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Profiling some of Japan’s esteemed sake breweries 

and shochu distilleries whose products are available 

overseas.

Hand in hand with the grow-

ing popularity of sake over-

seas, unexpected pairings of 

sake with international cui-

sines are consistently being 

suggested. 

Introducing some of the variety of sake cups, both 

traditional and unconventional, available to the sake 

lover.
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Front cover: Japan’s alcoholic beverages 
are enjoyed in many ways today, with food 
from around the world and from drinking 
vessels both old and ingeniously new.
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In this month’s Cover Story we introduce some of the range of traditional Japa-

nese alcoholic beverages, with a focus on sake and shochu, and look at the dif-

ferent ways people enjoy these drinks around the world. Our story begins with a 

look at sake’s origins and methods of production. Kampai! (Cheers!)
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High Praise for Japan’s Olympians

Prime Minister Yoshihiko Noda invited over 100 Japanese Olympians to 

the Prime Minister’s Office on August 20.
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Learn about Japa-

nese hot springs and 

answer our quiz!

A new plastic sorting technology developed in Japan 

enables valuable waste plastic resources to be re-

used more effectively.

Takako Suwa, president of 

Tokyo-based precision metal 

working company Daiya Seiki 

Co., explains her approach to 

business in the manufacturing 

sector.

Profiling shakuhachi master John Kaizan Neptune.

Monma Tansu in Sendai, 

Miyagi Prefecture, is one of 

only two furniture studios 

in the regional capital still 

producing tansu chests in 

the traditional way.
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H eld over seventeen days from July 27 to August 
12, the Games of the XXX Olympiad in London 

were hotly contested by some 11,000 athletes from 204 
countries and regions. At the closing ceremony, IOC 
President Jacques Rogge praised the Games as having 
been “happy and glorious.”

On August 20, Prime Minister Yoshihiko Noda invited 
members of the Japanese National Team and others to 
the Prime Minister’s Office for a ceremony and to present 
them with certificates of honor. The Japanese National 
Team won thirty-eight medals including seven gold med-
als, the highest total ever in Japan’s Olympic history.

Athletes including medalists and top-eight finishers 
totaling 108 were invited to the Prime Minister’s Office. 
Prime Minister Noda presented the certificate of honor 
to these representative athletes.

At the ceremony, the Prime Minister said the results 
of Japanese athletes were excellent and that he was espe-
cially moved by their fair play, team work and never-give-
up spirit.

High Praise for 
Japan’s Olympians

1. Prime Minister Noda presents a commemorative 
gift to boxing gold medalist (middleweight, 75 kg) 
Ryota Murata   2. Prime Minister Noda with (left) 
Homare Sawa (silver medalist with Japan’s women’s 
soccer team) and Saori Yoshida (gold medalist in 
women’s freestyle wrestling, 55 kg)

1

2

On July 31, 2012, the Strategy for Rebirth of Japan 
was decided by the Cabinet. At the Council on Na-
tional Strategy and Policy that was held one day be-
fore the Cabinet decision, Prime Minister Yoshihiko 
Noda said: 

“First, the reconstruction from the Great East 
Japan Earthquake and the revitalization of Fukushi-
ma must be continuously tackled with every effort as 
the top priority issue. At the same time, the four 
largest projects set forth as the prioritized issues in 
the Strategy for Rebirth of Japan, namely “Green,” 
“Life,” “Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries,” and 
“Mid- and Small-Sized Enterprises,” should be ad-

dressed securely.
“Second, in order to securely implement the Strat-

egy for Rebirth of Japan, we would like to strongly 
push forward the implementation of the PDCA 
cycle, centering around this Council on National 
Strategy and Policy, such as by evaluating achieve-
ment of the goals of the policy based on the roadmap 
every fiscal year, and deciding the basic direction of 
the priority policies for promoting the strategy.

“I would like the government to draw on all of 
the measures in the future, by transforming the 
Strategy for Rebirth of Japan into concrete actions, 
so that Japan can achieve strong growth again.”

Strategy for Rebirth of Japan
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Many countries have their own culture of alcohol. France, for example, is 

well known for its wine, while Germany prides itself on its beer. Japan, too, 

has long produced its own distinct alcoholic beverages, among them sake 

and shochu. Japanese alcoholic drink production is often referred to as an 

activity that crystallizes the very character of Japan, since producers use 

local ingredients like rice, wheat, potatoes and water, and the products have 

an intimate link with regional climates and culture. This month’s cover 

story introduces Japanese alcoholic beverages, including ways to enjoy food 

and  the implements connected with these drinks. Kampai! (Cheers!)
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S ince rice production spread across Japan 

around the third century BCE, rice has been 

an indispensable part of Japanese food cul-

ture, and sake and shochu are made from rice (see 

box). While a variety of domestic beers, wines and 

whiskies are available on the market, sake and sho-

chu are traditionally Japanese.

Sake in particular is known to have a history as 

old as rice production in Japan. And much like its 

foreign counterparts, it is closely connected to reli-

gion, having intimate links with Japan’s traditionally 

followed Shinto.

In Shinto ceremonies, for instance, offerings of 

sake called omiki (sake for the gods) are often made. 

Apart from ceremonial events, the general public 

also often drinks sake at celebrations. Otoso is sake 

people drink over the New Year to ward off evil spir-

its in the present and to wish for longevity. In a 

sansankudo that a wedding couple conducts in the 

gods’ presence as a ritual vow, the couple drinks 

sake from a sakazuki (ceremonial sake cups). People 

also enjoy sake when they gather to watch the spring 

cherry blossoms, autumn moon or winter snow.

Sake has in this way had its place in Japanese lives 

from ancient times, and every region throughout 

Japan produces its own sake rooted in the local cul-

ture. Today’s method of making sake is known to have 

its roots in technologies such as using polished rice 

called morohaku developed in the fifteenth century 

by a temple in Nara. Sake made at that time is said to 

be the prototype of current sake. Sake production 

later became widely popular in sixteenth and seven-

teenth century Fushimi and Nada, located in today’s 

Kyoto and Hyogo Prefectures, respectively. In the Meiji 

period (1868–1912), sake production spread all over 

Japan and scientific research was conducted. And 

these days, as the quality of rice and water have im-

proved and more refined production methods have 

been developed, numerous brands of sake are on the 

market and of better quality than ever before. 

Kura
A house that brews sake is called a kura, and its 

owning family is a kuramoto. Japan currently has 

about 1,500 kura located throughout the forty-seven 

prefectures. A kura is unquestionably the successor 

of local food culture. The Tohoku region in particular 

is home to numerous kuramoto. Koichi Saura, presi-

dent of the Urakasumi Saura Company in Shiogama, 

Miyagi Prefecture, represents one of them. He ex-

plains that “sake has developed its history through 

close association with the religion and culture of 

Japan.” Founded in 1724, Saura has shaped its his-

tory as a kuramoto that produces omiki to be offered 

to the Shiogama shrine located near the kura.

The Great East Japan Earthquake that struck on 

March 11, 2011 brought damage to over 200 kura-

moto. Saura suffered from the tsunami flooding the 

kura and the quake itself collapsed the outer wall of 

the building. Through tireless recovery work, the pro-

duction facility was repaired by December, and the 

kura is back to nearly normal production this year.

Since immediately after the earthquake, Saura 

has donated part of its sales as well proceeds from 

donation boxes at its stores to the community in the 

AK
IH

IR
O

 M
U

RA
KA

M
I

Koichi Saura, president of the Urakasumi Saura Company, 
holding Urakasumi Zen sake, in front of the company 
building in Shiogama, Miyagi Prefecture
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hope of local recovery. “We particularly focus on 

helping recovery of local fishery businesses that 

support the area’s food culture,” says Saura. “Our 

company will not recover unless the local culinary 

culture recovers.”

