
FEATURE

A SIP OF
THE EAST
In recent years we’ve seen the rise of beer, gin 
and rum in South Africa, but could sake be the 

next trendy tipple? Lucy Corne chats to the 
founders of the country’s fi rst home-grown 

brand of the classic Japanese beverage .
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Tanuki sake - coming soon to a fridge near you

N
ecessity, the old adage 
goes, is the mother of 
invention, and while it 
might be a stretch to 
say that Brock Kuhlman 
needed sake, he 

certainly really wanted some. “I started 
the journey because we couldn’t fi nd 
good sake in South Africa at the time,” 
says American-born Brock, who had 
previously lived in Japan for six years, 
working for a while as executive chef at 
the US embassy in Tokyo.

He was well placed to start 
experimenting. I mean, if you’re going to 
dabble in the art of ancient fermentation, 
being a biochemistry PhD candidate with 
a history in food science and the culinary 
arts can only be a good thing. And if 
there’s one person that could make the 
process of producing sake even easier, 
it would be an engineer. Enter Ulrich 
Terblanche, who Brock had met at a lift 
club taking staff and students from Cape 
Town to the University of Stellenbosch.

“I didn’t know much, or really anything 
about sake,” admits Ulrich. “I had tasted 
some, but that’s about as far as it went. 
Then one day, Brock and I were chatting 
about Japan and the lack of good sake 
available in South Africa. He said to me, 
‘although it’s hard to fi nd in South Africa, 
it’s not that diffi cult to make…’” Brock now 
acknowledges that the second part of that 
proclamation was not entirely accurate.

What followed is a story that will be 
familiar to many a craft brewer. It began 
with a series of small-batch experiments 

– and a steep learning curve. “We’ve 
lost a few batches along the way,” says 
Brock, adding something that a lot of 
homebrewers have learnt the hard way. 
“Cleanliness is super important.” And 
much like in beer brewing, temperature 
control is also crucial, meaning that a 
few batches were dumped during the 
warm summer months.

RARE INGREDIENTS
Although sake is often referred to as 
rice wine, the process actually has more 
in common with beer-making than 
viniculture. It begins, as most beers 
do, with four ingredients although the 
recipe differs from the average ale. The 
best known of the four, and the base for 
sake, is of course rice.

Just as with malted barley, there are 
specifi c strains of rice that are used in 
sake production – more than 60 varieties 
in fact. One of the biggest diffi culties 
for Brock and Ulrich at the beginning 
was obtaining suitable rice. “We tried 
to import from Japan,” says Brock, 
“but it’s virtually impossible because 
they generally want to keep the good 
stuff themselves!” In the end, the team 
settled on a strain of Japonica rice grown 
in Australia, although they are open to 
changing that in the future. “We would 
love to fi nd someone to grow rice for us 
here at some stage,” Ulrich says.

Acquiring yeast presented a similar 
problem, with no sake yeast easily 
available here at the time. According 
to Brock, there are 13 recognised sake 

SOUTH AFRICA'S 
FIRST SAKE 
SOMMELIER
In another indication that sake 
could be the next big drink in 
South Africa, the country now 
has its fi rst sake sommelier. 
Award-winning sommelier Xolani 
Mancotywa has offi cially become 
the fi rst in South Africa to obtain 
his certifi cation in sake. Xolani 
travelled to Austria in 2019 to 
take the exam with the Sake 
Sommelier Academy.

Photo by:  Botha K
ruger

http://ontapmag.co.za/


FEATURE

A SIP OF
THE EAST
In recent years we’ve seen the rise of beer, gin 
and rum in South Africa, but could sake be the 

next trendy tipple? Lucy Corne chats to the 
founders of the country’s fi rst home-grown 

brand of the classic Japanese beverage .

ontapmag.co.za  |  Summer 2020  |  19  

Tanuki sake - coming soon to a fridge near you

N
ecessity, the old adage 
goes, is the mother of 
invention, and while it 
might be a stretch to 
say that Brock Kuhlman 
needed sake, he 

certainly really wanted some. “I started 
the journey because we couldn’t fi nd 
good sake in South Africa at the time,” 
says American-born Brock, who had 
previously lived in Japan for six years, 
working for a while as executive chef at 
the US embassy in Tokyo.

He was well placed to start 
experimenting. I mean, if you’re going to 
dabble in the art of ancient fermentation, 
being a biochemistry PhD candidate with 
a history in food science and the culinary 
arts can only be a good thing. And if 
there’s one person that could make the 
process of producing sake even easier, 
it would be an engineer. Enter Ulrich 
Terblanche, who Brock had met at a lift 
club taking staff and students from Cape 
Town to the University of Stellenbosch.

