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INTRODUCTION

Washoku, literally the “harmony of food,” is a way of thinking about what we eat and how it can nourish us. The term describes both a culinary philosophy and the simple, nutritionally balanced food prepared in that spirit.

My first encounter with washoku was nearly forty years ago when I suddenly, and serendipitously, found myself staying with the Andoh family on the Japanese island of Shikoku. My urban American sensibilities were challenged by more than the rural plumbing that first summer. Hunger forced me to be adventurous at table, where my curiosity grew, along with my appetite, for things Japanese.

I was particularly impressed by the rhythm and flow of activity in the Andoh kitchen. This was the cherished, domestic domain of Kiyoko Andoh, the woman who was to become my mother-in-law. From the start, she encouraged me to call her Okaasan (literally “mother,” it is also a term of endearment and respect for women who care for others).

Okaasan moved about her daily routine with determination and grace, feeding the Andoh household—children (and their friends), grandchildren (and their friends), workers at the family-owned factory (and some of their family members), and foreign visitors (me) alike. Running such a large, busy home required not only consummate culinary skill, but also an understanding of the value of nutritious, wholesome food and a knack for balancing the budget.

Okaasan’s ability to integrate smoothly such practical considerations as getting meals on the table in several shifts (early risers, after-school lessons, and factory overtime needed to be accommodated) with a deep artistic sensibility (fashioning a flower from a carrot, or reflecting on the texture and shape of tableware) was remarkable. A fine cook for whom the ways of washoku were deeply ingrained and practiced daily, Okaasan never had occasion to doubt the wisdom of this time-honored approach.

Because I had no language skills at first with which to question or challenge, I merely watched the activity around me and tried to follow suit. I desperately sought to grasp the logic of it all, or at least discern some predictable patterns. Later, as I acquired fluency in Japanese and broadened my experience to include formal culinary training at the Yanagihara School of Classical Japanese Cooking, I fine-tuned my understanding of the principles and practice of washoku. It is those ideas and skills that I am sharing with you in this book.

Washoku: The Five Principles

The calligraphy for wa is used to refer to things indigenous to Japanese culture. In the realm of food, washoku distinguishes Japanese food from foreign-inspired cuisines, such as yōshoku, or Western-style food.

The philosophy and practice of washoku can best be summarized by a set of five principles that describe how to achieve nutritional balance and aesthetic harmony at mealtime. The first three principles—one each concerning color, flavor palate, and choice of cooking method—deal with the practical considerations of food preparation. The fourth principle defines the sensual nature of food—that is, the need for food to appeal to all the five senses, not just taste and smell. The final principle, which is more spiritual and philosophic, compels us to appreciate both human endeavor and the natural forces that provide for us.

The five principles of washoku are as follows:

Five colors, or go shiki, suggests that every meal include foods that are red, yellow, green, black, and white. (Often very dark colors, particularly deep purple—eggplant, grapes—and sometimes brown—shiitaké mushrooms—are counted as black.) Vitamins and minerals naturally come into balance with a colorful range of foods.

Five tastes, or go mi, describes what the Japanese call anbai, a harmonious balance of flavors—salty, sour, sweet, bitter, and spicy—that ensures our palates are pleasantly stimulated, but not overwhelmed.

Five ways, or go hō, urges cooks to prepare food by a variety of methods, simmering, broiling, and steaming being some of the most basic. By combining various methods at every meal, it is easy to limit the total amount of sugar, salt, and oil consumed, thereby avoiding excessive calories.

Five senses, or go kan, advises cooks to be mindful not only of taste, but also of sight, sound, smell, and touch (in this case, the texture of food as we eat it).

Five outlooks, or go kan mon, are rules concerned with the partaking of food and have a strong basis in Buddhism. Indeed, many Buddhist temples in Japan that serve vegetarian fare (shōjin ryōri) will have these rules written on their menus. They instruct us, first, to respect the efforts of all those who contributed their toil to cultivating and preparing our food; second, to do good deeds worthy of receiving such nourishment; third, to come to the table without ire; fourth, to eat for spiritual as well as temporal well-being; and fifth, to be serious in our struggle to attain enlightenment.

The five principles are not unique to Japanese foodways. Many Asian cultures share similar beliefs. Indeed, the ideas arrived from China by way of the Korean peninsula about a thousand years ago. In Japan, the five principles intertwined with indigenous Shinto beliefs, such as humanity’s oneness with nature, and evolved into a broadly encompassing, deeply integrated culinary philosophy. A vocabulary emerged to describe various aspects of this distinctive Japanese food culture. Kisetsukan is what the Japanese call their keen appreciation for seasonal cycles and other rhythms of nature. The word shun is used to describe a point in time when a particular food is at its peak of flavor. Shun can last for several weeks or even months—or it can be as fleeting as a few hours or days. The notion of meisanbutsu, or “regional specialties,” holds locally produced foodstuffs in especially high regard. In Japan, where lakes, rivers, and the ocean provide abundant food to complement the harvest of the land, the phrase umi no sachi, yama no sachi (the bounty of the sea, the bounty of the mountains) describes the harmonious union of foods from both land and water sources.

As with other aspects of culture, such as language and dress, foodways settle in and are eventually taken for granted by the society that gave rise to them. Most Japanese today would have a hard time articulating washoku notions, and would not usually discuss among themselves the guidelines for assembling a nutritionally balanced, aesthetically pleasing meal. Yet when choosing items from an à la carte restaurant menu, selecting prepared dishes to take home from a department-store food hall, or purchasing packaged food from a convenience store or supermarket, most Japanese will, by instinct, employ the five principles on some level to create culinary harmony.

Despite the pervasiveness of washoku in Japanese food culture, the word itself and the concepts associated with it are relatively unknown outside the country, even among aficionados of Japanese cooking. And although its origins are deeply rooted in Japanese culinary history and habits, washoku can be practiced and enjoyed outside Japan, by Japanese and non-Japanese alike. Selecting ingredients at their peak of seasonal flavor, choosing locally available foods from both the land and the sea, appealing to and engaging all the senses, using a collage of color, employing a variety of food preparations, and assembling an assortment of flavors—a washoku approach to cooking gives the creative and contemplative cook an opportunity to satisfy his or her own aesthetic hunger while providing sustenance and sensory pleasure to others.

Putting Theory into Practice

To demonstrate how washoku principles are applied to ordinary meals, I will guide you, step by step, through the planning, preparation, and presentation of three complete menus. Simple preparations, such as those in the first menu, are often set up on a tray and served together. Not every dish needs to fulfill all the considerations of five colors, cooking methods, flavors, and so forth. Rather, these elements can cumulatively meet the guidelines for a balanced washoku meal or, if served in progression, unfold over the course of a lunch or dinner.

The first menu follows a common meal plan known as ichi-ju san-sai. Literally, “one broth, three dishes,” the meal is actually composed of five dishes, not four as you might expect (rice is assumed to be part of every meal; indeed, the word gohan means both “cooked rice” and “meal”). Our nourishing ichi-ju san-sai menu shown below is made up of a soup (Miso Soup with Enoki Mushrooms), a featured dish (Miso-Marinated Broiled Fish), two side dishes (Soy-Braised Hijiki and Carrots, and Citron-Pickled Chinese Cabbage), and rice (Rice with Mixed Grains).
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A “one broth, three dishes” menu (clockwise from top left): Citron-Pickled Chinese Cabbage, Soy-Braised Hijiki and Carrots, Miso Soup with Enoki Mushrooms, Miso-Marinated Broiled Fish, and Rice with Mixed Grains

This sample washoku menu incorporates vibrant and soft hues, textured and smooth foods, and delicate and assertive flavors. Fulfilling the five-colors principle, we have green (mitsuba, floating in the soup, and pickled Chinese cabbage), red (salmon, carrots, and chile pepper threads), yellow (lemon with the fish), white (rice, tōfu, and enoki mushrooms in the soup), and black (hijiki). In addition to providing visual interest, the color range ensures nutritional balance: green vegetables are rich in vitamin A, carrots are packed with carotene, citrus are rich in vitamin C, white rice mixed with various seeds and grains provide many B vitamins, and black hijiki is an excellent source of calcium.

Each of these dishes employs a different cooking method: the fish is seared with heat (broiling, grilling, skillet braising, and pan searing all fall within the realm of Japanese yaki mono, or seared foods), the hijiki is briefly sautéed in oil before being simmered with carrots in seasoned sea stock, the lightly pickled cabbage is considered “raw” because it has not been treated with heat, and the miso-enriched soup is simmered. Steamed rice completes the menu. Intake of fats and oils, salt, and sugar is limited by varying the preparation methods.

When you begin to eat, you appreciate that the rich, salty flavor of the miso-marinated fish is nicely balanced with the tartness of the juice from the lemon that garnishes it. The hijiki and carrot dish, cooked in a sweetened soy sauce and finished with a nutty, faintly bitter accent of toasted sesame seeds, provides a welcome counterpoint to an otherwise savory meal. Textures and shapes are varied, too: silky cubes of tōfu in the soup, slender stalks of enoki mushrooms, crisp and succulent slices of pickled cabbage, which are spiced with fiery threads of tōgarashi chile pepper.

Not all food prepared in the washoku manner needs to be a multidish menu. Many simple single-dish meals benefit from the five-principles approach to preparing food. My second example, Rice Bowl with Three-Colored Topping, is a domburi, or a casual meal-in-a-bowl. The word domburi refers to both the bowl itself and the foods served in it. Typically, domburi are large, deep bowls filled halfway with cooked rice and then topped with a variety of foods.

When plated and viewed from above, this domburi appears to be a circle divided into three wedges. One is bright yellow with corn kernels, another green with small peas, and the third a rich auburn brown with braised chicken. Where these wedges converge at the center is a garnish of shredded red pickled ginger, or perhaps a cherry tomato, and a few squares of spicy, soy-simmered jet black kelp. As you eat, the white rice beneath the toppings becomes visible. Yellow, green, red, black, and white—a five-colored meal-in-a-bowl.

Steamed rice, skillet-braised chicken, blanched vegetables, pickled ginger, and simmered kelp demonstrate the multimethod approach to food preparation. The combination of soy sauce and sugar, used to braise the chicken and simmer the kelp, balances salty and sweet flavors. Though not as sour as some pickles found in the Japanese pantry (Red-and-White Pickled Radishes, for example), the red pickled ginger here hints at tartness, as would a cherry tomato. The kelp condiment is blanched in a vinegar-water solution before it is braised in the sweetened soy. Finally, touches of ginger and sanshō pepper provide spicy accents that help bring harmony to the meal.

I offer a third example here: a soup-and-sandwich lunch. This menu shows that washoku meals can be assembled with entirely non-Japanese foods. Imagine the following: pale and creamy potato-leek soup, nutritionally and aesthetically enhanced by a garnish of snipped chives and minced parsley, alongside tuna salad spread on triangles of whole-grain toast, accompanied by a lemon wedge, several cherry tomatoes, crisp radish sprouts, and pitted black olives. As with the purely Japanese sample menus, this American lunch follows the color, flavor palate, and multi-preparation guidelines of a washoku meal. Because it adheres to the five principles, this soup-and-sandwich lunch also achieves nutritional balance and visual interest.

• • •

    Far from a rigid set of rules that constrict the creative process, the underlying principles of washoku provide a convenient framework for considering the many practical issues and aesthetic possibilities inherent in meal preparation. If you enjoy lavishing time and creative energy on preparing food for yourself and others, the washoku planning process will excite and energize you. When you feel pressed for time, a well-stocked washoku kitchen lets you throw together balanced meals—they do not have to be Japanese ones—in short order. The Washoku Pantry will help you assemble a basic larder and answer questions you might have regarding unfamiliar ingredients called for in the recipes. A companion section, In the Washoku Kitchen, catalogs the techniques and tools you will need to transform foodstuffs into harmonious meals.

Although the washoku approach can be applied to any cuisine, specific washoku recipes emerged from a rich Japanese food tradition. The stories and legends associated with these dishes are acquired quite naturally by anyone brought up in a Japanese household. They are experienced, not taught, and are rarely shared across the cultural culinary divide. In recipe headnotes and sidebars, I have included historical notes to illuminate, and entice you to try, classic washoku fare. I was not concerned with being clever, trendy, or original when choosing recipes. Quite the opposite: from a huge washoku repertoire, I chose practical, typical dishes that would tempt you while I taught you, and build your confidence while I nourished you. Suggestions on how to coordinate dishes to create washoku meals are offered in Kitchen Harmony notes that accompany many of the recipes.

Washoku as a notion, and in practice, compels those who prepare it to consider the total dining environment. After care has been taken in choosing foods that nourish both body and mind, preparing the washoku table excites the aesthetic appetite. Setting the Table, Setting the Stage offers you ideas and inspiration, while smaller shards of practical advice on food presentation—organized as Harmony at Table notes—are scattered throughout the chapters. By being attentive to the impact of color, shape, texture, and motif at table, you can create an infinite variety of moods, thus satisfying your aesthetic, as well as physical, hunger.

Omakasé and Kaiseki Cuisines

I am often asked whether washoku applies only to home cooking, and what relationship exists between washoku and omakasé (“leave it to the chef” tasting menus served at high-end restaurants), or between washoku and kaiseki (both the kaiseki cuisine that traces its origins to the Japanese tea ceremony and the banquet-style kaiseki meals offered at elegant establishments). Although I have chosen domestic kitchens as the focus of this book, washoku should not be equated solely with home cooking. It would be misleading to ignore the principles of washoku as practiced by Japanese food professionals. They are as essential, and applicable, to the world of restaurant dining as they are to home-cooked meals.

Tasting menus that showcase the creativity of a chef are not unique to Japanese dining traditions. Omakasé, however, is more than just a meal: it is a relationship of mutual trust and appreciation between customer and establishment, guided by the principles of washoku. Those who plan and prepare the meal (the chef and other food professionals) take pleasure in considering the needs of those who will partake of it, and diners (guests, customers), in turn, agree to abandon themselves to the dining drama that unfolds at table. Rather than focus on exotic foods flown in from faraway places, the washoku professional will seek out local products to showcase and celebrate shun, aware of the balance that needs to be struck between marine and terrestrial sources, color, cooking method, and flavor.

Two rather esoteric phrases, both coined by Sen no Rikyu, the sixteenth-century philosopher and aesthete credited with refining the world of tea and kaiseki cuisine served at the tea ceremony, express sentiments inherent in a washoku outlook. The first of these, ichi go, ichi é (one moment, one meeting), demonstrates the importance of creating a specific sense of time and place with each meal—a fleeting but magic moment of shared cooking and dining pleasure that can be fondly remembered but never re-created. In planning and preparing kaiseki meals, it is the washoku host who coordinates foodstuffs that highlight shun with culinary motifs and tableware that enhance kisetsukan. The goal is to create a unique dining experience for their guests, one that is mindful of seasonal and ceremonial considerations, while accommodating individual preferences.

The second phrase, wabi sabi (subdued elegance, charm of the ordinary), admires humility and values understatement. In the world of Japanese culinary endeavor, particular respect is afforded those who transform humble foodstuffs into simple, yet stunning meals.

A Note about Language

For more than thirty years, I have been writing about Japan and various aspects of its food and culture, hoping to inform and entertain my readers. Because I write for English-language publications, I struggle with how best to convey habits and notions that may be foreign to my readers, how to make seemingly alien procedures feel comfortable to them. What key bits of information should I offer to help them make sense of it all?

And what words should I use?

In taking on the challenge of communicating ideas, language becomes many things: a precious tool with which to fashion images; a mirror in which culture can be both magnified and reflected; and, because so many words cannot be easily transliterated and translated, a source of frustration. Since no single, functional standard that everyone agrees on for transliterating and translating Japanese to English exists, I must devise my own system. Here, as in the past, I have given great thought to this problem.

     

    
Setting the Table, Setting the Stage

Much of the exhilaration I feel when practicing washoku is the unabashed pleasure of matching food to vessel. At a washoku table, there is no concern for uniformity of tableware throughout the meal. Rather, the cook is encouraged to use containers fashioned from a variety of materials—lacquer, glass, paper, stoneware, and porcelain are a few of the possibilities—and of various shapes and sizes to enhance the food. He or she might even borrow bits of nature, such as wood, leaves, and shells, and incorporate the hints they provide into the display of food. By melding disparate flavors, aromas, textures, sounds, and images, the thoughtful cook engages all of the senses, achieving harmony at table.

Creating a sense of time and place is important as well. The season and occasion suggest certain color schemes and motifs borrowed from nature or folklore. After a long, blisteringly hot summer, I awake one morning late in September to an unexpected chill in the air. I happily reset my breakfast tray, replacing the delicate, blue-streaked porcelain plate that had suggested a refreshing stream during the heat and humidity of summer with a rustic dish shaped like a maple leaf. Savoring the air-dried, mirin-glazed mackerel on my autumnal plate, I anticipate crisp days ahead.

Pottery suits the Japanese temperament and table particularly well, I think, because it is a melding of natural forces with human endeavor. Clay is a wholly organic product of the earth that is taken and shaped by human skill and ingenuity. The process of glazing and firing is again a blend of nature and man-made technology. A dramatic range of styles emerges: the crackled blue glaze of seiji ware, the rough-hewn bronze tones of the Shino kilns, the delicate and colorful iro-é patterns of which Kutani ware is perhaps the most famous, and the popular somé-tsuké blue and white underglaze typified by Imari ware.

Bamboo, in its natural form, is a hollow yet sturdy receptacle that is easily adapted to the needs of food storage and service. The Japanese preserve this natural capability and both increase its usefulness and enhance its beauty by shaping segments of bamboo into bowls, platters, baskets, and utensils. Sasa, the smooth leaves of bamboo saplings, are gracefully tapered, making them both lovely and useful: extended to display a grilled fish, or curved to enclose a soft rice-flour pastry. Long before plastic wrap or cooking parchment was invented, také no kawa (dried, mature bamboo bark) made excellent wrappers for cooking and transporting food.

Standing in my kitchen before the cupboard crammed with dishes, cups, trays, chopsticks, and other tabletop accessories, I feel a surge of creative power. This evening, I choose a Bizen ware platter from the shelf. It is deceptively simple: a dark slab of unglazed, unpainted clay no bigger than a sheet of paper. Yet its surface glows with soft russet and amber markings, some shiny and round as a full moon, others muted with blurred edges. On this wildly unique canvas, I paint a mental image: a random convergence of pearly white chunks of steaming daikon interspersed with glistening bits of soy-simmered cod. Golden needles of fresh yuzu (citron peel) are scattered across the fish-and-vegetable stew, mimicking the platter’s tawny freckles.

A closer look at the same platter reveals a mottled dab of ashen blue in one corner, and a showering of ocher flecks nearby. I now conjure up a deeply green tuft of parsley set at an angle against a haystack of pale cucumber shreds—the backdrop for firm but lushly ripe wedges of tomato at the center of the platter. To complete this imagined otsukuri, or “creative arrangement” of fresh foods, I mentally place a small russet-colored, rough-hewn saké cup to the side. I pour some pale, creamy mustard miso sauce into it to use as salad dressing.

At the back of the cupboard, I glimpse a boldly beautiful plate from Tottori Prefecture’s Ushinoto kiln—half black, half aqua green—that sets me off on my next culinary daydream. I picture Rice Curry on the plate, a mound of snowy white, steamed rice at its center, partially covered by a tumeric-tinted, curry-flavored chicken stew. Several sweet-and-sour rakkyō bulbs (imagine sweet pickled pearl onions) and shreds of spicy, red beni shōga ginger nestle against the rice where it is met by the thick, golden sauce. In my mind’s eye, this dish is paired with a salad of soft lettuces and crisp, sliced cucumbers, mounded in a frosted glass bowl. Form and function are brought into harmony at table.



Since the start of work on this book several years ago, many volunteer recipe testers and assistants scattered around the globe have shared their valuable opinions and offered helpful suggestions to me. My current system incorporates their collective experience and reflects their endeavor to integrate washoku into their non-Japanese households.