Sake is always at one with its local community.

Bridging the World 
Export of sake has temporarily declined, impacted by 

the Great East Japan Earthquake, yet in fiscal 2011 

[year ending March 2011] the highest ever figure of 

14,000 kiloliters was recorded; approximately twice 

that of ten years ago. With the recent popularity of 

Japanese food overseas, more people are drinking 

sake than ever. The greatest amount of export, about 

30% of the total, is to the United States, followed by 

South Korea, Taiwan and Hong Kong.

Japan classifies home-produced sake and shochu 

as kokushu, and the government launched the 

“Enjoy Japanese Kokushu Promotion Council” in 

May 2012 to support export of these products. Sake 

and shochu go well with other countries’ foods as 

well, and are expected to serve Japan as a cross-

 cultural bridge for the twenty-first century. 

Saura, a member of the council, explains, “Sake is 

an excellent alcoholic beverage during a meal since 

it doesn’t stand out over the food. It goes well with 

Japanese as well as many other types of food, and is 

especially well suited to seafood. Rice’s inherent 

umami [good taste] erases the fishiness and enriches 

the flavor.”

Saura stresses, “Good sake plays out just as well 

as white wine. People around the world drink wine 

today, and I believe sake also has the potential to 

spread worldwide. I hope that more people will get 

to know its great taste.”

Sake
Like beer and wine, sake is brewed. It is made 
from rice, koji (from culturing koji-kin mold over 
steamed rice), yeast and water. The alcohol con-
tent ranges from 13% to 16%. Sake is classified 
into eight types depending on its ingredients and 
ratio of polished rice (ratio of the weight of white 
rice to brown rice). For example, sake with a pol-
ished rice ratio of 60% or less (using brown rice 
with its surface reduced by 40% or more) is called 
ginjoshu, and 50% or less is daiginjoshu. Sakekasu, 
the sake lees left over after production, are grilled 
for eating or used for pickling fish or vegetables.

Shochu
Another Japanese alcoholic beverage representa-
tive of the country’s culture is shochu, which is 
distilled. Made from rice, wheat or sweet potatoes, 
shochu starts with fermenting rice or wheat mold 
by adding water and yeast. The resulting moromi 
is then fermented with wheat (or with rice or 
sweet potatoes). The moromi then goes into a 

distiller to be heated, distilled and finished. Sho-
chu’s alcohol content is higher than that of sake, 
ranging from 25% to 45%, and it is often served 
mixed with cold or hot water or on ice.

Shochu production in Japan is known to have 
begun around the fourteenth and fifteenth centu-
ries. The primary region of production is Kyushu. 
The World Trade Organization (WTO) prohibits 
the use of some Kyushu-made shochu names—
specifically Saga Prefecture’s Iki Shochu, Kuma-
moto’s Kuma Shochu, and Kagoshima’s Satsuma 
Shochu—for those not made in these particular 
regions, as it does with Scotch and Champagne. 

Awamori
Awamori is a type of shochu produced in Okinawa 
Prefecture. It is known to have entered Okinawa, 
called Ryukyu at the time, from continental Asia 
around the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. 
Awamori uses indica rice as its primary ingredi-
ent. Okinawa-made Ryukyu Awamori is another 
WTO-certified appellation.
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Japanese alcoholic drinks such as sake and shochu are produced all over Japan, but they come 
in a range of different varieties and tastes, depending on factors such as their ingredients or 
the region’s climate. Mainly in the areas producing a large amount of rice, sake is produced 
in Hokkaido, Honshu and Shikoku, while shochu and awamori are favored on the southern 
islands of Kyushu and Okinawa respectively. Exports have been on the increase in recent 
years, as more and more people in other countries start to enjoy Japanese alcoholic drinks. 
From among the more than 1,800 sake breweries and shochu distilleries in Japan, we profile 
a few leading representatives whose products are currently available overseas.
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Sake and Shochu Brewers by Prefecture
The figures show the number of brewers who are 
registered with their respective prefectural 
brewers’ associations. There are 1,853 brewers 
registered in all.
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Located in the inland part of northern Iwate Prefecture, 
the city of Ninohe is surrounded by glorious natural 
scenery, nestled between the Kitakami and Ou Moun-
tains. Nanbu Bijin Co., the brewery of Nanbu Bijin sake, 
was established in the center of Ninohe in 1902.

As the key ingredient in sake, the brewery is particular 

about the rice it uses above all else. In fact, it mainly uses 
rice that has been developed in Iwate Prefecture, specifi-
cally for use in sake. It draws its water meanwhile from a 
well that bubbles up on the site of the brewery itself. 
Rich in minerals such as potassium, phosphorous and 
magnesium, the well water is a slightly bluish color. The 
minerals help the yeast and koji rice malt to propagate 
and ferment, producing a finished product with a rich, 
robust taste.

Nanbu Bijin sakes are exported to twenty-one coun-
tries around the world, including the United States, 
United Kingdom, Brazil and Singapore, where they are 
mainly served in Japanese restaurants. It has built up 
quite a following outside Japan. People are often sur-
prised at how a drink made from rice can be so fresh and 
fruity, unlike any sakes they have tried before. In 2010, 
the brewery’s daiginjo sake Nanbu Bijin won gold in the 
daiginjo category at the U.S. National Sake Appraisal in 
Honolulu, Hawaii.

Established in 1887 in the city of Asahikawa in Hokkai-
do, Otokoyama Co. is the brewer of Otokoyama, one of 
Hokkaido’s representative sakes. Working with temper-
atures that can get as low as minus 20 in central Hokkai-
do, Otokoyama brews sake from frozen underground 
water from the Taisetsu Mountains, which you can see 
from the brewery itself. Its fine and dry taste is evaluated 
as one of the best Japanese dry sakes overseas. Otoko-
yama has been winning international liquor contests 
such as the World Selection of Spirits and Liqueurs for 
thirty-six consecutive years, since 1977.

At present, 13% of the sake brewed at Otokoyama is 
exported. Its largest export market is the United States, 
which accounts for around 70% of that total. The rest is 
exported to other Asian countries. Otokoyama’s prod-
ucts are sold in Japanese supermarkets around the world, 
as well as being served in Japanese restaurants.

The brewery also runs the Otokoyama Sake Museum, 
which features brewing-related exhibits and tools, and 
even offers visitors free samples of Otokoyama sake. It 

attracts around 120,000 visitors each year, 50,000 of 
whom are tourists visiting from overseas, particularly 
Asian countries. On the second Sunday of February 
each year, the brewery organizes an event that gives visi-
tors the chance to sample the year’s new sake for free, go 
on a tour of the brewery and buy a range of sakes and 
confectionery. Despite the freezing temperatures, the 
event attracts many people every year, including visitors 
from overseas as well as local residents.

Otokoyama tasting party in Seattle, July 2011

Kosuke Kuji, fifth-generation owner of the Nanbu Bijin Co. 
brewery, holding a bottle of the sake of the same name
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Sake from the Snowcapped Mountains Otokoyama [Hokkaido]

Sake Made from Blue Water Nanbu Bijin [Iwate Prefecture]



Established in 1752 in 
the city of Nihonmatsu 
in Fukushima Prefec-
ture, surrounded by 
lush greenery at the 
foot of Mount Adatara, 
Daishichi Sake Brewery 
Co. is renowned for 

brewing sake using the “kimoto method” and the “super-
flat rice polishing technique.” Developed as a brewing 
technique some 300 years ago, the kimoto method in-
volves slowly growing natural Lactobacillus bacteria to 
produce sake. The super-flat rice polishing technique 
meanwhile was used by the brewery on a commercial 
scale for the first time in 1995. The technique removes 
as many proteins, fats and other substances as possible 

from the surface of the rice, to prevent them from affect-
ing the flavor of the resulting sake. Although these tech-
niques require more time and effort than regular brew-
ing methods, they produce sake with a truly mellow 
taste. Daishichi always features prominently in lists 
ranking Japan’s favorite sakes.

