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Solar panels near Galikogurs genersle electricily wsed
at the brewery, helping make its sake brewing process
susiainahle.
 RUMIKO OBATA

Bumiko (Mhata grew up In the sake workd as the second daughter
of the family that runs Ohata Sake Brewery on Niigata Prefecinre's
Sado Island, The brewery was founded in 1892 and produces
various kinds of sake made from locally produced rice, including
Manotsurs, fts signature sake, which has won multiple swards. She
R ook over as the fifth-generation owner in 1995 and established
Gakkogura (School Brewery) in 2014 using the bullding of an
elementary school that had been closed in 2010. In 2022, a cafe and
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bata Sake Brewery was founded |
in 1592 on Sado Island in Niigata -
Prefecture. Rumiko Obata, the

fifth-generation manager of the brewery,

which has been making sake for over .
130 years, is now working fo protect and :

nurture sake cullure from various ap-

proaches, including efforts to preserve -

the rich natural environment that is es-

sential for making delicious sake and |

building a bridge between Sado and the
world.

After attending a university in Tokyo,

she stayed in the city and worked as a

publicist for a major film company. But

when her father fell ill, she asked herself,
“If tomorrow were the last day of my life,

what would be the last thing I would want |
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to do?” Her answer was clear: "1 would
want to take a last sip of my family brew- -
i ery's sake.” Then she decided to return to |
i her hometown with her husband and take

over the brewery al the age of 28.

She believes that the rich natural envi- |
ronment is the source of Sado's charms,
and in 2003 began exporting her sake to -
other countries to promote the island. |
“We think that sake should tell the story |
of the region where it is produced. That
- iswhy we have been working to put local |
characteristics into our sake,” she said. °

All of their sake strongly represents Sa-
do’s regionality through its ingredients,

i brewing methods and compatibility with

local foods.

In 2008, she came across Nishimikawa

INTERVIEW
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an accommaodation facility for participants of the brewery's sake-
miaking workshop were constructed inside the bullding,

Elementary School, which was sched-
uled to be closed in two years. It is lo-
cated about a 15-minute drive along a

| coastal road from Obala Suke Brewery,
: From the school building, which slands |
on a cliff, one can see the sunset on the |
ocear. “My husband said it would be a
waste to let it fall into ruin, and that we :
: {School Brewery) and has primarily been
. used as a base for sake brewing since
she said. Although sake exports had °
. winter, but Gakkogura makes it possible
they still accounted for only 1.8% of total |
- months by creating a wintery environ-
: ments had declined by over 40% in the @
previous decade. It is not surprising that -
she was reluctant to invest in a new
breweary. “But my husband brought me |

should use it as our second sake brew-
ery, but I vehemently opposed the idea,”

been increasing vear by year nationwide,

shipments in 2008, and domestic ship-

. to the place, saying I should see it any-
| way. When [ saw the view from the top of
. the hill on which the schoolhouse stands,
\ I was struck by the beauty of Sado Island

all over again. I couldn't help but turn to
my husband and say, “We have fo do
this,"™ she said.

The brewery is now called Gakkogura

2010. Sake brewing normally starts in
to hrew sake during the hot summer
ment inside the building. Furthermore,
weeklong programs offer experiences in

brewing sake, mainly during the sum-
mer. Despite the lack of advertising, the
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Riimike Dbata, wearing an indigo happi coat with the brewery’s name, siands ouiside Gakhkogurs,
formesly Nishimikawa Flementary School, built in 1873,

programs attract many participants from

overseas, indicating a high level of global
interest in sake.

The programs ensure that the partici- |

pants not only experience the brewers'

munity and get a taste of the Sado life-
style. The programs have become famil-

years ago. The townspeople do not hesi-

be one of the ones laking part in the

brewing program.”

Last year, a cafe was established in a |
corner of the school building, with a view -
of the sea. It serves foods, desserts and |
drinks combining rice malt and byprod- |

ucts like sake lees with other ingredients
produced by local farmers, contributing

i to reducing food waste and food loss.
Solar panels have been installed near .
' the school building to increase the per- |
work, but alse mix with the local com- |

centage of renewable energy used to

commitment to the region. Some of the
rice it uses comes from paddies that uti-
lize crushed oyster shells as a soil condi-
tioner. The oysters are cultivated in Lake
Kameo in the eastern part of the island,
near the port where ferries connect the
island to Niigata. This is one of the envi-
ronmentally friendly farming methods
employed in Sado to nurture the Japa-
nese crested ibis and other wildlife. The
wild Japanese crested ibis was once driv-
en to axtinction. But in Sado, thanks to
the breeding, release and protection of
the birds, they can now be seen in rice
paddies all over the island.

In the southeastern part of Sado Is-
land, there are rice lerraces with a 400-
year history, called Twakubi Shoryu
Tanada (Iwakubi Rising Dragon Rice
Terraces), As the name suggests, about
460 paddies of various sizes are arranged
in a staircase pattern, filling the valley as
if a dragon were ascending into the sky.
The paddies, created to make the most of
the hilly land, are small with irregular
shapes, making it impossible to farm
them with large machines. *We learned
that the rice farmers in the area are fac-
ing a lack of successors partly because of
the amount of hard manual labor,” Obata
said, “We have been purchasing their
rice sinee 20192 in the hope that their ef-

| forts pay off. Ryu no Megumi (Dragon's

power the facility. This has implications

¢ that go beyond achieving zero carbon |
far to the locals since their launch eight ©

emissions. The facility's ability to operate |

. independently without relying on outside
tate to greet participants they happen o
mest on the street, sayving, "Oh, you must |

resources would play a role in supporting

the community in the event of a disaster |
or other emergency. “We wanted to cre-
ate a model that can realize our daily
lives, tourism and emergency prepared-

ness on a single platform,” Obata said.