For the most part, spelling in this book follows the basic pattern of my previous books: my goal is to get speakers of English to pronounce the words as close to the original Japanese as possible. To that end, I use a modified Hepburn system, keeping the important macron, or “long mark,” that alerts speakers to an extended vowel sound. The difference between long and short vowel sounds are critically important in Japanese: Ōba is a broad-leafed herb (also known as shiso), but oba is my auntie.

I have borrowed a familiar accent mark from French to help you pronounce final e sounds as “ay.” Agé is pronounced “ah-gay,” not “age” (g sounds are hard, like good and great; soft g sounds are written with a j). The letters r and l and m and n are often used interchangeably, and there is no consensus among academics or editors. I have chosen ramen not larmen for Chinese-style noodles, and kombu not konbu for kelp, but not everyone will agree with me.

Whether to provide English translations of Japanese words is similarly fraught. I am delighted the Japanese word nori has finally entered the lexicon because I can now use that word, rather than the unappetizing and inaccurate “seaweed” (it is a cultivated aquatic plant, not a weed) or the puzzling “laver,” both of which still commonly appear on package labels. And thank goodness I no longer need to call tōfu “bean curd” (it is really the solidified whey, not the curd of soybean milk), because it, too, has become entrenched in the lexicon. (Note, though, that I have modified the commonly encountered spelling, to include the important macron mark.) But what to do about the many different kinds of nori and tōfu, such as yaki nori and ajitsuké nori, or abura agé and yaki-dōfu? I decided to use a combination of English modifier and Japanese name. Yaki nori becomes toasted nori and ajitsuké nori becomes seasoned nori. Abura agé are fried tōfu slices, yaki-dōfu is a block of grilled tōfu, and so forth. In the case of some compounds, it is the Japanese word that modifies an English one: shiitaké mushrooms, soba noodles, and kabocha squash. My goal in all cases is to help you understand the relationship of these ingredients to one another, while providing a simple way of managing the words in the body of the recipe.

When dealing with more obscure foodstuffs like konnyaku, the cryptic translations “yam cake” and “devil’s tongue jelly” do not help you know, or come to love, this homely, funny-smelling, but quite marvelous ingredient. I wanted to wipe the slate clean and start again with the original, konnyaku, and try to build a new and positive image of the food. When I wasn’t sure whether readers would know enough about an ingredient to purchase the correct thing and use it properly, I provided a page reference to the discussion of it in The Washoku Pantry.

Some foods are so well known by their English names—sesame oil, soy sauce, vinegar—that to introduce the Japanese word in the text seemed burdensome. Should you want to know what the item is called in Japanese, refer to the pantry, where I have included the full and proper Japanese name in roman letters.


THE WASHOKU PANTRY

Beans

Dumpling Wrappers, Flour, Katakuriko, and Panko

Fish (dried, semidried, processed)

Fish (fresh)

Fresh Herbs and Rhizomes

Fruits

Konnyaku and Shirataki Noodles

Miso

Mushrooms

Noodles

Pickles

Rice

Sea Vegetables

Seeds and Nuts

Spices and Seasonings

Sugar and Other Sweeteners

Tea

Tōfu

Vegetables
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The ten essentials of The Washoku Pantry (clockwise from top left): soy sauce, mirin, dried shiitaké mushrooms, saké, iriko (dried sardines), Hidaka kombu (kelp), katsuo-bushi (bonito flakes), rice, brown rice vinegar, and Saikyo shiro miso

THE CLASSIC JAPANESE LARDER brims with an incredible diversity of shelf-stable marine and terrestrial items, dried, salted, fermented, and other preserved foodstuffs that augment fresh produce, meat, poultry, tōfu products, eggs, and fish. What the Japanese refer to as umi no sachi, or “bounty of the ocean,” includes both cultivated and wild plants and animals (and their by-products) obtained from ponds, rivers, streams, and the open sea. Similarly, yama no sachi, or “bounty of the mountain,” typically encompasses both farmed and found-in-nature foods, such as roots and shoots, herbs and sprouts, shrubs, fungi, fruits, leafy and flowering plants, beans, grains, seeds, and nuts. These are harvested and gathered in flat and terraced fields, in dense forests, and in hilly terrain.

    Here, you will find detailed information on ingredients called for throughout this book. Whenever possible, I have clustered items together into categories. Because often it is the subtle difference between kinds of miso or vinegar that is confusing, grouping them will make it easier to compare them. Alternative ingredients, should you not be able to find the item described, are indicated where possible, with more specific substitution information provided in the recipes. When a pantry ingredient is discussed further in the techniques and equipment chapter, In the Washoku Kitchen, I have provided a cross-reference to the relevent page or pages.

Taking Stock

Look in your cupboard, refrigerator, and freezer. What, if any of the items listed in this section, do you already have on hand? Check expiration dates; some of what you have may need to be tossed out. Spoilage, of course, is the biggest issue, but the quality level of flavor, texture, and aroma is also important.

Most pantry items are shelf stable and best stored at room temperature. That means avoiding extremes of heat and cold and keeping the foodstuff dry and away from direct light. Some pantry items, such as soy sauce, sesame paste, miso, and mirin, will maintain superior flavor and aroma if refrigerated after opening, though these items will not spoil if stored on a cool, dry shelf. Several Japanese condiments and pickles, however, such as soy-simmered kelp and pink pickled ginger, should be refrigerated from the start and consumed fairly quickly. This is especially true for the homemade varieties, for which I provide recipes.

Although the premodern Japanese home did not have artificial refrigeration, cold storage from October through May was easily achieved by placing items on verandas or in other protected outdoor locations, or in unheated auxiliary kitchens. During the summer, slatted bamboo mats, called sudaré, angled against tubs of pickles or vats of miso paste, would block sunlight, providing shady storage space in well-ventilated rooms. Water sprinkled directly on the mats and on the earthen or stone floors helped cool the space, too. It is certainly not necessary for you to re-create such a rustic setting in your modern kitchen. However, if you struggle with limited space, know that many items can be kept in drawers or on shelves.

Essentials of the Washoku Pantry

There are ten foodstuffs that comprise a basic washoku pantry, ingredients I would like you to have on hand all the time. Four of these are shelf-stable, dried items used primarily to make stock: kombu (kelp), katsuo-bushi (bonito flakes), iriko (dried sardines), and dried shiitaké mushrooms. None is particularly attractive, and some may smell odd to the uninitiated. Yet these homely foodstuffs are powerhouses of flavor-enhancing glutamates that will elevate ordinary ingredients to highly flavorful cuisine.

Five fermented products are constantly used as seasonings: miso, soy sauce, rice vinegar, saké, and mirin. The fermentation process introduces healthful organisms that aid in digestion, improve nutrition, and add complexity and depth of flavor.

The final foodstuff is rice, for which the Japanese language has many words. Okomé is rice that has been harvested, dried, and threshed; it is the uncooked raw ingredient called for in rice recipes.

In the pantry listings that follow, essential items are noted with an asterisk.

Expanding Your Culinary Repertoire

A second group of foodstuffs will expand your culinary repertoire considerably. Most of them are kambutsu (dried items) and other relatively shelf-stable foods, so they can be mail ordered if you cannot find them locally (see Resources). Properly stored, they will keep for quite some time.

Wakamé, hijiki buds and stems, sheets of toasted nori, a marine herb called ao nori, and kanten (gelatin) are some of the sea items that can enrich your pantry and daily diet. Recommended fresh items from fields, forests, and mountains include ginger and a related rhizome called myōga, and ki no mé, the leaves of the sanshō pepper plant. Although it is rare to find whole, fresh wasabi roots outside Japan, tubes of paste containing grated root have become more readily available. Several herbs can be grown from seed in your garden or in a deep windowsill pot: mitsuba, shiso leaves and seeds, and radish sprouts called kaiwaré.

Dried and preserved items from the land include kampyō (gourd ribbons), kiriboshi daikon (shredded radish), sesame seeds, tōgarashi (dried red chile pepper), shichimi tōgarashi (seven-spice blend), mustard, sanshō (peppercorns; most readily available dried and pulverized), and dried yuzu (citron) peel. Uméboshi (pickled plums) are eaten as a condiment, while the deep purple-red shiso leaves that tint the plums are dried and pulverized to make a delightful herb called yukari. Panko, coarse, light bread crumbs, are used in several recipes.

Sugar and salt are common ingredients in washoku dishes, and descriptions of the best types to buy are provided below. Also cataloged below are many of the other shelf-stable ingredients called for in this book, as well as fresh ingredients, with an emphasis on produce, fish, and seafood.


    BEANS

Dried beans, which are an excellent source of protein, calcium, iron, and fiber, have long played an important role in the traditional Japanese diet. When stored in a dark, cool, dry place, they will usually keep for a year or more. Although not particularly difficult, dried-bean cookery does require time and an action plan. Recipes in this book guide you through several distinct preparation stages, starting with the dried pantry item and ending with a richly seasoned and fully cooked food.

    Adzuki Beans

These dried red beans are used as both a savory element, such as in Soy-Simmered Kabocha Squash with Red Beans, and a sweet element, such as in Chunky Red Bean Jam. All adzuki beans will bleed a deep maroon, but the variety known as sasagé mamé yields a particularly appetizing shade and, despite their delicate appearance, the beans hold their shape well during cooking. They may be slightly more expensive than ordinary adzuki but, when available, are the dried red bean of choice.

Dried Soybeans (daizu)

The most nutritious, important, and versatile dried bean is the daizu, and indeed it is written with a pair of ideograms for “big” or “important” and “bean.” It is the source for such soy foods as tōfu, soy sauce, miso, and kinako (toasted soy flour), and is also cooked as a vegetable, as in Slow-Simmered Daizu with Assorted Vegetables.


    DUMPLING WRAPPERS, FLOUR, KATAKURIKO, AND PANKO

In the washoku kitchen, foods are often coated with bread crumbs, dipped in a batter, dredged in potato starch, or enclosed in a wrapper made of wheat dough. Although none of these ways of preparing foods is unique to Japan, or requires the purchase of highly unusual ingredients, the Japanese products and techniques warrant a brief mention.

Dumpling Wrappers (gyōza no kawa)

Sold in Asian groceries as gyōza no kawa in packages of 18, 24, or more, these thin dumpling wrappers are made from wheat flour. Although they can be frozen for long-term storage, the sheets are difficult to separate without ripping them once thawed. It is better to make the dumplings within a day or two of purchasing the wrappers fresh, and then freeze any extra formed, uncooked dumplings. When ready to cook, place frozen dumplings in the skillet, sear until brown, and then proceed to add water and steam them. Allow an extra minute of cooking time to ensure the frozen meat cooks thoroughly.

Flour

When making tempura batter, I prefer using a low-gluten wheat flour for the tender, light texture it gives the coating. Available in many American markets, self-rising flour (which has salt and baking soda already mixed in) works well. Or you can make your own by adding ½ teaspoon baking soda and ¼ teaspoon salt for every cup of low-gluten wheat flour you use.

Kinako (toasted soy flour): Whole dried soybeans are roasted and crushed to make kinako, a silky-textured, nutty-flavored, highly nutritious powder. Sold in small plastic bags, it should be stored on a dark, dry shelf until opened. The flour’s natural oils can cause it to go rancid quickly once it is exposed, so to preserve its rich, toasted flavor, refrigerate any opened packages and consume within a few weeks.

The recipe for Wafū Waffle mixes kinako with cinnamon. This same mixture either on its own or with a pinch of brown sugar added is delightful sprinkled on buttered toast in place of cinnamon sugar. Plain kinako is also wonderful sprinkled over yogurt.

Katakuriko (potato starch)

Originally processed from the root of Erythronium japonicum (katakuri, or dogtooth violet), katakuriko is a silky, white powder extracted from potatoes that is used to thicken sauces and dredge food before frying. In Asian markets, katakuriko is labeled as potato starch; regular cornstarch is a fine substitute.

Panko (bread crumbs)

The Japanese first learned to make bread from the Portuguese and adapted their word—páo—for it, combining it with ko, which means “flour,” “crumb,” or “powder.” The shardlike, irregular shapes of Japanese bread crumbs deliver an unusually crunchy surface when deep-fried. The crumb coating tastes good even after the fried food has cooled, an important consideration in Japan where most breaded and fried foods are eaten at room temperature.

Some panko brands are made with egg- and/or honey-enriched bread. Both tend to color more quickly when fried and add a sweetness that I do not always want. I prefer to buy crumbs made from plain bread. All varieties are sold in clear plastic bags. Store in an airtight container on a dark, dry shelf. Even with proper storage, they begin to taste stale after a few months.


    FISH (dried, semidried, processed)

In addition to an abundance of freshly caught fish and seafood, Japanese regularly consume dried, semidried, and processed fish. This is nothing new; long before artificial refrigeration was possible, salting and air-drying helped preserve, or at least significantly retard spoilage of, fish. And mashing and seasoning the meat that clung to the bones after fish were filleted expanded the food value of the day’s catch. Though no longer a necessity, these foods remain appreciated by today’s Japanese for their flavor and convenience.

Chirimen-Jako (semidried minuscule sardines) and Shirasu-Boshi (blanched minuscule sardines)

Chirimen-jako are minuscule sardines that have been briefly blanched in seawater and then set out to air-dry. Sometimes called simply chirimen (crumpled), they turn pearl gray if allowed to dry for several days and become a bit chewy and delightfully briny. These fully dried chirimen are not as perishable as the softer, whiter shirasu-boshi. Both types of tiny sardines are typically imported from Japan in frozen form. Keep frozen, or if they begin to defrost between the store and your kitchen, do not refreeze, rather, refrigerate them immediately and consume within four or five days. If the fish remain frozen, they have a shelf life of several months.

Both chirimen and shirasu-boshi are excellent sources of calcium (a heaping tablespoon has the calcium equivalent, but half the calories, of a glass of milk) and are eaten as is as a topping for porridge, salads, or lightly simmered vegetables. They can also be tossed into rice (tartly seasoned sushi rice or plain cooked rice) to make pilaflike dishes. Sometimes these tiny fish are marked as dried anchovies on English-language labels in Asian groceries.

Ichiya-Boshi (air-dried fish)

Literally, “dried overnight,” ichiya-boshi should have a pleasant seashore aroma and never be sticky, with the exception of mirin-boshi, which are marinated in syrupy wine and sprinkled with sesame seeds. The fish are split and gutted (but not usually filleted; typically the backbone remains, as does the head and tail), salted to leach out unwanted odors and for preservation, and then set out in the fresh air to dry. Depending on the variety, air-dried fish will either be belly split (hara-biraki), in which case the head is also butterflied, or back split (sei-biraki), in which case the head is kept whole and pushed to one side. Greenling and horse mackerel are belly split, while pike are back split.

Greenlings are fairly large fish and often come to market with their heads removed. The center bones separate easily from the meat after cooking, making them easy to eat. Because greenlings can be up to a foot or more in length, a single air-dried fish is often cut in half to make two portions. If you have long, narrow plates and prefer that each portion include equal amounts of head and tail meat, cut the fish horizontally along the backbone. If you have round or square plates, cut the fish slightly on the diagonal to yield two pieces, one with mostly head meat (which has a richer flavor and oilier texture) and the other primarily with tail meat (which is drier and flakier).

Horse mackerel, which is pictured on the bottom right in the photo below, is the most readily available variety of air-dried fish and comes in various sizes. Choose a 6- or 7-ounce fish to serve as a main course for each person. Pike is delightfully briny but mild, and is a bit more challenging to eat because of its many fine bones.
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Dried, semidried, and processed fish (clockwise from top left): iriko, chirimen-jako, ichiya-boshi, and two kinds of chikuwa

In Asian grocery stores, air-dried and salt-cured fish will be in the refrigerated or frozen foods section. Refrigerate your purchase immediately (in its original wrapping is fine) on returning home and eat within 2 days. No matter what variety of air-dried fish you buy, if it is frozen, allow it to thaw fully in the refrigerator before cooking it.

Iriko, Niboshi (dried sardines)*

(*essential pantry item)

Both iriko (the word I first learned in Shikoku) and niboshi (the more commonly used name elsewhere in Japan for the same thing) are dried sardines used primarily to make stock. They contain naturally occurring glutamates that unlock the flavor potential of other foods with which they are cooked. Unlike chemical monosodium glutamate, the flavor-enhancing essence stored in iriko does not cause unpleasant side effects when consumed. In many areas of Japan, iriko are favored over katsuo-bushi (dried bonito flakes) in making home-style stocks. In the Sanuki region of Shikoku, they are used in making broth for udon and for sōmen noodles, as well as for miso soups, especially those that use barley miso.

Iriko range in size from quite small (no more than an inch or so long) to 2½ or 3 inches long. As the fish dry, they shrivel, often in such a contorted manner that the backbones are curved or twisted. The fresher the fish when brought on land, the more twisted they become when dried. Look for bent fish—the Japanese describe them as hé no ji, referring to hé, one of fifty-six syllables in the writing system that looks like a crooked, upside-down “V” (ji is a “letter,” or symbol, in Japanese). Like all dried staples, iriko should be stored in a dark, dry spot. After opening the original cellophane package, transfer the contents, including the packet of drying agent, to a lidded jar or canister.

To maximize the flavor-enhancing ability of the dried sardines and to keep potential bitterness to a minimum, you must trim away the gills and the contents of the belly cavity. First, snap off and discard the heads. Then, pinch each fish at the midpoint along its abdomen to split open the belly cavity. Because the fish are dried, this is not a messy procedure. With your fingertips, pull away and discard the crumbly, blackened material in the belly. However, to ensure that the mineral-rich dried sardines will boost the nutrient level of the stock you are making with them, keep all the skeletal material as well as the meaty parts, discarding only the entrails.

To release the full flavor of the dried fish, soak them for a short while in whatever liquid a recipe calls for—water in most instances, soy sauce and/or saké on occasion—before heating.

Kamaboko (steamed fish sausage), Chikuwa (grilled fish sausage), Hanpen (fluffy fish cake)

The Japanese consume an amazing variety of fish sausages, dumplings, and pâtélike products made from different types of fish ground to a paste. Collectively, these foods are referred to as neri seihin, or ground-to-a-paste products. Typically, bits and pieces left over from filleting large, mild white-fleshed fish are mixed with less marketable, stronger-flavored species to make surimi, or “ground fish.” This paste is then molded into a loaflike shape and steamed to make kamaboko, or molded around bamboo poles and grilled to make chikuwa. The latter, a cylindrical sausage with distinctive grill marks on the exterior, reveals an empty center when sliced. Most surimi products arrive from Japan frozen and should be consumed within 24 hours of thawing them.

Kamaboko rimmed in pink is often served with pure white slices. The color combination of red (or pink) and white is considered felicitous. Traditionally, the color was a natural, tasteless plant-based dye; nowadays it is usually artificial. Most kamaboko comes packaged on a wooden plank. Keep the sausage on the plank when slicing it. To release the slices, run your knife parallel to the plank.

In Shikoku, two regional kamaboko varieties are regularly used to top noodle dishes or eaten as beer snacks: swirl-patterned Naruto, named after the whirlpool off the Shikoku coast of Tokushima Prefecture, and a pure white, rib-ridged type. Both are cylindrical and not mounded on planks. The ridged type has plastic straws sticking to the outside that are pulled off before slicing. As the fish paste cools down after steaming, the pressure from the straws creates the ridges. Before plastic, bamboo strips or other twigs were used.

Chikuwa sausages are made by molding a seasoned paste made of mild white fish (usually in the cod or snapper family) around lightly oiled sticks of bamboo (traditional, artisanal way) or stainless steel pipes (modern, commercial way) and grilled. In days past, the sticks were stuck vertically around a wood-burning hearth and the fish was slowly roasted, a technique that is still used in some artisanal production plants today. When the grilling or roasting is done, the outer layer is golden brown and slightly blistered. After the sausage cools, it is twisted and slipped off the stick, resulting in a cylindrical sausage with a hollow center. Occasionally, chikuwa sausages are stuffed with other ingredients, such as cucumber strips, and then sliced into chunks and eaten as a beer snack with either mustard or wasabi on the side. More commonly, though, they are thinly sliced and mixed with vegetables in stir-fried dishes or pilaflike dishes.