In December 2010, the brewery’s daiginjo sake Mino-
wamon had the honor of being served at a banquet host-
ed by the Dutch royal family. Renowned sommelier 
Shinya Tasaki praised Minowamon, commenting, “It 
has a soft, smooth flavor that creates a sense of elegance 
from the first taste, giving way to a slightly bitter yet 
soothing aftertaste.” In June 2011, Daishichi became 
the first sake brewery to have its own booth at Vinexpo 
2011 in Bordeaux, France, the largest international alco-
holic beverage exhibition in the world. The brewery’s 
sakes, which mature over time and develop an even 
more refined taste, are also proving popular with over-
seas chefs and sommeliers.
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Hideharu Ohta, president 
of Daishichi Sake Brewery 
Co., holding a bottle of 
Minowamon

Surrounded by mountains, just a short distance from 
Lake Suwa, Miyasaka Brewery Co. is a long-established 
brewery in the city of Suwa in Nagano Prefecture, where 
it was founded as far back as 1662. The brewery makes 
its Masumi range of sakes by carefully polishing rice, 
most of which is grown locally in Nagano. Its brewing 
ethos is based on producing great tasting sake, while 
helping to make a happy family. With their refined 
sweetness, Masumi sakes are ideal for women who are 
lighter drinkers. They also go with other cuisines as well 
as Japanese, including western dishes, Chinese food and 
cheese. Visitors to the brewery’s own Cella Masumi 
store can sample Masumi sake for themselves.

Miyasaka currently exports Masumi sakes to the Unit-
ed States, Hong Kong, Macau, Canada and various other 
countries and regions. As well as being served in Japanese 
restaurants the world over, other restaurants are starting 
to offer Masumi sakes too, including local restaurants in 
France and Chinese restaurants in Hong Kong.

Overseas sales are handled by American and French 

members of staff. As well as traveling around the world 
marketing the brewery’s products, they also give manag-
ers, members of staff and sommeliers at restaurants serv-
ing Masumi advice on how best to drink and store their 
sakes. Numerous restaurant owners and members of 
staff have come over to Japan to visit the brewery too.

Frenchman Dominique Grandemenge (left) and American 
Keith Norum, who are in charge of overseas sales for 
Miyasaka Brewing Company
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A 300-year History in Brewing Daishichi Sake Brewery [Fukushima Prefecture]

Sake that Makes for a Happy Family Miyasaka Brewing Company [Nagano Prefecture]
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Fushimi in Kyoto Prefecture 
has been a renowned sake 
brewing area since before the 
Edo period (1603–1867). 
The Fushimi brewery with 
the longest history is Masuda 
Tokubee Shoten Co., dating 

all the way back to 1675. It is best known for brewing 
Tsukino Katsura, the first ever nigorizake in Japan. Nigori-
zake is white, cloudy sake that has a fizz, fruity aroma and 
crisp acidity similar to that of sparkling wine.

The brewery’s sakes are currently exported to around 

twenty different countries and regions, and are sold by 
the likes of specialist sake stores in the United States, 
Germany and Switzerland and high-end hotel and bars 
in France. They are also served in top restaurants in 
New York.

In January 2012, the brewery launched Kasegi Gashira, 
its first ever product aimed at the overseas market. 
 Kasegi Gashira is a light, fruity sake, completely unlike 
the convential image of sake with a reduced alcohol con-
tent of 8%.

Located just half an hour by train from the center of 
Kyoto, the brewery attracts a great many tourists from 
all over the world, eager to come and look round the 
brewery and sample its products.

Starting sake production in 1860, Katou Kichibee 
Shouten collects data via  management sensors to mea-
sure and control temperature and moisture levels in 
production sectors which had previously mainly relied 
on expert instinct and experience. The system is de-
signed to achieve reproducibility of high quality sakes at 
an extremely consistent level. The brewery’s Born range 
consists of junmai ginjo sakes made entirely from rice, 
koji and water. Sakes are aged at temperatures below 
zero for about one to ten years, producing a very smooth 
and rich taste.

The brewery began selling sake overseas during the 
early part of the 1990s. Born has received many top 
prizes at various international contests overseas. The 
brewery currently exports its products to around forty 
different countries and regions, including the United 
States and Asia. The trademark of Born is officially reg-
istered in over 100 countries. Born sakes are available to 
buy and drink at top restaurants in major cities such as 

Paris and New York and in specialist sake stores in the 
United States.

Born has been offered at numerous international 
events at home and abroad too, including the opening 
banquet for the 2002 FIFA World Cup in Japan and 
South Korea. And in 2009, Japan’s then prime minister 
presented Born to President Barack Obama to celebrate 
his inauguration.

The toji master brewer mixes koji 
mold into steamed rice.

Atsuhide Kato, eleventh-generation owner of Katou Kichibee 
Shouten brewery, at a tasting party in Shanghai, China

Established in the city of Ogi in 1875, Tenzan Sake Brewer 
Company is one of the main sake breweries in Saga Pre-
fecture. Ogi itself is renewed for its spring water. The crys-
tal clear waters of the Gion River, which flow down from 

the Tenzan Mountains and through the city, are famous 
for attracting hundreds of thousands of fireflies from May 
to June each year. The brewery’s sakes are made from 
spring water drawn from the Tenzan Mountains. Rich in 
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Sake with a Sparkle Masuda Tokubee Shoten Company [Kyoto Prefecture]

Sake from Where the Fireflies Live Tenzan Sake Brewer Company [Saga Prefecture]

Sake Fit for the President Katou Kichibee Shouten [Fukui Prefecture]



The main alcoholic beverage produced in Okinawa is 
awamori, a distilled drink similar to shochu. Although 
Okinawa is now home to forty-seven distilleries, Zuisen 
Distillery Co. is one of the prefecture’s longest estab-
lished producers of Ryukyu awamori, dating back to 
1887. Located in the city of Naha, next to World Heri-
tage site Shurijo Castle, the distillery attracts crowds of 
tourists on a daily basis.

It is particularly focused on producing the aged variety 
of awamori called kusu. Ryukyu kusu was always a highly 
prized type of awamori, so much so that it was reportedly 
served in the court of the Ryukyu Kingdom, to welcome 
visitors from afar. The kusu awamori produced by 
Zuisen is aged in unglazed clay pots for anything from 
three to twenty years, creating a mellow, rounded taste 
with a pleasantly sweet aroma. 

Coming in at 30% to 43% alcohol, awamori is slightly 

stronger than regular shochu. As well as being mixed 
with cold water, hot water or ice, awamori is also recom-
mended in cocktails, used as a base with other ingredi-
ents such as cola, liqueurs or fruit juice.

Zuisen began 
shipping its products 
to other countries in 
2002 and currently 
exports to around 
ten different coun-
tries and regions, in-
cluding the United 
States. Its sakes are 
also served in Oki-
nawan restaurants in 
Hong Kong, China 
and Singapore.

minerals such as calcium and magnesium, the area’s hard 
water produces a dry sake with a clean taste.

The brewery’s sakes are exported to more than ten 
different countries and regions, where they are mainly 
served in Japanese restaurants. Jizake Tenzan, which at 
18% has a slightly higher alcohol content than regular 
sakes, is recognized as a “masculine” sake in the United 
States. In July this year, Jizake Tenzan one of the brew-
ery’s four gold award winners at the U.S. National Sake 
Appraisal in Honolulu, Hawaii.

