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Japan: Shikoku »

40 flavours of sunshine
Ivy Carruth explores Japan’s
under-discovered citrus
coast, where fruit is treated
like fine art and gifted with
more ceremony than a
bequeathed heirloom

From top, tasting citrus
ripened under "three suns"
of sea, sky and stone; there
aremore than 40 varieties
of citrus grown in Japan’s
EhimePrefecture; in Ehime,
OJ isn't just for breakfast; it's
for anytime.
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I
’mstandingnotquite far enoughunder
the tree tocatch its shade—thesunmust
surelybepinkeningupmyshouldersas
theman in the threadbaredrawstring
pantsholdsout threemandarins.They
are, tomyeye, identical. Same jewelled

hueof lacqueredmarmalade, samesilkydimpled
skin, sameslight giveunder thepadsofmy
fingers.Heshakeshisheadat twoof themand
handsmethe third,nods.

“Thisone.Theothersneedaweek.”
“Howdoyouknow?” Iaskhim.Tohiscredit,

hedoesn’t giveme thestinkeye; to thecontrary,
he lookspleasedwithhisesoteric citruswisdom.
Our translator,MrMurashita, gives the tender
peel arudepinch,onesohard that I almost feel
bad for it, andabrightmistof oil bringsournoses
forward inunison.

“Colourcan lie,” the farmersayseventually.
“Weight tells the truth.”Sodoeswhere the fruit
saton thebranch, theweatherand temperature
it caughtoff the sea, andhowtheskinsmells
whenyoupressa thumbnail into it.

This isEhimePrefecture, oneof fourregions
on thesouthwestern islandofShikoku. It is to
citruswhatBordeaux is towine.Therearemore
than40varietiesgrownhere, terraceduppleated
hillsides that fall away, sometimes
treacherously, into theSeto InlandSea.You’ll
findone,maybeeven two,wrapped likeFaberge
eggs inyourhotel room—culturally significant
gifts that representgood fortuneandprosperity.

Eachhas its ownloyalists, individual religions
with theirownliturgyof sweetness-to-acid
ratios.

There isperhapsaquiet judgmentofanyone
still eatingregularmikanwhensetokaseason
ison, and toabuse thewinecomparison, it’snot
unlike theonesilentlygivenwhensomeonepairs
achardonnaywithararesteak.Amateur, it
screams; except this is Japan, so it’smoreofa
disdainfulwhisper.

Butorange juice. It’snot sopolarising, right?
Yougraboneoff theshelf andcarryon.The
question inmyhouseholdgrowingupwasalways
pulpornopulp, and it seemed thiswas thegreat
dividing factor, campswherenever the twoshall
meet—thus two jugs in the fridge. InEhime,
youwon’t be forced tomakesuchconventional
decisions.They’re farbeyond that.

Ihead toMatsuyama,oneof theprefecture’s
biggest citiesandhome to the infamousDogo
Onsen, theoldest onsen in thecountry, to taste
what IneverknewI’dbeenmissing.

Inside the thrumof theDogoHaikara-dori
arcade, souvenir shopsandcafes lure theeye
politely. It’shotoutside, so Ibuyahoppymikan
beerat 10Factory tocooldownandbrowse the
area, sipping it.But thereal reason I’mhere is
the lureofEhimenoShokutaku1970, anarrow
shopwithwhiteand traffic-cone-orange
chequered-tilewalls sellingonlyone thing: self-
serve tastingpaddlesof citrus juice.

Fromthe20 tapson thewall, I choose six to
dispense.Mikan, theworkhorse, sweetand
unbothered. Iyokan, sharperwithabitof
perfumeto it. Setoka, fromcitrus that’s thin-
skinnedandalmost indecently juicy.Kawachi
Bankan,paleandbitter, almostgrapefruit-like,
butnot?Bloodorange,which tastesof redberries,
andcertainly thebenimadonna,which,of
course, is considereda luxuryand (of course) is
myfavourite.

Thereverence for theorchard’sbountyhere
hasaprice tag, and it’snot subtle. In late 2020,

acrateof the region’sprizedHinomarumikan
soldataTokyoauction forclose toUS$9600
($16,900),more than60 times theusualprice.
Localsdescribe thebest fruit asgrownunder
“threesuns”: theone thatblazes in the sky, the
onereflectedoff thesea, and theonebounced
backagainoff thestone terracewalls.

If you’regoing toventureout toagrove, and
youshould, somerulesmarkyou instantly ifyou
break them.

Don’t squeeze the fruit to test it; you’ll bruise
it, andpresentationmatters (a lot).Clip thestem
withsecateurs (usuallyprovided); don’t twistand
yank,oryou’ll tear thedewyskinnear thecalyx,
and the fruitwill rot fromthewound.Don’t
automaticallyassumetheyshouldbe

refrigerated; somevarieties sulk thereand lose
flavour—sowatch, andask.

I thinkabout that fridgeagain, the two jugs.
InEhime, they’rearguingaboutwhichslope
caughtmoresea light, andwhichrockyslopeheld
in themostheat to feed the trees.Did this setoka
have twosunsor three?Areyou the typeof
person topairbenimadonnawithbreakfastor
save it, properly, for someoneyouowesomething
to? I’vegotapaddle’sworthofopinions Ididn’t
knowIwascapableofhaving.

Pulpornopulpwasnever thequestion. Itwas
alwaysgoing tobemorecomplicated, butalso
far simpler than that.

Thewriterwashostedby JNTOandSetouchi Tourism.


