Episode 143 Nihonshu Japanese Rice Wine - It's Fermented Not Distilled
Hi! My name is Marc and this is WINE IN SMALL SIPS. In today's episode, we're exploring one of the world's most misunderstood beverages - nihonshu (nee-HOHN-shoo), which you probably know as sake. 
Here's the thing that might blow your mind: sake isn't actually wine in the traditional sense, and it's definitely not the strong rice liquor that many people think it is. 
It's fermented, not distilled, which puts it somewhere between wine and beer in terms of how it's made. 
But here's why this matters to you as a wine lover - sake shares more DNA with wine than you'd expect, and understanding it will completely change how you think about fermented beverages. 
Plus, it might just become your new favorite pairing partner.
The Core Concept
Nihonshu, the proper Japanese term for what we call sake, is a fermented alcoholic beverage made from rice, water, yeast, and a special mold called koji (KOH-jee). The key point that confuses everyone: it's fermented like wine, not distilled like vodka or whiskey, which means its alcohol content is naturally occurring through fermentation, not concentrated through distillation.
Here's where it gets interesting for wine people. 
Like wine, sake's character depends heavily on the quality of its raw materials - the rice variety, the water source, and the skill of the maker. 
Also like wine, sake can range from bone dry to dessert-sweet, and it can be served at various temperatures to highlight different flavor characteristics.
The alcohol content typically ranges from 15-20%, which is higher than most wines but achieved through fermentation alone. 
This happens because sake uses a unique process where starch conversion and fermentation happen simultaneously, allowing for higher alcohol levels than traditional grape wine fermentation.
The big misconception? 
Sake isn't meant to be served hot. 
Quality sake is typically served chilled, just like most white wines. The hot sake tradition comes from lower-quality sake that needed heat to mask OFF-flavors.
The "Why Should I Care?" Section
Understanding sake opens up an entirely new world of food pairing possibilities. 
If you love wine with food, sake will revolutionize your dining experience. 
It pairs beautifully with foods that challenge wine - spicy dishes, raw fish, umami-rich foods, and delicate flavors that wine might overpower.
From a practical standpoint, sake is incredibly food-friendly. 
Its clean, relatively neutral flavor profile makes it more versatile than most wines. 
It won't clash with complex spice blends or compete with subtle flavors. This makes it perfect for modern fusion cuisine and international foods.
Plus, sake is having a craft renaissance similar to what happened with beer and wine. 
Small-batch, artisanal sake breweries are creating unique expressions that rival the complexity of great wines. Getting in early on this trend means you'll discover amazing producers before everyone else catches on.
For wine collectors, sake offers something different - these are beverages meant to be consumed relatively fresh, so there's no pressure to age them or save them for special occasions.
Practical Application
Start with junmai (JUNE-my) sake, which is pure rice sake with no added alcohol. 
This is sake's equivalent to varietal wine - you're tasting the pure expression of rice and water. 
Look for "junmai" on the label, which guarantees quality and purity.
Serve it properly. Chill your sake to about 45-50°F, similar to how you'd serve a crisp white wine. 
Use proper sake cups or wine glasses - the narrow opening concentrates the aromatics just like with wine. Never heat good sake.
Understand rice polishing ratios - this is sake's most important quality indicator. Rice polishing means literally grinding away the outer layers of each rice grain before brewing. 
The outer layers contain proteins, fats, and minerals that can create off-flavors. The polishing ratio tells you how much of the original grain remains - so 60% polishing means 40% was ground away.
Think of it like this: unpolished rice makes sake taste heavier and more rustic, like cooking wine. 
The more you polish away those outer layers, the cleaner and more elegant the sake becomes. 
Junmai Daiginjo (die-GHEE-joe) uses rice polished to 50% or less - meaning at least half the grain was removed - creating sake's equivalent to premium wine with pure, refined flavors.
Try temperature tasting. Unlike wine, sake is designed to taste different at various temperatures. 
Start chilled, then let it warm slightly and taste again. You'll discover new flavor layers as the temperature changes.
Pair it thoughtfully. Try sake with sushi (obviously), but also experiment with cheese, chocolate, and grilled meats. The clean flavor profile complements rather than competes.
Common Mistakes to Avoid
The biggest mistake is assuming all sake tastes the same. Like wine, sake has tremendous variety. There are dry sakes, sweet sakes, light and delicate ones, and rich, full-bodied versions. 
Don't judge the entire category based on one experience, especially if that experience involved hot, low-quality sake at a casual restaurant.
Don't get hung up on the "rice wine" terminology. While sake is often called rice wine, it's technically closer to beer in production method since it starts with a grain that must be converted to sugar before fermentation. Understanding this helps you appreciate sake's unique character rather than expecting it to taste like grape wine.
Avoid storing sake like wine. Unlike wine, sake doesn't improve with age and should be consumed within a year of bottling. Store it in a cool, dark place and drink it fresh. Once opened, treat it like white wine - refrigerate and consume within a few days.
Quick Reference/Cheat Sheet
Sake Quality Levels (lowest to highest):
· Junmai - Pure rice
· Junmai Ginjo - Rice polished to 60% or less
· Junmai Daiginjo - Rice polished to 50% or more
Serving Guidelines:
· Serve chilled (45-50°F)
· Use proper cups or wine glasses
· Never heat premium sake
· Try at different temperatures to explore flavors
Food Pairing Winners:
· Raw fish and sushi
· Spicy Asian cuisine
· Delicate vegetables
· Soft cheeses
· Dark chocolate
On The "Next Sip"
Next time, we're tackling a topic that divides the wine world: Wine Mistakes We've Made - Common Errors and How to Avoid Them. 
I'll share some of the most cringe-worthy wine mistakes that even experienced wine lovers make, plus the simple fixes that will save you from embarrassment. Trust me, we've all been there, and there's no shame in learning from these universal wine fumbles.

Remember, sake isn't trying to be wine - it's its own beautiful thing. 
Approach it with the same curiosity and respect you'd give to exploring a new wine region, and you'll discover flavors and food pairing possibilities you never knew existed.