The shitsugi process of aging 
awamori to make kusu entails the 
periodic transfer of a set amount of 
awamori through a sequence of 
pots, from the oldest to the newest.

One of the reasons why so much 
shochu is produced in Kyushu is 
its warmer climate, which is 
ideal for the koji mold used to 
make shochu. Made principally 
from barley, shochu was first 
produced in Japan at the start of 

the sixteenth century on Ikinoshima Island, roughly 20 
km off the northern coast of Kyushu. Ikinokura Distill-

ery Co. is one of the main distilleries on Ikinoshima. In 
1984, six of the island’s long-established distilleries 
came together to form a group. Using rice for koji is a 
characteristic of barley shochu in Ikinoshima. Ikino-
shima, which is representative of Ikinokura’s shochu, is 
superbly blended, having the taste of rice koji and the 
aroma of barley. Using yeast isolated from dianthus 
flowers, the barley shochu Nadeshiko has a rich fra-
grance and elegant taste. In 2011, Ikinoshima received 
the Grand Gold Quality Award and Nadeshiko the Gold 
Quality Award from Monde Selection, the international 
quality-rating organization based in Brussels, Belgium.

At Ikinokura Distillery, a worker 
stirs moromi into a tank using a 
large paddle, in the traditional 
process known as kaiire.

Tenzan Sake is offered at a tasting party in Seoul, South 
Korea, in January 2010
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The Birthplace of Barley Shochu Ikinokura Distillery [Nagasaki Prefecture]

The Aroma of the Ryukyu Kingdom Zuisen Distillery [Okinawa Prefecture]
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Mariages  
Made in Heaven
Japanese sake and shochu can be enjoyed not only 
with Japanese food, but also with cuisine from vari-
ous countries. Here, we introduce ways to pair sake 
and shochu with food.

Nichiei Alain Ducasse Selection (720 ml) 
and confit of duck foie gras from Landes 
with country bread, both of which can 
be enjoyed at the two-star Michelin 
restaurant Beige Alain Ducasse Tokyo. 
Foie gras is known for its sweetness in 
France, and is commonly paired with a 
sweet wine. The smooth sweetness of 
Nichiei Alain Ducasse Selection pairs 
extremely well with foie gras. The 
sweetness of the peaches (fresh, roasted 
and semi-dried) and the nutty flavor of 
the almond puree that are incorporated 
in the dish make this mariage all the 
more impressive. Annual production of 
Nichiei Alain Ducasse Selection is limited 
to 1,500 bottles. It is served at Ducasse’s 
restaurants in Tokyo, Paris, London and 
New York. TA
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Alain Ducasse oversees twenty-seven French restau-
rants—including three-star restaurants in Monaco, 
Paris and London—in eight countries around the world. 
In 2010 the world-famous chef unveiled the sake Nichiei 
Alain Ducasse Selection to the world by joining forces 
with the Nakamura Brewery Company, a brewer in 
Kanazawa City in Ishikawa Prefecture with over 180 
years of history.

“First, there was a request from the Nakamura Brew-
ery Company to see if we could offer Nichiei, which they 
were already producing, at our restaurants. Nichiei is a 
very flavorful type of sake, but its sweetness was some-
what too pronounced for it to be served with French 
cuisine,” says Fabrice Renaud, director at Alain Ducasse 
Enterprise, Japan. “Mr. Ducasse made a counter-
 proposal to the Nakamura Brewery Company, asking if 
they could create an original Japanese sake that could  
be appreciated not just in Japan, but at his restaurants 
around the world.”

Nichiei Alain Ducasse Selection was subsequently 
born after much discussion for around two years be-
tween Chief Sommelier Gérard Margeon, who knows 
Ducasse’s cuisine inside out, and the person in charge of 
development at the Nakamura Brewery Company. Miko-
haramai rice, the main ingredient used to make this sake 
is extremely rare and is grown with a reduced amount of 
pesticides and chemicals in Ishikawa Prefecture. This 
rice is fermented with the Nakamura Brewery Compa-
ny’s proprietary yeast. The resultant creation was Japa-
nese sake with a smooth sweetness and crisp acidity.

“Several of our guests tell us that it is not like any other 
Japanese sake they’ve tasted until now. With Nichiei 
Alain Ducasse Selection, one can even enjoy a wonder-
ful mariage with sweet-flavored ingredients and sauces,” 
says Renaud. “To date, Japan is the only place outside of 
France where Mr. Ducasse has created an original type 
of alcoholic beverage. This is how much he loves and 
understands Japanese culture and cuisine.”

Dominique Bouchet, formerly owner chef of Dominique 
Bouchet and formerly chef at a number of famous res-
taurants including La Tour D’argent in Paris, unexpect-
edly tasted Japanese sake brewed by Fukumitsuya of 

Kanazawa City, Ishikawa Prefecture 
(founded in 1625), when he visited Japan 
in 2005. Having been moved by its flavor, 
Bouchet requested Fukumitsuya to cre-
ate an original sake for him.

The person in charge of development 
at Fukumitsuya carefully hand-picked 
around ten types of sake—they had been 
aged for several years in over 100 storage 
tanks at the brewery—as candidates to 
match Bouchet’s French cuisine, which is 
characterized by light flavors that bring 
out the natural qualities of the ingredients 

used. Bouchet selected three types from this group, cre-
ating three types of sake: Yuri, Fuku and Sachi. The sake 
can be tasted at Dominique Bouchet as well as at the ad-
jacent Wa-Bi Salon and directly-managed stores of Fu-
kumitsuya in Japan.

“Yuri has a flowery fragrance and is very compatible 
with appetizers or fish dishes. Fuku and Sachi are sake 
that are both extremely full-bodied and go well with 
meat dishes,” says Sachiko Toshioka, head of develop-
ment at Fukumitsuya.  “There are a lot of people who 
taste sake for the first time at Bouchet’s restaurants. 
They are all surprised by how compatible sake and 
French wine are.”

In July 2008, Fukumitsuya collaborated with Bouchet 
to launch Wa-bi. Wa-bi is a type of sake that was devel-
oped for the general public so that the sake can be en-
joyed by more people. It has been available at major su-
permarkets in France and most Carrefour stores from 
December 2011.

Wa-Bi available for sale at all 225 Carrefour 
stores in France starting in December 2011. 

The Wabi of Japanese Sake

An Encounter between French Wine and Japanese Sake
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The French word mariage, meaning marriage, has en-
tered the Japanese lexicon when expressing a pairing of 
wine and food, say of red wine and a meat dish. In re-
cent years, along with the popularization of sake over-
seas, an unexpected mariage of sake and cuisines from 
various countries outside of Japan are consistently 
being suggested. 

“Cuisine from Spain, Italy and Southern France in the 
Mediterranean pairs well with sake as it uses simple fla-
voring by bringing out the actual flavors of the ingredi-
ents and utilizes items like salt, olive oil and tomatoes to 
enhance flavors,” says Makiko Tejima of Saishokukenbi, 
a company that specializes in food-related services, such 
as marketing and event coordination. “Regarding toma-
toes, their common thread with kelp dashi stock which 
is one of the basic dashi of Japanese cuisine is that they 
contain glutamic acid, which is an umami component, 
and this is one of the reasons why they are compatible 
with sake.”

Tejima has held numerous events in Japan and abroad 
on the mariage of sake and western cuisine with the co-
operation of others, such as sake brewers and chefs who 
specialize in western cuisine.

Spanish food critics, chefs and sommeliers were ap-
parently struck with awe by how compatible sake is with 
produce from Spain and Spanish cuisine, when they 
were invited to an event sponsored by the sake manufac-
turers’ cooperative from Ehime Prefecture that Tejima 

produced in Barcelona in Catalonia, Spain, in October 
of last year. 

