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ERIC SWANSON was on a mission. He needed to track down the sake of the gods. Each time the Lunar 

 high-
rolling gamblers who, when dining and drinking between marathon bouts at the gaming tables, tend to 

re, but 
what they really want is something flagrantly expensive and difficult to find. 

And sake scouts like Mr. Swanson, a rising star in the realm of 

these bottles seem more precious. Mr. Swanson is a genial 39-
year-old connoisseur who works for the Wirtz Beverage Group, 
which supplies premium Japanese bottles to restaurants up and 
down the Strip.  

  

 
 

Eric Swanson, at Social House in Las Vegas,  
searches for rare sakes to please high-rolling gamblers.  



In his quest for irresistible elixirs, Mr. Swanson found what he sought in Kosuke Kuji, owner of a brewery 
that makes Nanbu Bijin sake in the Iwate Prefecture of Japan.  

while he sat in a booth at a Las Vegas restaurant called Social House, sampling plate after plate of 
 

After years of apprenticeship around Japan, the brewery owner, known within 
the sake demimonde simply as Kuji-
headquarters in the late 1990s and tried his hand at creating a very small 
batch. He entered this private stash in a national competition known as the 
Zenkoku Shinshu Kanpyokai. It won a gold medal.  

At that point Mr. Kuji did something unusual. Sake is not normally aged for 

Kuji set down a few tanks of the brew in cold storage. After mellowing and 
maturing for a decade, the sake was ready.  

 
 

 
 
Huchu Homare 
A worker at Huchu Homare brewery carries a sieve used for  
cleaning and soaking the rice used in Watari Bune sake 

That sake, now 12 years old and sold as Frozen Beauty or Ancient Beauty, can be found at a few high-
end restaurants in Las Vegas, including Social House, Sushi Samba and Shibuya, where a 720-milliliter 

 

Extravagance is de rigueur in Las Vegas, and it was probably only a matter of time before sake joined 
single- -up 

panese 
restaurant.  

But the fascinating journey of Frozen Beauty  from the snows of the Iwate Prefecture to the desert glare 
of Clark County in Nevada  could be a Harvard Business School case study for a new generation of 
sommeliers, distributors, shop owners and restaurateurs, from New York to San Francisco, who are trying 
to sell more top-shelf sake to consumers who have moved beyond the eye-stinging swill that used to be 
heated up like Theraflu. Whether the drinkers are whales or minnows, merchants are finding that nothing 
catches them like a romantic spiel.  

For years, sake has been the Leonard Cohen of drinks: passionately adored by a small cadre of loyalists, 
lenge boils 

down to something very simple: sake labels are usually written in Japanese characters. Even when 
translated into English, on a bottle or on a menu, it can be difficult for an untrained American drinker to 
figure out the difference between the name of the sake, the name of the brewery, the type of sake and the 
region of Japan that it comes from.  

ers are different. The words just do not stick in our 

http://www.nanbubijin.co.jp/english/


  

Even if drinkers d

 Sake Nomi, a shop and tasting bar in Seattle. 
 

To remedy this synaptic gap, sommeliers are revising their menus to downplay the Japanese data and 
rely instead on simple, haunting, haiku-like evocations. Back in Las Vegas in December, Mr. Swanson 
flipped open the Social House sake menu and pointed out a few of the most striking examples: 
Wandering Poet, Dreamy Clouds, NC-17 and, of course, Drunken Whale.  

 

But the real secret when it comes to enticing the American palate might be a more expansive form of 
narrative. At Megu, the imperially shiny temple of Japanese food with a downtown and Midtown location 
in New York City, parts of the sake menu convey a feeling of ancient folklore.  

This is what the menu says, for example, about sakes that come from the Miyasaka Brewing Company: 
d a 28-year-old sake prodigy named 

Chisato Kubota to the position of brewmaster. The two traveled throughout Japan in the manner of Zen 
  

 
manager, Shigeyuki Kawamura. And if customers have an easier time remembering the story than they 

 

Megu must be doing something right. The menu includes an $800 offering, the Myoka Rangyoku junmai 
daiginjo sake from the Daishichi brewery, and it rhapsodizes about h -polishing 

 

Mr. Kawamura has sold out of that one. Megu depleted the last of its supply (three bottles) in a single 
night.  

When restaurants in Las Vegas and elsewhere tell Henry Sidel, president of the Joto Sake distribution 
company in Manhattan, that they need something more expensive to impress their upscale clientele, he 
finds that a crucial selling point is a good yarn about how the sake was made.  

 

 recently started 
trickling into the United States, is made by the Nakao brewery with a special yeast that comes from apple 
peels. The yeast is said to maximize the aroma of the sake.  

created from a rare strain of rice that is so vulnerable to the nibbling of insects and the pummeling of 
typhoons that it had nearly lapsed into extinction in Japan. But in the 1980s Takaaki Yamauchi, from a 
brewery called Huchu Homare, met an old farmer who wistfully told him that the lost rice used to make 
sake of unsurpassed deliciousness.  

http://www.sakenomi.us/
http://www.daishichi.com/english/infomation/infomation.html
http://www.jotosake.com/?p=75


A hunt began. In 1989, Mr. Yamauchi managed to acquire 14 grams of Watari Bune seedlings that the 
Japanese ministry of agriculture had freeze-dried and stored in a gene bank. He planted the seeds, grew 
the rice and brewed what we might think of as a drinkable time capsule. Thanks to Mr. Sidel and his 
team, it can now be found around New York at restaurants like Sakagura and Robataya, where it costs 
$160.  

Michael Crichton-  in Portland, in New York  
 

The odder the tale, the louder the buzz. Mr. Stroud, in Seattle, has found that he can stir up interest in 
one brand of sake simply by talking about ... the igloo. Ginga Shizuku, or Divine Droplets from Takasago, 
is made by hanging canvas bags of fermenting mash in a handmade ice dome, during the frigid winter in 
the Hokkaido Prefecture, and patiently letting the sake filter out in a slow, pure drip. Mr. Stroud sells that 

spell of aging in the igloo, but not the slow-
 

s 
 or simply mesmerizing them with magical tales.  

  

  

 

 

 Dieter Xiao the general manager at Shibuya, 
 prepares a cart with a selection of sakes.  

 
said Beau Timken, who owns a San Francisco shop called True Sake. (It should be noted that Mr. 

the sushi comfort zone and start pairing sake with street grub like burritos and burgers.)  

ago, when he was helping put together the epic sake menu at Shibuya at the MGM Grand, Mr. Swanson, 
the sake scout, heard that Sudo Honke, the oldest active sake brewery in Japan, had spent a decade 
quietly aging a few tanks of its revered Kakunko junmai daiginjo.  

The brewery was founded in the year 1141. It has been in the family of its president, Yoshiyasu Sudo, for 
55 generations. If the whales in Las Vegas wanted something to show off with, Mr. Swanson figured this 
could be his trump card.  

Mr. Sudo boarded a plane in Jap
-carried it. I tried it at the restaurant. It was beautiful. But it would have 

 

Mr. Swa  
 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/c/michael_crichton/index.html?inline=nyt-per
http://www.truesake.com/
http://www.esake.com/Brewers/SudoB/sudob.html

