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thirst for knowledge
Sharing and learning is the best way to fully appreciate wine.
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T here are many charms in wine. The huge variety is the most 
important one for Mineo Tachibana, senior managing director 
of  L’Academie du Vin in Tokyo. “More than a million different 

wine labels are printed and put on bottles every year all over the 
world. There are many types—red, white, rose, sparkling, fortified. 
Many styles—big fruity wine, elegant wine. And many prices— 
from $2-20,000. 

“You will never get bored with wine 
once you catch the wine bug,” he adds.

While wine enthusiasts can acquire 
knowledge from reading books, it’s 
difficult to learn about wine tasting on 
your own, which is why many people 
join wine clubs. They also want to make 
wine friends. 

“Wine lovers are a kind of  minority in 
our society,” says Tachibana, “and they 
are looking for the companion with whom 
they can share their love and passion.”

L’Academie du Vin, founded in Paris 
in 1972 by British wine expert Steven 
Spurrier, opened in Tokyo in 1987. It’s the 
No. 1 wine school in Japan with more than 30,000 students having 
completed the curriculum. The students learn detailed knowledge 
about wine—grape varieties, regions, production techniques, food 
pairing, and how to taste and appreciate wine. 

L’Academie du Vin specifically trains participants in the skill of  
blind tasting. The wine most students want to learn about first and 
foremost remains Burgundy, preferring this to Bordeaux.

L’Academie du Vin regularly holds more than 50 different wine 
courses. Most students are Japanese, but there are two classes for 
English speakers living in Tokyo. In the Japanese classes, 70% are 
female, 30% male. The majority are in their thirties and forties, and 
they tend to have a relatively large disposable income. 

As Tachibana confesses, “Wine can be quite expensive as a 
hobby.” Some 70-75% of  the students are 
so-called amateurs. The two English-
speaking courses (basic and advanced) 
consist of  six lessons and cost  
¥63,000 each.

The Hotel Okura Tokyo established 
a full-scale Wine Academy in 2006, 
the first of  its kind in a city hotel. As 
wine has become more prominent in all 
aspects of  Japan’s culinary culture, the 
hotel believes “proper wine knowledge 
and manners are becoming necessary 
for successful business gatherings or 
everyday social occasions.” 

Chief  Sommelier Akio Watabe is also 
the chief  lecturer at the hotel’s Wine 

Academy. Owners of  wineries from abroad also are invited to give 
tutorials. The academy’s defining characteristic is that the hotel’s 
world-class French, Japanese and Chinese cuisine form part of  
each wine-tasting class. Experiencing the affinities of  wine and food 
provides an even deeper understanding and enjoyment of  the wine. 

The Wine Academy sommeliers also are available to support 
members in all areas of  their wine lives, offering advice on wine 

“Wine lovers are a kind  
of minority in our society, 
and they are looking 
for the companion with 
whom they can share 
their love and passion.”
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selection, storage and purchasing. The admission fee is ¥210,000 
and the Introductory Basic Class costs ¥151,200 for 12 sessions in 
Japanese. The Master Class costs ¥252,000 for 12 sessions in  
the vernacular.

Dr. Shoichi Okuyama, president of  The 
Tokyo Wine Society, concurs that wine brings 
people together because it is consumed 
with food. “Good food and good wine bring 
people closer as they enjoy these together. 
This is different from hard liquor. I do not 
think that too many people keep having beer 
only during the course of  one meal. We come 
to taste wines and eat. We do pay attention 
to selection of  wine and the choice of  
restaurants we use, but that is about it. 

“People just come and share the same wine 
and food, and, most importantly, have fun. 
Wine is just an everyday thing,” he continues. 
“A mystique—if  there is any—is artificially 
created by those who think they can get  
money out of  it; and I think that they are  
awfully wrong.”

When The Tokyo Wine Society meets, they blind taste nine 
different wines. While tasting is basically blind, it is not so in a 
rigorous sense. There is a wine list and a tasting score sheet; and 
at the end of  the tasting, each attendee submits his or her own 
ranking to find out the collective ranking of  that evening. People then 

compare their tastes and preferences with the collective results, and 
with those they are sharing a table. After the tasting, there is a dinner 
with more wine served. A mix of  Japanese and foreign wine lovers 

pay ¥12,000 for each event. 
Founded in London in 1933, The International 

Wine & Food Society (IWFS) is today the largest 
independent food and wine society in the world. 
Its original purpose was “to bring together and 
serve all who believe that a right understanding 
of  good food and wine is an essential part of  
personal contentment and health, and that an 
intelligent approach to the pleasures and problems 
of  the table offers far greater rewards than mere 
satisfaction of  appetites.”

In recent years, the society has seen good growth 
of  new branches in developing cities such as Dubai, 
Mumbai and Tallinn, where there’s a growing thirst 
for knowledge. 

“Perhaps, there is a mystique behind wine,” states 
John W. Valentine, an international council member 
of  the IWFS, “but there does not need to be. 

“The best way to learn is to appreciate what 
you enjoy most,” he adds, “and to share that experience in the 
company of  friends.” 

In Tokyo, there are many places where you can do just that.

Kristina Dryza is a freelance writer based in Tokyo.

“Proper wine knowledge and 
manners are becoming necessary for 
successful business gatherings or 
everyday social occasions..”
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