One of the invited guests, who is the head sommelier at 
Ell Bulli, a three-star restaurant in Catalonia that was 
known to be the most difficult restaurant in the world to 
get a reservation, even said, “I did not think that sake went 
this well with cheese. If cheese can be enjoyed with sake, 
I think cheese manufacturers would also be extremely 
happy.” In addition, the invited guests commented on 
the mariage of sake (junmai daiginjo: top-quality sake 
with highly polished rice) and Iberian ham as being “un-
believable,” garnering acclaim from the locals.

Sake can be enjoyed with other foods besides Spanish 
cuisine. For example, take raw oysters that are eaten all 
over the world. The standard mariage is said to be raw 
oysters and Chablis, but the compatibility between raw 
oysters and sake is also outstanding. Junmai daiginjo, 
which has a subtle fragrance and a clean taste, goes espe-
cially well with raw oysters.

“Sake cleanses the fishy smell of oysters,” says 
 Tejima. “Also, sake is able to bring out the milky umami 
in oysters.”

Urakasumi, a junmai daiginjo sake produced by sake brewer 
Urakasumi Saura (see page 6) in Shiogama City, Miyagi 
Prefecture, and cheese. According to Tejima, Mimolette cheese 
is compatible with aged sake. Also, junmai daiginjo pairs well 
with risotto that contains Parmesan cheese, and junmaishu 
works well with pasta mixed with gorgonzola cheese.

Mariage with Japanese sake surprises the world

Kijoshu, produced by sake brewer Asabiraki in Morioka City, 
Iwate Prefecture, and ice cream. Kijoshu, which is brewed by 
using not only water but also sake, is a sweet type of sake. 
According to Tejima, pouring aged Kijoshu on ice cream 
creates a flavor similar to that of a rum-soaked raisin.
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Yakitori is a dish of bite-sized pieces of 
various parts of chicken grilled on skew-
ers and is enjoyed with either a sweet 
sauce or salt. It is popular in Japan for 
being compatible with beer or sake. There 
are numerous restaurants in the area sur-
rounding Gotanda Station in Tokyo, and 
one of these is Yoshichou that has had a 
one-star Michelin title since 2009. Yoshi-
chou is a small, second-floor restaurant 
with twenty-two seats. 

“We opened in 2006, and gradually in-
creased the number of customers by 
word of mouth. The number of Japanese 
and foreign customers then increased 
tremendously when we won Michelin 
recognition,” says owner Kenji 
 Yoshimoto. “Everyone says our yakitori 
has a perfect flavor.” 

Yoshichou uses a type of chicken called 
the Aomori Shamrock from Aomori Pre-
fecture in the Tohoku region. Natural salt 
is used as a seasoning, and the chicken is 
grilled over charcoal to fully draw out the 
flavor of the chicken.

The store is laid out so that all the cus-
tomers can be seen from where the yaki-
tori is grilled. Yoshimoto says by watching 
the customers, the dishes are changed in 
a subtle way to suit each customer. For 
example, someone who is having one 
drink after another will start to want dish-
es with strong flavors, so the dishes are 
served with a little more salt than usual. 

Yoshichou not only serves chicken, but 
is also known for sake, shochu and wine that Yoshimoto 
has personally selected to match the restaurant’s dishes. 
In particular, most of the approximately twenty types of 
sake that are always available at the restaurant are brands 
that cannot be found elsewhere. None of them get in the 
way of the solid flavors of yakitori and actually serve to 
bring out the delicious flavors of yakitori. If a customer 

does not know what sake to drink, ask Yoshimoto and 
he will select the best sake for the customer.

“Foreign customers also select sake without hesita-
tion. They probably think that there is no way sake 
would be incompatible with yakitori since it is part of 
Japanese culture,” says Yoshimoto. “At times, they say, 
‘why not open a restaurant in my country?’”

A Michelin-Starred Yakitori Restaurant

Drinks from left, Tomino Houzan shochu from Kagoshima Prefecture, 
Shiragiku sake from Kochi Prefecture, Sookuu sake from Kyoto 
Prefecture. Food from left, negima (chicken and green onion skewers), 
tsukune (skewered ground chicken balls), sasami (tenderloin; served 
only lightly grilled) 
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Cups for
All

Occasions
A variety of cups are used to drink sake, and each 

kind has its own long history and cultural 
background. A number of cups with 

unconventional designs have been produced in 
recent years too. Here, we look at some of the 

variety of cups available to the sake lover.
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Tajimi City, Gifu Prefecture, is a major production 
area of the ceramic known as Minoyaki or Mino Ware. 
In particular, the Ichinokura area that is located in the 
most southern part of the city has long been widely 
known as a major production area for sakazuki (cere-
monial sake cups). During the Meiji period (1868–
1912), Ichinokura accounted for much of the produc-
tion of sakazuki nationwide, and it remains today a 
major producer of ceramics, including sakazuki. The 
Ichinokura Sakazuki Art Museum opened in 2002 in 
Ichinokura, as part of the initiatives taken by the local 
community to revitalize the area. 

Approximately 1,500 sakazuki, produced from the 
end of the Edo period (1603–1867) through the Meiji 
period to the Showa period (1926–1989) in the Saka-
zuki Gallery are presented on the first floor of the mu-
seum. On the second floor, the Kyoshokan Hall dis-
plays approximately forty masterpieces produced by 
eight living national treasures and great masters associ-
ated with the local area. 

Yuko Imagawa, general manager of the museum, 
says, “Among many sakazuki presented in this museum, 
the most spectacular are those made in the mid Meiji 
period. Sakazuki made in this period have a thickness 
of 1 mm that is almost transparent, and they are painted 

finely, just like miniatures. Literally, they are the work 
of masters.” 

Each sakazuki is usually 6 cm in diameter. Although 
noticeably small among dishes for food and drink, 
sakazuki have a presence. Imagawa explains, “For a 
long time in Japan, Japanese sake has been served dur-
ing religious events and rites. In these events, sakazuki 
have been highly valued and loved as a dish that serves 
as an intermediary between human beings and god, 
and between fellow human beings. Drinking with saka-
zuki deepens friendships and forms agreements with-
out the need for a written contract.”  

Ichinokura is also vigorously developing new types 
of sake cups. In 2006, craftsmen in three ceramic pro-
duction areas of Tajimi, including Ichinokura, started 
to develop a new brand of Minoyaki sake cups in co-
operation with local governments and academic or-
ganizations. In 2011, they developed Mino-tosui Ka-
kutokuri, a local sake of Tajimi that was sold in a  
Minoyaki sake bottle sold with a wooden sake drink-
ing masu box made in Ogaki City, Gifu Prefecture. 
This product received the France prize, one of the In-
ternational Prizes at the Charming Japanese Souvenir 
Contests 2012, which was sponsored by the Japan 
Tourism Agency.

Sakazuki, a few centimeter in diameter, made in the mid Meiji period and featuring painted flowers and grass

Sake Cups as Art
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A masu, or a wooden drinking box, is a cup for drinking 
sake, which is as popular as a sakazuki, and it is often 
use in the toast in a ceremony. The masu was originally 
developed 1,300 years ago as a container to measure 
the quantity of rice and other crops and liquid prod-
ucts, such as soy sauce. The masu is made of wood and 
is square shaped. The history of the masu as a sake cup, 
which is made of hinoki, or Japanese cypress, and other 
wood, is surprisingly short: it was only in 1966 when 
the masu became popular. In 1966, following the revi-
sion of the Measurement Act, the inspection of all 
masu boxes (a stringent inspection of the accuracy of 
the masu as a scale) was no longer required. As a result, 
the cost of producing masu boxes declined, and de-
mand for masu boxes as a sake drinking cup surged. 

