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THE PEAK OF JIZAKE

BY PETER LIEM

In the world of sake, one of the most signifi-
cant developments over the last few
decades has been an increasing interest in
and awareness of regionality. Among
today’'s sake consumers, a trend has
emerged toward jizake, smaller-production
sakes with a more pronounced and individ-
ual character. While the parallels to wine ter-
roir are not exact, the name jizake, which
can be roughly translated as “local sake;
has come to mean sakes from specific loca-
tions that reflect specific characteristics, a
trend somewhat analogous to the interest in
grower Champagnes or microbrew beers.
Jizake hails from all corners of Japan, but
the Niigata prefecture, in particular, has
established a distinct reputation for the
quality and character of its local sakes.
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Located on the northern coast of
Japan’s main island of Honshu, the Niigata
prefecture 15 a cold and relatively isolated
region of fertile river valleys bordered by
snowy mountains. Niigata's 97 sake brew-
eries account for less than eight percent of
Japan's ol production, but the distincrive
characrer of its sake has made Niigara the
muost famous and most iconic sake-producing
region in the country,

“Historically, sxtremely impor-

raee Seke

rant,” says Beau Timken, owner of

in San Francisco, a store with a selection of
abour 30 of which are

maore than 200 sakes
from the Niigata prefecture. “Sake used to be
plump, fat, sometimes very sweet, sometimes
very sour. It was buile around all these very
heavy components, In Niigara chey starced
brewing a sake that was lighter, crisper and
cleaner in style, and it blew people away.” In
fact, for many people the Niigata style of
light, clean, highly refined sake has become a
maodlel for qualivy sake all over the counery.

In his Sake World e-newsleteer, author and
sake expert John Gauntner writes: “What
makes [Niigata sake] so good in the minds of
so many? Good water flowing down from the

sake, and the Niigara prefecture is renowned
for the clear, pristine puricy of its water.
“Most of our water comes from melting
snow,” says Kenji Ichishima of the Niigata
Sake Brewers” Association, who mukes sake at
his family's Ichishima brewery. As runoff
from the mountains, the water doesn't travel
slowly through the rock as it does in other
places. “This is why the MNiigata water is very
soft.” says lehishima, noting how the soft
water contribures to the characteristic mouth-
feel of Niigar sake, a cleanly supple texture
that adds to the sense of delicacy and purity.
The Niigata prefecrure is also famous for
the quality of its rice, and Japan's mose
soughr-after rable rice, Koshihikari, is grown
lere, For sake, a special scrain of rice is cule-
vated, called Gohyakumangoku, which is said
to give a crisp and refreshing flavor. In Niiga-
ta, the rice used for sake tends to be more
highly polished than it is elsewhere, removing
more of the coarse, outer layers of the grain to
expose the pure starch at the center. As polish-
ing technicques have become mare sophisticat-
ed, allowing a higher percentage of the outer
grain ro be milled away, brewers have found
thar Gohyakumuangoku is susceprible o

' One of the strengths of Niigata sakes is that they drink like water)

| says Timken. “They're absolutely clean, light in body, with this
| phantom finish—you don't remember swallowing.

mountains, good regional sake rice and grear
technical prowess, including highly polishing
rice and skillful filtering.’

Water, in fact, is typically cited as the
most important factor in the producrion of
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cracking when highly pelished, rendering
the rice unusable. The prefecrure’s govern-
mental research instituce has since bred a
new strain of rice, Koshi-Tanrei, by crossing
Gohyakumangoku with Yamada Nishiki,
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another famous sake rice. It was released for
use two years ago to local brewers, who say
that it holds a lot of promise and ean be pol-
ished to a very high degree, "Koshi-Tanrei
sake has the smooth, clean and dry taste of

Gohyakumangoku,” says Rumiko Obata,

owner of the Obata Shuzo brewery, “bu also
the elegane flavor of Yamada Nishiki.”
Niigara i3 home to Japan's most
renowned guild of sake brewers, the Echigo
Toji; members of the guild are soughr afeer
locally and by breweries throughour Japan.
Their high level of technical proficiency, as
well as cheir pursuit of increasingly sophisei-
cated techniques, has contribured to the
quality of Niigata's sake.

In 1997, the Niigara Sake Brewers™ Asso-
ciation created an appellation system for
Niigata sake. Based on the French Appella-
tion d'Or

ne Contrdlée system in both

spirit and name (the logo reads NiigarA-O-
©), it ouclines a ser of standards, intended to
guarantee both origin and quality. which
must be mer before a sake can be labeled
with the name Niigata,

The Japanese describe the sake of
Niigata as fanrei-karakuchi, or “crisp and

dry.” "One of the strengths of Niigara sakes

is thar chey drink like water,” says Timken.
“They're absolutely clean, light in body,
with this phantom finish—you don’t
remember swallowing. | love introducing
people to this concepr, ro overcome the idea
that sake is this heavy, alcoholic, overheated
beverage.”

The purity and refinement of Niigara
sake creates its alfinity with foods of equally
pure sensibilities. “Niigara sake is a good
complement to clean flavors,” says Timken.
“They're great sushi bar sakes, especially the
-any sort of shellfish
is absolutely brilliane, The natural sweeeness
of fish and shellfish really pops ags
brews. Hongozor are grear wich fzadays food:

gongos. Sushi, sashimi

light, salty flavors, anything off the grill,
anything on a stick.” Timken compares the

delicate, cle ta sake o white

v style of Ni

wines such as sauvignon blanc, noting that
the elegance and light body of this seyle of
sake often re:

tricts it to comparably lighe
foods. “Sometimes wich this clean Niigara

style you lose some funcrionality in pairir
it with bolder foods,” he says
with powerful dishes you need a lirele more

5. “Sometimes

structure, a lictle more flavor than a lot of
the Niigara offerings.”

This hardly precludes experimentation,

however, outside of a traditional Japanese
context. “l sometimes enjoy pairing my
sakes with Chinese, French and Italian cui-
sine, not only Japanese,” says Obata. “As
Niigata sake is smooth and dry, | think it
can match with various types of foods.” T
was surprised when the head brewer ac
Obata Shuzo, Kenya Kudo, told me that he
enjoys pairing daiginge with mild cheeses,
as he says that che saltiness of the cheese
plays off of the sake’s delicacy and elegance,

At the same time, Niigata is also

famous for irs cuisine and local produce,
and as wich many food and wine pairings,
the most sublime combinations are often
found in the traditions of the region itself,
with delicacies such as nandan ebi, a local
red shrimp; chamane, an unusual brown
soybean; or noppe, a stew made from indige-
nous mountain vegetables. “1F 1 have one
recommendation [for pairing Niigata
sake],” says Obata, “it's Niigata's local
food, made from fresh macerials. T would
really like people to come to the Niigata
prefecture to enjoy this marriage.” W
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Takeshi Hirashimay
president of Obata Shuzo

Kura bito (brewers) at Obata Shuzo
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