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Hokkaido a New Frontier for Fine Wine

STORY ADRIEL RIXON
PHOTOS AARON JAMIESON

While Niseko cuisine owes much to produce

born of volcanic soil nourished by abundant

snow melt, one ingredient missing from the

fine-dining scene has been a lack of good

quality, locally produced wine to complement

it. Only recently has that started to change

following several decades of effort by passionate

Japanese winemakers, recently validated by the

acknowledgment of Southwest Hokkaido’s terroir

and climate potential by one of Burgundy’s

premier winemakers, Etienne de Montille.

Domaine de Montille’s history
can be traced back to the 1700s and
includes more than 35 hectares of
predominantly Premier and Grand
Cru vineyards throughout the Céte de
Beaune. With temperatures rising above
levels Chardonnay and Pinot Noir have
traditionally been cultivated in, the
ninth generation de Montille embarked
on an ambitious project to find a new
locale suitable for the future of wine
growing for such varieties in a warming
world.

After investigating several cool-
climate locations including Chile and
New Zealand, and coming across a Pinot
Noir out of Yoichi just north of Niseko,
de Montille honed in on Southwest
Hokkaido. He has planted 25 hectares
of vines on a hillside overlooking the
ocean in Hakodate, on the southern tip
of the island, and enlisted prominent
Niseko architect Riccardo Tossani to
design a multi-million dollar masterplan
for the site and its buildings.
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While de Montille’s belief in
Hokkaido shines a spotlight on the
region’s wine future, it also brings to
light some very good wines already
being produced and gaining significant
global attention.

Due to the boutique nature of
Japan’s high-end wine industry and
strong domestic demand, very few
Japanese wines have escaped the
country for international appraisal. Of
the few that have in recent times, more
and more are capturing the attention of
discerning international critics.

Japan is renowned for mastering
international cuisine and is similarly
recognised for its ability to produce
world-class whisky and beer, not
to mention sake. Its international
cuisine credentials - well recognised
by Michelin Guide and the world’s
gastronomes - are largely thanks to a
generation of budding Japanese chefs
who travelled to Europe to study in the
late 1900s.
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DOMAINE DE MONTILLE HAKODATE, ARCHITECTURE AND MASTER PLAN BY RICCARDO TOSSANI ARCHITECTURE

Less well known is that at the same
time a very small number of Japanese
with an interest in wine also ventured
west to study the art, and came back
with the knowledge and passion to
forge a path for world-class wine in
Japan. De Montille’s discovery would
not have been realised if not for the
pioneering efforts of these winemakers.

While Yamanashi on Japan’s
main island of Honshu is known as
the powerhouse of wine production
in Japan, it is Hokkaido wine that is
increasingly sought after due to its
growing quality and limited supply.
With a climate of long, cold winters
and cool summers, Hokkaido pushes
the boundaries of where grapes can
be grown and presents a unique
perspective on global viticulture.

Similar in climate to what you find
in central Europe, with snow covering
the vines in winter, the region suits
classic grape varieties of Pinot Noir and
Chardonnay, as well as lesser known
Kerner and Zweigelt. Generally lighter
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in style due to the cool climate and
lack of sunlight hours across the year,
the wines embody a beautiful acidity.
In addition, the volcanic soil makes
for elegant wines with strong mineral
characteristics.

Although large multinationals have
invested in wineries here since the
1970s, these producers were focused
on producing volume for domestic
consumption rather than a world-class
product - often using table grapes
or imported grape juice - and quality
wine production in Hokkaido is still in
its infancy. It is the new generation of
small-scale farmers and winemakers
that are gathering immense interest
not just here in Japan, but all across
the globe.

Yoichi, just outside Niseko, has
become the heart of wine production
in Hokkaido. This small coastal town is
home to the largest number of wineries
on the island. These are often former
apple farms, where nouveau vintners
are finding more success and joy in

growing grapes and mastering the art
of producing wine. In addition, although
available space is limited, Yoichi has
started to see larger-scale investment
in vineyards and wineries from
prominent Japanese and international
businesses.

Yoichi’'s Domaine Takahiko
was de Montille’s initial Hokkaido
inspiration and is also noted to have
been included on the wine list of
renowned Copenhagen restaurant,
Noma. Founder Takahiko Soga is
incredibly passionate about the terroir
of Hokkaido, which he believes imbues
his wine with an umami character from
the fresh water and rich volcanic soils.
Growing in the same soils, he insists the
wine’s unique flavours are best paired
with the abundance of Hokkaido’s
seasonal foods.

This tiny winery has developed
a cult following, where some of the
earlier vintages are now selling for a
significantly higher price than when
they were first released.


https://tossani.com/architecture/domaine-de-montille-winery/
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