At present, five companies in Ogaki City, Gifu Pre-
fecture, near the plantation sites of hinoki, manufacture 
80% of the masu produced nationwide. Ohashi Ryoki 
is one of these five companies and is well known for its 
development of unique products that change the com-
mon concept of a masu. 

Hiroyuki Ohashi, president of Ohashi Ryoki, ex-

plains, “The masu is very suitable for drinking Japanese 
sake because of the smell of hinoki, the wooden mate-
rial for masu boxes. The appearance of the masu with 
sake poured into it is also very appealing.” 

Because Ohashi Ryoki has an English website to 
promote its masu, it often receives overseas orders, es-
pecially from the United States. Many of these orders 
are from Japanese restaurants overseas, but Ohashi 
Ryoki once received requests for as many as 2,000 
masu boxes from a clock shop in New York that was 
going to use masu boxes for packaging watches. 

In 2010, Ohashi Ryoki started selling Suichoko, a 
masu that had a shape totally unlike conventional 
models. A triangular masu made of three triangles, it 
won the 2011 Good Design Award for its unconven-
tional design. 

Says Ohashi, “I wanted to dispel the fixed notion of 
the masu being a square shape. When drinking sake 
with Suichoko, because it has sharp corners, sake 
comes to the mouth in the form of a thin line. So cus-
tomers are happy with its unique appearance and its 
convenient design for actual drinking.”

Masu Movement

Conventional masu (right) and Suichoko (10.8 cm x 9.5 cm x 3.7 cm)
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People in Japan generally drink sake with a sakazuki or 
a masu. In 2000, Riedel, a prestigious wine glass manu-
facturer with a history of over 250 years in Austria, in-
troduced the Daiginjo glass, for use in tasting dai
ginjoshu (a luxury sake with a sophisticated fragrance, 
made from rice polished to at least 50% its original 
size). The Daiginjo glass does not look any different 
from ordinary wine glasses. However, when tasting 
daiginjoshu, the glass is able to bring out the deep taste 
and rich fragrance unique to daiginjoshu. 

The making of Daiginjo glasses started in 1998 when 

Fukumitsuya (see page 15), a venerable sake maker in 
Kanazawa City, Ishikawa Prefecture, asked Riedel to 
develop a glass that was specially designed to properly 
bring out the supreme taste of Japanese sake. In re-
sponse, Riedel produced sixty types of sample glasses 
for Daiginjoshu, and held twenty-five screening meet-
ings (workshops) to select and determine the shape of 
the glass that was most suitable for Daiginjoshu, work-
ing together with the representatives of sake makers 
and experts. After these meetings, the choice of glasses 
was narrowed down to six. The final screening meeting 

(official workshop) was held at the 
Austrian Embassy with twelve sake 
makers, where one particular glass re-
ceived an overwhelming evaluation 
and was chosen to become Riedel’s of-
ficial Daiginjo glass. 

According to Wolfgang J. Angyal, 
president of Riedel Japan, “When you 
drink daiginjoshu with this glass, make 
sure not to pour more than one third 
of a glass full.” He continues, “When 
only a little sake is used, there will be 
more space in the glass to maintain the 
fragrance. This will enable you to enjoy 
the rich fragrance of daiginjoshu. The 
angle of the glass when it is brought to 
the mouth is also very important. The 
Daiginjo glass is designed to produce 
the best balance of the sweetness and 
the acidity of daiginjoshu when the 
glass is tilted towards the mouth in a 
natural manner.” 

Sales of the Daiginjo glass, an original 
product of Riedel, have also been grow-
ing steadily in the United States and 
Europe, on the strength of the boom in 
popularity of Japanese foods overseas.

Glass that Enhances the Taste of Sake

Wolfgang J. Angyal, president of 
Riedel Japan, filling Japanese sake 
in the Daiginjo glassTA
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Japanese people love to bathe in onsen (hot springs). Japan has more 

than 3,000 hot spring resorts from Hokkaido in the north to Okinawa in 

the south, and inns and hotels with communal bathrooms or open-air 

baths where guests can bathe in hot springs attract many visitors.

Soaking in hot springs is a Japanese tradition. Not only does it have a 

relaxing effect on the body and mind, but the minerals contained in hot 

springs are believed to possess a range of health and beauty benefits, such 

as properties for healing wounds at a rapid rate and beautifying the skin. 

As such, some people recuperating from illness stay in hot spring hotels for 

long periods of time.  

There are many unique hot springs too. Jigokudani Hot Springs in Nagano 

Prefecture is famous for the Japanese macaques that bathe in them, drawing 

many tourists from Japan and overseas. And at Shikaribetsu Hot Spring in 

Hokkaido, an open-air bath is created on the frozen surface of the lake during 

the winter season.

A hot spring 

is produced by 

groundwater that 

has been heated 

by terrestrial 

heat, and this ter-

restrial heat is 

also being used 

for geothermal 

power genera-

tion. Japan ranks 

third in the world 

for its geothermal 

power genera-A riverside onsen in Niigata Prefecture
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Q 1:  At Owakudani (photo), a famous hot spring resort 
in Hakone, Kanagawa Prefecture, it is said that if 
you eat a certain food that has been boiled in the 
hot spring you will live seven years longer. What 
is that food?

A: Fish

B: Rice

C: Egg

Q 2:  Ibusuki Hot Springs in Kagoshima Prefecture is 
famous as a hot spring that uses something other 
than hot water. What is it?

A: Grass

B: Rock

C: Sand

tion potential, with recent years seeing 

Japan develop geothermal power gen-

eration as a source of energy that does 

not produce carbon dioxide emissions, 

which contribute to global warming.

Monkeys enjoy the hot water at Jigokudani Hot Spring.

Ibusuki City
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T hanks to the enforcement of the 
various recycling laws in Japan, 
manufacturers are able to collect 

unwanted products, such as home appliances 
and vehicles, and recycle most of their parts 
back into resources. Nonetheless, one issue 
that has always posed problems has been how 
to deal with waste plastic. With the exception 
of large parts such as vehicle bumpers, most 
waste plastics are sent to recycling companies 
in an unsorted state, comprising plastic frag-
ments such as acrylonitrile butadiene styrene 
(ABS) plastics, polypropylene (PP) and poly-
styrene (PS). It is impossible to recycle such a 
mixture of plastics into high-quality compo-
nents that can be used for home appliances 
and other such products. The resources can 
only go into cushioning materials for packag-
ing or be used as fuel for thermal recycling 
systems, which recover and use heat energy 
from waste incineration. 

Although it is possible to identify different 
types of waste plastic by hand or using near-
infrared sensors, issues with cost and accuracy 
have always prevented such methods from 
being truly effective. The fact remains that, 
unless recycling companies can sort large vol-
umes of waste plastic quickly and accurately, 
they are unable to sell waste plastics to manu-

facturers as recycled plastic raw materials.
“About five years ago, I went to see Profes-

sor Hirofumi Kawazumi from the Faculty of 
Humanity-Oriented Science and Engineering 
at Kinki University to talk to him about waste 
plastic identification technologies. He said to 
me ‘the only commercially viable option 
would be Raman spectroscopy.’ From that 
point onwards, we started to develop an en-
tirely new identification system, unlike any-
thing the world had seen before.”

These are the words of Yasuo Tsuchida, 
president of Saimu Corporation, which oper-
ates a recycling business in Osaka and Fuku-
oka Prefectures.

