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Growing grapes in Kikyogahara: The History of Wine
Land in Shiojiri (Kay Yagasaki of Alps Co. Ltd.)

In the southern part of the Matsumoto Basin lies
Kikyogahara, one of the largest grape-growing area in

Nagano, Japan where is 700 m of altitude and 1200 mm rain
fall in the year and full of sunshine.

The legend was to be told that there was a sly Fox lived in
this area and tricked to let people stray in this wilderness of
Kikyogahara.

The very first hoe struck the ground of Kikyogahara in the
second year of Meiji Era, or 1869. To obtain their drinking
water, developers had to dig a 30-meter well; only to find
the water from it contained too much iron for drinking.
Hence they had to rely on rain-water for drinking. In
addition, they had to battle against the severe cold of the
Shiojiri winters. Despite these terrible conditions, through
their hard work they were successful in developing yieldable
fruit orchards and grape vineyards

By the 1880’ with the guidance of National and
Prefectural Governments, Kikyogahara had become a large
fruit cultivating area with a main product being grapes. Out
of the about 20 kinds of grapes planted ,only two survived
the century of severe snow and wind: the Concord and the
Niagara. These typical American species are grown in
Concord, Massachusetts and near Niagara Falls, both of
which have similar climates to Kikyogahara. This fact is one
of the reasons that makes Kikyogahara a suitable place to
grow these particular species.

As grape production increased the wineries of the Taisho
Era (1910s~1920s) advanced in producing wine with
aroma typical to the American species. At the same time,
modernized farming technology brought prosperity and
wealth not only to local farmers but also to the local
communities.

That good fortune continued for over a decade until a
much severer winter with only a little snow hit Kikyogara.
After several consecutive days of temperatures below -10°C
(13°F), grapes became stricken with “sleeping sickness”,
whereby only buds, but not fruit, grow. Among those
troubled farmers, only ones who had used organic fertilizers
survived the disaster. After many years dependency on
chemical fertilizers, the soil had deteriorated causing grapes
to become more prone to such sickness.  In response to this,
many farmers went back to using natural compost again.
Eventually, as the earthworms and moles came back to the
healthy soil, which had been fertilized with straws and grape
skins leftover from the wine-making process, so did return
the delicious grapes of Kikyogahara.

About 30 years ago, European Varieties both Merlot and
Chardonnay were introduced planted and then succeeded by
cooperation of growers and wineries.

From 2002, a governor, Mr. Tanaka introduced “The
Nagano Appellation Control” from which made a result to
improve their wine quality.

There have been problems happened recently that there
are shortage of workers by the aged and lack of successors.
But Government and active growers and wineries are
cooperated each other and began to develop new vineyards
for the future.