Blessing) is the name of the sake we
make froim their rice.”

She pointed out that sake brewing in
Japan has always been a communal ef-
fort, using sustainable methods handed
down for generations, which is why
many breweries have survived to be cen-
turies old. "Letting this hecome known to
the world through sake and the sake-
brewing experience will help increase
the presence of sake in the world and ex-
pand its markel. Thal will allow us to
continue sake brewing and rice farming

. a8 well as efforis to preserve clean water,

The selection of materials for sake |

brewing also reflects the company's

afice b i

o

nature and the landscape, forming an en-
during eyele,” she said.
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The mixing of sake ingredients in a tank is called shikomi.
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he sake-making program at
Gakkogura, Obata Sake Brew-
ery's second brewery, was at-
tended by seven groups this summer on
Sado Island in Niigata Prefecture. The
last one, held at the end of August, was

the Advanced Sake Brewers Certificate

FProgram, co-organized by the Sake

Brewers Association of North America
(SBANA), a nonprofic orgsnization

founded in 2019. Three participants |
from the United States and one from |

Mexico attended the one-week program.

The Gaklkogura Sake Making Program |

allows participants to experience the en-
tire process from washing, soaking and

steaming rice to malking the kaf (mall), |

which is done overnight, and brewing,
During their stay, participanis can experi-
ence life on Sado and the island’s nature,
which has supporied sake brewing there
for more than a century.

Since the participants were already pro-

fessionally brewing in their own coun- :

tries, the program was tailored to cover

mare diverse topies than those provided
to general participants. Some of the topics
focused on the differences between Japan :

and North America in terms of the pro-

cesses, ingredients, machinery and envi- ;

ronment for making salke.
For example, water in Japan is basically
categorized as soft water, but the hardness

depending on the location. There are many

differences that brewers just have fo live |
with and take into consideration as crucial |

factors that may affect the brewing process,
such as climate, temperature and humidity.

A greal deal of advice was offered to help |

the participants find optimal solutions for
their own sake brewing.

Shima Enomoto, the head researcher of
Sake Industry News, who participated in
the program as an interpreter and a mem-
ber of SBANA, said the participants likely
picked up some crucial details. “Even
though they already have some expéri-
ence as sake brewers, there are various
small differences that they myay want to
rectify by learning exactly how Japanese
sake brewers do {heir job,” Enomoto said.

Sake Industty News is a twice-monthly
newsletter on the Japan side of things that
is published by John Gauniner, an inter-
nationally known expert who became the
first and only non-Japanese tasting judge
in the final tasting round of the Zenkoku
Shinshu Kampyokai (Mational New Sake
Competition).

Enomoto continued: “For example, how
much seed malt needs o be sprinkled on

- steamed rice and what is the best way (o

do it — the participanis know that these
things do affect the taste of sake That's
why they have many questions, and this
program is extremely beneficial to them
because they wouldn't be able to ask so
many guestions during normal brewing
seasons, the busiest time for brewers.”

A ceremony was held on the last day,

when the participants received cerlificates
¢ of completion and shared their feedback
of water varies greatly in Morth America |

about the program. One of the partici-
pants, Nick Lowry, said: “It is impossible
to averstate how much of an impact this
last week will have on the state of sale

. outside of Japan, in particular in North
| America. We all came here very thirsty for

knowledge, and people here at Gakkogu-

The original brewery of Obata Sale Brewery Is

EDUCATIONAL PROGRAM

.Forelgn sake brewers

By MAIKO MURAOKA
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ra did a good job in satiating our thirst"
izakaya pub in Minneapolis that serves
hand-crafted sake,

steadily, except for 2020, when the corona-
virus pandemic hit the industry. Domestic
shipments have meanwhile been in decline,

1973, according to the Ministry of Agricul-

ture, Forestry and Fisheries. The percent-
age of exports against total shipments al-
most doubled in five years from 4.2% to  ing are invited to give lectures about how
. to use and maintain their products.

vear, and the LS. has long been the No, 1 |

8.2%. Japan exported to 72 countries last
importer of sake in terms of volume.
America is gradually nurturing its own

home brewing is prohibited, a striet Ti-
cense system is in place, and most sake
breweries are centuries old and deeply

ESG STUDY SESSION

. rooted in the communities. And policies to
He is the lead sake brewer of Moto-, an
| establishment of new breweries until
2021,

With the rising popularity of Japanese |
food, sake exports have been climbing |

protect existing makers long hindered the

*“There are 2Z0-some sake breweries in
the ULS., many of which started as home

| breweries run by sake lovers,” Enomoto
- said. That is why some sake breweries in
i America are using machinery made for
dropping to about a quarter of their peak in |

wine, despite knowing thar this will affect
the taste. In the Advanced Sake Brewers
Certificate Program, manufacturers and
dealers of various machines for sake mak-

Deeper connections with brewers oul-

| gide Japan through programs like this
: will hopefully contribute to improve-
sake-brewing culture, but the way it is de- :
veloping is different from Japan, where

ments in sake made outside of Japan.
The increased diversity and improved
quality will deepen the overall level of
gake culture, leading to the invigoration

- of the global market.
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houses for future generations?
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