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Rumiko Obata, Obata Sake Brewery

by NANCY MATSUMOTO

S A CHILD, RUMIKO OBATA LOVED TO PLAY in the

family kura on Sado Island off northern Japan’s west

coast. “I was comfortable being in that dark, silent
space,” she recalls, “a kind of micro universe” where invisible
wild yeasts and other magical, sake-related chemical com-
pounds floated in the air, and where the brewery kamidana,
or Shinto shrine—lined with offerings to the god of sake—
offered protection. “There was something sacred about it,”
says Obata.

She grew up to become the fifth-generation head of Obata
Shuzo, the brewery founded in 1892 by her great-great grand-
father Yososaku Obata. Along with her husband Takeshi Hi-
rashima, she has ushered the company into the age of foreign
exportation, earning it international renown for its pre-
mium products: gold-medal winning, pear-scented Manot-
suru Maho daiginjo; elegant, super-premium “shizuku” drip-
pressed Nishiki no Manotsuru daiginjo; Manotsuru “Four
Diamonds” junmai ginjo, and Manotsuru Sado Kinzan Hizou
Kosyu Daiginjo, a sherry-like aged sake that is secreted away
to mellow in the tunnel of a former Sado gold mine in which
the brewery has rented space for the past twenty-two years
specifically for this purpose.

Like every small, premium brewer in Japan, though, what’s
most interesting about Obata Shuzo goes beyond competi-
tion medals and rice polishing ratios. It is about family history,
geography, passion for the craft of brewing and the some-
times tricky issue of succession.

For one thing, it was hardly preordained that Rumiko, the
second of two daughters, would take over the brewery. As
she grew into a teen, she dreamed of a life beyond her small
island. She was fascinated by movies and television travel
shows, anything that introduced her to the cultures of other
countries. When her older sister Mika married, Mika’s new
husband joined the family’s brewery as a mukoydshi (“mar-
ried-in son-in-law”), taking on the Obata family name and be-
coming its de facto successor. That left Rumiko free to claim
the bright lights of Tokyo. “I decided to find work in Tokyo
and never come back to the inaka (countryside),” she says.

After graduating with a degree in [aw from Keio University
in 1988, she went to work for a film distribution company,
planning national publicity campaigns for popular foreign
movies debuting in Japan. Then two things changed the
course of her life. Her brother-in-law exited the brewery over
differences with Obata’s father, Shunichi. Then the presi-
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