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Above left: Kagoshima-kobai, a Hibai group. A defining feature of this group is that branches are red as well.

Above right: Umeboshi is often used as an onigiri filling for its tasty flavor and preservative properties.

Below left: An example of Japanese apricot-themed wagashi given the kamei (name), “Kaya wa Kakururu (“Hidden Fragrance”),” inspired by a 
waka poem about Japanese apricot blossoms on a spring night that are unseen yet fragrant

Below right: Jars are packed with freshly picked Japanese apricots, rock sugar, and alcohol to make umeshu.
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T he graceful form of the ume (Japanese 
apricot) tree and the fragrance of its 
blossoms have long captivated Japanese 
people since ancient times. The tree is 

believed to have been introduced into Japan from 
China, and has adapted well to the Japanese climate 
and culture. It has taken deep root in Japan, not 
only as an ornamental and medicinal plant, but also 
as an artistic motif and a part of food culture. In this 
issue of HIGHLIGHTING Japan, we feature an inter-
view with Dr. UTSUNOMIYA Hirotoshi about Japan’s 
relationship with ume. We also introduce various 
aspects of ume, including foods, monyo (decora-
tive pattern), ukiyo-e prints, Japanese sweets and a 
regional revitalization project.
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