Saimu uses Raman spectroscopy to sort 
waste plastics. This involves shining a light 
on materials, causing the molecules within to 
vibrate in their own specific ways and scatter 
the light in different patterns depending on 
the materials. The system runs lasers over 
the plastic fragments in order to detect their 
Raman spectrum and identify the specific 
type of plastic. The key feature of the system 
is its high level of accuracy. The ability to 
identify a material’s molecular structure 
without actually touching it means that the 
system can be used on plastic pieces that are 
still wet from washing and, unlike near-
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With so many different types of plastic in use, sorting plastic waste has always been a challenge. 
Takashi Sasaki reports on a recycling technology that overcomes this major barrier and enables 
resources to be reused even more effectively.
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 infrared systems that identify plastics with 
optical absorption, can accurately identify 
colored plastics. The system is also a hundred 
times faster than the near-infrared equiva-
lent, taking just three thousandths of a sec-
ond from laser exposure to identification.

Fully operational since October last year, 
Saimu’s plastic identification system runs 
crushed fragments of various different plas-
tics along a conveyor belt, at a constant speed 
of 100 meters per minute. These plastic pieces 
are identified by a row of fifty laser sensors 
positioned at intervals of 5 mm, and are then 
pushed out into the relevant recycling bin by 
jets of compressed air emitted by air guns at 
the end of the conveyor belt (see figure).

“The system can comfortably make a profit 
as long as it produces more than 300 tons of 
recycled plastic raw materials every month, 
especially with oil prices riding so high at the 
moment. We are currently shipping around 
500 tons a month at our Kansai Plant in 
Osaka. That is only possible thanks to Raman 
spectroscopy,” says Tsuchida.

Recycled plastic raw materials are sold on 
to the likes of home appliance manufactur-
ers, which then transform them into parts 
for televisions, fridges, washing machines 
and other new appliances. Whereas recycling 
waste plastic has been regarded as a corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) in the past, the 
development of commercially viable Raman 
spectroscopy identification technology has 
the potential to change all that in the future. 
The main attraction of this technology, apart 
from helping to protect the environment and 
use resources more effectively, is that it will 
enable manufacturers to cut costs. The iden-
tification system developed by Saimu can be 
used for other purposes too, including in-
spections and identifications in fields requir-
ing a high level of safety such as the food in-
dustry and medical industry, as well as 
plastics. As a result, it is attracting a great 
deal of attention from companies in a variety 
of sectors all over the world.

Takashi Sasaki is a freelance writer.
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outline of Saimu’s raman spectroscopy 
plastic identification system
The system consists of a laser-based 
Raman plastic sorter, series of air guns, 
which sort plastics once they have 
been identified, and other 
equipment.



Daiya Seiki was founded by your father, Yasuo Suwa, in 1963. What do you re-
member about your childhood?

Takako Suwa: Our family lived on the second floor of the factory so I grew 

up smelling the oil and hearing the sound of the machines. When my mother 

could not take care of me, my father often took me in his car to visit clients. 

I remember playing by myself in the parking spaces of these clients. 

My older brother died in early childhood, so from my senior high school 

days I thought I would probably take over the company some day. At my fa-

ther’s recommendation, I studied engineering at university, and after gradu-

ation worked for around two years as an engineer for a large automotive 

parts manufacturer.

26 27
Highlighting JAPAN   SEPTEMBER 2012 Highlighting JAPAN   SEPTEMBER 2012

A Back-Street  
Workshop Principal

With around 4,000 factories, Ota City, Tokyo is a center for Japan’s leading manufacturers. Most of 

them are small, with ten or fewer employees, but many possess world-class technology. Takako 

Suwa, president of precision metal working company Daiya Seiki Co. (38 employees) in Ota, speaks 

out forcefully through government conferences and the media about the current situation and future 

of manufacturing in this part of the capital. Osamu Sawaji of The Japan Journal interviewed Suwa.
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Takako Suwa with grinding 
workers in the factory of 
Daiya Seiki Co.

Yamato
Nadeshiko

S E R I E S

Takako Suwa, president of Daiya Seiki Co.



Your father passed away suddenly and as his daughter, you took over as presi-
dent of Daiya Seiki. Is there anything in particular that you try or aim to do as 
a female president?

After leaving the automotive parts manufacturer, I joined 

my father’s company. At that time, I thought that layoffs 

should be undertaken in the company’s loss-making divi-

sions, and proposed this to my father. Then, I was laid 

off. I had totally failed to understand why my father re-

fused to consider layoffs, although it was evident that 

they would boost profits. His top priority was to save his 

employees’ jobs. 

After that, when he died suddenly in 2004, I was 

away from his firm, but in answer to the urging of the 

employees, I succeeded him. I believe that the sense of 

economy that I nurtured when I was a homemaker is 

helpful to the management of the company, and I try to 

behave like a mother in the company. For example, new-

comers must exchange a “diary” with me for their first 

one-month period. By taking notes of what they did and 

what they thought on a daily basis, they can recognize 

their own development. In addition, the diaries help me, 

as manager, to manage individual employees.

What does your company produce?

We manufacture gauges. Components for precision ma-

chinery including automotive engines need to have pre-

cision on the order of microns. Gauges are used to check 

if components are produced in micron-order precision. 

For example, more than fifty different gauges are used in 

the manufacture of engine pistons. Of course, these 

gauges must also have micron-order precision. Machin-

ery alone cannot produce such ultra-high precision 

gauges. At the final stage, they are manually polished to 

correct errors. Workers use their sense of touch to check 

the products. Experienced workers are capable of detect-

ing an error of one microns or one thousandth of a milli-

meter, by touching them with their hands. As a result of 

this work, cars are on the roads worldwide. 

In September last year, Prime Minister Yoshihiko 

Noda toured our company. At that time, I told him a story 

about these experienced workers. He answered, “They 

have god hands.” Nurtured in the Japanese manufactur-

ing industry, techniques like these can be proudly dem-

onstrated to the rest of the world. Young employees have 

a strong sense of mission to acquire and maintain these 

techniques.

You must have heavy daily responsibilities as president. How do you relax?

It is classical ballet that relaxes me. I started learning it in 

my thirties. When I became president, I happened to see 

a classical ballet lesson for adults in a sports club. When 

I was a child, I was passionate about classical ballet. 

Hearing that it was possible to start learning ballet in 

adulthood, I started taking lessons. I take at least three 

lessons a week. When I put work away from my mind 

and do ballet at a place totally different from the factory, 

I feel refreshed. Now, ballet is my emotional support.
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I had never heard music like it before. 
The shakuhachi notes scampered 

around, sometimes sounding like a flute, 
sometimes like a clarinet, against a complex 
rhythm played by a traditional Indian drum 
called a mridangam among other percussion 
instruments, a guitar and a bass. The shaku
hachi was being played live by John Kaizan 
 Neptune, to the accompaniment of a CD of 
his own compositions recorded in India.

Neptune had this to say about the appeal 
of the shakuhachi. 

“The shakuhachi is a very simple instru
ment: just a piece of bamboo with five holes. 
But the range of possible sounds is truly amaz
ing. And as well as being a musical instrument, 
you can use it to express the sound of the wind 
or the song of birds. I was enchanted and en
thralled by that flexibility.”

Neptune first encountered the shakuhachi 
when he was a university student. 
Wishing to pursue his love of 
surfing, a hobby since his elemen
tary school days, he entered the 
University of Hawaii, where he 
majored in ethnomusicology. 

“Partly because I had been a 
drummer in a rock band in high 
school, at university I was inter
ested in learning the Indian tabla. 
But at that time in Hawaii there 
was no one to teach me. So I 
learned shakuhachi, my number 
two choice. When I think back, 
in a sense I have surfing to thank 

Kamogawa
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Searching for the Sound

Hailing from California, John Kaizan Neptune is a player of the 
shakuhachi, a traditional Japanese instrument with a history of 
more than 1,000 years. The unique musical world he has created 
through collaboration between the shakuhachi and other 
instruments has gained popularity not only in Japan but also 
around the globe. Masaki Yamada interviewed Neptune.

