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At the market in Rungis, which Hamada visited with some Parisian chefs, during his world tour

featuring pop-up stores in 50 cities across the globe.

In recent years, the distinctly marbled
meat that is the defining characteristic
of Wagyu beef has begun to garner
significant overseas attention.
Scnsing an opportunity in this field,
the branding unit Wagyumafia is
working to promote awareness of
Wagyu internationally. Consisting

of the entrepreneurs Hisato Hamada
and Takafumi Horie, this unit was
f("’"lcd hel]ind [hc C()ncept ()f[ﬁking
Japanese Wagyu to the world. As

well as operating a number of actual
restaurants, t]]ey ﬂ]s() Stﬂgﬂ events Ilnd
run an online salon, all to showcase the
appeal of Wagyu to a global audience.
Wagyumafia’s “Wagyu dealer” and
general producer Hisato Hamada
talked to us about how the unit
formed, how it came to carry out its
current (l(:[i\'i[if), ﬂnd \\'h_v they ChUSC
to focus on spreading the word about

Wagyu worldwide at this time.

RiCE: Can you tell us how you came to
be involved in the world of Wagyu?
Hamada: I m‘igindlly worked as a film

buyer for about 15 years, and the final

film I worked with in that capacity was a
food documentary called Food, Inc.(*1)
Muneharu Ozaki (the producer of Ozaki
Beef) happened to hear that the film was
to be released in Japan, and reached out
to me. Up until that point in time, my
opinion of Wagyu was not a particularly
positive one — I thought of it as nothing
more than man-made meat loaded

with cloying fat that was heavy on the
stomach. But never wanting to pass up an
opportunity, I decided to pay Ozaki-san
avisit at his farm in Miyazaki Prefecture.
He prepared a whole kilogram of beef
for each of us in our party. He cooked

it all in front of us, and we ate the lot in
three to four hours. But despite the fact
that I had eaten so much, it did not feel
heavy on the stomach in the slightest;

I woke up the next morning feeling

fresh and energized. I phoned Ozaki-
san at once to register my surprise. That
was how things got started. Just at that
time, Id been thinking that I wanted

to find some way to spread awareness

of Japanese culture internationally, so I
decided to tackle the task of promoting

Ozaki Beef. T had already been serving
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Ozaki Beef at the French restaurant

I owned, but I then decided to start
exporting it to Singapore. That was my
first foray into the Wagyu exporting
business. After that, I thought it would
make more sense if [ had some place

to provide Ozaki Beef to the people

of Singapore after exporting it, and I
decided more or less on a whim to set
up a restaurant there. I ran it for about a
year, but it was a miserable failure. It was
then that I realized that if T was going to
make a success of any Wagyu venture, I
was going to have to get serious about it.
RiCE: Why did you decide to continue
with your Wagyu business even after
experiencing such
disappointment?
Hamada: [ was
;1ppl'<mching 40, and I
knew thatif I didn’t do
something with real social
meaning I would lose my
motivation to carry on as
CEO. I was in New York
for business at the time,
and I happened to talk

to the Americans I was
with about Wagyu. They
were so fascinated by the
subject, and I thought to
mysclﬂ this is it — food is

the next glolml l;\ngudgu.

I want to focus all my efforts

the company wasn’t doing very well. I
can still clearly remember that when I
told the board and the staff about my
plans to focus on Wagyu, every single
board member was fi rn\l_\' against it.
RiCE: How did you get from that point
to the establishment of Wagyumafia?
Hamada: I knew I had to make some
radical changes to the approach I

used back when I was working with
Ozaki-san. At the same time that I was
exporting Wagyu overseas, [ was also
h()lding monthly private parties with
(Takafumi) Horie, each of which had a
theme such as “Wagyu and rice,” “Wagyu
and noodles,” or “W agyu and fermented
foods.” Those parties were the precursor
to Wagyumafia.

RiCE: Did you invite chefs to those
parties as well?

Hamada: Chefs would sometimes come
as guests, but basically the two of us
would make dishes ourselves on the
spot, impromptu. Word got around,
and Horie was invited to come and do
s(>mc[hing for the opening of a members-
only restaurant in Kyoto called Sora. He
and I discussed it, and we decided that
if we were going to do smnctl\ing‘ we
wanted to do it right, in a way that was
consistent with our world view. That was
how Wagyumafia was born, back in the
spring of 2016.

