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FOR THE SAKE OF SAKE

BY SERENA BARTLETT

It is a brisk night on a rural farm in 8th-century Japan. Hag-
gard rice farmers dressed in rustic robes are gathered around a
wooden basin, chewing on nuts and grains. They are masticating
in order to jumpstart the fermentation of what would become the
great-great-grandfather of saké, or more specifically nihonshu.

Cut to today. I am sitting on a smooth tatami mat at Yoshi’s in
Oakland, eyeing a crowd of elegant diners as I sip on spring’s rice
wine specialty, fresh unpasteurized, filtered saké, or namezake.
This one, from Miyagi Prefecture and heavy with cedar overtones,
arrives at my table with a cadence of trumpets and a plate of al-
bacore done two different ways. To the right is the reddish fish,
seared and swathed in white miso sauce. A dainty tartare with
minced garlic and ginger is stacked to the far side, topped with an
almost creamy cucumber salad and some peach-colored salmon
roe. Both flavors are brought out by the slightly cloudy saké, and
the moment is completed with jazz lingering in the air. Yoshi’s is a
place where the true essence of saké is honored with phenomenal
traditional, yet inventive, Japanese dishes. The complete experi-
ence, cultural, culinary and musical can be had here in one memo-
rable evening.

It has been a long evolution from the chewed, porridge ances-
tor to the refined drink we now enjoy. The ancestor, nihonshu,
which literally means Japanese rice wine, has expanded to encom-
pass many types of fermented rice beverages known as saké, and
the tradition has benefited greatly from modernization. It is a
fairly unanimous agreement that the saké produced today is the
best in history.

Part of what makes saké so special is its role in the fabric of
Japanese culture. Sakés are produced to complement not only
distinctive foods, but also certain musical and theatrical perfor-
mances. 1050 saké, a mix of saké and a Chinese medicine powder
tososan, is a staple at the New Year. Shinto festivals and purifica-
tion rituals involve the drinking of saké and iwai-zake, or celebra-
tory saké. Robust versions would be consumed at a Noh theater
performance so the audience could mirror the trance-like state of
the actors. Spring sakés are made to celebrate the new season, and
are a part of the special foods and celebrations during that time of
year, like the blooming of the cherry blossoms, or sakura. Saké was
meant to be enjoyed as a part of a complete experience, at events
and outings throughout the year.

In order to appreciate the spectrum of rice wine flavors and
get an idea of how to pair them, a basic primer on the types is
needed.

Saké is derived by a process of double fermentation, or brewing,
in which a starter of spore-infused rice, koji, is added to steamed
polished rice, water, and yeast. The major difference between sakés

Takara tasting room

is the polish of the rice, notated by the percent of the original rice
grain that remains before it is washed and then steamed. Regular
junmai saké comes from rice that has the brown husk removed
and is polished to no less than 80 percent. Ginjo has been polished
to between 50 and 60 percent, and the most refined, diajinjo is
35 to 40 percent its original size. Other obvious differences are
whether or not the saké has been pasteurized, and whether or not
it has been filtered. Nigori sakés are both unpasteurized and unfil-
tered. Aging is not an important factor with sake since, like beer,
saké is best consumed when it is fresh. However, some sakés are
aged in cedar barrels to impart a flavor reminiscent of the past
when the beverages were brewed and stored in cedar. (In modern
saké-making, as in wine and beer making, stainless steel tanks have

largely replaced wood.)

nara of the west

It’s said that the Bay Area is to America’s saké as Nara (Japan’s
saké center) is to Japan’s. Because of quality locally grown rice,
and ideal production conditions, we are fortunate to have several
producers nearby. If you visit Takara, in Berkeley, or Gekkeikan in
Folsom, you will learn that there are seven main distinctions when
tasting saké: fragrance, impact, sweet versus dry, acidity, presence,
carthiness, and tail. While there are certain qualities that typify
a given category of saké, the refined subtleties are on a par with
tasting grape wines.
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