The sake display at Red Rock Resort’s Hachi restaurant.
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ost Americans hear the word sake, and
it conjures up horrible memories. The late night
sushi or teppanyaki dinner. The warmed beverage
downed in shots. The quick drunk and the mindnumbing hangover. You swear you’ll never have
it again, until you’re out late one night…and the
cycle starts all over. Premium sake, however, can be
complex, full bodied, clean, smooth, aromatic and
sometimes even a little chewy.
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“People think it’s like hot battery acid you
drink at 3A.M.,” said Tiffany Dawn Soto, sake
sommelier at Hachi Restaurant at Red Rock
Casino, Resort and Spa. “A lot of warmed
sakes are like Long Island Ice Teas. Since
alcohol burns off in the heat, more is added
to the sake. That’s where the hangover comes
from. In actuality, most sakes should be served
chilled and sipped, not shot. Generally, sake
has about the same alcohol content as a good
wine, about 15-16 percent.”
Sake, correctly pronounced sah-keh, not
sah-kee, is experiencing a fantastic growth
in the United States, and the demand is
increasing every day. Here in Las Vegas, the
gastronomic center of the universe, people
are really latching onto it. A new breed of
expert is available to help us navigate through
the numerous options, and they are extremely
passionate about their work.
“I believe there is a sake for everyone,”
continued Soto, a sentiment repeated by all
sake enthusiasts. “Whether you’re a vodka
drinker, or gin or rum, whatever you prefer,
I know you can find a sake you’ll like because
there are so many tastes and flavors.”
Soto is currently a certified sake
sommelier through Sake World Japan (www.
sake-world.com), a program run by the leading
non-Japanese sake expert, John Gauntner.
Gauntner was born in Ohio but lives in Japan,
and provides training in English, an obvious
help to budding sommeliers.
Hachi boasts about 40 different sakes on its
list, but Soto updates the list regularly, depending
on availability, demand and new discoveries.
She tastes 600-1,000 different sakes every six
months. “I hold a monthly training for the staff so
they can understand what we offer and be able to
fully assist our clientele.” Her favorite? “Kirinzan
Junmai Daiginjo, the finest sake I know, and you
can only get it in Las Vegas at Hachi. We use up
the entire West Coast supply.”
Luis de Santos is a master sommelier as
well as a certified sake sommelier. He’s the
Asian Portfolio Manager at Southern Wine
and Spirits of Nevada, after working for five
years in the Wolfgang Puck organization.
“With sake, you get what you pay for, it’s
very fairly priced,” said de Santos. “While
some brewmasters are making adjustments
to appeal to the American palate, it’s a very
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traditional beverage. It has a natural
pairing with Asian foods, but it’s really in
a category all its own.
“As sake sales slowed in Japan, the U.S. has
become its biggest new market,” said de Santos. The
Southern Wine portfolio has about 140 different types
of sake, including 12-16 non-traditional ones such as
sparkling. One favorite is Hoshi Usagi, infused with
blueberries.
De Santos is constantly educating clients on his
company’s portfolio, trying to impart his passion for
sake to those on the front lines with diners. “The best
form of education is to taste. Pick up a bottle and give
it a try. We also want to simplify the pairing process to
make it easier to increase the awareness factor. Food
pairings can be very diverse. The elixir for the gods is
now served for all.”
Tom Cardenas is vice president of operations for
Innovative Dining Group (IDG), which includes Sushi
Roku at the Forum Shops at Caesars Palace. Cardenas
was born and raised in Japan to a Mexican father and
Japanese mother, but now spends his time overseeing
several restaurants as part of IDG. He achieved his
certification from SSI, Sake Service Institute, in a
week-long intense program taught in Japanese. “It was
a special thing for them to train me. I begged them for
a few weeks because they told me they no longer offer
the certification course,” said Cardenas. “They finally
sent trainers to my office for a week, and we studied
three or four hours a day, ending in the traditional
blind taste test.
“We go out of our way to find local breweries to
add to our list, so that you won’t find them anywhere
else,” said Cardenas. “We like to work with boutique
brewers, to differentiate our list from other restaurants.
We also customized exclusive private label sakes called
Katana Daiginjo and Roku Junmai. They have a certain
balance that people love.”
Cardenas recommends that people start out with
a Daiginjo, somewhat akin to a sauvignon blanc, then
test their palate from there. “You just have to see what
fits you best,” said Cardenas. Sushi Roku offers a tasting
sampler in addition to bottles.
“We helped to put sake on the map in the United
States, along with Shibuya, and now we want to take
it to the next level,” Cardenas said. “It’s amazing how
well sake pairs with food, and Las Vegas is definitely
discovering this great beverage.”
Eric Swanson led the sake revolution along with
Cardenas when Swanson opened Shibuya. Now he
handles the Deluca Liquor and Wine portfolio, which
tops 240 different labels. “Sake consumption in the