“I didn’t know much, or really anything 
about sake,” admits Ulrich. “I had tasted 
some, but that’s about as far as it went. 
Then one day, Brock and I were chatting 
about Japan and the lack of good sake 
available in South Africa. He said to me, 
‘although it’s hard to fi nd in South Africa, 
it’s not that diffi cult to make…’” Brock now 
acknowledges that the second part of that 
proclamation was not entirely accurate.

What followed is a story that will be 
familiar to many a craft brewer. It began 
with a series of small-batch experiments 

– and a steep learning curve. “We’ve 
lost a few batches along the way,” says 
Brock, adding something that a lot of 
homebrewers have learnt the hard way. 
“Cleanliness is super important.” And 
much like in beer brewing, temperature 
control is also crucial, meaning that a 
few batches were dumped during the 
warm summer months.

RARE INGREDIENTS
Although sake is often referred to as 
rice wine, the process actually has more 
in common with beer-making than 
viniculture. It begins, as most beers 
do, with four ingredients although the 
recipe differs from the average ale. The 
best known of the four, and the base for 
sake, is of course rice.

Just as with malted barley, there are 
specifi c strains of rice that are used in 
sake production – more than 60 varieties 
in fact. One of the biggest diffi culties 
for Brock and Ulrich at the beginning 
was obtaining suitable rice. “We tried 
to import from Japan,” says Brock, 
“but it’s virtually impossible because 
they generally want to keep the good 
stuff themselves!” In the end, the team 
settled on a strain of Japonica rice grown 
in Australia, although they are open to 
changing that in the future. “We would 
love to fi nd someone to grow rice for us 
here at some stage,” Ulrich says.

Acquiring yeast presented a similar 
problem, with no sake yeast easily 
available here at the time. According 
to Brock, there are 13 recognised sake 

SOUTH AFRICA'S 
FIRST SAKE 
SOMMELIER
In another indication that sake 
could be the next big drink in 
South Africa, the country now 
has its fi rst sake sommelier. 
Award-winning sommelier Xolani 
Mancotywa has offi cially become 
the fi rst in South Africa to obtain 
his certifi cation in sake. Xolani 
travelled to Austria in 2019 to 
take the exam with the Sake 
Sommelier Academy.

Photo by:  Botha K
ruger

http://ontapmag.co.za/


20  |  Summer 2020  |  ontapmag.co.za

FEATURE

yeasts, each offering a different fl avour or 
aroma profi le. Historically, as with other 
fermented beverages, sake would have 
undergone wild fermentation and in the 
absence of an appropriate yeast, that’s 
exactly how Brock and Ulrich started 
out. Next they tried a Chardonnay yeast, 
which while not traditional did prove 
to be a hit with their tasters. “People 
found it familiar,” says Brock. “There 
were fl avours that they could relate to 
and so it made the introduction to sake 
a lot easier.” In the end though, Brock’s 
biochemistry background came to the 
rescue and he managed to isolate a yeast 
strain from an imported bottle of sake.

Water was a little easier in that there 
was of course never a question of 
importing appropriate H2O from Japan. 
In fact, using locally sourced water was 
one of the things that Brock and Ulrich 
hoped would give their sake a South 
African edge. “We never wanted to 
make a Japanese sake,” says Ulrich. “We 
are in South Africa and we have always 
wanted to make the fi rst South African 
sake.” To that end, they are looking at 
certain springs and experimenting with 
fynbos river water, that is water that has 
fi ltered through some of South Africa’s 
unique vegetation.

The fi nal ingredient is koji (Aspergillus 
oryzae), a fungus crucial to the sake-
making process. For this, the team turned 
to Botha Kruger, owner of WAZA, a Cape 
Town based store offering imported 
Japanese goods and hosting occasional 
events celebrating Japanese culture.

 
AN AGE-OLD PROCESS
With the four ingredients fi nally in place, 
it was time to brew. “We started small,” 
says Ulrich, referring to the 20-litre batches 
the duo brewed at the beginning. “We 
started in my garage and later moved to 
Ulrich’s stoep,” Brock recalls fondly. “We 
found recipes online and had to McGyver 
the situation.” In another story that will 

be familiar to many a homebrewer, the 
early system involved the use of a fi sh tank 
temperature controller and a deep freeze. 
“This is why it’s good getting into a project 
with an engineer,” says Brock, smiling.

Before it reaches the brewer, the rice 
is polished. Sake in Japan is classifi ed by 
the amount of material removed from 
the rice grains, with the more polished 
rice considered to make a more refi ned 
sake. The fi rst step of the sake process is 
to soak the rice, usually overnight. Next, 
it needs to be steamed, a procedure 
which makes the rice starch more 
accessible to koji enzymes. The rice is 
then split into two batches. Half of this 
steamed rice will be inoculated with koji 
spores, which break down the starches 
and convert them to glucose. 