RiCE: Wagyumafia
currently operates

mcmbcl‘s—mﬂ) restaurants

on bringing Wagyu to the world!

itself. How did your

There was just a sparkle in
their eyes. In the plane on
the way home, I decided
that I would focus all my
efforts on Wagyu from
now on. But with the
failures in Singapore and

with the product exports,

Michelin stars.
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those early days of private
Pll'[ic§ or [I]C Pﬂp‘llp stores v\'()ll ran?
Hamada: We originally established
Wagyumafia for the purpose of pop-up
I'C[Jil, hll[ lil[Cl' we dCCidCd to set llp a
\rﬂ;\“ restaurant, Jnd l'Cn[Cd a ll[[lC SPL\CC
in a multi-tenant building in Akasaka.
We wanted to recreate the Wagyu kappi-

s[ylc of traditional ] apanese cuisine
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Together with business partner Takafumi Horie during their collaboration

with Eneko Atxa of Azurmendi, the youngest ever Spanish chef to reccive three
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Above all, I want food to be

we had made for the opening of Sora,
and so we named the restaurant The
Wagyumafia Progressive Kaiseki.
RiCE: Is the beef offered by Wagyumafia
fundamentally Japanese Black Wagyu?
Hamada: It’s 100 percent Japanese Black
Wagyu.

RiCE: You have tasted for yourself
other Japanese breeds of beef such as
Shorthorn or Japanese Brown. Why is

it that you only use Japanese Black, and
not these other breeds?

Hamada: Fundamentally, I love beef
‘:r()n] (1” over thc \V()rld, inc[uding
Shorthorn and Japanese Brown. But I
am of the belief that there is no point

in doing this if we can’t be number

one. Seen from that perspective, only
Japanese Black has what it takes to
become the greatest beef in the world.
After all, Japanese Brown and Shorthorn
are all originally foreign breeds, when
you really trace their origins back.

They have the value of rarity from the
perspective of the Japanese, but they
don’t have any point of difference to
allow them to compete on the world
stage. [ am not rejecting other beef at
all; Tam just saying that in the global
marketplace, I don’t think they have any
real value.

RiCE: What are
your opinions
regarding beef
for Japanese
domestic
consumption?
Hamada: In
terms ()f\VhatI
think about the

environment in
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a form of entertainment.

which we Japanese eat,

I believe it is vital that
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more people learn to
cat with a real love and respect for their
food. Cattle are such huge beasts with
powerful life force; those who make
cattle their living have a real passion
for them. I would like to see consumers
have just as much passion - that would
really make our work worthwhile. Also,
I would love for people to understand
the popular appeal of Wagyu, and to
think that it’s simply uncool not to cat
it. The other thing that’s important, at
a practical level, is that it makes money.
Everyone has to turn a profit: the
})l‘()({llccrs, thL dCﬂlCrS, (l\C CthS< UnlCSS
they do, foodstuffs like this will simply
disappear. It’s for that reason that I
want to create a lnﬂrk(:( in \Vhicl\ \x’ﬂgyll
is bought and sold at high prices. The
Japanese mentality is always to make
tl\ings CI]CZI})CF. ThC rCZl[ Cha“cngc {:Qr
me is to go up against that prevailing

mentality, and make sure that the

Japanese players in the industry don’t
drive the prices down. We want to sell
our wares for higher prices. That’s why
we formed the Wagyumafia unit, to
provide assistance to the producers out
there, to provide education, and to go to
the trouble of getting people to see the
places where this beef is actually made,
along the lines of Tralian agriturismo.
All of this serves the practical purpose
of engendering the passion that Wagyu
needs to truly become the next major
craze.

RiCE: Animal welfare is an issue that
has started to receive increased attention
overseas. [t has also been noted that most
Japanese Wagyu producers operate their
farms in ways that do not meet those
animal welfare standards. What are your
opinions rcgarding this issue?