Previously frozen sausages should not be refrozen. Packages will have a sell-by date stamped on them. Refrigerate from time of purchase until eating; any leftovers should be used within 2 days of opening the package.

Airy and soufflélike, hanpen is fish cake made from mild-flavored fish in the cod family, beaten egg whites, and yama imo (mountain yam). It is typically a 3- or 4-inch square and fairly flat, though soft and spongy when pinched. Sold in most Asian grocery stores in America (look in the freezer section or refrigerated case), it can be used to prepare a simple clear broth. It is also a common ingredient in the fish sausage stew called oden. Hanpen can be sliced in half on the diagonal, slit, and stuffed with other ingredients in a manner similar to stuffed tōfu pouches (Treasure Boats).

This delicate fish sausage is highly perishable. Keep refrigerated and be sure to use by the date indicated on the package. Do not refreeze.

Katsuo-Bushi (dried bonito flakes)*

(*essential pantry item)

A tunalike fish, called bonito in English and katsuo in Japanese, swims in fairly temperate waters. In Japan, Tosa, on the Pacific coast of the island of Shikoku, is famous for its katsuo—so much so that dishes using it as an ingredient often have Tosa as part of their name. Fresh bonito is an early summer and fall delicacy. The Japanese also eat flakes of dried bonito, or katsuo-bushi, throughout the year. These smoky flakes, made by scraping rock-hard dried bonito fillets against a sharp blade, are used as a garnish, as a condiment, and when making stocks, broths, and sauces.

In Japanese grocery stores, most packages of dried fish flakes combine bonito with other less-expensive fish, such as sardines and mackerel. The price will tell you. In the traditional washoku kitchen, whole dried fillets were rubbed over a sharp blade to produce curly flakes. The box holding the blade had a drawer into which the shavings fell. When full, the drawer was removed. Just as freshly ground coffee beans are far superior to beans ground weeks before, so too is freshly shaved bonito to preshaved flakes.

Today, it is hard to find a cook using one of these boxes in a home or even in a restaurant. Instead, it is more common to see scissors cutting open individual 3- or 5-gram packets of preshaved fish flakes (about ¼ cup tightly packed). If you will be using katsuo-bushi only occasionally, buy these small packets, affectionately labeled “fresh pack.” Five or six of them are sold as a unit in either a cardboard box or a large plastic bag. Large bags of flakes go rancid rather quickly once they are opened. Even when stored on a dark, dry shelf, optimal flavor and aroma lasts for only 4 to 6 weeks. If, however, you will be making dashi two or three times a week, you will finish these larger 100-gram (a little less than 4-ounce) bags in less than a month, and I suggest you purchase them instead. They will be more economical, and the quality of the flakes in larger bags tends to be higher.
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Three kinds of katsuo-bushi (clockwise from top): katsuo-bushi, ito kezuri (thin curls), and atsu kezuri (thicker chunks)

Katsuo-bushi is also sold in two additional forms, ito kezuri, or thin curls, and atsu kezuri, or thicker chunks, both packaged in plastic bags. The ito kezuri (literally, “thread shavings;” illustrated above, which look like slender bits of pinkish beige curling ribbon, are used to garnish other foods, most commonly ohitashi (Spinach Steeped in Broth), yaki nasu (Chilled Roasted Eggplant), and tamago-dōfu (Chilled Egg Custard), or blocks of plain chilled silky tōfu, drizzled with soy sauce.

The thick pieces are ideal for making bannō-jōyu (the generic name for seasoned soy concentrate) and other recipes that favor intensely smoky overtones. In the days when every home had its own box, these chunks were the bits left after tissue-thin flakes had been scraped off. When I first began cooking in a washoku kitchen nearly forty years ago, I was fearful of injuring my fingertips, even with a guard in place. My leftover chunks were thick and plentiful and my seasoned soy concentrate full of flavor.

[image: ] IN THE WASHOKU KITCHEN: dry-roasting.

Unagi no Kabayaki (glazed grilled eel)

Prebroiled eel is shipped overseas frozen, in vacuum-sealed pouches. Most often, a small packet of sauce, called taré, and a smaller packet of sanshō pepper are packaged with the eel. Although the eel is fully cooked, it is best to reheat it until it is warmed through and aromatic. Instructions should be on the package you purchase, and I suggest you follow them when provided. However, if instructions are unavailable, you can do one of the following: reheat the eel in its sealed pouch by placing it in a pot of boiling water for 1 or 2 minutes, or remove the eel from its pouch and use either a microwave (medium setting for 90 seconds) or a broiler (medium heat for 2 to 3 minutes, checking often to avoid scorching). You can brush some of the sauce on the eel as you reheat it and then finish with a pinch of the sanshō pepper. However, too much sauce or pepper can overwhelm the eel.

 

    
A Guide to Buying and Storing Fish

Fresh Whole Fish

Buying: The eyes should be clear and full with no traces of blood or cloudiness. The gills should be bright red or pink with no sour odor. The skin and scales should be firm, not bruised, and moist, but not slimy.

Storing at home: Rinse in cold water, pat dry with paper towels, and wrap loosely in parchment or waxed paper before refrigerating. Use within 24 hours.

Fresh Fillets or Steaks

Buying: The flesh should be firm and moist and have a translucent sheen. The odor should be fresh and never ammonia-like. Be alert to so-called belly burn, caused by the caustic digestive enzymes of the fish that continue to “burn” through the gut wall and leak into the body cavity. This happens if a fish is caught while feeding and is not gutted immediately. Gaps between segments of the flesh and brownish and scarred flesh are signs of belly burn.

Storing at home: Rinse under cold water and pat dry. Cook immediately, or refrigerate for up to 24 hours wrapped in parchment or waxed paper, plastic bags, or plastic wrap.

        Frozen Fish

Buying: Be alert to freezer burn, which is caused by loss of moisture (through the crystallization) of the fish’s natural water content. This dehydration process typically causes the fish to appear chalky. After cooking fish with freezer burn, the texture turns fibrous and tough.

Storing at home: Thaw in the refrigerator, or in a sealed plastic bag under running cold water. Thawed fish should never be refrozen. If you need to hold thawed fish an extra day, rinse under cold water, pat dry, place on a clean plate, wrap snugly with plastic wrap, and refrigerate immediately.

Smoked or Cured Fish

Buying: The flesh of smoked fish should be firm but silky with a bright, glossy sheen and no traces of salt or blood. If bought whole, such as smoked trout or chub, the flesh should flake away easily from the skin and bones. The skin should be moist but not sticky to the touch.

Salt-cured fish often comes to Asian grocery stores frozen (look in the refrigerated or frozen foods section), and usually as half steaks (pieces are rimmed with skin, often with the center bone still intact). The degree of salt curing varies, and ama-jio, or mild (literally, “sweet salt”), salt-cured fish is the most versatile item.

Storing at home: Wrap smoked fish snugly in clear plastic wrap, refrigerate, and use within 36 hours of purchase for optimal flavor and texture. To freeze sliced smoked salmon (first make sure it hasn’t been previously frozen for shipment), lay slices on a sheet of parchment or waxed paper and cover with a second sheet. Roll up the sheets jelly-roll fashion and enclose the roll snugly in plastic wrap.

Wrap salt-cured fish loosely in moist paper towels, especially if purchased frozen, to absorb any drips (do not refreeze). Keep previously frozen, thawed fish refrigerated until cooking and use within 2 or 3 days.

Bivalves (clams, mussels, oysters)

Buying: Clams, mussels, and oysters are often displayed in their shells on beds of shaved ice. Their shells should be shut or ever so slightly ajar—never gaping, never chipped.

Fresh shucked meats should be plump, sitting in their own clear liquor on their own half shell. If sold in containers, check for clarity of packing liquid (no cloudiness or foam) and freshness of odor (no ammonia and/or overly fishy smell).

Shucked oyster and clam meats are often sold in pasteurized vacuum-sealed packages or in cans. (Lump crabmeat is sold the same way.) The packing liquid should be entirely clear, with no foam visible. Keep these foods refrigerated at all times. Once opened, use immediately, or transfer any leftovers to a clean glass jar and refrigerate in the packaging liquid for up to 12 hours.

Storing at home: Place bivalves in cool, salty water to cover. This helps them purge sand and sediment. The exception is shijimi, tiny freshwater clams with jet black shells. They should be placed in plain water, not salty. Leave for 30 minutes and change the water. When purged, drain and use immediately, or store in a bowl or pan in the refrigerator for up to 6 hours.

Fresh-Caught Fish

Most people who fish for sport are well aware of local regulations and the rules of proper storage, but here are two reminders: Ice the fish right away, and keep it packed in plenty of ice until you get home. If using a holding tank, change the water often to ensure a steady supply of oxygen and to keep the water temperature cool.

Note: Filleting and handling fish that will be consumed raw requires special training; purchase from a knowledgeable source, or enjoy at a reliable restaurant.




    FISH (FRESH)

I have organized this catalog of fish by flavor profile, beginning with mild-flavored shiromi-zakana (“white-fleshed fish”) and progressing to the more assertive, oily ao-zakana (“blue-fleshed fish”), some of which are referred to as hikari mono, or the “shiny ones,” because of their sleek, steely appearance. By grouping them in this manner, I hope to prepare you to make informed choices when shopping and cooking with whatever may be available to you in your local markets.

[image: ] IN THE WASHOKU KITCHEN: decorative slashing; blanching (shimo furi).

Mild-Flavored Shiromi-Zakana

Flounder, Sole, Turbot, Plaice, Fluke, Halibut: These are flatfishes with mild flavor and white flesh and are excellent for steaming and poaching. Japanese names include karei (flounder family), hiramé (type of halibut), and ohyō (type of halibut). Different types have different seasons, so that some sort of flatfish is likely to be in your market throughout the year. Halibut and fluke are large sea creatures and typically come to market already cut into steaks. Flounder and sole sold in American markets are most often stripped of skin and bone; the fillets are usually less than ½ inch thick and rarely weigh more than a pound. Plaice and turbot are less readily available in America, but their delicate texture makes them worth seeking out.

Snapper, Sea Bream, Grouper, Porgy: Meaty and with white or ivory flesh, these highly versatile fish can be salt broiled or poached and served in their own broth, both whole and in steaks or fillets. Fillets are also braised in soy, or marinated in miso and then broiled. Japanese names include tai (sea bream, snapper family), amadai (porgy family), kinmedai (snapper family), and hata (grouper family). In Japan, these fish are also served as sushi and sashimi.

In American markets, I have been able to buy these fish cleaned (scaled and gutted) but whole (1 to 1½ pounds each), cut into steaks (about 6 ounces each with skin and bone), and also filleted with skin attached (about 4 ounces each).

Bass: Bass (suzuki) are mild and are good candidates for grilling, simmering, or braising with a distinctive sauce. Firm flesh makes fillets easy to handle, but attention to cooking time is needed to prevent bass from becoming tough and dry.

Rockfish, Perch: Rockfish (meibaru) and perch are best when simmered, braised, or steamed. In Japan, they are most often served whole, in a presentation style known as sugata ni, with the head facing to the left, tail to the right, belly forward, and back away from the diner.

Richer, Meatier Shiromi-Zakana

Cod, Haddock, Whiting, Hake, Pollack: Cod (tara) and related fish, including haddock, whiting, hake, and pollack, are meaty and fairly mild and have flesh that is usually firm and snowy white (indeed, the calligraphy for cod is a combination of “fish” and “snow”). These varieties are typically breaded or dipped in batter and fried. They can also be steamed, though care should be taken not to overcook them.

Sablefish, Black Cod, Lingcod, Greenling: Sablefish, black cod, lingcod (gindara), and greenling (hokké) are richer, oilier members of the cod family and are particularly tasty when broiled, braised with flavored miso, or pan seared. Both fresh and salted half steaks of cod are sold throughout Japan. Grilled or steamed plain and served with either grated daikon or lemon wedges and a drizzle of soy sauce, they make a quick meal on a busy day.

Smelts: Smelts (wakasagi) are plentiful in most parts of Japan, where they are sometimes fished through the ice. In the American midwest, the Pacific Northwest, and parts of Alaska, smelts are available toward the end of winter. In Japan, smelts and similar small fish such as kisu are batter-fried, stewed in a sweetened soy sauce, or fried and then marinated in a spicy sweet-and-sour sauce.

Mild-Flavored Ao-Zakana

This group of fish boast a meaty texture and rich, though not overly “fishy” flavor. They fare well with both moist (poaching, braising, steaming) and dry (grilling, pan searing) cooking methods.

Salmon: Beni-jaké, or sockeye salmon, and gin-jaké, or coho salmon, are sold as both fresh and salted half steaks; all pieces include a strip of skin and some include the center bone. Because the life cycle of salmon includes time spent in freshwater, the fish is vulnerable to parasite infestation and should not be consumed raw.

The degree of salt curing varies, and in Japan, ama-jio (mild) salt-cured salmon is the most popular item. It is often grilled plain and served with either grated daikon or a wedge of lemon and a drizzle of soy sauce. It is kept in the refrigerated or frozen fooods section of Asian groceries. In this book, recipes calling for salted salmon also provide suggestions for using fresh salmon, which is regularly available in fish stores.

Saberfish, Swordfish, Bonito: Readily available in most North American markets, saberfish, also known as cutlass (tachiuo), swordfish (kajiki maguro), and bonito (katsuo), are suitable for pan searing, skillet braising, and outdoor grilling. In Japan, most bonito are preserved as katsuo-bushi, dried flakes used for making stocks and broths. The fish has two seasons: early-summer fish, called hashiri-gatsuo (literally, “running out to feed”), are lean; fall fish, called modori-gatsuo (literally, “returning home”), are fatty. In Japan, both are enjoyed as sushi and sashimi; the fall catch is typically flash seared and marinated as well.

Japanese Bluefish: Known as ginmutsu, this fish comes to market during winter. It is buttery and delicious braised in a sweetened soy sauce or marinated in miso and then broiled.

Full-Flavored Ao-Zakana

Yellowtail: Buri, most often called yellowtail in American markets, is a favorite wintertime fish in Japan, where it is enjoyed grilled, pan seared, simmered, and as sushi and sashimi. Like several other species, yellowtail comes to market at various stages in its life cycle. Buri is the mature adult, while hamachi is the younger adolescent.

Amberjack: Similar to yellowtail in flavor and texture, amberjack tastes best when grilled, pan seared, or prepared as sushi and sashimi. Two varieties of amberjack are commonly available in Japan, kampachi and hiramasa.

Tuna: Many Americans associate fresh tuna, or maguro, with Japanese food. In Japan, it is served primarily as sushi or sashimi, though occasionally it will be marinated in either soy sauce or miso before flash broiling.

Assertively Flavored Ao-Zakana

Mackerel, Kingfish, Horse Mackerel: Mackerel (saba), with dark blue, wavy stripes on a deep silver ground, and kingfish or king mackerel (sawara), with steely gray speckles on a pale silver ground, are readily found in North American fish markets during the winter and into the spring. In Japan, horse mackerel (aji), typically 7 to 8 inches long and sporting a distinctive bony S curve of scales on both sides of the lower body, are plentiful and inexpensive, with an extended spring and summer season. Mackerel and kingfish fillets are delicious when salt grilled (shio yaki), marinated in miso and broiled (Saikyō yaki), braised in a miso-thickened broth (miso ni), or glaze grilled (teri yaki, yuuan yaki). In Japan, salt grilling horse mackerel whole after gutting them, known as sugata yaki, is the most common method of cooking. Very small fish are sometimes prepared nanban-zuké style, fried whole and then marinated in a tart and spicy sauce. Aji tataki, a minced tartare of fresh mackerel, ginger, and herbs, is also popular.

Sardines: Fresh whole sardines (iwashi) are readily available and inexpensive in Japan, where they are grilled, pan seared, fried, and simmered, and they are increasingly available in the United States, especially on the west coast. Because their flesh is soft and easily bruised (the calligraphy for sardine is a combination of “fish” and “weak”), they are typically filleted with deft fingers, rather than knives. In Japan, sushi bars will serve both raw and cooked sardines, demonstrating their prowess in sourcing top quality fish and the skill of their staff.

• • •

Cephalopods

Octopus, Squid: Several varieties of octopus (tako) and squid (ika) are available in Japan, many of them sourced from foreign waters to meet the high demand. Octopus typically comes to market already blanched (the white flesh will be opaque, the dark areas purple-pink) and can usually be eaten as is (your market will tell you whether it requires further cooking). When buying squid, choose whole creatures with their purplish skin intact, since it lends a lovely rosy tint to stewed squid dishes.
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Fresh herbs (from left to right): mitsuba, myōga, and shiso


    FRESH HERBS AND RHIZOMES

Although the Japanese pantry is stocked primarily with dried and preserved foods that boast an extended shelf life, several fresh herbs and rhizomes enliven daily washoku fare.

Many commercially grown Japanese herbs are cultivated hydroponically so that they come to market with roots embedded in spongy material. Several kinds of fresh Japanese herbs can be grown in pots on a sunny windowsill. I encourage you to try your hand at growing your own herbs from seeds.

To keep hydroponically grown herbs fresh for several days, wrap the sponge (root end) in moist paper towels, and then place in an open plastic bag in the refrigerator. If you have the space, store them in an upright position. Prune away any yellowing or darkened leaves and stalks before using.

Ginger (shōga)

A rhizome, rather than a root, ginger grows in knobby clusters. When it is mature, its fairly thick skin and flesh are deep gold, in contrast to the pale ivory or champagne skin and flesh of new ginger. Fresh ginger is increasingly available in supermarkets and grocery stores throughout North America. Most of it is grown in Hawaii, and because of the volcanic soil there, it sometimes has a slightly blue or blue-gray tint just below the skin. Powdered ginger is not an acceptable substitute for fresh.

Over the years, different people have taught me different ways of storing fresh ginger. I usually find that keeping unpeeled knobs in an open plastic bag in the refrigerator is best. If you do not mind having to wash away dirt each time you use ginger, and you have a small pot of moist earth in which to bury it, that is fine, too.

[image: ] IN THE WASHOKU KITCHEN: grating and juicing.

New Ginger (shin shōga): Bulbous new ginger, or shin shōga, has a gossamer thin peel and pale yellow flesh tipped with blushing pink. In Tokyo, new ginger comes to market in June and July during the rainy season, just when dampened spirits—and metabolisms—most appreciate its juicy fire tempered with a hint of sweetness. If you are able to find new ginger at Asian or specialty markets in your community, it will transform a good dish into something nearly sublime! Try making Rice Cooked with New Ginger or Blushing Pink Ginger.

Most new ginger is juicy and tends to be a bit stringy when grated. It is best cut into thin slices or fine shreds or grated for its juice. To obtain juice, squeeze the gratings.

Stem Ginger (yanaka shōga): Tender, young stem ginger arrives in Tokyo markets in late spring and can be found, sporadically, throughout the summer. I have seen it on occasion in Asian food markets in North America, too. Sold in bunches of 2 or 3 stalks, each 5- to 6-inch “ginger stem” is made up of a green stalk to which several bulblike knobs of ginger are attached. Choose thin-skinned knobs with a dull sheen and pale gold tones tinged with pink. Those with slender green stalks and intensely pink coloring at the base of the stem are particularly well suited to pickling whole.

Mitsuba

Mitsuba (illustrated here) has a crisp texture and mild taste somewhere between celery and watercress. Both the leaves (bright green) and stalk (pale celadon) are edible. The leaves are clustered in bunches of three, hence this herb is sometimes called trefoil in English. Most commonly used to garnish soups, coarsely chopped mitsuba is typically placed in the bottom of a bowl. Pouring hot soup over leaves and stalks is usually sufficient to “cook” the herb.

Commercial mitsuba is often grown hydroponically and thus comes to market with roots embedded in a sponge. Just before using, cut the stalks away from the sponge about ⅛ inch from the bottom, keeping the stems aligned. Depending on the recipe, you will be asked to cut the stalks in short or longer lengths.