 The remainder of the steamed rice is 
mixed with water, inoculated with yeast 
starter and the koji rice to create a seed 
mash known as shubo. On day two, the 
shubo is transferred to a fermenter to 
create the main mash, called moromi. 
Rice, koji and water are then added in 
consecutive steps.

The enzymes from koji convert starch 
to sugar, which the yeast then turns into 
alcohol in a simultaneous mashing/
fermentation process that lasts around 
nine days. The sake is then pressed 
to separate the liquid from the solids. 
Different beverages can be made from 
here. If the sake is served unfi ltered 
and unpasteurised it is known as 
nigori sake. Filtered sake is known as 
namazake, while the more commonly 
available bottled sakes are both fi ltered 
and pasteurised. No preservatives are 
permitted in the production of Japanese 
sake and so Brock and Ulrich have opted 
not to use any in their version either. The 
end product, once bottled, has a shelf 
life of around two years. 

TASTING TANUKI
It is a fi ercely traditional and complicated 

procedure that surely confi rms that 
Brock misspoke all those years ago when 
he suggested that sake would be easy to 
make. Still, dozens of batches later, Brock 
and Ulrich have perfected the process 
to a level where they are happy to share 
their South African sake with interested 
drinkers. “It started as a curiosity, turned 
into an experiment and now it’s something 
bigger,” says Brock, his excitement for the 
project easy for all to see. 

I was lucky enough to secure a couple 
of tickets to a tasting of the sake one 
windy Thursday in October. To kick 
off the tasting, we were fi rst poured a 
glass of commercial sake. Packaged 
in something akin to an outsized milk 
carton, the sake was thick without being 
syrupy, warming without leaving any 
alcohol burn and offered fl avour notes 
of red apple. I’ve never really thought 
of myself as a fan of sake, and while I 

The rice must be steamed to make the 
starches more accessible

Sake samples with varying levels of fi ltration A homemade batch of koji

TO HEAT OR 
NOT TO HEAT?

Some serve it hot, some serve 
it cold, but what is the correct 

temperature for a cup of sake to 
be sipped at? Well, it all depends 
on the sake. “There is defi nitely 

a place for warm sake,” says 
Brock. “On a cold evening it can 
be a really nice experience to be 

served a cup of warm sake, but you 
wouldn’t want to use just any sake 
for this. If you’re going to heat it 

up, choose a simpler, less expensive 
version as you’re not going to get 
all of the fl avour notes if it’s served 
hot.” It can be served as warm as 

50°C, although for a premium sake 
you should keep it chilled and serve 

at around 5°C.

couldn’t have drunk it in great quantities, 
I actually found it a very pleasant tipple.

Brock and Ulrich’s sake – which they 
have branded Tanuki – was a different 
story. Not as viscous, nor as sweet, I 
raised my hand for seconds and could 
have happily fi nished the bottle. The 
fl avour profi le was similar – apple-like, 
but with a palate cleansing minerality 
and a fresher, dryer fi nish than the mass-
produced version.

The batch we tasted was brewed in 
December 2019 on an 800-litre system. 
Bottled in the classic 440ml craft beer 
bottle, the Tanuki team hand dipped 
each of the bottles in wax – a process 
you’re probably happy to hear that they 
will not be repeating. The name Tanuki 
refers to a “racoon dog”, a shape-
shifting fi gure from Japanese folklore. 
“Tanuki is always a little drunk and 
always a trickster,” says Ulrich, “and that 
really resonated with us.”

At the moment, Tanuki sake is only 
available to those that reach out to Ulrich 
and Brock for tastings, but once the 
red tape has been untangled, it will be 
available for online sales and hopefully 
at select liquor stores and restaurants. 
At the moment, South African licencing 
doesn’t include a category for sake. It 
can’t be classed as beer as it contains 
no barley; it can’t be wine since it has 
no grapes and it cannot be classed as a 

Brock (left) and Ulrich fi ll up demijohns 
with South African sake

Follow the Tanuki journey on 
Instagram @tanukisake

CONTINUE 
YOUR SAKE 
EDUCATION
The International Wine Education 
Centre offers a four-week online 
course for those who want to learn 
more about sake. 
Accredited by the Wine 
& Spirit Education Trust 
(WSET), the course 
covers all the basics of 
sake-making. Check 
out thewinecentre.co.za 
for more information.

spirit since its ABV (usually around 16%) 
is too low.

While a classifi cation is established, 
Brock and Ulrich continue to experiment 
and are exploring other Japanese 
beverages including shochu, a liquor 
distilled from sake. The hope is to launch 
on a larger scale by the middle of 2021 
as the fi rst ever commercially available, 
South African-born sake. And that is 
defi nitely something worth raising a 
glass – or a specially made ceramic sake 
cup – to. 
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