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T he 8:00 A.M. Sunday train from Shin-

juku was busier than I expected, Trendy
young couples sat drowsy-eyed. Raucous
groups of impressively equipped elderly
hikers made early raids on their day’s provi-
sions. T gazed out the window at a sparkling
morning, the air fresh after the previous
day’s typhoon —the enervating heat of the
summer completely swept away.

T was on my way {o Inadani, a small town
in the Japan Alps. Why? As the “bear of little
brain” once said, “It all comes of liking honey.”

And not just any honey, a special kind of
Japanese honey. There are many places in Ja-
pan that produce honey, but almost all from
Western honeybees—species introduced to
Japan soon after the country emerged from
self-isolation.

But in recent vears efforts have been made
to revive and commercialize honey produc-
tion from Japanese bees. Inadani honey is
such a product: of exceptional quality, excep-
tional taste—and exceptionally high price.

T ALL COMES OFLIKING HONEY
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Into the Hive

I'd come to meet one of Inadani’s beckeep-
ers, 74-vear-old Masahiro 'Tominaga. With
his wife he manages 15 hives with about
300,000 bees, up ona hill behind his house,

Even from the bottom of the slope, the hum
is like the sound of cars on a distant highway.
Protected by a beekeeper’s hat, but a little ner-
vous nonetheless, [ watch as Tominaga opens
up one of the hives.

He takes no notice of the bees ricocheting
oft his clothes as he draws out a moist slab of
honeycomb that makes my tongue tingle just
to look at. Then, at a safe distance, we roll up
the netting on our hats as Tominaga’s wife
prepares a chunk for us. I suck hungrily on
the impossibly sweet honeycomb and follow
her instructions to spit out the empty wax
into the grass.

Tominaga is one of the members of the
Shinshu Japanese Honeybee Association, a
group of 700 beekeepers from all over Japan.
‘Ihanks to the organization—and decades of
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tireless work by founder Asakazu Tominaga
(no relation)—the production of traditional
Japanesc honey is thriving.

That's no mean feat, because making Japa-
nese honey, known as warnitsu, is no casy task.
In the West, beekeeping goes back thousands
ol years, so the bees have become domesti-
cated over time (although far from completely
so0). They are relatively easy to handle and,
importantly, produce lots of honey.

Unfortunately for Japan’s beckeepers, how-
ever, their native honeybees are notoriously
fickle and difficult. As well as siving only
modest yields, local bees have a disconcert-
ing habit of buzzing off at the flick of a wing.
Many a Japanese beekeeper has woken to find
a queen bee departed overnight, taking the
other bees and part of his livelihood with it,

While Japanese honeybees are generally
stronger than Western bees (the laiter are now
shrinking in number worldwide for reasons
that are not fully understood), another prob-
lem is that the former are bedeviled by moths
that invade their hives.

Sweet Solutions

Asakazu Tominags came up with a clever
solution to both the moth problem and the
wanderlust of Japanese bees. He designed a
special grill to be placed at the entrance to
cach hive. The space between the struts is
just large enough Lo let out the worker bees
{or there would be no honey, of course) but
keeps the queen safely at home. It also pre-
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vents moths from getting in.

Ingenious. But Asakazu Tominaga’s greatest
discovery was of an altogether different kind;
namely, a planl that is (o Japanese bees what
catnip is to cats. Red buckswheat.

It is common for Western bees to stick to
mainly one kind of flower, but Japanese bees
arc an omniverous adventurous bunch, an
other reason it is dillicult to keep them in one
place. Asakazu, however, found a plant that

would turn them into homebodies,

Red buckwheal came Lo the attention of
Japanese experts in the 1970s. Afier long re-
search by a local company and Akio Ujihara, a
professor from Shinshu University, a way was
found 1o bring the plant from the 3.800-meter
peaks of Nepal and grow it in Japan.

Since 1993, ‘Takanc Ruby has been cultivat-
ed in a valley of the Tenryu River in-between
the not quite [limalayan, but still impressive,
peaks of the central and southern Japanese
Alps. Today there are 4.2 hectares of red
buckwheat growing in Inadani.

A Matter of Taste
The honey produced from the red buck-
wheat is sold via a local company, Takano, at
their Takano HeartWorks shop. Somewhat
incongruously, the company’s main business
is selling office chairs. But, having branched
out into the health food business some years
ago, now ‘lakano HearlWorks honey sells at
a premium—¥10,000 for 350 grams, com-
pared to ¥1,000 ven a kilo for lesser nectars.
“Many of our customers are elderly people,”
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says Takano ITeartWorks’s Tatsuhiro lizuka.
“The honey is expensive, so it tends to be
bought by people with sophisticated taste.”

It’s so pricey, in part because the harvest
is so small. The beekeepers can only collect
honey once a year or once in two years, and
sometimes there’s no honey at all. It also
boasts a generous dollop of healthy polyphe-
nols, thanks to the red buckwheat.

But most importantly, there’s the taste.

“Normal honey is good with bread, but
I recommend eating this straight from the
spoon,” says lizuka.

[ take his advice and try a little when 1 get
home. The honey is darker than normal and
has a sweetness that is somehow richer and
pure, almost fruity. There is almost no aftertaste.

I'm reminded of another sage saying from
the famous bear:

“The only reason for being a bee that I
know of is making honey. .. and the only rea-
son for making honey is so as T can cat 1”1
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