Myōga

A bulb-shaped rhizome with a taste similar to ginger, myōga (illustrated here) is used to season broths and pickles and as a condiment for tōfu, noodles, and fresh fish. Choose firm, tightly layered bulbs that are smooth, dry, and blushing pink tipped in dark green. Store them in a plastic bag in the refrigerator for up to 1 week. When black spots appear between the layers of the bulb, or the bulb becomes limp and spongey, myōga is past its prime.

Radish Sprouts (kaiwaré)

Kaiwaré means “split seashell”; the cleft, cloverlike leaf of the sprout visually reminds the Japanese of an open seashell. A second name, tsumamina, comes from tsumamu, which means “to pinch” or “to pluck,” and na, which refers to edible greens. These deliciously sharp and nutritious (packed with vitamin C) sprouts are highly perishable and should be eaten within a day or two of purchase. Look for intensely green leaves and crisp, clean, pale stalks with the roots still attached to a moist sponge. Package sizes vary a bit, but most contain 2 or 3 ounces. Seeds for sprouting at home are also available from many seed catalogs.

Store the sprouts as originally wrapped, or wrap loosely in slightly damp paper toweling, slip into a plastic bag, and place in the vegetable bin of your refrigerator. Before using the sprouts, you will need to rinse and trim them. Hold them by the spongy end and swish them in a deep bowl of cold water. Brown seedpods will float to the surface and be easy to discard. If any of the leaves are yellowed, blackened, or slippery, remove them by pinching them away from their stalks. Once you have rinsed and pruned the cluster, cut them away from the sponge about ⅛ inch from the bottom, keeping the stems aligned. If a recipe calls for mincing the sprouts, cut ¼-inch lengths, beginning from the trimmed stem end and keeping the split leaves intact.

Shiso, Shiso no Mi, Aka-jiso, and Yukari

A distant botanical cousin of mint and basil, this herb is vaguely reminiscent of both. It goes by several different names in Japanese and in English. I have chosen to call it by its most common Japanese name, shiso. When you seek it out at Asian groceries, you may find it is called ōba, perilla, or beefsteak plant. And, just as basil has an opal version with purplish leaves, so shiso, too, has a red-leafed variety called aka-jiso, or yukari.

The mature leaves of shiso (illustrated here) are flat and dark green, have sharply defined sawtooth edges that look like fine pinking shears, and are about 3 inches long and 2 inches wide at the thickest part of the base. They are usually sold in stacks of 10 leaves that have been plucked from the stalk. Wrap leaves in a moistened paper towel and then place in a zippered plastic bag, pressing out excess air as you seal it. Refrigerated leaves usually keep for 4 to 5 days. Black spots and/or disintegrating edges are signs of spoilage.

Shiso is fairly easy to grow on a sunny window ledge (in seed catalogs it is sometimes called perilla). Growing it means you can enjoy both the leaves and the seedpods, called shiso no mi. As the plant matures, bell-shaped seeds appear at the top of the stalks. These are the edible seedpods.

Pluck the seedpods from their stalks and toss them with an equal quantity of coarse salt. Continue to toss, squeezing gently to extract the aku (“bitterness” inherent in many foods, in this case a darkish liquid). Rinse away this aku and pat the seedpods dry. Coarsely chop them with a sharp knife before tossing into freshly cooked rice or a salad of mixed greens.

The red or opal variety of shiso, called aka-jiso, is used primarily for making uméboshi and other pickled vegetables, such as shiba-zuké. Salted and squeezed, the leaves “bleed” to produce a purple-pink liquid. In the process of pickling, this brine becomes a tart vinegar (umé-zu). Once the plums are pickled, the same leaves can be used to tint (and flavor) slices of sweet-and-sour lotus root. Salt-cured aka-jiso leaves, packaged with their purple brine in vacuum-sealed, clear plastic pouches, are also for sale at some stores.

Salt-cured aka-jiso can be dried to make a delightful herb called yukari (this word is used to describe both the leaf and the herb made from the dried and crushed leaf; the herb is illustrated here), which is sprinkled on cooked rice and fried foods. Most commercially packaged dried yukari has additives; I have provided a recipe for drying your own.


    FRUITS

Several of the fruits suggested in the dessert chapter may not be immediately familiar to you. In addition to the descriptions and suggestions found in the recipes, here is a bit more information about them.

In general, look for unblemished fruit that is heavy in the hand (heft usually indicates juicy ripeness). Depending upon the kind of fruit, shapes will vary, and fully ripe, fine-tasting fruit may not always be perfectly formed. Most fruit keeps best stored at cool room temperature. Refrigerate for 30 minutes before eating, if you prefer your fruit chilled.

Asian Pear (nashi)

Crisp and juicy, like many varieties of apples, this fruit is often called a pear-apple by Americans. Green-skinned kosui nashi tend to be sweeter than brown-skinned shinsui nashi, though both are delicious.

Loquat (biwa)

Japanese loquats are small, like apricots, with orange flesh and skins. They are packed with vitamin A and carotene and boast a wonderful apple-honey-vanilla flavor. The fruit is freestone, with multiple smooth brown pits surrounded by a membrane that clings to the fruit’s flesh. It is worth taking the time to peel away the membranes, which are often astringent.

Rub the fuzz from the whole fruit to ease peeling. Then, start at the stem end (where the fruit was attached to the tree) and peel back the skin with your fingers, as though you are peeling a banana. Trim off the flowering (puckered) end.

Persimmon (kaki)

Most varieties of Japanese persimmon are bright orange with glossy skins and turn fully ripe before becoming soft. They are ideally eaten when still very firm and at cool room temperature.

Two varieties of persimmon that are popular in Japan are also available in North America: the plump, oblate, intensely orange Fuyu, and the larger, squarish Jiro. Both are nonastringent types (as opposed to the Hachiya, an astringent cultivar), and in the United States the Jiro is often sold as Fuyu. Dark brown streaks, visible in some peeled persimmons, are due to a concentration of natural sugars, not a sign of bruising.

The Japanese also enjoy hoshi-gaki, or dried persimmons. Both the soft, somewhat sticky anpo-gaki, which have a honeylike sweetness, and the stiffer Ichida-gaki and koro-gaki, which appear to be dusted with powdered sugar, are eaten as a snack with green tea and are used in making confections and saladlike dishes. The white coating on the stiffer varieties is formed from the peeled fruits’ own sugars as they dry. In the autumn, peeled persimmons are strung on long ropes and hung to dry under the thatched eves of farmhouses in many parts of Japan.

Soft anpo-gaki persimmons are more perishable than the stiffer varieties and are best kept refrigerated. Other kinds of hoshi-gaki should be kept in a plastic bag on a cool, dry shelf.

Persimmons are rich in vitamin C and fiber. As with other fruits that are dried, the sweetness intensifies and nutritional values are more concentrated in the dried fruits.

White Peach (hakutō)

Large and freestone or cling, Japanese peaches have cream-colored or extremely pale yellow flesh and skins. Typically, there are mottled areas of blushing pink as well.

Yuzu (Japanese citron)

Available fresh in Japan from late summer (when the fruit is still green) through winter (the peel is bright yellow), the peel of the yuzu, or citron, is prized for its aroma (the juice is used on occasion, though it is quite bitter and cloudy). Thin strips of peel are floated in broths, added to pickling mediums, and tossed with various saladlike ingredients. The zest is grated and added to sauces and used to garnish grilled fish and poultry and sauced or pickled vegetables.

In Japan, yuzu-buro (the practice of floating fresh whole fruits in deep tubs of steaming bath water) is enjoyed on tōji, the winter solstice. Throughout the winter, I make yuzu-buro from fruit that remains after I have used the peel and zest in cooking. The aromatic oils of the citrus perfume the bath water and make a terrific skin softener, too.

Freeze-dried yuzu peel (illustrated here) is available year-round in Asian groceries outside Japan. It is typically packaged in foil-lined pouches that can be resealed. The bits can be floated, as is, in a clear broth or crushed to a powder and used as a spice to add lemony zip to sauces.

[image: ] IN THE WASHOKU KITCHEN: grating.

[image: ]

Speckled gray konnyaku and light konnyaku in loaf form and as braid-cut pieces, a cluster of shirataki noodles in a bowl of water, and an all-purpose Japanese knife (santoku-bōchō)


    KONNYAKU AND SHIRATAKI NOODLES

Processed from konnyaku imo, a tuber of the large yam family, konnyaku is usually sold in block or loaf form, suspended in a bit of liquid in vacuum-sealed, clear plastic packages. The size and shape can vary from small pieces (about 4 ounces) to larger blocks (about 12 ounces). Packages of konnyaku often include confusing labeling, bearing rather cryptic names such as yam cake, devil’s tongue jelly, and tuber aspic, to name a few. Most blocks range in color from speckled gray (bits of hijiki, have been added) to mottled beige (usually a sign that fresh konnyaku imo has been used) to nearly white (made from refined konnyaku imo powder). The speckled gray type will work well for any recipe in this book that calls for konnyaku. For added visual interest, use a combination of light and dark types in the same recipe.

Konnyaku is an inexpensive filler-food that provides volume and chewing satisfaction with no extra calories. Rich in fiber, it has been touted as a “cleanser” of the digestive track. “Flavored” varieties that can be eaten as is (no cooking is required) are often available at Asian groceries. Drain and serve them chilled with dipping sauces. Green-speckled ao nori is good with Tart Miso-Mustard Sauce or Smoky Citrus-Soy Sauce. Spicy, pinkish tōgarashi is good with Pungent Red Miso Sauce.

Shirataki (literally, “white waterfall”) is the poetic name for thin noodles processed from konnyaku. They absorb the flavors of foods cooked with them and are often added to one-pot dishes such as sukiyaki and to braised dishes. In this book, they are used in two recipes, Soy-Stewed Bits of Beef and Treasure Boats.

When you open a package of konnyaku or shirataki noodles, you will immediately notice a distinctive (and somewhat unpleasant) smell. It is not a sign of spoilage. If you do not need the entire package for the recipe at hand, transfer the balance to a lidded container, cover with fresh cold water, and refrigerate. Change the water daily to maintain freshness for up to 5 days. The container in which you store konnyaku may become discolored with a chalky-gray residue of sekkai, a lime-based coagulant used to solidify the loaf. This residue is not a sign of spoilage.

To eliminate unwanted moisture and make konnyaku or shirataki noodles more porous—and to remove aku (bitterness), in this case residual sekkai—the Japanese use one of several methods: dry-roasting, blanching, or salt-rubbing. Each recipe calling for konnyaku or shirataki will specify the best method. Despite their gelatinous appearance, both konnyaku and shirataki noodles become firmer with cooking.

[image: ] IN THE WASHOKU KITCHEN: braid cutting; blanching; salt-rubbing; dry-roasting.
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Four kinds of miso (clockwise from top left): Hatchō miso, Sendai miso, Saikyō shiro miso, and mugi miso


    MISO*

(*essential pantry item)

There are hundreds—possibly thousands—of different types of miso (fermented soybean pastes) that the Japanese regularly enjoy. Sometimes komé kōji, a cultured rice spore medium, is added to the soybean mash to enhance the fermentation process. Other miso pastes are made with cultured wheat or millet, or combinations of grains and beans. Still others are made just with soybeans. The variety of raw materials and the length of fermentation time produce a wide range of flavors, from mild to pungent, and textures, from smooth to chunky, in the final product.

Generally, miso is classified as either dark or light when listed in recipes, though there are medium shades (and flavors), too. When the choice is important to achieve a certain outcome, the recipe will specify what is needed. For recipes that call for dark miso, you can use any kind of aka (literally, “red”) miso. Sendai miso is usually a good choice, as it complements a wide range of foods, including tomatoes and olive oil that are not part of the traditional Japanese palate. Similarly, for recipes that call for light miso, any shiro (literally, “white”) miso will do. I usually recommend a combination of Saikyō miso and genmai miso, to tone down the sweetness of Saikyō miso alone. Blending different kinds of miso is known as awasé miso and is common practice. Creating blends allows you to customize the flavor, hue, and texture.

In Japan, preferences for one type of miso or another are typically linked to regional identity. The phrase témaé miso means “to toot your own horn,” a sentiment not often voiced in Japanese society, where humility is admired. But when it came to pride in your own homemade miso, modesty was abandoned in the traditional kitchen. Today, it would be hard to find a household where miso is made, let alone a homemade version worth bragging about.

I always have five or six varieties of miso on hand. I recommend starting your own collection with Saikyō miso, Sendai miso, and mugi miso, and then adding Hatchō miso and genmai miso once you become more at ease with cooking with miso. Below is a detailed description of each of these types.

Most commercial miso pastes come packaged in plastic tubs or bags. After opening the container, reseal and store in the refrigerator for up to 2 months for optimal aroma, though spoilage is rare even after 6 months or more. A white and/or green, moldy growth around the edges or across the surface of the bean paste is a sign of unwanted bacteria. Scrape these molds off and use the remaining bean paste within a week or so. Pinkish molds are a more serious matter, and you will need to scrape very deeply and use the remaining untainted miso in a day or two, or throw out the entire package.

[image: ] IN THE WASHOKU KITCHEN: straining; marinating.

Genmai Miso

What distinguishes this miso from the others is that it is made with whole-grain rice (genmai). The amount of salt used to make miso from any whole grain is slightly greater than the amount used to make miso from hulled grains, which means that people needing to monitor the sodium levels of the food they eat should probably avoid whole-grain miso.

Hatchō Miso

Those born and raised in Aiichi Prefecture (Nagoya is the capital of the region) favor the deep burnished brown, thick-as-fudge Hatchō miso in soups and sauces. The name refers to an area, Hatchōmé, or eighth district, in Okazaki City where the first commercially produced fermented bean paste was made. Beans alone (other grains such as rice or barley are not blended into the fermenting mash) are used to make the miso, a smooth but stiff bean paste that is vaguely reminiscent of Chinese hoisin sauce. Indeed, miso making was probably introduced to Japan from China through the Korean peninsula that juts into the Sea of Japan. Aiichi Prefecture is on the Pacific coast, but at the narrowest part of Japan’s main island of Honshu.

Mugi Miso

Made with barley (mugi) in addition to soybeans, this miso is winey and usually caramel colored, with bits of barley still visible. Residents of Kyushu and some residents of Shikoku and the southwest provinces of Honshu prefer this barley-enriched miso.

Saikyō Miso

Very sweet with caramel overtones, this creamy shiro miso is used in making confectionary and flavored sauces. When used to thicken soup, it is often combined with other miso pastes to balance sweet and salty overtones. Many commercially available brands sold in North America have sweeteners added, so you may need to adjust recipes accordingly. Natives of Shikoku and the Kansai region, particularly those who grew up in Kyoto and Nara, are especially partial to Saikyō miso. The name refers to the “western capital,” or Kyoto, formerly the seat of power in Japan.

Sendai Miso

This full-bodied, rice-enriched red miso is pungent without being intensely salty. Some brands are rather chunky, containing bits of crushed beans and rice, while others are quite smooth. It is named for the city of Sendai, north of Tokyo, where this style of miso making originated.


    MUSHROOMS

The Japanese cultivate many kinds of mushrooms and also forage for wild ones. The most common types found in the washoku kitchen are enoki, maitaké, naméko, shiitaké (both fresh and dried), hon shiméji, and other varieties of shiméji.

In the fall, wildly expensive matsutaké mushrooms (the equivalent of twenty to fifty dollars for a single mushroom is not uncommon) come to market. In North America, these precious mushrooms grow in the Pacific Northwest. They are found near certain species of pine trees and have a spicy pinelike aroma and almost crunchy texture.

The Japanese do not eat uncooked mushrooms, though they typically cook them for only a brief time. Most mushrooms are cultivated from spores (matsutaké is the major exception) and brought to market fresh. Shiitaké mushrooms are also dried. In general, fresh mushrooms are best stored in a paper bag or wrapped in newspaper, then refrigerated in the vegetable bin.

Enoki Mushrooms

Sold in North America as both enoki mushrooms and enokidaké, these slender-stalked, small-capped white fungi have a light floral aroma. Most commercially grown enoki mushrooms come to market packaged in cellophane bags that contain 100 grams, or about 3 ounces. Typically, the bottom half of the bag is opaque, hiding the unattractive clump of moist, sandy organic material on which the mushroom spores are cultivated.

The stalks and caps require only brief cooking. Unless a specific recipe indicates otherwise, just before using, rinse the caps briefly in cold water and then shake the cluster dry. Trim off the bottom third of the stem section and throw it away along with whatever gritty cultivating material may still be clinging to it. Cut the remaining stalks in half, thirds, or even shorter pieces, depending on the recipe in which they will be used. In soup dishes, the caps are typically placed directly in individual bowls and hot soup is poured over them.

Maitaké Mushrooms

Fresh maitaké (mai means to “dance”) mushrooms have ruffled dark tops, thick, snowy white stems, a deep forest aroma, and a meaty texture. In America, I have seen them labeled as hen-of-the-woods mushrooms, I imagine because they resemble cockscombs. Before using them, trim away any grit from the stem portion and break the ruffled tops into bite-sized pieces with your hands. The rough edges that result from tearing, rather than slicing, the caps allow for better flavor absorption when cooking. Slice the thicker, typically smooth white stem portions into thin strips with a knife if you have trouble shredding them with your fingers.

Naméko Mushrooms

These small, round, firm mushrooms have orangey caps and stubby stems. They are naturally coated in a thick, slippery substance and are commonly used in dishes for their unusual texture and earthy, full-bodied flavor.

In Japan, small vacuum-sealed packages, each holding about ⅓ cup of the mushroom caps, are sold in most neighborhood supermarkets on refrigerated shelves. The mushrooms should be firm and have a very thick and viscous coating. They have a short shelf life, about 3 days, and watery packing liquid is a sign of spoilage. If your mushrooms were firm when purchased but have gone limp within a day or two, blanch them in vigorously boiling water for 30 seconds, drain them, and use immediately.

Canned naméko mushrooms are also available, though they are not as flavorful as vacuum-packed ones. The canned ones have a shelf life of more than a year, however. Once opened, use them immediately or store refrigerated in a lidded glass jar for up to 3 days.

Fresh and Dried* Shiitaké Mushrooms

(*essential pantry item)

Fresh shiitaké mushrooms, called nama shiitaké, are prized for their mild, woodsy aroma and pleasantly chewy texture. Only the caps are eaten, though the tough stems can be removed (be sure to trim away any gritty matter) and added to any stock for flavor. Wipe them clean, checking the underside to remove any soil or grit that may be clinging in the white weblike channels. Use a cotton-tipped stick (the kind used to apply cosmetics or medication), if necessary. Slice thinly or cut into narrow wedges, according to recipe directions. Store the mushrooms in an open plastic bag in your refrigerator vegetable bin; for maximum flavor and aroma, use within 5 days.

Fresh and dried shiitaké mushrooms are not interchangeable (think about the difference between sun-dried and fresh tomatoes, or fresh and dried apricots). The dried mushroom is intensely flavored, is densely textured, and requires extended cooking to become tender. In Japan, the regular consumption of dried shiitaké mushrooms is thought to promote good health. Not surprisingly, they are rich in minerals (especially potassium) and fiber.

Dried shiitaké mushrooms are a staple in the washoku pantry. Sold in every Asian grocery in North America, they are imported from many Asian countries. Price is a good indication of quality; the most expensive is usually donko, a nubbly-textured, thick-capped variety prized in soy-simmered dishes for its meaty texture and intensely woodsy aroma. Each donko mushroom can cost the equivalent of several dollars. For most dishes, however, the flatter, less costly dried shiitaké, either whole caps or presliced bits, will be fine. Store them on a dark shelf in an airtight container with the antimoisture packet from the original cellophane bag.

To soften dried shiitaké mushrooms, snap off the stems and set them aside for use in stocks, such as Basic Vegetarian Stock or Sanuki Sea Stock. Soak the caps in warm water to cover (or as directed in recipes) for at least 30 minutes and up to several hours. Adding a pinch of sugar hastens the softening process. Top the mushrooms with an otoshi-buta or a small, flat plate to submerge them completely in liquid as they soak.

