
 

 



 

 

As someone who grew up in the UK, I fondly remember eating ‘Satsumas’, deliciously sweet 
mandarin oranges. But it wasn’t until I came to Kagoshima that I realized the name derives from 
that Satsuma – the Satsuma Domain, historical predecessor of today’s Kagoshima Prefecture. 
You can imagine my excitement when I heard that I would be visiting the Japanese birthplace 
of the Satsuma mandarin (known here as unshuu mikan), Nagashima. 

An island in the north west of Kagoshima Prefecture, Nagashima is connected by road to the 
mainland and is under two hours’ drive away from Kagoshima City. Arriving there, the first thing 
I noticed was the crispness of the air. The island is, like much of Kagoshima Prefecture, blessed 
with abundant nature, and just standing still for a moment to take in my surroundings was 
pleasantly refreshing. 

 

I was also struck by the quaint and friendly atmosphere. We were warmly welcomed by a 
staff member at a roadside station – a true must-see in Nagashima for the sheer variety of citrus 
fruits of all shapes and sizes on offer, all unbelievably fresh and extremely affordable.  

Heading north, we continued our 
journey to our first destination. The 
Japan Mandarin Centre was opened in 
1993 as a facility for visitors to learn 
about the history and culture behind 
mandarin orange cultivation. It sits off 
the beaten tourist track, but the building 
is unmistakable, crowned with a huge, 
orange, mandarin-shaped dome. 

 

We were greeted by Mr Yamagami, the Designated Manager of the facility since April 2022, 
who was happy to show us around. He explained that in recent years, visitor numbers have 
fallen, and that a key aim of his was to bring people back to the centre, to show them what it 
has to offer. 

 
One popular new scheme is mandarin picking, taking place between October and the 

beginning of December, whereby visitors can harvest their own mandarins from the orange 
groves surrounding the building. You can’t get fresher than that! 

 

 
The orange dome of the Japan Mandarin Centre 



 

 

Moving inside, we entered an exhibition space that 
truly felt like another world. Not much has changed 
since its opening in 1993, including the CRT televisions 
and vintage light-up world map, creating a genuinely 
charming and authentic ‘back-in-time’ atmosphere 
that is hard to find elsewhere. There is detailed 
content on the history of mandarin cultivation, 
different mandarin varieties, mandarin harvesting and 
processing, and much more. 

 

The facility’s retro charm is embodied by 
“Mandarin-chan”, a smiling mandarin-
shaped robot that greets you upon entry. 
With the flick of a switch, Mandarin-chan’s 
head rises to reveal a whole family of 
animatronic fruits and vegetables, singing 
and dancing in that rather clumsy, robotic 
(and I would add, nostalgic) style. Still a hit 
with children, finding an animatronic like this 
‘in the wild’ is rare and definitely a highlight 
for those who enjoy 80s and 90s culture. 

 
Personally, my favourite part was the second 

floor, which houses the remains of an authentic 
second-generation Satsuma mandarin tree, 
thought to have begun its life around 100 years ago. 
Next to that is a treasure trove of information, 
including a collection of mandarin tree cultivation 
logbooks written by hand many decades ago. Even 
as someone without any specialist knowledge, I 
would love to spend an afternoon poring over the 
contents of those books. 

 

Contrasting with the retro feel of the rest of 
the facility, the top floors are being 
transformed into a modern and stylish co-
working space, along with a study space for 
local students. Overlooking the orange groves, 
you couldn’t ask for a more idyllic location for 
a ‘workcation’. Mr Yamagami is keen for the 
centre to serve as a hub for exchange with the 
international community of citrus growers and 
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The view from the future co-working space 



 

 

researchers, as well as people working in all kinds of different industries. This, I found 
particularly interesting. Building on its history as a site of international importance in the 
propagation of citrus fruits around the globe, Nagashima is still today facing outwards to the 
rest of the world. 

 

Passing by the orange fields, we left the Japan Mandarin Centre behind us and hurried over 
to the Nagashima Continental Market Cafeteria (Nagashima Tairiku Ichiba Shokudo) to sample 
some local delicacies. Positioned about 15 metres away from the sea, the sounds of lapping 
waves and squawking gulls hint at just how fresh the food is.  

 
Given that Nagashima is the top production centre for yellowtail in all of Japan, I went for 

the Yellowtail King Set Meal (Buri-ou Teishoku), the most popular dish. With the fish served in 
several different forms, and topped off with a mandarin-flavoured dessert, I certainly wasn’t 
disappointed. 

 

Stomachs satisfied, we left the cafeteria behind us and 
headed towards our final stop in Nagashima, another 
reminder of the island’s historical international links. The 
Kentoushi-sen Memorial Stone marks the landing site of 
one of the boats sent from Japan to Tang China in the 8th 
Century, as part of Japanese efforts at the time to learn 
from Chinese civilization. In the year 777, four boats 
were dispatched from Japan for the 12th mission to 
China, but all were shipwrecked on their return in 778, 
with the first boat washing ashore here in Nagashima. 

 

 

 

The monument is itself impressive, with an air of 
solemnity around it, but just behind the memorial 
stone is a humble, pebble-covered beach. Standing 
by the waves, facing outwards towards China, I 
took a moment to imagine what it would have been 
like to be here on that fateful day in 778.  

 

 

 

Crossing over the Kuronoseto Ohashi Bridge back towards the Kagoshima mainland, I 
reflected on my short time in Nagashima. The true charm of Nagashima is in its contrasts. Many 
places with historical importance in Japan are grand and distinguished, but Nagashima offers 
something different. It’s humble and quaint. It feels raw, unchanged.  
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The beach behind the memorial stone 



 

 

I take a fresh Satsuma mandarin out of my bag. Somehow, I think this one will taste even 
sweeter than I remember. 

 

 

 
The Kuronoseto Ohashi Bridge 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 



 

 

Editor’s Note (International Affairs Division, Department of Tourism, Culture and 
Sports, Kagoshima Prefectural Government) 
* 

Hello everyone, it’s Nakamine here. 
The rainy season ended not too long ago, and now the hot days keep coming, so it’s really 
starting to feel like summer. Last summer I ended up getting sunburnt, so this year I think 
I’ll be more careful to avoid any burns. 
How are you finding summer this year? I hope you all enjoy it! 
 
That’s all for now – please look forward to our next issue! 

A request to our readers 
Please share with us any news of events in your country or region that might be of 

interest to Kagoshima Prefecture. We welcome brief and simple submissions, and we 
always look forward to hearing from you. 
Examples:  Imports of agricultural, forestry and fishery products from Japan 
    Trends in Japan-bound tourism 
    Local exchange with Japan 
    Etc. 
 

 



 

 