SERIES  |  MASTERS

John Kaizan Neptune crafts a 
shakuhachi in his home 
workshop. The harvested 
bamboo is allowed to dry for at 
least two year before he begins 
the creation process. 



for my encounter with the shakuhachi.”
In 1973, Neptune took a leave of absence 

from the University of Hawaii to study shaku
hachi for one year in Kyoto. He then returned 
to Hawaii to complete his degree, moving 
back to Kyoto following graduation. After 
completing a further two years of study, he re
ceived the shihan, or master’s certificate in the 
Tozan School of Shakuhachi. At that time, he 
was awarded the honorary name Kaizan, or 
“Sea Mountain.”

In the 1980s, Neptune began touring and 
recording albums in earnest based on the 
theme of the encounter between the shaku
hachi and other instruments. By learning and 
collaborating with music from different parts 
of the world, he began to take the shakuhachi 
to places yet unexplored. 

“I made an album that incorporated dif
ferent musical cultures out of a desire to ex
tend the possibilities of the shakuhachi. My 
first collaborative project was with a jazz band. 
Later, I performed with a string quartet in a 
church in Germany, and experimented with a 
project between the shakuhachi and ethnic 
instruments in India. All of these are my 
original compositions and arrangements. Col
laborating with music from different countries 
in this way gave me a renewed sense of the as 
yet unexplored and limitless possibilities of 
the shakuhachi.” 

Neptune has recorded twentythree collab

orative music performance CDs, which are on 
sale in North America, Europe and Asia. Lis
teners overseas often comment on the very 
fresh sound of the shakuhachi and the way it 
fuses naturally into the backing tracks. 

Today, Neptune has made his home in 
Kamogawa, Chiba Prefecture, one of Japan’s 
best surfing spots, where he maintains and 
cultivates his own bamboo grove and creates 
handmade shakuhachi as well as other origi
nal bamboo percussion instruments. 

“I began making shakuhachi out of a desire 
to create my own original sound that I can’t 
get from readymade shakuhachi. But I never 
seem to be able to get a sound that satisfies me. 
I’ve been practicing for more than forty years 
and made more than two hundred shakuhachi, 
but so far that sound eludes me. I’ll probably 
continue searching for it until I die.”

Masaki Yamada is a freelance writer.
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John Kaizan Neptune plays his shakuhachi in the 
bamboo grove he cultivates near his home. The 

jazz band collaboration album “Bamboo” released 
in 1980 was awarded the Japanese Agency for 

Cultural Affairs National Arts Festival Excellence 
Award. This was the first time that the award had 

gone to a jazz album, and the first time it had 
been presented to a non-Japanese artist.
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T he tansu, or Japanese chest, started to 
be used widely in the early eighteenth 
century as ordinary people began to 

own more than one set of clothes and needed 
somewhere to store them. Although tansu had 
existed for almost a thousand years before that, 

it was not until the luxury of chang-
ing and putting away clothing 
reached the common folk that their 
development really progressed in 
Japan. Still, the size and design of a 
tansu denoted the status of its owner, 
with the tansu of a samurai featur-
ing a wide top draw to house his 
 katana sword.

During the Edo period (1603–
1867), tansu were classified by what 
they were used for, with different 
types for clothes, swords and medi-
cines. One of the most distinctive 
varieties was the kaidan-tansu, or 
stairs-chest, built in the shape of 
steps, so that the tansu would fit 
neatly in the stairwell and thus 
maximize use of space. In the subse-
quent Meiji period, tansu became 
increasingly ornate and decorative, 
with individual styles developing in 
different regions of Japan. One of 
the most highly regarded varieties 
of these is the Sendai Tansu, so called 
after the city of the same name in 
Japan’s northeast Tohoku region. 

Sendai Tansu are used mostly for 
storing clothes (traditionally  kimo-

Monma Tansu in Sendai, Miyagi Prefecture, is one of only two furniture studios 
in the regional capital still producing tansu chests in the traditional way. Gavin 
Blair speaks with Kazuhiro Monma, the seventh-generation owner of the firm.
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Detail of the chest which won for Monma Tansu the Good Design 
Award 2011
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MonMa Tansu
More than Mere Furniture



no) and are renowned for their intricate iron-
work, much of which was originally crafted by 
artisans who had formerly worked with sword 
makers on fittings for katana. 

“The other things that set apart authentic 
Sendai Tansu are the use of local keyaki (Japa-
nese Zelkova) wood and the lacquering applied 
to it that helps it last such a long time,” says 
Monma Kazuhiro of Monma Tansu, one of only 
two makers of traditional Sendai Tansu remain-
ing out of the 100 or so that once plied their 
trade around the city. “Though there are other 
companies which make similar tansu using ma-
terials and components from elsewhere.”  

“Our craftsmen apply around thirty layers of 
lacquer, which of course takes a lot of time and 
increases the cost of the tansu,” explains 
Monma, who is the seventh generation of his 
family to be involved in the business, which 
can still be found in its original location in the 
center of Sendai City.

As well as the workshop where the tansu are 
crafted, the premises also house a tansu museum 
that doubles as a showroom, and is flanked by a 
traditional Japanese garden which is largely un-
changed since the company was started in the 
nineteenth century. 

New Business
Over the years, Monma has attracted the inter-
est of illustrious customers from General 
 Douglas MacArthur (head of the allied occupa-

tion forces after 
WWII) to the French 
ambassador and the 
Empress of Japan. 

For everyday folk, 
the chests can be a 

little pricey, concedes Monma, who has intro-
duced items such as wine racks and even a 
mouse pad to make the company’s products 
more accessible. 

“We hope that these will get younger people 
in Japan interested in our goods, then, when 
they are older and have more money, they may 
want a Sendai Tansu,” says Monma.

Having won a Good Design Award at home 
in 2010, the company has also begun to look 
overseas, exhibiting in Hong Kong in 2011 and 
Malaysia this year. However, the strong yen, 
shipping costs and import taxes all add to the 
already expensive prices for the tansu. Monma 
says he is currently working on ideas to make 
more affordable pieces for export.  

After the tsunami of March 11 last year, 
which caused extensive damage to coastal Sen-
dai, Monma Tansu began receiving water-
 damaged tansu to repair. Extracting the salt 
from the wood, repairing rusting iron fittings 
and getting drawers to open and close smoothly 
again, are the biggest challenges, according to 
Monma. Restoring these pieces, some of which 
are more than a century old, is clearly more 
than just a business to those involved. 

“Sendai Tansu are more than furniture,” says 
Monma,” they are closer to art.”

Gavin Blair is a freelance journalist living in Tokyo 

who writes for publications in the United Kingdom, 

United States and Asia.

Left: a craftsman cuts wood 
in the workshop at Monma 
Tansu; right: Kazuhiro 
Monma
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Cheap and colorfully cheerful, kami fusen (paper balloons) are still batted about 
today as much as they were when they first hit toy shops a little over 100 years ago. 

Easily inflated with a single puff, the balloons come in many imaginative designs, 
with the beach-ball variety pictured being the most popular. Like fireworks, yukata 
robes, goldfish and other such symbols of the Japanese summer, kami fusen have a 

simple, timeless charm that tugs at Japanese heartstrings.
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Answers for p. 23     Q1: C. If a raw egg is boiled for around one hour in a hot spring pool of approximately 
80 degrees, a chemical reaction produces a boiled egg with a blackened shell. This “black egg” can be eaten 
at the kiosk at Owakudani. The number “seven” in “seven years” is said to be because this is regarded as a 
lucky number in Japan.  Q2: C. Ibusuki Hot Spring is situated along the coast and is famous as a hot spring where 
bathers are buried in sand from the beach that has been heated by the hot spring. Staff at the beach shovel sand 
over the bathers. The temperature of the sand is high, and bathers are soaked with perspiration after 10–15 minutes.
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