When the mushrooms have softened, strain the soaking liquid to remove gritty bits, reserving the liquid. Rinse the mushroom caps well and resoak them for 5 to 10 minutes in the strained liquid (they must be fully reconstituted before cooking). Strain and save the liquid again. If necessary, you can add water to make up whatever volume is required for a given recipe. This softening procedure can be done days in advance and the mushrooms stored in their strained soaking liquid in the refrigerator.

Shiméji and Hon Shiméji Mushrooms

Sometimes called oyster mushrooms in English, these mushrooms have pearly gray caps and white, stubby stems. Large clusters measure several inches across. Before using, trim away any grit from the stem portion and discard. Break apart the darker-capped pieces with your fingers. Any large clusters should be torn into bite-sized pieces. The rough edges from tearing, rather than slicing, allow for a better transfer of flavors between mushrooms and soup or sauce.
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A variety of noodles (clockwise from top): sōmen (banded in black), kishimen, soba, fresh udon, harusamé, and ramen


    NOODLES

A wide variety of noodle dishes, served both hot and chilled, in broth or with dipping sauces, are enjoyed throughout Japan. Regional preferences, however, are strong and obvious: Most people in the Sanuki region of Shikoku (prefectures of Kagawa and Ehime, on the Inland Sea) eat thick, white wheat noodles called udon at least once a day, while residents of the Shinshu District (Nagano Prefecture, in the center of the main island of Honshu) consume soba, or buckwheat noodles, daily. Those living in and around Nagoya prefer kishimen, a flat, white wheat noodle, to udon, using them in both hot and cold noodle dishes. Ramen, also called chūka soba or shina soba (Chinese-style noodles), are popular in many parts of Japan, but the northernmost island, Hokkaido, and the southern island of Kyushu are two strongholds of ramen-eating culture. Sōmen, thin, white wheat noodles, are eaten chilled everywhere in Japan during the hot months, as are hiya mugi, which are similar to udon but usually thinner and squarish. Sanuki natives enjoy nyūmen, or hot sōmen noodles, in miso soup year-round.

Suggestions regarding the purchase of various noodles are included with the descriptions that follow. Store all dried noodles as you would any pasta.

Harusamé (mung bean noodles)

Harusamé (literally, “spring rain”) are noodles made from mung bean flour. Sold in dried form, harusamé are either soaked in hot water and used to make a salad or broken into bits to coat food for deep-frying. When soaked, the noodles turn translucent, looking somewhat like a sudden spring shower. When deep-fried, the noodles puff up, looking more like mists or clouds than rain.

Ramen (thin Chinese-style noodles)

These Chinese-style noodles are sold regularly in all Asian groceries under a variety of names, with ramen, chūka soba, and shina soba the most frequently encountered. Recipes in this book can be made with either regular dried (not “instant” dried) or fresh noodles, as long as they have not been seasoned in any way. I do not recommend precooked noodles. They are disappointing in flavor and texture and are usually loaded with chemical additives.

Soba (buckwheat noodles)

Packages of dried soba noodles are sold at every Asian grocery and at many ordinary supermarkets and health-foods stores in North America. Many packages are subdivided into bundles of between 80 and 100 grams (roughly 2½ and 3 ounces); one bundle makes a generous single portion.

Some soba noodles are made from ground buckwheat only, though they tend to break easily after cooking. Buckwheat, though nutritious, has no gluten (the “glue” in wheat flour that makes bread chewy). Most soba noodles are made from a combination of wheat flour and milled buckwheat grain; hachi wari soba (literally, “80 percent buckwheat”) is the most commonly consumed combination.

Instead of wheat flour, or sometimes in addition to it, a glutinous yam called yama imo is grated and added to the noodle dough. When making Buckwheat Noodle Roll, I recommend this type with the yam binder.

Sōmen (thin, white wheat noodles)

Sōmen noodles are the exception to several standard practices regarding the making, cooking, and eating of Japanese noodles. Unlike other Japanese noodles that are available both fresh and dried, sōmen noodles are always sold in dried form. The dough is made from high-gluten wheat flour, salt, and water and then stretched by hand with the aid of chopsticks and a thin coating of vegetable oil before being hung out to dry on racks. Residents of the Sanuki region claim that sōmen noodles improve somewhat with the passage of time and will store them for a year or two before cooking them.

Udon (thick, white wheat noodles)

Wheat flour and salted water (traditionally sea water) combine to make a noodle dough that is a challenge to knead by hand. Modern commercial production uses powerful mixing machines, but in those home kitchens where udon is still made from scratch, the dough is kneaded the old-fashioned way—by stomping, rather than hand pressing. The noodlemaker places the dough between pliable plastic sheets and brings his or her full body weight to bear on the stiff mass in a rhythmic tread, gradually making the dough elastic enough to roll out into sheets. These are then cut into strips and set to dry a bit before boiling.

Udon noodles are available fresh, dried, and semidried. All types can be used in the recipes in this book, though cooking instructions differ. See Cooking Noodles for guidance.

Hand-kneaded, hiya mugi is a white wheat noodle that is rolled out and cut, vermicelli thin. It is served chilled like sōmen. In the Nagoya region, between Kyoto and Tokyo, kishimen, a flat, linguine-like wheat flour noodle, replaces udon in most dishes. It is made by rolling, then folding, noodle dough and cutting it into ¼-inch-wide strips. In Asian markets, packages of dried hiya mugi and kishimen are often sold alongside dried udon and sōmen noodles.


    PICKLES

The category of Japanese foods known as tsukémono is usually referred to as pickles in English. However, unlike most pickles in Western cuisines that are preserved foods with an extended shelf life, many Japanese pickles are quite perishable. It would be more accurate, perhaps, to describe tsukémono as ingredients that have been “transformed” without cooking.

There are a number of variables in the transformation process: the choice of pickling medium (vinegar, salt, rice bran, and sugar syrup are some of the possibilities), the amount of time required to reach maturity (prime eating time), and the length of time a tsukémono remains “fresh” (that is, at optimal flavor, texture, aroma, and so on).

An assortment of tsukémono can be arranged attractively and served with rice at any meal. Several of the pickles cataloged here are served with sushi, either as a palate-cleansing condiment or as a filling for plump rolls.

Most pickles are available in vacuum-sealed pouches or other sealed containers. If you buy the pickle in the refrigerated section of the market, then it must be kept refrigerated; if it is on an open shelf, then refrigerate after opening.

Once opened, store the contents of the package with its liquid in a glass jar (or other nonreactive container). Tightly cap and label the package with the name of the food and the date on which you opened the pickles. Consume within 2 weeks, or by the “sell by” date, whichever comes first.

Fukujin-Zuké (chutneylike pickles)

This traditional accompaniment to curry rice is an assortment of crisp, chutneylike pickles tinted deep crimson (traditionally with a natural dye called beni, which is also used for red pickled ginger). The name of this pickle refers to the seven Gods of Good Fortune (Shichi Fukujin), and it is made from seven types of vegetables and herbs, usually daikon, turnip, eggplant, two types of gourd, ginger, and shiso. It is sold in sealed packages and glass jars. To store, transfer the contents with the pickling liquid to a glass jar. The pickles will keep for 6 to 8 weeks.

     

    
Gods of Good Fortune

Like trying to recite the names of all of Snow White’s Seven Dwarfs, recalling the names of all seven Gods of Good Fortune can be challenging. For future reference, the seven are: Ebisu, the God of Good Fortune, who carries a fishing rod with a huge sea bream on its hook; pot-bellied, Santalike Hotei, the God of Happiness, who carries a bag filled with gifts; Jurōjin, the God of Longevity, who sports a long white beard and carries a cane; Fukurokuju, the God of Wisdom and Wealth, who in some versions of the legend shares a body with Jurōjin; Daikokuten, the God of Farming and Wealth, who stands on a pair of full rice sacks; Bishamon, both the God of War and the protector of the divine treasure house, who is clad in armor; and Benzaiten, originally known as the Goddess of the River, who became associated with love, music, and the arts, too.



Nozawana-Zuké (pickled green, leafy vegetable)

This brined pickle is named after Nozawa Onsen, a hot-springs resort area in Nagano Prefecture where the green, leafy vegetable is grown and most of the pickles are made. The Nozawana plant is in the turnip family, but it is cultivated for its large, broad green leaves (faintly reminiscent of kale), and not for its white root. In the early fall, after harvest, bunches of leaves are taken to a hot-springs tributary to be washed before being put up in brine. Nozawana pickles are large and, when spread out, can become a tasty wrapper in place of toasted nori for hand-pressed rice.

Nuka-Zuké (rice bran pickles)

See nuka.

Pink Pickled Ginger (amazu shōga, hajikami su-zuké)

Used primarily as a condiment with sushi, thinly sliced pink pickled ginger is referred to as gari (an onomatopoetic word suggesting crunchiness) at the sushi bar, where it is served as a palate cleanser and condiment. It is also chopped and added to “scattered” sushi dishes. It is sold in vacuum-sealed pouches, bottles, or small tubs in most groceries that stock Asian foodstuffs and does not have to be refrigerated until after the package has been opened. It will then keep, well covered, for many months. Most often, the ginger is broadly and thinly sliced, but sometimes it is cut into julienne strips or bottled as whole knobs. It can be labeled amazu shōga (literally, “sweet and sour” ginger) or hajikami su-zuké (literally, “blushing pickle”).

Some brands are more intensely pink than others; the natural color is a pale peach or yellow. Most brands use some food coloring to heighten the natural blushing shade that results from the chemical interaction between very young fresh ginger shoots and rice vinegar. If you have access to fresh young ginger, you can make your own pink pickled ginger.

Rakkyō Bulbs

Related to scallions, these bulbs are small, white, teardrop shaped, and quite intense in flavor and aroma—tasting more like garlic than scallions. They come to market in the late spring and early summer and are transformed into pickles in many homes. Commercially made pickles are available year round. Pickled first in brine and then in a sweet-and-sour sauce, rakkyō can be served with rice at any meal, but most often accompany curry rice or beef stews.

After opening sealed jars, store the bulbs in the refrigerator. If they came in a bag, once the bag is opened, transfer the contents with the pickling liquid to a glass jar. The bulbs will keep for 6 to 8 weeks.

Red Pickled Ginger (beni shōga)

Red pickled ginger is a sharp, lively condiment served with rice and noodle dishes. It is most often sold already sliced into julienne strips in glass jars or sealed plastic tubs with some pickling liquid surrounding it. Beni is a natural dye known from ancient days, when it was used for cosmetic as well as culinary purposes (kuchi beni means “lipstick”; kuchi is “mouth” and beni is “red”).

Drain just before serving, and use care to avoid staining fingertips, cutting boards, and kitchen towels. Although artificial coloring agents often supplement traditional ones, it is beni, the ancient herbal dye, that causes stubborn stains. Once you have opened the package, store it in the refrigerator. It will keep, covered and in its original liquid, for many months.

Shiba-Zuké (eggplant, ginger, and gourd mix)

Historically associated with Kyoto and its environs, this pickle is a mélange of eggplant, ginger (or gingerlike myōga), and uri gourd that has been pickled in brine and tinted pinkish purple with aka-jiso leaves. Shiba-zuké is most often finely minced and served in small mounds on its own or in combination with other pickles as an accompaniment to rice.

Takuan (yellow pickled daikon)

Named after Takuan, an early-seventeenth-century priest, this pickle is made from sun-dried daikon that has been submerged in a paste made from nuka (rice bran). Still crunchy, heady in aroma, and pleasantly fermented in taste, it is typically dyed a bright yellow with kuchinashi no mi (dried gardenia pods). Many of the commercially produced products include artificial coloring (neon yellow) and unwanted seasonings (sugar, monosodium glutamate), so you will need to read labels carefully.

Uméboshi (pickled plum), Bainiku (plum paste)

You will find two varieties of uméboshi on the shelves of Asian grocery stores: soft and plump but wrinkled plums, about 1 inch in diameter, and small, smooth, firm plums that look a bit like olives. The soft plums are of two sorts, those that have been tinted with aka-jiso leaves and those that have not. Those that have are a very rosy color, and the shriveled, deep purple leaves that tinted them should be visible through the package. Those that have not been tinted will be a dusty pinkish brown.

Packaged in clear plastic tubs, the homely uméboshi seem innocuous. In reality, they possess the most explosively refreshing, mouth-puckering possibilities imaginable! Many Japanese wake up to pickled plums with their breakfast bowl of rice, just as a strong cup of coffee is what many Americans want the first thing in the morning. They are also thought to have medicinal powers to settle and cure intestinal problems.

In this book, I have called for the pulp (bainiku) of pickled plums on several occasions. You can make this pulp yourself by pulling the meaty flesh off of the pits, or you can buy the pulp as a thick paste packed in tubes. Check the label to make sure your purchase has no artificial additives.

In the traditional washoku pantry, uméboshi went unrefrigerated year-round. A cool, dark shelf should be fine in your kitchen, though I would refrigerate opened tubes of paste (to maintain top aroma) and whole plums when the weather is very hot. Most plums “mature” in one year and eating pleasure is normally within a year from that time. Some plums are allowed to pickle for 2 or 3 years before being packaged; these tend to be very intense. Pickled plums do not spoil; if a whitish powder appears on the surface, it is likely crystallized salt.

In gift catalogs in Japan, you occasionally see “historic” uméboshi for sale that are one hundred years or older. As with aged wines or brandy, prices are high.

Yama Gobō (wild burdock root)

Pencil-thin wild burdock roots from the mountains are scraped and briefly blanched and then submerged in a tub of miso and allowed to marinate for several months. They remain crunchy but take on a heady aroma, and the color changes to an orangey shade, making them look a bit like carrots. Some yama gobō are put up in a slightly sweet, soy sauce–based pickling medium in lieu of the miso; these are usually labeled shōyu-zuké and are brown in color.


    RICE*

(*essential pantry item)

Uncooked Japanese-style rice is short grained and the kernels are plump. Although all Japanese varieties seem sticky (they cling together, making eating with chopsticks easier), there are two distinctly different types: glutinous rice (mochi-gomé) and nonglutinous rice (uruchi mai). I call for only the latter in this book.

California is growing excellent nonglutinous Japanese-style rice. It is being marketed throughout the United States under a number of different labels (Kokuho Rose and Tamaki are widely available). Most stores sell 2- or 5-pound packages, in addition to the 25-pound bags bought by most Japanese and other Asian households.

Transfer your rice from the original paper bag to an airtight container. Store the rice on a cool, dry, dark shelf. It will keep well for at least 1 year.

[image: ] IN THE WASHOKU KITCHEN: Rice cookers; shaping and molding; equipment for making sushi.

Nuka (rice bran)

The nuka, or rice bran, removed in the polishing process has traditionally been used in washoku households to make a pickling paste. Eating vegetables pickled in nuka reintroduces many of the vitamins and minerals that would otherwise be lost in polishing. Because pickles and white rice are served together, nutrients are balanced at table.

Although I personally keep a nuka toko (rice-bran pickle pot) in my Tokyo apartment, taking pleasure in monitoring it, not many households do so any longer. Making and maintaining the nuka pickling medium requires a high level of care and devotion. If you want to enjoy nuka-zuké pickles, ask about them at your local Asian grocery. Often the owner, or some employee, sells homemade pickles, usually cucumbers, turnips, or radishes. Rinse off the paste clinging to the pickled vegetables just before slicing and serving. Despite being called pickles, these transformed vegetables are quite perishable and should be refrigerated until consumed, within 24 hours of purchase.

Omochi (pounded rice taffy)

Pounded from steamed glutinous rice, this sticky rice taffy is eaten on special occasions such as the New Year holiday. Snacks and sweets made from omochi are also eaten throughout the year. In certain regions of Japan known for rice cultivation, such as the Tohoku area in the northwestern region of the main island of Honshū, small dumplings made from this pounded rice are topped with crushed fresh soybeans (zunda aé) to make a summertime treat. See the Kitchen Harmony notes in recipe for Fried Eggplants with Crushed Green Soybeans for details on how to make these dumplings.

Shin Mai (newly harvested rice)

Shin mai, or newly harvested rice, is often labeled as such; look for it in stores in the fall. Storage procedures are the same for all varieties of raw rice, but cooking varies; see directions for cooking new crop rice.

Togi-Jiru (water drained from washing rice)

The cloudy water that results from washing rice is called togi-jiru, and it can be used later the same day to cook corn on the cob; fresh peas and beans; or root vegetables such as daikon, lotus root, and burdock root. The vegetables will taste sweeter because their natural sugars are enhanced by the starchy water. The water is also used in the garden, especially for watering flowering plants such as geraniums.

Zakkoku Mai (millet, buckwheat, whole grains, and seeds mix)

A number of products have come on the market to enrich plain white rice. Some of these are fancy vitamin-pill-like tablets, capsules, or powders that are added to raw rice just before it is cooked. As the rice cooks, these supplements coat the grains of polished rice with nutrients, such as calcium and vitamin-B complex. Other products come in premeasured packets of mixed grains. I like a blend of buckwheat, keshi no mi (white poppy seeds), kuro mai (black rice, an heirloom strain that tints the cooked rice pink), awa (a sticky millet that adds a pleasantly chewy texture), and hato mugi (flat barley) that is available in Tokyo supermarkets. It is packaged in many small, separately sealed pouches, each ready to be mixed with 1½ cups raw rice just before cooking.

Store as you would any grain, in a lidded container on a dark, dry, cool shelf.

Several kinds of multigrain mixtures are also for sale in Asian groceries outside Japan. Or you can make your own mixture using a combination of flat barley, quinoa, amaranth, sesame seeds, flaxseeds, oatmeal, and/or poppy seeds. Figure on 2 tablespoons mixed grains and seeds for every 1½ cups raw rice; adjust the level of cooking water by adding 1 teaspoon more water for every 2 tablespoons mixed grains and seeds.
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    Dried sea vegetables (clockwise from top): sheet of toasted nori, naga hijiki, sticks of kanten, and long strips of hoshi wakamé


    SEA VEGETABLES

The Japanese consume a wide variety of marine vegetation. Among the many sea vegetables cataloged below, kombu (kelp) is of particular importance; not only is it the foundation of an array of stocks (the leftovers of which are made into a condiment), but it is also used when simmering, poaching, or steaming fish to keep it from sticking to the pot and to add flavor.

Ao Nori (sea herb flakes)

This marine alga (illustrated here) is harvested from shallow ocean beds and then dried. It comes to stores packed in glass jars alone or combined with terrestrial herbs and spices. I have called for sea herb flakes as a garnish in a few rice recipes where their fresh seashore aroma encourages hearty appetites. The Japanese use the flakes as a seasoning for potato chips!

Store the flakes on a dry shelf, away from direct sunlight or heat. They will not spoil, but their delicate sea-air aroma fades after several months. The full aromatic power of the herb can best be brought out by rubbing it between your fingertips or palms just before using.

Hijiki

A calcium-rich sea vegetable commonly eaten in Japan, hijiki is widely available in Asian groceries worldwide. Even in Japan, it is sold primarily as a dried shelf-stable item. I have included a recipe in this book for the most commonly prepared hijiki dish, a soy-braised preparation. I prefer the tender, short buds labeled mé hijiki, but the longer pieces, naga hijiki, can also be used. Both come packaged in cellophane bags and appear to be a mass of crinkly, brittle, jet black strands. When softened and cooked, they have a slight anise flavor.

Stored in its original bag on a dark, dry shelf, it will keep indefinitely. Flavor, aroma, and nutrition (exposure to light will compromise its vitamin levels), however, are best within the first year of purchase.

Kanten (Japanese agar-agar), Tengusa

The Japanese have used aquatic plants to make both savory aspics and sweet confections for more than a thousand years. And it is likely that the gelling properties of certain marine algae, such as red tengusa, was understood, and used, in cooking on the Asian continent long before that.

