Ki means “big tree,” and the property is surrounded by
old growth redwoods.

Burgundy

2020 Maison Lou Dumont Bourgogne rouge ($40)
Founded in 2000 by former sommelier Koji Nakada and his Korean
wife, Jae Hwa Park, this tiny négociant in Gevrey-Chambertin was
the first Japanese producer I visited in Burgundy. The kanji
symbols on the label for sky, earth and man refer to the basic
elements that make wine possible. Their fruity-savory-earthy basic
red is organically farmed and delicious, especially for the price.

2022 Maison Chanterêves Bourgogne Rouge ($53)
With haunting floral aromas and bright pure fruit flavors, this basic
pinot from an exciting producer has fans among natural wine
aficionados as well as collectors.

2022 Petit-Roy Bourgogne Hautes Cotes de Beaune Ronsin
($56)
Seichi Sato launched Petit-Roy’s first wines in 2017. This spicy, deep
red, full of lively energy and fruit and unusual purity and
precision, comes from the slopes near Pommard.

2021 Kei Shiogai Pommard ($1,000)
Yes, the price is insane, and the wines are almost unobtainable. I
tasted this one thanks to a collector friend. The highly aromatic
style showcases extremely silky tannins and delicate flavors that
almost seem to shimmer.

New Zealand

2018 Kusuda Wines Pinot Noir ($311)
Tokyo-born Hiroyuki Kusuda trained as a lawyer, worked for the
consulate general of Japan in Sydney and threw it all in to make
wine. He’s meticulous to a fanatical degree, and his pinots age
brilliantly. This lightly spicy vintage has fruity charm, complex
aromas of roses, cherries and tea, and amazing precision.

Best new wine of the month

I’m a bit blasé about the regular rollout of new Napa cabernet
projects, but this new wine, officially released on Tuesday, wowed
me. It’s rich and satisfying and oh-so-smooth, with soft mineral
and fruit flavors, a tiny hint of mint chocolate and impeccable
balance.

Behind it is an intriguing mix of new ideas. Grapes from a small
part of this historic vineyard in Rutherford used to go into
Trailside, a Heitz Cellar single-vineyard cabernet. Now the whole
property belongs to billionaire Gaylon Lawrence, so Lawrence
Wine Estates Chief Executive Officer Carlton McCoy instituted a
new farming regime for each soil type and pulled in an unusual
partner to make this brand-new cabernet: Burgundian Jeremy
Seysses of world-renowned Domaine Dujac.

The duo is experimenting with winemaking techniques not used
for Napa cabernets, such as fermenting with a small amount of
whole clusters of grapes, which gives the wine a softer texture and
different aromatic profile from a typical cab. “We’re reinventing.
It’s a new era,” says McCoy. “Twenty years ago, this would have
been too risky.”

What’s in your glass?
What wine first made you go wow? Have a tale of discovering a beer
or cocktail that’s become a lifelong favorite? Is there a whiskey you
can’t stop talking about? E-mail us at topshelf@bloomberg.net, and
you might be featured in an upcoming Top Shelf newsletter.
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Incredible Japanese-style pinot noirs. Source: Vendors
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Winery tasting rooms are rolling out deals. You can now find $15
tastings in Sonoma and even a free one in Napa—but hurry.
Wineries are working to woo back visitors because traffic has
been dropping since 2022. Why? Over the past 12 years, fees
jumped by nearly 350%.

Trump’s roller-coaster slash-and-burn governmental cuts will
impact the wine industry. They’ve come to the USDA’s
agricultural research division, where grants are on hold and
grape and wine scientists were fired, then abruptly rehired, and
who knows what comes next.

Thank The White Lotus: Wine tourism’s bucket list now includes
Thailand. Go for the local “tropical” wines, made in a tiny corner
north of Bangkok with sights you won’t see anywhere else, like
elephants nibbling on grapes in a vineyard.

Don’t worry about more expensive prosecco. Anticipating tariffs,
importers have been increasing their shipments, just in case.

LVMH won’t rebuild Napa’s beautiful Newton winery on Spring
Mountain, which was devastated by the 2020 wildfires.

The WHO wants cancer warnings on European wines.

Drops of God is perhaps the only comic book to ever move cases of wine. Source: Drops of
God Wine Salon

Freeman and Akaboshi at the Nikkei Wine Summit. Photographer: Alan Miyatake

Kosuge’s tasting during the summit. Photographer: Alan Miyatake

Of course there are incredible wines being made in Japan, too, especially whites from its
native koshu grape. Photographer: SHOSEI/Aflo/Score RF
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2022 Trailside Vineyard Cabernet Sauvignon ($225) Source: Trailside Vineyard
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