If you’re new to sake, you’re about to embark on a fabulous
journey for your taste buds. However, before you get started, here
is some background information and a few guidelines to help you in
your quest to discover your favorites.
Commonly known as Japanese rice wine, sake is a fermented
alcoholic beverage that is sulfite-free, and offers very little hangover
potential at the premium level. It consists of four basic components.The
first is the rice, which is a grain much larger than the typical table rice. Over
60 different types of rice are used. Water is the next component, and it plays a
major role in the outcome of the sake. Water will vary in taste from region to
region. So, chances are, if you like one sake from a particular region, you’ll probably
enjoy another.
The third ingredient is koji, the mold that breaks down the starches into
fermentable sugars. Yeast is then added to turn the sugar into alcohol. About 100
different types are used to add flavor and personality to the sake. While the yeasts
used in sake are similar to those in beer, they can produce alcohol content up to
20 percent.
The last ingredient in the process is love – the artisanal component added by
the brewmaster that crafts the final product. The pride of the brewmaster is also
what maintains the quality of the beverage. The brewmaster controls the output
to be as consistent as possible from one batch to the next. Some breweries have
handed down their secret recipes through several generations.
Premium sakes are separated into three general categories based on the amount
of the rice grain that is polished away before brewing. Junmai have a polishing rate
of 30 percent or more, and tend to be more traditional, complex, almost earthy.
Ginjo are polished at 40 percent or more and are more aromatic. Daiginjo have
the highest polishing rate, at least 50 percent, and are very clean tasting.
While premium sake should be served chilled, the beverage will display
different characteristics as it warms to room temperature. As for serving vessels,
you can generally use wine glasses, but be aware of the various stemware used in
a restaurant during your tastings.

Some simple guidelines:
Rely on the experts. It behooves you to start with a visit to a restaurant that has
a sake sommelier or a well-trained staff that can guide you through the process
of selection and pairing. Some restaurants offer tasting samplers so you can enjoy
several different types in one visit.
Use the Internet to research flavor profiles and food pairings.
Keep a journal with as much information as you can about the ones you enjoy.
Name, both in English and Japanese, region/prefecture, type such as junmai,
ginjo and daiginjo, and what you like about it. If you can get the label, that’s great.
Then, the next time you want to try something new, a professional can guide you
to one similar to your previous favorites.
Don’t base your judgment on the first sip. You’ll taste more alcohol in the first sip,
and more sake in the second.
If you venture into a store to purchase on your own, don’t be afraid to ask for 		
help. Beware of stores that do not chill the product. If you see a box with a thick layer of
dust on it, it probably hasn’t been looked after very well. Walk away from the dusty
box, and find a place that knows how to properly care for sake.
If you see Ginjo on the label, you should have one you’ll enjoy.
There are about 1,200 brewers who produce nearly 6,000 different types of sake.
So, if you don’t find one that you like the first time, keep trying.
Sake is meant to be drunk young, best within one year of bottling.
Once you’ve mastered drinking sake with Japanese cuisine, stretch your wings into
more unusual pairings. Yes, you can pair sake with Italian, American and Mexican
food, and be pleasantly surprised.
Tickle your taste buds with more exotic types such as blueberry-infused
sparkling sake.
An opened bottle can be kept in the fridge for up to 10
days.
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Share it with your friends. Don’t go on this journey alone.

SAKESOMMELIERS
United States was about $30 million in
2007. It will never reach the level of wine
consumption simply because there aren’t that
many vendors and it’s basically only produced
in one country. However, I hope to reach out
to more international restaurants, to have sake
be part of the overall wine program.
“My job is to formulate a way to make
sake approachable to restaurant guests. That
includes training the staff about preconceived
notions and gaining the correct knowledge.
Once you understand what premium sake is,
you want to keep experimenting. I recommend
starting with simple foods like a fruit plate,
and expanding your selections from there.”
Shibuya’s sake list is now run by Ryan
Steimer, another Gauntner graduate. The
sake menu is extensive, with over 100 labels.
Steimer is as passionate about sake as his list
is long. “I was hooked from the first time I
tasted it, and immediately started educating
myself by going to tastings across the country,
including the Gauntner training,” said
Steimer. “Our list depends on what we can
get our hands on. Some brewers prefer to stay
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local and small, they don’t want the volume.
However, we strive to have labels from every
prefecture in Japan because our clients come
in here for the experience and the variety
of sake.” Steimer’s three favorites? Mukune
Junmai Ginjo, Gingashizuku Junmai Daiginjo
and Rihaku Tokubetsu Junmai Nigori.
Steimer, Soto, de Santos, Swanson and
a few others will be taking the advanced
certification course for sake sommeliers
through Gauntner, a rather large contingent
from Las Vegas. So far, according to Soto, only
36 people in the world have achieved this
advanced level of certification.
Although not every restaurant has a
certified sake sommelier, that doesn’t mean
that you’re left out in the cold when it comes to
navigating the sake list. “We’re self-taught, but
we do everything we can to continually train
our staff to be as knowledgeable as possible,”
said Will Dunbar, director of operations for
KOI Restaurant and Lounge Las Vegas at
Planet Hollywood Resort and Casino. “You as
the customer have to be able to communicate
to the server what your taste preferences are.

Then the server can guide you through the
menu. Once you taste it, you have two choices
– either you like it or you don’t.”
KOI features a sake list near 50, and also
offers a tasting menu for those who want to
sample multiple varieties, as well as a private
label KOI Daiginjo developed exclusively for
the restaurant. “The whole marketplace is
shifting and many customers already have an
understanding of premium sake,” said Dunbar.
“Las Vegas is such a hotbed for this growth,
and many of our customers frequent our
restaurants in New York and Los Angeles.”
Jasmine at Bellagio also employs a selftaught staff, led by Sarah Pamatat. “Jasmine
has a stronger wine list, but we are developing
a new list with about 20-25 different types of
sake,” said Pamatat. “The focus is to present it
in a way that customers will embrace. If they
feel intimidated, they’ll just shut the list and
forget about it. Part of the pleasure of the
job is to see the enjoyment people get when
they try it for the first time. You can’t
understand the love of sake until you
taste it.” q