Traditionally, tengusa had been (and still is) dried and boiled to make tokoroten, a nearly colorless, very stiff aspic. Sometime in the late seventeenth century, kanten, a new and easy-to-use form of the sea gelatin, appeared in Japanese pantries and at table. Its discovery is credited to serendipity. It seems that one day a frugal (or perhaps very hungry) servant salvaged tokoroten that had been left over from some wintertime feast. Lying in the snow where it had been subjected to subzero temperatures at night, but sunny and cold daytime conditions, the tokoroten had freeze-dried naturally.

The resulting spongy but brittle white mass was dubbed kanten, literally “cold sky,” by the monks at Manpukuji Temple, near Kyoto. Known as agar-agar in most English-speaking countries, kanten is shelf-stable, unlike its perishable predecessor, tokoroten.

The frigid mountainous terrain of Nagano Prefecture, where the 1998 Winter Olympics were held, has an ideal climate for making kanten, and today nearly all commercially produced kanten is made there. Traditionally sold in sticks that were softened and shredded just before using, it is now sold in a convenient powdered form, too.
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Varieties of kombu: large, broad Rausu kombu (center), a strip of Rishiri kombu (right), smaller strips of Hidaka kombu (bottom left), and two pieces (a fairly broad strip and a narrow-tipped piece) of ma kombu (top left)

Kombu (kelp)*

(*essential pantry item)

Aware of the natural flavor-enhancing properties of certain sea vegetables, the Japanese have both gathered wild and cultivated many varieties of kombu for centuries. Most kombu is harvested in the chilly waters around and near the coastline of Hokkaido, Japan’s large northern island. Depending on the time of year and the location of the seabeds, the shape and color of kombu can vary from thick and stony gray to thin and green with a reddish cast.

All varieties of kombu are long—several yards long. Depending upon the specific variety, however, and the way in which it has been packaged, kombu is sold in precut segments as short as 2 or 3 inches or in folded pieces a foot or more in length. With all varieties of kombu, let price be your guide, knowing the superior product is more expensive. Many kinds of kombu appear chalky, but this whitish powder is not an indication of mold or spoilage. Rather, the substance contains natural glutamates and should not be wiped away. Unlike artificially produced monosodium glutamate, the naturally occurring glutamates in kombu have never been known to cause unpleasant or dangerous reactions when consumed. Store in an airtight container on a dark shelf, where it will keep indefinitely. Although kombu does not spoil, its subtle sea-sweet aroma does fade after a year or so, sometimes taking on musty overtones.

Since dried kombu is so light, it is more practical to indicate a recipe amount by length or surface area than it is to weigh it. When making stocks, take the required surface space as a single piece whenever possible, breaking it only if necessary to fit into your pot. After making stock, examine the piece of kelp you used. You will notice that it is the exposed and cut or broken edges that become viscous (especially true of higher-glutamate varieties), while the broad surfaces are smooth but not slippery.

Get in the habit of saving kombu after stock making. It can be recycled into Kelp and Mushroom Relish and also be used as a flavor enhancer when pickling vegetables. Store it in a closed glass container or plastic bag in the refrigerator for up to a week.

There are several kinds of kombu, most named for their region of origin and each with its own distinctive characteristics. I want to acquaint you with four varieties:

Hidaka Kombu, Dashi Kombu: If a package of kombu is labeled dashi kombu (literally, “kelp for stock making”), it will probably be of the Hidaka variety, a fine, reasonably priced all-purpose kelp. It has a lower concentration of glutamates than some other varieties, but still contributes a mild, flavor-enhancing brininess to the stocks and sauces in which it is used. Packages typically contain pieces 3 to 4 inches long. Each piece is sufficient to flavor a scant quart of stock.

Ma Kombu: The flavor of ma kombu (botanically Laminaria japonica), a kelp particularly rich in naturally occurring glutamates, is best unlocked by soaking the kombu first in cold water for at least 20 minutes and up to several hours and then slowly drawing out its flavor over low heat until the water has barely reached a boil. Although it makes a rich, deeply flavored broth, the broth is typically cloudy and not suited to making clear soups. Broad-leafed and gray-green, often with chalky white streaks, ma kombu is favored by residents of the Kansai area (Osaka and Kyoto), where it is used to make stock and to line skillets in which fish and vegetables are simmered.

Rausu Kombu: Thick and sturdy, this high-glutamate kombu is often the choice of anyone sticking to a truly vegetarian diet because broth made from it has a meaty flavor. It is also a good choice for lining the pan in which fish will be poached; it keeps the fish from sticking to the pan, adds flavor to the sauce, and becomes tender and delicious.

Rishiri Kombu: This sturdy, dark kombu (botanically L. ochotenis) makes crystal clear stock with a delicate, herbal flavor. It is the kombu of choice when making clear soups. As with other high-glutamate varieties, Rishiri kombu yields the most flavor when it is soaked in cold water before heating. A cold-water infusion can be made and kept refrigerated for several days until needed. Slowly release its flavor over very low heat until a few bubbles appear at the rim of the pot.

Nori

The Japanese word nori is often translated as “seaweed,” which is unfortunate and inaccurate. It is actually a generic term for a variety of marine vegetables that are both gathered in the wild and cultivated.

The Japanese have cultivated sea vegetables for centuries. Among those kinds regularly consumed in Japan, Asakusa nori (named for the place near Tokyo Bay where historically most of this product was grown) is the most popular in the United States. For most sushi dishes, and for the soba noodles rolled in nori to look like sushi Buckwheat Noodle Roll, I recommend the purchase of yaki nori, or “toasted nori,” which is high-quality Asakusa nori that has been toasted.

Most full-sized sheets of nori sold in Asian groceries are toasted and unseasoned. Precut sheets, used primarily as a garnish for rice, are sometimes seasoned with a sweet soy sauce (see seasoned nori, below).

Seasoned Nori (aji nori, aji tsuké nori): Buy seasoned nori, known as both aji nori and aji tsuké nori, in individually wrapped small packets, typically 5 sheets to a packet. Each sheet measures 2½ or 3 inches long and about 1½ inches wide. The packets are either packaged (in multiples of 10) in a cellophane bag, or stacked in a tin cylinder (in Japan, this tends to be a gift package). The sheets become quite sticky when exposed to air, so open and eat at the table. A packet is often included on a breakfast tray, for eating with rice.

Store seasoned nori sheets with their antimoisture packets from the original package in a cool, dark, dry spot. If they become soggy, turn them into Nori Sauce; use a light hand on seasoning because the sheets have already been seasoned with soy sauce and sugar.

Toasted Nori (yaki nori): Look for flat, unfolded full-sized sheets (about 7½ by 8¼ inches) of toasted nori (illustrated here). They typically come in 10-sheet and 50-sheet packages. Store them with their antimoisture packets from the original package in a cool, dark, dry spot. Toasted nori can be stored in a tightly closed bag or tin in the freezer; the sheets will thaw instantaneously and may be refrozen any number of times. Care needs to be taken, though, to keep moisture in the surrounding air from being trapped (and frozen, crystallizing) in the bag before refreezing.

Wakamé (sea tangle)

This mineral-rich, brown sea alga is used in many Japanese dishes, especially soups and salads. You will find it at all Asian groceries in either fresh-salted (nama wakamé) or dried form (hoshi wakamé; illustrated here); peeking inside the cellophane package, wakamé appears to be very dark green, nearly black. When softened, the sea vegetable is a tangle of deep, jade-colored fronds.

Although most recipes do not specify one form or the other, the fresh-salted variety is usually more suitable for salads, while the dried bits are better suited to mixing with ground meat or floating in soups.

A springtime delicacy harvested from early March through mid-April, nama wakamé has actually been blanched (reddish brown fronds turn emerald green as they emerge from the cauldron) and heavily salted, despite its name. The word nama (literally, “fresh”) is used here to distinguish it from hoshi (literally, “dried”), and alerts consumers to the relatively short shelf life of the product and the need to keep it refrigerated, or at least in a very cool spot in the kitchen.

Look for nama wakamé in the refrigerated section of Asian groceries. Because there are many seabeds throughout Asia where this vegetable is commercially cultivated, and because the salting helps extend its shelf life, fresh wakamé is often available in stores through the summer and early autumn.

A staple of the Japanese (and Korean) pantry, dried wakamé is sold in both small bits and longer strips, packaged in cellophane. If necessary, longer strips can be cut with scissors to make small bits. Dried wakamé appears to be crinkly and looks almost black; when softened, it reverts to smooth, green fronds. Look for hoshi wakamé on the shelves of any Asian grocery.

To prepare dried wakamé for cooking, soak in cold water to cover for about 3 to 5 minutes. It will expand to many times its original dried volume, so choose the size of your bowl accordingly. To prepare fresh wakamé for cooking, rinse it in cold water to remove residual salt and sand and then soak it in freshly drawn cold water for just 1 or 2 minutes. Do not soak wakamé longer than suggested here; the flavor, texture, aroma, and nutritional value suffer with extended soaking. Drain the softened fronds, squeezing out excess liquid. Trim off any tough ribs.


    SEEDS AND NUTS

Seeds and nuts, such as sesame seeds, poppy seeds, chestnuts, pine nuts, and walnuts, play an important though supporting role in the making of many washoku dishes.

[image: ] IN THE WASHOKU KITCHEN: grinding, crushing, and mashing; dry-roasting.

Sesame Seeds (goma)

    Sesame is an enormously versatile ingredient in constructing washoku menus and is used whole, cracked, and crushed as a garnish for noodles and vegetable dishes; cracked or ground to a paste for sauces and dips; and as an Sesame Oil. The nutty richness of sesame blends well with sweet, sour, and salty flavors. Because sesame seeds are a fine source of calcium, iron, and vitamin B1, they can provide a nutritional boost to your meals.

Two varieties of sesame seeds are regularly used in Japanese cooking: white (shiro goma) and black (kuro goma). Both are the seeds of the slender, flowering stalks of sesame plants. The stalks grow to an average of 3 feet high, and a single plant will produce either white or black seeds. Mature plants that have gone to seed are cut down and allowed to dry before the seeds are thrashed from them.

Both white and black sesame come to market as raw whole seeds called arai goma and as dry-roasted whole seeds called iri goma. Dry-roasted seeds, both white and black, are available crushed (suri goma), cracked (kiri goma), or ground to a smooth paste (neri goma). For convenience in preparation, some recipes call for a prepared paste. In some recipes, the choice of white or black sesame may be an aesthetic one.

Black sesame has both medicinal and culinary uses in Japan. Traditionally, the seeds have been used in making skin salves and ointments. In the kitchen, they are often used in combination with salt (the mixture is called goma shio) for sprinkling on rice and mixed with sugar in confectionary.

Whole white sesame seeds come to market both hulled (muki goma or migaki goma) and unhulled (goma). Unhulled white seeds tend to have a nuttier flavor than the hulled ones. The cream-colored hulled seeds, however, crush more easily to make a smooth paste.

If you decide to purchase just one kind of sesame, it should be raw whole white seeds, or arai shiro goma, for optimal flavor and aroma. Then dry-roast the seeds yourself just before using them. Depending on the recipe, you will leave the seeds whole, or crack, crush, or grind them.

Once sesame seeds have been dry-roasted, their oils come to the surface, which is what makes them so wonderfully aromatic. However, once the oils surface and are exposed to the air, they can go rancid quickly. Store your untoasted sesame seeds in a closed container on a dry, cool shelf in your cupboard. All opened packages of pretoasted sesame should be stored in the refrigerator or other very cool, dry spot in your kitchen, if you want to keep them fresh for more than a few weeks. Crushed or cracked seeds and paste go stale quickly.

Black Sesame Paste (kuro neri goma) and White Sesame Paste (shiro neri goma): Both black sesame paste, which is jet black, and white sesame paste, which is beige, are used to make savory and sweet foods. In this book, I have called for black sesame paste to make an intensely flavored sorbet (Black Sesame Ice) and white sesame paste to make Creamy Sesame-Miso Sauce. Both pastes are illustrated here.

Sesame paste is usually sold in glass jars. Check the label to make sure you are buying unadulterated sesame paste (some brands have sweeteners and starch fillers added). Unlike tahini and other sesame pastes found in markets that carry Near Eastern foodstuffs, Japanese sesame paste is made from roasted seeds. The oil in sesame paste will separate out, floating to the top of the jar. This is not a sign of spoilage. Either stir to recombine or pour off excess oil for a less oily, stiffer, denser paste.

Until opening, jars of sesame paste can be stored on any dark, cool shelf. Once you have opened a jar, it is best to refrigerate it. For maximum flavor and aroma, consume within 1 month of opening.

White Poppy Seeds (keshi no mi)

Japanese poppy seeds are pale ivory in color, rather than bluish black, and are appreciated for their mild, nutty flavor and unique texture. Keshi no mi are used as a garnish for slow-simmered dishes such as Ginger-Stewed Eggplant, and in combination with other more incendiary spices in a blend called shichimi tōgarashi. For optimal flavor and aroma, keep the seeds in a sealed container on a cool, dark, dry shelf.

• • •

Almonds

The Japanese frequently use almonds in Western and Chinese-style confections. Unsalted nuts, whether whole and toasted or slivered, will work best in the recipe for Green Tea Chocolate-Almond Clusters.

Kuri no Kanrō Ni (chestnuts in syrup)

Peeled, beveled, and bright yellow, sweet-stewed chestnuts bottled in syrup are available at most Asian groceries in North America. The vivid color is natural—the result of stewing the chestnuts with cracked kuchinashi no mi (dried gardenia pods)—and the syrup is gently sweet (mizu amé, or barley malt, is used with, or instead of, regular sugar). Small bottles hold about a dozen chestnuts. After opening, refrigerate in their syrup and use within 1 month.

Pine Nuts (matsu no mi)

Although most North Americans will associate pine nuts with Mediterranean cusines, Japan has an abundance of pine trees that yield flavorful matsu no mi. In addition to their use in making sauces, matsu no mi are also pressed into ground meat and fish to form a coating and then deep-fried.

Walnuts (kurumi)

Japanese walnuts tend to be smaller and more intensely flavored than their American counterparts. They can be crushed until smooth and creamy to enrich sauces, or coarsely chopped to add texture to salads.
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Spices, seasonings, and herbs (clockwise from top left): freeze-dried yuzu peel, wasabi paste, Japanese mustard, a trio of spices (shichimi tōgarashi, sanshō, and ichimi tōgarashi), black sesame paste, Japanese curry powder, tōgarashi, ao nori, white sesame paste, and yukari


    SPICES AND SEASONINGS

A variety of spices and seasonings are used when preparing washoku menus, at times to provide an accent, but most often to achieve harmony by bringing disparate flavors into balance. I begin with spices and spicy pastes and then discuss condiments such as vinegar and soy sauce.

Japanese Curry Powder (karé)

Nowadays, a wide variety of authentic Indian spice blends are available in Japanese markets. In my early years in Japan, however, consumers had a choice of only two products: a bright yellow, mildly spicy curry powder and a sweet-and-spicy block of curry roux. Old-fashioned curry powder (illustrated here), packaged in small tins, is what I call for in this book. If you wish to capture the retro flavor of mid-twentieth-century Japan, without introducing additional animal fats (most packaged roux contains large amounts of beef suet and lard), this is the product you want. Curry powder (and packaged roux) is still enormously popular, and you will see many brands at any Asian grocery store.

Although the powder does not easily spoil, it does get musty within a month or two of opening the tin. Store it on a cool, dry shelf, sealing it snugly after each use.

Japanese Mustard (karashi)

The Japanese favor an intensely yellow, sharply flavored, hot mustard. It is available in powdered form (reconstitute with cold water, a few drops at a time, stirring to make a thick, smooth paste) and also in tubes in two types, smooth (illustrated here) and rough textured. The tubes are certainly convenient, but check the labels for additives. After opening a tube, keep it refrigerated to maintain optimal aroma and full punch.

Salt (shio)

The salt used in the traditional Japanese kitchen is moist and fairly coarse and is processed from seawater. In Japanese markets, the best sea salt—round and sweet, never harsh and sharp—comes from Okinawa and the Inland Sea region. Kosher salt makes a good substitute, though it takes longer to wilt vegetables when pickling them.

Sanshō

The berry of the prickly ash plant is dried and crushed to make a tip-of-the-tongue-numbing, but delicately aromatic spice called sanshō (illustrated here), also known as kona-zanshō (literally, “powdered” sanshō). It is sold in small jars, tins, or plastic containers and, once opened, should be stored in the refrigerator or freezer to protect its delicate scent.

Sanshō, in the form of small packets of the powdered spice, often accompanies unagi no kabayaki (glaze-grilled butterflied eel) and yakitori (glaze-grilled skewered chicken). Occasionally, whole preserved berries are available salted and partially dried, or simmered in soy sauce. These are wonderful added to simmered vegetable, meat, or fish dishes. Store the preserved berries in a closed freezer-safe container in the freezer. Recently, dried berries have become available in mill-topped containers that enable you to crack the berries just before using. I suggest seeking these out.

In the springtime, fresh leaves, called ki no mé, are plucked from the prickly ash plant and used to garnish soups, sauces, and salads, and to crush into miso-based sauces. The delicate-looking leaves are highly aromatic (lay them on the open palm of your hand and slap them just before floating in a broth or placing on food) and pack a surprising tongue-tingling punch when you bite into one.

The leaves are harvested from both male and female plants; the berries (peppercorns) are from the female only.

Shichimi Tōgarashi (7-spice pepper blend)

The Japanese use dried chile peppers, usually in powdered form, to season several dishes. Here, the powdered pods have been blended with six others herbs and spices (sesame seeds, flaxseeds, white poppy seeds, ao nori, dried yuzu peel, and sanshō pepper is the most commonly found combination). Sold in small glass jars or tins, the blend (illustrated here) should be stored tightly closed, on a dark, dry shelf.

Tōgarashi (dried whole red chile pepper)

The Japanese dry a variety of red chile peppers, which they call tōgarashi (illustrated here), and use them to spice up a number of rice, noodle, vegetable, fish, and meat dishes. The dried whole peppers are also called taka no tsumé, or “hawk claws,” probably because of their shape.

When dried whole tōgarashi is crushed, it becomes ichimi tōgarashi (literally, “one flavor chile”). It is used on its own or in a blend of spices known as shichimi tōgarashi.

The seeds of the chile are incendiary and should be used with caution. After handling the dried pods, be sure to wash your hands with warm, soapy water. The natural oils of the chiles can be particularly irritating to your eyes if you should accidentally rub them.

Store the chiles as you would any spice, in a closed jar or other container, on a dark, dry shelf.

Wasabi (Japanese horseradish)

The gnarled wasabi root, indigenous to Japan, has been enjoyed for centuries—prized for its herbaceous aroma and nose-tingling fire—primarily with fresh fish and tōfu.

Fresh wasabi roots are hard to find outside Japan, but if your local Japanese food store has them in its refrigerated case, by all means treat yourself. Choose pale green roots with even coloration, preferably with their dark, ruffled leaves still attached. Black speckling on the root can be an early sign of spoilage. But look carefully, because it is sometimes just clinging soil. When you are ready to grate the root, whittle away the leaves and stem. Scrape away the outer peel, exposing just as much of the root as you need at that time. Use a samékawa grater if possible. After grating, cover whatever is left of the root with plastic wrap and refrigerate. It should keep well for at least a week.

Most often, wasabi is sold as a powder in tins or as a paste in tubes. The powder is usually a mix of ordinary horseradish (not Wasabia japonica) and green food coloring. Stir together equal amounts of the powder and cold water to create a spicy paste for perking up bland foods. Although the powder does not spoil, it often develops a dusty, stale aftertaste within a few months of opening the tin. Close tightly after each use and store on a dark, dry shelf in your cupboard.

Most tubes of wasabi contain some W. japonica, albeit mixed with sorbitol and other seasonings and emulsifiers. Check the label. I keep opened tubes refrigerated to preserve the aroma, although the paste will not spoil.