Hamada: Everyone complains about the
treatment of the poor Wagyu cattle in
thcir CﬂgCS, bu[ y()u hﬂVC to rCn]Cn\hCr
that Japanese Black cattle have been kept
in barns for over 1000 years as working
animals. Most people are ignorant

of that fact, and wrongly assert that
their natural state is to be roaming vast
pasturelands. Look at it another way.
No one says that we should release all
our pet dogs into the wild so that they
become wolves again, right? It’s the same
as that. The only thing we can do to
honor the fact that these cattle lay down
their lives for us is make sure that we eat
every part of the animal, letting nothing
go to waste. To that end, the creation of
delicious meat is obviously essential, and
cannot be done without the cooperation
of the producers. But aside from that,
it’s a matter of making sure every part

of the animal is used at the customer
service end of the chain. The bones are
used to make broth, and even the fat is
not discarded. There is a process called
fat-washing, which allows beef fat to be
refused to alcoholic drinks like bourbon
to make cocktails. No part of the animal
is wasted with Wagyu; there really is so
much that can be done with it.

RiCE: On Wagyumafia’s Instagram
account, there are many shots of

you holding cuts of beefand glaring
menacingly at the camera. Is this
something you do that’s part of your
philosophy of entertainment?

Hﬂn‘ada: I come {r(’ln a n]OViC industry
background, so above all I want food

to be a form of entertainment. In that
respect, what you eat is vital, obviously,
but who you eat with may be of even
greater importance. From some time
ago, I stopped having business dinners
altogether, and now I only ever dine
with my friends. The reason I decided

to do that is because food simply tastes
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better when you’re with friends. Look

at the pc()plc at an official dinner, and
aside from the fact that the food doesn’t
take center stage at these events, the
participants all generally look bored.

I think that’s a terrible waste. That’s
why our Wagyumafia restaurants

are fundamentally not to be used for
business dinners. You’d never go and see
a live show with a business client, 1‘ig|11?
That’s what we hope our restaurants
provide — that live stage show experience.
And through that experience, we hope
that our customers are inspired by the
Wagyu in w hich we have such undy ing
faith.

RiCE: You have established a number of
restaurants in a very short time frame.
What are your plans for the future?
Hamada: With the opening of our Hong
Kong restaurant, we have established
our first international flagship location.
But I would love to set up Wagyumafia
restaurants in my ten favorite overseas
cities. Each of our four current Tokyo
establishments is operated under a
different key concept, and while I would
certainly like to open more restaurants, I
also plan to put a good deal of effort into
the creation of bases for the transmission
of Wagyu culture. To that end, my
primary goal is to develop more complex
business styles in the countries to which
we export Wagyu. In order to get people
to understand the beauty of Wagyu,

it is vital that they are aware that it is

EHFFA

an mgrcdicnt in [mdiri(m;ll]np;\uusc
washoku cuisine. For that reason, I
would really like to set up some sort of
base where the meat could be sliced or
cut to xpccil‘icuinn —aplacew here we
could respond to the detailed needs of
our clientele. There are roughly 1000
Wagyumafia members in Tokyo at

the moment, around half of whom are
Japanese. The beef cutlet sandwich store

we run is our only pub]i( restaurant, and

foreigners. That is the ideal situation for
the new restaurants I wanted to create,
and I want to ensure that the interior

of our restaurants are also places of true
diversity. In the end, we would love for
our Wagyumafia member numbers to
grow exponentially, and for people all
across the world to want to eat Wagyu.
Having already tasted failure in this
indusn'y once before, | f‘ull_\' intend

to give Wagyumafia 200 percent of

my passion, and make sure that it is a
resounding success. In terms of what the
future holds, 'm the most excited of all

to find out.

1: Food, Inc.
A food documentary film, released in 2008 in
the United States, which garnered acclaim for
its shocking exposition of issues surrounding
food safety and the truth about food corporate
culture. After winning an Emmy award in
2011, it was also nominated for the Academy
Award for Best Documentary Feature Film at

the 82nd Academy Awards.
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Hisato Hamada

After becoming Sony’s youngest ever employee at the age of 20, he launched his own branding

company and worked as a buyer of foreign films, before establishing Viva Japan in 2011. He is

currently involved in the creative production of foodstuffs primarily through the Wagyu branding

unit Wagyumafia, which operates four restaurants in Tokyo and one overseas, as well as offering

services as a specialist Wagyu coordinator to chefs based overseas and food styling for artists.

*1 Holding Wagyumafia’s most famous dish, “the world’s most expensive sandwich,” featuring

chateaubriand steak cutlet of Kobe Beef, and adopting the signature Wagyumafia pose.
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