In Japan, the leaves and bruised roots are chopped and pickled in kasu, the lees from saké making. Sometimes small jars of wasabi-zuké are available at Asian grocery stores. A spicy, heady spread for sandwiches can be made by blending a bit of this pickle with mayonnaise.

[image: ] IN THE WASHOKU KITCHEN: grating.

• • •

Mirin (sweet, syrupy rice wine)*

*essential pantry item

This syrupy rice wine has a low-alcohol content and so is often sold in ordinary supermarkets in Japan. It is not a drinking wine, but is instead used as a seasoning and glazing agent in cooking. The best-quality mirin is made in a process similar to that of saké making, though the variety of rice used is mochi-gomé, a sweet glutinous rice, instead of uruchi mai, the more commonly eaten rice. Most commercially available brands have sugar added, however.

Mirin does not spoil easily, though its aroma fades quickly. Store on a dark, dry shelf until opening; refrigerate after opening for optimal aroma. The cap and rim need to be wiped well after each use or they will stick badly, just as they do with maple or other syrups.

Plum Vinegar (umé-zu)

This intense, rose-colored, salty-and-sour by-product of pickling uméboshi is used to tint and flavor a number of foods in the washoku kitchen. Because it is so concentrated, it is often diluted with water, plain rice vinegar, or dashi.

Plum vinegar is sold in bottles in most Asian groceries and many health-foods stores. Store it on a dark, cool cupboard shelf. Although the vinegar does not spoil easily, its fruity aroma fades within a few weeks of opening; refrigerating open bottles helps extend this time.

Rice Vinegar (junmai su, komé-zu)*

(*essential pantry item)

Unless otherwise indicated, vinegar in the washoku kitchen refers to ordinary rice vinegar, which is mild and fragrant, processed from a variety of grains, primarily, but not exclusively, rice. Many Americans become instant fans of its subtle verve and never return to harsh distilled white vinegar or fruit-based vinegars.

Because there are so many brands available, and each manufacturer produces several products and grades of product, you will need to read labels carefully. In general, price is a good indication of quality. Rice vinegar is graded in a manner similar to that of olive oils (extra virgin is from the first pressing, virgin is from successive pressings). The highest-quality rice vinegar made from polished (white) rice is junmai su (“pure” rice vinegar; that is, made only from rice and not seasoned with sugar and salt), made from the first pressing of fermented rice mash. The next in order of quality and purity is komé-zu (literally, “rice vinegar”). Products labeled su (vinegar) typically include additives such as alcohol and are made from mixed grains, not just rice.

Store all vinegars tightly capped on a cool, dark, dry shelf in the kitchen. Vinegar typically darkens with age and/or exposure to light and/or heat.

Brown Rice Vinegar (kuro-zu): The most expensive whole-grain rice vinegar is kuro-zu (literally, “black vinegar”), which is distilled from brown rice without the addition of alcohol. Most of the top brands are made in Kagoshima Prefecture on the southern island of Kyushu. Pleasantly tart with malted overtones, kuro-zu has a clean finish on the palate and is what I use when making salad dressings and sauces, especially my Smoky Vinaigrette.

Less costly jun genmai su (pure unpolished rice vinegar) and genmai su (unpolished rice vinegar) are also fine choices. All vinegars made from whole-grain rice are darker and richer in nutrients than vinegars made from polished rice.

Seasoned Rice Vinegar (sushi su, awasé-zu): A flavored rice vinegar, specifically for seasoning rice that will be used in sushi dishes, is called sushi su or awasé-zu. These products have sugar, salt, and sometimes monosodium glutamate added to them. I have included a recipe to make your own.

Saké (rice wine)*

(*essential pantry item)

Distilled from steamed rice, saké is also known as nihon shu, or “Japanese wine.” At table, the choice of kara kuchi (dry) or ama kuchi (sweet) is primarily one of personal taste and, to a lesser degree, an issue of pairing specific foods with sweet or dry saké.

In the kitchen, saké performs many tasks: It is used in marinades, to deglaze skillets, to rinse away fishiness or animal odors (what the Japanese refer to as nama kusai, “reeking raw”), and to balance sweet (sugar, mirin) and salty (soy sauce, miso) flavors. Because of such multitasking, I find that a dry saké tends to be the most versatile. Avoid products labeled “cooking wine,” which is typically a mixture of inferior rice wines with the addition of sugar or other additives. Price is a good indication of quality. Store saké tightly capped, on a cool, dark shelf.

Sesame Oil (goma abura)

Sesame oil comes in two varieties, dark aromatic sesame oil that is used as a flavor accent, and light-colored sesame oil that is used as any other vegetable oil might be, to dress salads, sauté, and fry foods. Both are extracted from white sesame seeds, which are slightly richer in oil than the black seeds. Unless otherwise indicated, sesame oil in this book refers to the dark variety.

Soy Sauce (shōyu)*

(*essential pantry item)

A few different types of soy sauce are used in the washoku kitchen, each for a slightly different purpose. In most cases, you will find that regular, or dark, soy sauce, what the Japanese call koikuchi shōyu, is suitable. Throughout this book, I have referred to this all-purpose item—made from daizu (dried soy beans), wheat, water, and salt—as soy sauce.

Reduced-sodium soy sauces are products developed in response to the American consumer concerned about the high-sodium content of certain foods. I find them of limited use and questionable flavor and prefer to choose recipes that use little or no soy sauce or dilute regular soy sauce with dashi and/or saké to reduce the sodium content of my food. Read the labels carefully, and calculate your own dietary needs.

Available in glass and unbreakable clear plastic bottles, soy sauce is best kept tightly capped on a dark pantry shelf. Although it does not spoil easily, its subtle, full-bodied bean aroma does fade after several weeks. If you have space in the refrigerator, keep it there.

Light-Colored Soy Sauce (usukuchi shōyu): When making some dishes, the intense color of regular soy sauce would make the food look stained and unappetizing. In those instances, a full-strength light-colored soy sauce is used. Typically, it is paired with mirin instead of sugar and saké to balance its intense saltiness.

Tamari Soy Sauce (tamari-jōyu): In addition to the all-purpose and light-colored soy sauces, there is a very dark and intense soy sauce known as tamari, used mainly as a dip for sashimi. Derived from the verb tamaru, which means “to accumulate,” tamari-jōyu traditonally refers to the thicker, intense concentrate that settles at the bottom of large vats of soy sauce. Today, especially in America, some products labelled tamari are made with little, or sometime no, roasted wheat; indeed, health-foods stores will often sell tamari soy sauce as a wheat-free, nutritionally richer sauce than ordinary soy sauce. Check the label carefully to make sure the product you buy has the specific nutritional profile you seek.

Tonkatsu Sōsu (thick, fruity Worcestershire-like sauce)

This sauce, made from soybeans, tomatoes, and fruit, has an intriguing sweet, yet mildly spicy flavor that is intended to perk up the bland taste of breaded and fried foods. In fact, its name derives from the breaded pork cutlet (tonkatsu) that it was originally created to accompany.

Buy a small bottle unless you have a large crowd to feed regularly. Although the sauce doesn’t spoil, its fruity aroma fades after several months, even when kept on a dark, dry shelf. You’ll also find this sauce useful alone or in combination with your favorite barbecue sauce as a last-minute glaze on broiled or grilled foods. It is fine for glazing the top of a meat loaf, too.


    SUGAR AND OTHER SWEETENERS

In contemporary Japanese cooking, cane sugar is the most common sweetner, though it is not usually sold in granulated form. Instead, ordinary Japanese sugar is moist, packs down readily, and dissolves easily when stirred into room-temperature liquids or mixed with other foods. Since this sugar is rarely for sale outside Japan, I have adjusted all recipes that call for sugar to utilize the kind of granulated product sold in America.

Other sweetners are also used in many recipes, and they are briefly described here.

Ama-Zaké

Rice begins its transformation to saké with the addition of cultured spores called kōji. In the earliest stages of fermentation, starches change to sugar. The resulting mash, ama-zaké, is intensely sweet, with alcohol levels so low that no special labeling is required.

Ama-zaké is sipped on ceremonial occasions in Japan such as Oshōgatsu (New Year’s holidays) and Hina Matsuri (Dolls’ Day, celebrated on March 3). Ama-zaké is also the “magic” ingredient in many of the frozen desserts in this book.

Most packages of ama-zaké contain about 250 grams, just short of one standard American dry measuring cup (some packages are subdivided into five packets of 50 grams each). Buy only naturally sweet ama-zaké; read labels carefully to make sure no sweeteners or starchy fillers have been added. Store in the freezer or refrigerator, and bring to room temperature just before using.

Kuro-Zatō

Mineral rich and with a mellow, but deeply malted flavor, Okinawan kuro-zatō (literally, “black sugar”) is sold in various forms, with textures ranging from loose and rather moist to stiff and rock-hard. Since the recipes in this book melt the sugar to make a syrup, any variety can be used, though the moist, softer type is easier to measure. Kuro-zatō is also known as kokutō.

Mizu Amé

Just as corn syrup is extracted from corn, mizu amé is made from barley and similar grains and is often labeled “barley malt” on packages. It is a clear, thick, and sticky syrup and provides a gentle sweetness. If you wish to “thin” either the Chunky Red Bean Jam or the Brown Sugar Syrup to make it pour more freely without adding much in the way of extra sweetness, try adding a spoonful of mizu amé. Store as you would any syrup.

Wasanbon

Pale beige and powdery, wasanbon is a highly refined form of cane sugar. Pressed into wooden molds to make higashi (“dried sweets” served at the tea ceremony), it dissolves when placed on the tongue, infusing the mouth with malted sweetness. The process of pressing and polishing the sugar most likely originated in China but has been practiced in Japan since the eighteenth century. Shikoku, in particular the prefectures of Tokushima and Kagawa (the Sanuki region), is known for its production of wasanbon. Try using it in lieu of powdered sugar, or mix it with kinako for sprinkling on ice cream, yogurt, or buttered toast. Store as you would powdered sugar.


    TEA

Ocha means “tea” and nearly always refers to ryokucha, or “green tea,” in Japan, where it is sipped regularly both with and between meals. Green tea leaves are plucked from Camellia sinensis bushes during several harvests from spring through early fall. Before being dried, the leaves are steamed to heighten color and aroma and to prevent unwanted fermentation (it is this fermentation that turns tea leaves brown, giving English teas their characteristic color and flavor).

Health-promoting benefits have traditionally been associated with the regular consumption of green tea. Its anti- bacterial, anticarcinogenic, and age-retarding properties have been touted in particular, along with its ability to reduce cholesterol levels and lower hypertension. Green tea is rich in vitamins A, C, and E.

There are many varieties of Japanese teas available in Asian groceries and specialty-foods shops. Price is a good indication of quality.

Bancha

Composed of lesser-quality leaves, stems, and twigs, typically from late-season harvests, bancha produces a mild beverage, often with slightly smoky overtones. It is drunk everywhere throughout the day.

Genmaicha

A confetti-like mixture of roasted whole rice grains (some are brown, others have puffed into white popcornlike kernels) and bancha leaves, genmaicha has a distinctive whole-grain flavor and aroma. It goes particularly well with rice crackers and other salty snacks.

Some varieties of genmaicha are mixed with lesser-quality matcha, the jade-colored powdered tea used in the tea ceremony. These teas will look slightly dusty in the package, and when brewed will have a pale green, cloudy appearance. The matcha adds a hint of both sweetness and astringency to an otherwise toasty-toned tea.

Gyokurō

Gathered during the first spring harvest, gyokurō (literally, “dewy jewel”) is the highest-quality leaf tea. It is often paired with traditional Japanese confections because its slightly vegetal overtones provide a welcome foil against what would otherwise be cloying sweetness.

     

    
Brewing and Storing Tea

It is best to brew green tea in small quantities, repeating the procedure if necessary to serve more than 4 or 5 people at one time. The temperature of the water and the length of time the leaves steep vary with the different teas. For each variety, though, the goal is the same: to activate the glutamates (these provide a sweet, herbal nuance) but hold the tannins in check (to prevent bitter, astringent overtones). In general, the higher-quality teas should be brewed for a short time at low temperatures.

The Japanese typically drink green tea from small cups, each holding about two-thirds of a standard American measuring cup. For every 4 or 5 portions, measure out 2 teaspoons of loose tea. If you wish to make tea bags to simplify cleanup, use the convenient ocha pakku sold in many Asian groceries. Typically each package, priced at just a few dollars, holds 40 or more 2- to 3-inch square paper pouches. Do not overstuff the bags (fill each with no more than 2 teaspoons). The hot water needs room to circulate around the tea, and the leaves need room to expand. Place the loose tea, tea bag, or tea ball in a small, dry pot.

To enjoy tea as a warm beverage, pour ⅔ cup freshly boiled water into each drinking cup. Allow the boiling water to stand in the cups for about 30 seconds. This warms the cups while cooling the water. The Japanese often use a separate open pot that looks somewhat like a gravy boat and is called a yu-zamashi (literally, “hot-water cooler”). By exposing the boiled water to cool air, the water temperature drops rapidly. Pour cooled water from the cups, or the yu-zamashi pot, into the teapot filled with tea leaves.

Allow the tea to steep undisturbed (do not swirl the pot about) before pouring small quantities into each cup, in turn. Repeat until all cups have been filled. Subsequent infusions can use slightly hotter water, and the hot water can be gently swirled in the pot. With each infusion, however, the brewed tea should be poured entirely from the pot; allowing the leaves to steep at length in large amounts of water yields a bitter beverage.

Sencha, kukicha, and genmaicha should be infused with hot water (about 175°F) and allowed to steep for about 1 minute before pouring. Subsequent infusions can be made with slightly hotter water (about 195°F) and allowed to steep for less than 1 minute.

Gyokurō should be infused with very warm water (about 140°F) and allowed to steep for about 1½ minutes before pouring. Subsequent infusions can be made with slightly hotter water (about 175°F) and allowed to steep for about 1 minute.

Very hot water (about 195°F) should be poured over konacha and allowed to stand, undisturbed, for about 1 minute before pouring. Subsequent portions can be made with nearly boiling water (200°F) and allowed to steep for about 1 minute. Remember that this beverage will be a cloudy suspension, not a clear infusion.

Hōjicha should be infused with boiling water (212°F) and allowed to steep for about only 30 seconds before pouring. Subsequent infusions can be made with additional boiling water and allowed to steep for no more than 1 minute.

To enjoy tea as as a cold beverage, first brew as though you were making hot tea and allow the beverage to cool naturally before covering it and chilling it in the refrigerator. If you wish to serve the tea on ice, brew a concentrate with twice the amount of tea, but do not allow it to steep for longer periods of time.

Storing tea: Tea is ideally stored in a dry, dark place away from heat. It does not require refrigeration, although some people prefer to refrigerate or freeze it. The greatest danger in that practice is moisture, so be sure to make your packages as airtight as possible.

Traditionally, tea has been stored in ceramic jars (cha tsubo), metal-lined wooden boxes (cha-bako), or paper-covered metal canisters (cha-zutsu). Tea is also sold, and stored, in metal cans called kan.



Hōjicha

Hōjicha is made of roasted green tea leaves. It has a smoky flavor and is often served with fried foods, such as tempura or tonkatsu (breaded pork cultlets), because it is thought to aid in the digestion of fats and oils.

Konacha

Konacha is powdered tea, which means that, unlike an infused tea, you consume the pulverized leaves when you drink the tea. It is typically paired with sushi because its intense grassiness acts as a palate cleanser, allowing each variety of fish to be savored in its turn. And no doubt the antibacterial properties of green tea enhance the hygienic image of sushi bars.

Kukicha

Made from the twigs of the tea plant, or a mixture of twigs and leaves, kukicha can be of several grades. It is often less costly and less astringent than sencha.

Matcha

This jade-colored powder, pulverized from newly plucked tea buds, is whisked (with a special bamboo tool) into hot water to make ceremonial tea. Matcha also provides the distinctive color and flavor of green tea ice cream and is used in making many traditional confections. Only the first-harvest buds of tea plants shaded from direct sunlight are used for matcha, making it costly. It should be kept in a cool, dry place (it is often refrigerated in shops). Consume it within a month of purchase to enjoy the full meadowlike aroma and subtle sweetness that lies just below the astringent surface flavor.

Sencha

This high-quality leaf tea typically has delicate, grassy overtones. It is served in better restaurants and to guests in homes or offices.

Other Teas: Mugicha, Kombucha

Other beverages that are called tea, such as mugicha brewed from roasted barley and served chilled in the summer, or kombucha, made by dissolving pulverized salted kombu in very hot water, are not true teas because they do not include parts of the Camellia sinensis bush.
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Varieties of tōfu (clockwise from top left): slices of fried tōfu, strips of home-grilled tōfu, block of fried tōfu, firm tōfu, and silken tōfu


    TŌFU*

(*essential pantry item)

Tōfu is made by soaking dried soybeans, usually overnight, until swollen to many times their original size. The beans are then crushed and boiled to produce a foamy, thick, snowy white liquid known as go. The go is cooked over low heat for 10 to 15 minutes and then strained to yield tōnyu, or soy milk, and okara, the lees. The soy milk is solidified into puddinglike blocks or loaves widely known in Japan and elsewhere as tōfu.

The addition of nigari (calcium chloride) is what curdles the soy milk, transforming it into tōfu. This process is ancient and, like many bits of culinary technology found in Japan today, most likely originated in China. A number of different soy products can result from these basic steps, depending on such variables as the pressure exerted on the curdled soy milk, the timing, the amount and quality of the coagulating agent (fine tōfu is made with nigari extracted from seawater, rather than artificially produced calcium chloride), and the lining of the container used for forming the tōfu.

Because English-language labels on packages sold outside Japan are confusing and inconsistent, I have decided to call all such products tōfu, adding English descriptive modifiers, such as “firm” or “fried,” as needed.

Below are descriptions of each of the kinds of tōfu called for in this book, listed alphabetically by their combined English and Japanese names. I have done my best to describe the characteristics of each type, so that no matter what a product is called, you can decide whether or not it is suitable for the particular recipe you want to make. In selecting recipes for this book, I was influenced by the quality of tōfu products that my team of recipe testers found available to them in North America, Asia, and Europe. A few of my devoted volunteers actually make their own tōfu from scratch, but I decided that for most readers this would be neither practical nor possible.

[image: ] IN THE WASHOKU KITCHEN: dicing; mashing; draining and pressing.

Firm Tōfu (momen-dōfu)

This tōfu, known as momen-dōfu (literally, “cotton-wrapped” tōfu), is firmer and more roughly textured than the silken variety and has noticeable cross-hatching on the surface. The pattern is an imprint left from the muslin (sarashi) used to line the containers in which the tōfu is made.

Firm tōfu is the most versatile of the many kinds available and is especially recommended when adding cubes to miso-thickened soups. In Asian markets outside Japan, a product labeled “extra-firm” tōfu is also available. In Japan, something similar to this would be sold as Chinese-style bean curd, and used in stir-fried dishes and stews of Chinese and Southeast Asian origin.

Fried Tōfu Dumplings (ganmodoki)

Ganmodoki, also known as ganmo, are balls made from mashed tōfu mixed with minced vegetables and black sesame seeds. Most often these dumplings are simmered with vegetables in a slightly sweet, soy-seasoned broth (Soy-Simmered Deep-fried Tōfu Dumplings).

     

    
Storing Tōfu

All types of fresh tōfu are highly perishable and should be kept refrigerated. Submerge blocks of firm, silken, and grilled tōfu in fresh water in a deep container (lidded plastic containers used to store leftovers are fine) or in a covered bowl. Change the water daily and consume the tōfu within 2 or 3 days. Cloudy water or a thin, sticky film on the surface of tōfu indicates spoilage; so does an off odor. In both cases, discard the tōfu immediately. I do not recommend freezing fresh tōfu, because it changes the texture from creamy to grainy and spongy.

Sealed containers of tōfu should be refrigerated in their original packaging. Observe the sell-by date, adding no more than a few days to it before opening the package, and once the package has been opened, store as you would fresh tōfu, described above.

Sheets of fried tōfu and fried tōfu dumplings should be stored in their original packaging or transferred to a closed plastic bag; blanch or blot away excess oil just before using. As with other forms of fresh tōfu described above, fried tōfu products need to remain refrigerated until use and should be consumed within 2 days of the sell-by date listed on the package. Varieties imported from Japan are often frozen, resulting in a slightly chewy texture, but that is not a problem when making Treasure Boats or Sushi Pillows.



In Kyoto and the Kansai District (southwest provinces), dumplings such as these are sometimes called hiryōzu. If the Asian grocery where you shop imports products from Kansai vendors, you may find that name instead of ganmo or ganmodoki on the package. (The etymology of hiryōzu is interesting: The calligraphy translates as “flying dragon’s head,” which suggests Chinese roots, but it is also possible that the ideograms were chosen for their sounds, rather than their intrinsic meaning. The inspiration for this Kyoto term may have been filhó, the Portuguese word for a fried dumpling or fritter, which, when spoken by Portuguese missionaries of the seventeenth century, the Japanese heard as hi-ryō-zu.)

If you want to try making ganmodoki from scratch, see the recipe for Handmade Deep-fried Tōfu Dumplings.

Fried Tōfu Slices (abura agé),
Fried Tōfu Blocks (atsu agé)

To make these fried tōfu products, blocks of fresh firm bean curd are drained and weighted to press out excess liquid. When making abura agé, the drained block is cut into thin slices; when making atsu agé, the block is left whole for deep-frying. The size of fried tōfu slices varies with the proportions of the block of tōfu from which they are made. Most slices are 6 by 3½ inches.

When frying abura agé, a pocket of air forms in the center of each slice. These pockets can be pried open and stuffed with a variety of other ingredients, such as sushi rice (Sushi Pillows), thinly sliced vegetables (Treasure Boats), ground meat, or eggs to be poached. You can also cut fried tōfu slices into strips and use them in soups and stir-fried dishes.

Blocks of fried tōfu are commonly cut into cubes (each will be snowy white at the center, rimmed with a browned crust) and used in place of meat in stir-fried dishes.

A recipe may suggest that you briefly blanch the fried tōfu just before using, to remove the thin layer of oil that clings to the slices. Or a recipe may advise blotting up the excess oil with paper towels. Although the image of fried foods as undesirable persists, a single slice of blanched or blotted abura agé, typically weighing less than an ounce, has only 80 calories, the same amount as a small glass of low-fat milk. One-third of a block of fried tōfu, just under 2 ounces, has about 85 calories and the calcium equivalent of a small glass of whole milk.

Fried tōfu slices and blocks are readily available in tōfu shops and supermarkets throughout Japan. In America, locally made fried tōfu can be found in communities with a large Asian population, and imported fried tōfu can be found frozen in many Asian grocery stores.

Prying open slices of fried tōfu: In most Japanese households, where long cooking chopsticks are standard kitchen equipment, a single chopstick is used to open the slices, rolling pin style. Start from the closed end and roll the chopstick toward the cut edge. Alternatively, lay a slice of fried tōfu on the open palm of one hand and slap down on it with the other palm. This allows the air trapped inside the slice to escape from the cut edge. Gently pry the pouch open with your fingertips.
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Grilled Tōfu (yaki-dōfu)

Yaki-dōfu is firm tōfu that has been drained and weighted slightly to remove excess liquid and then grilled. It has obvious grill markings on both the top and the bottom surfaces of the blocks. The grilling adds pleasant toasty overtones that enhance the natural beanlike flavor. Yaki-dōfu is the tōfu of choice in Broiled Tōfu with Flavored Miso and in many one-pot dishes, including sukiyaki.

You can make home-grilled tōfu from firm or extra-firm tōfu by placing it under the broiler or on a grill; typically, home-grilled tōfu takes on a yellow cast and has less pronounced grill marks than the commercially made product.

Silken Tōfu (kinugoshi-dōfu)

Kinugoshi-dōfu (literally, “silk-strained tōfu”) is soft and delicate, with a glassy-smooth surface. It is the primary ingredient in Sesame-Crusted Tōfu and is also used in soups and Creamy Tōfu Sauce. However, it is too fragile for broiling with flavored miso sauces.

When freshly made, silken tōfu recalls warm, creamy custard with a delightfully nutty aftertaste. If you can find a source of high-quality, artisanally made silken tōfu in your community, enjoy it piping hot, or chill it and serve it icy cold. The former is a dish known as yu-dōfu, while the latter is called hiya yakkō. Both are served with only a drizzle of soy sauce and are accompanied by grated ginger, snipped chives, and other assorted condiments. I have a passion for fine tōfu, and when apartment hunting in Tokyo, chose my current location because of its proximity to two excellent tōfu shops.
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Fresh vegetables (clockwise from top left): Japanese-style sweet potato, Japanese eggplant, lotus root, burdock root (horizontal), kabocha squash, Japanese cucumbers, and Japanese leeks


    VEGETABLES

Information about the purchase, storage, or usage of various vegetables is helpful as reference, but can be disruptive of the flow of action, or needlessly repetitive, if placed within the recipes themselves. Instead, I created this mini-catalog, arranged in alphabetical order, by the primary name—sometimes Japanese, sometimes English, often a mixture of both—as it appears in the ingredient list of recipes in this book.

Bean Sprouts (moyashi)

An inexpensive vegetable that adds volume and texture to Chinese-style stir-fried and noodle dishes, moyashi can be sprouted from either mung beans or soybeans. Some markets sell already trimmed sprouts (their long, thread-thin ends have been snapped off), though untrimmed ones are fine for the ramen soup recipe in this book. Bean sprouts are highly perishable, so store them in the refrigerator and use within a day or two of purchase.

Bitter Melon (goya, also niga uri)

Eaten in many Asian and Polynesian cultures, bitter melon, which resembles a fat, bumpy cucumber, is a common ingredient in the markets and at table in Okinawa. In tropical and semitropical climates, eating it is thought to restore energy sapped by the heat. It is named for its distinctive bitter aftertaste, an astringency that can be kept partially under control by salting (and draining off the accumulated liquid) the melons or by cooking them with sour foods (vinegar, citrus fruit). In some Japanese markets, bitter melon is sold under the name niga uri (literally, “bitter melon”).

When shopping, look for bright green, bumpy-skinned, firm melons free of dark spots and light-colored splotches, two signs of spoilage. They should also feel fairly heavy in your hand. Lightweight bitter melons are usually beyond their prime, with loose seeds surrounded by dry and crumbly material down their center channel. Fresh bitter melon has a moist, spongy-soft center with seeds firmly embedded in it. Wrap loosely in a plastic storage bag; it will keep in the vegetable bin of your refrigerator for up to 5 days.

Burdock Root (gobō)

Fresh burdock root (illustrated here), sold at many Asian grocery stores outside Japan, is the only form worth buying, as the canned root is tasteless and the texture is often stringy. The best are beige, under a thin layer of dark soil left clinging to the exterior, and no thicker than the average felt-tipped marker. Avoid roots with a diameter of more than 1 inch; they are usually spongy at the core. The roots can be as short as 8 or 9 inches, but most are about 1 foot long. The vegetable should be sold with the dirt still clinging to it and then stored, with the dirt intact, in a paper bag in your refrigerator. It will remain fresh for weeks.

Rinse and scrape a burdock root just before using to retain as much aroma and nutrients as possible. Hold it under running cold water, lightly scratching away the soil with the back of your knife. The root’s woodsy aroma is concentrated in its outer layers, so avoid heavy scraping that would remove too much of the peel. Do not be alarmed to see the surface turning brown even as you scrape. Some Japanese soak burdock root in cold water to minimize the earthiness of its flavor; others abhor the practice. If you prefer a mild flavor, soak the burdock strips in plain cold water for about 2 minutes (do not be alarmed to see the water turn brown), then drain and cook immediately to preserve the nutrients.

[image: ] IN THE WASHOKU KITCHEN: soaking.

Chinese Cabbage (hakusai)

This leafy, pale, elliptically shaped cabbage is popular throughout the Orient. Its English name shows that its popularity in the West is due to its use in Chinese cooking. Some varieties are similar to napa cabbage. The hakusai grown and harvested in America is sweeter than its Japanese counterpart and quite delicious used raw in salads.

When buying, look for compact heads that feel fairly heavy for their size. Ribs should be a pearly white (though speckling on the outer ribs of the vegetable is quite common) and the leaves a pale to medium shade of green. Most produce markets will cut a large head in half or into quarters, lengthwise, for you if you need less than the average 2-pound head. Store wrapped in a clean kitchen towel in the vegetable bin of your refrigerator. It will stay fresh for about 1 week.

Daikon

Many daikon varieties are grown in Japan year-round. Some are plump and bulbous, and others are slender and tapered. Some are sharp, spicy, and crisp, making them perfect for grating as a condiment or for shredding into salads; others are mild and have a dense texture, making them more suitable for simmering and steaming. Several varieties harvested in the fall are dried in preparation for pickling (takuan) or for making kiriboshi daikon ribbons (below). A good daikon is firm and white, has a luminous cast (some varieties have a green “neck”), and feels hefty when held. Most varieties have a tuft of stiff, pale green stems with short, dark green ruffled leaves.

The entire vegetable is edible: stems and leaves can be pickled in brine (see Kitchen Harmony notes for Impatient Pickles) or blanched and tossed into soups (Miso Soup with Fried Tōfu, Leafy Greens, and Scallions); the peel can be shredded and sautéed (see Kitchen Harmony notes for Fiery Parsnips); the bottom of the root can be steamed (Steaming Radish Swathed in Citrusy Miso Sauce), cut into chunks and simmered in soups (Miso-Thickened Pork and Vegetable Soup; Temple Garden Chowder; Mushroom, Lotus Root, and Tōfu Chowder); or shredded (New Year’s Salad), and the top of the root (near the tufts of green leaves) can be grated and used as a condiment (Tempura Pancakes, Temple Vegetarian Style; Chilled Udon Noodle Salad; Flash-Seared Steak with Two Sauces; and Salt-Broiled Kingfish).

Store daikon wrapped in newspaper or paper towels in the vegetable bin of your refrigerator. It will remain crisp for 2 to 3 days (best for grating and shredding for salads) and then get a bit limp (it is still fine for steaming and braising). It is still good for pickling from 1 to 2 weeks after purchase. Peels can be accumulated and saved for the Fiery Parsnips for a week in a closed plastic bag.

Special note on grating daikon: Grated daikon is rich in vitamin C, which is thought to counteract the possible carcinogenic effects of charcoal-grilled foods. To preserve this air-sensitive nutrient, grate the radish just before eating. If you will be serving grated daikon with broiled fish, peel and grate it (preferably on a ceramic grater to avoid a metallic taste) while the fish cooks. Transfer the grated radish to a fine-mesh strainer lined with sarashi, lift up the corners of the cloth in a baglike shape, enclosing the grated radish, and squeeze gently to drain off excess liquid.
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Kiriboshi Daikon: Packages of kiriboshi daikon, or dried shredded daikon (illustrated here), are readily available outside Japan in Asian groceries. The shreds are straw or hay colored and somewhat pliable, and are packed in cellophane and stocked on shelves with other shelf-stable products. As with other dried foods, such as dried shiitaké mushrooms or dried apricots, flavor is concentrated, especially the sweeter tones.

Dandelion Greens (shungiku)

Shungiku, known as dandelion greens throughout most of North America, are the edible stalks and leaves of a variety of chrysanthemum. Occasionally available in local farmers’ markets in the fall and winter months in North America, these greens have a fresh herbal bite that perks up soups and casseroles. Seeds for growing your own dandelion greens are available from many seed catalogs.

When buying, look for deep green leaves; the smaller ones are usually more tender and less bitter than broad-leaved kinds. Any budding tips should be discarded before using. Wrap bunches of leafy greens in moist paper towels in an open plastic bag in the vegetable bin of your refrigerator; standing them upright, if space permits, will keep the stalks straight and crisp. They will stay fresh for 4 or 5 days. In Japan, dandelion greens are always blanched or cooked before eating.

[image: ] IN THE WASHOKU KITCHEN: blanching.

Édamamé (fresh green soybeans)

If you can find fresh soybeans in the pod at your local farmers’ market, you will be well rewarded for the extra effort it takes to pull the pods from the branches. Several stiff branches, usually with roots attached and earth still clinging to them, are bundled together to make a bunch; the green, slightly hairy bean pods dangle from the branches. After putting on kitchen or gardening gloves to protect your hands from being scratched, pluck the pods from the branches. To remove the fuzz from the pods, place them in a suribachi, the ideal tool for the job, with 1 tablespoon of coarse sea salt or kosher salt for every pound of pods. (You can also use a heavy-duty plastic bag.) Toss the beans in the salt, then gently rub them against the grooved surface of the mortar (or massage through the bag) to remove as much “fuzz” from the pods as possible. Transfer the pods to a strainer and shake to remove excess matter. Follow this procedure for all recipes in which fresh bean pods are specified.

With the growing interest in the nutritional power of soy foods, briefly blanched and flash-frozen soybeans in their pods are increasingly available in North American super-markets. In the recipes in this book, I provide instructions for preparing both fresh and frozen soybeans.

Japanese Cucumber (kyūri)

Tender and nearly seedless, Japanese cucumbers are fabulous. They average 8 inches in length and about ¾ inch in diameter, but like zucchini, cucumbers left on the vine for even a few extra days can become quite bulbous. Choose slender cucumbers with thornlike stubble on their skins, an indication that they have been recently picked. The stubble is easily rubbed off with a damp cloth or coarse salt; this technique is also done to remove aku (astringent bitterness). The salt often turns green in your hand as you rub, so don’t be alarmed.

Japanese cucumbers are fairly easy to grow and seeds are readily available. Kirby cucumbers, or other varieties that have edible skins and relatively few seeds, can be used when Japanese cucumbers are not available.
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Japanese Eggplant (nasu)

Many varieties of eggplant are available in Japan, all of them summer and fall crops. Some are large and bulbous (Kamo nasu from Kyoto), others are long and slender (naga nasu; illustrated here), and still others are no larger than my thumb (ko nasu). All are sleek and very dark purple (nearly black). True Japanese eggplants have dark stamens (petals), not green ones as I have seen at farmers’ markets in North America. The skins of all Japanese eggplants are tender and the flesh is nearly seedless.

Eggplants are best stored at cool room temperature. If you must refrigerate them because of space considerations, wrap them in newspaper or paper towels and place in an open plastic bag. Japanese eggplants are not that difficult to grow and seeds are available from many seed catalogs. Freshly picked eggplants will keep for up to a week.

Japanese Leek (naga negi)

The Japanese eat two kinds of negi, or onion: naga negi, or “long” onions, known in North America as Japanese leeks, and tama negi, or “round” onions, known in most American markets as yellow onions.

Japanese leeks (illustrated here) are naturally sweet, mild flavored, and highly aromatic when pan seared or grilled. They tend to be slender, rather than stubby, and sandy soil is rarely trapped between their layers, making them easier to clean. They are increasingly available at Asian groceries outside Japan and are worth tracking down in your community. Seeds are available from many catalog companies, and naga negi are fairly easy to grow.

House-grown varieties are available year-round, though naga negi was traditionally a cold-weather crop. Look for long, slender, smooth, pearly white stalks with short, bristly tufts (roots) still attached. Use the tough portions of the green tops for enriching stocks and soups.

Wrap in newspaper (dampened slightly if you live in a very dry climate) and keep on a cool, dark shelf in the pantry, or refrigerate. Japanese leeks will keep well for up to 10 days.

Japanese-Style Sweet Potato (Satsuma imo)

This tuber (illustrated here) hails from Satsuma, the historical name for Kagoshima Prefecture on the island of Kyushu. It probably originated in South America and traveled to Japan by way of Okinawa sometime early in the Edo period (seventeenth century). Until the early twentieth century, it is likely that most Japanese derived at least 10 percent of their nutrients from this potato (only the nobility could afford rice).

Today, sweet potatoes are eaten both as a snack and as a side dish. When the cold weather arrives, vendors selling stone-baked sweet potatoes from carts appear on streets in every city and village in Japan. In this book, you will find recipes for soups (Dark Miso Soup with Sweet Potato; Temple Garden Chowder) and side dishes (Sweet Potato Simmered with Kelp; Tempura Pancakes, Temple Vegetarian Style). Both the skin and the flesh are eaten. Japanese-style golden-fleshed, red-skinned sweet potatoes sold in North America are delicious in all of these recipes.
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Japanese White Turnip (kokabu)

Turnips sold in America usually have a tough skin (sometimes coated with inedible wax) and a reddish area near where the leaves grow, and it is rare to see the leaves attached. In contrast, Japanese turnips are small, white, sweet, and tender. They appear in markets, with their bushy tufts of green leaves attached, from early autumn through early summer, and they are extremely versatile. In the washoku kitchen, they are enjoyed thinly sliced and lightly salted to wilt in salads, lightly pickled in a sweet-and-sour brine, pickled in rice-bran mash, briefly simmered, and even grated and steamed. The leaves can be prepared as you would spinach, either ohitashi style (blanched and then “marinated” in smoky broth) or dressed with soy-seasoned, toasted, and crushed sesame. These tender turnips cook in less than a minute in broth to make either a puréed or miso-thickened soup. Garnish either soup with turnip leaves that have been blanched in salted water and finely chopped.

Kokabu are fairly easy to grow in temperate climates from mid-March through November; seeds are available from many catalogs. You will be well rewarded for growing your own. Store as you would any root vegetable; for extended storage, cut off the leaves, wrap in moist paper towels, and place in a plastic bag in the refrigerator.

Kabocha Squash

In Japan, most varieties of kabocha squash (illustrated here) come to market in the summer and early fall. Heirloom varieties such as kurokawa (black skinned), Edo (after the former name for Tokyo), and kikuza (chrysanthemum seat) have very dark, deeply grooved skins and pale yellow flesh. Recent hybrids, such as Ebisu (named after one of the seven Gods of Good Fortune) and kuri (as its name “chestnut” suggests, this squash has a sweet and nutty flavor), have mottled green skins and deep, orangey gold flesh. All varieties of kabocha squash are packed with carotene and the edible skin boasts large amounts of vitamin A.

Cooking time will vary widely depending on the variety and where it is grown. Squashes from New Zealand, Mexico, and Africa find their way to Japanese markets and some North American markets, too. With the exception of most African-grown squashes, these non-Japanese varieties tend to crumble more easily than the Japanese-grown crops.

Although some grocery stores sell segments or chunks, most markets sell the vegetable whole. It is highly versatile, suitable for both sweet and savory dishes, and stores well for weeks, so do not hesitate to buy a whole kabocha.

Store whole squashes at room temperature. After cutting, loosely wrap any pieces in plastic wrap and place in the vegetable bin of your refrigerator for up to 2 weeks.

You will need a sharp, heavy-bladed knife to cut through the tough outer layers of a kabocha. Ask your grocer to cut it in half for you when you buy it. To cut it into smaller wedges or chunks, always place the cut edge face down on your cutting board, so that the squash half remains steady as you apply pressure to your knife when cutting into smaller pieces.
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Kampyō (dried gourd ribbons)

Large, pale pumpkinlike gourds called fukubé are spiral cut into long, ½-inch-wide ribbons, which are then dried for several days. The ribbons (illustrated here) remain pliable, despite the drying. They are sold in cellophane bags, each bag containing either uncut ribbons (about a yard long) or very short ones (about 6 inches long). I suggest you buy the uncut ribbons, which are easier to use when tying up edible packages such as the Treasure Boats. Store the gourd ribbons in a closed plastic bag on a cool, dark shelf; they will keep for months.

Komatsuna (leafy green)

In Japan, this calcium-rich leafy green (illustrated here, at left) appears in markets nearly year-round, although early autumn through the New Year holiday is considered shun, the peak of flavor. It can be cooked as you cook spinach. In the washoku kitchen, ohitashi style (blanched and then “marinated” in smoky broth) is the most common preparation, with goma aé (blanched leaves tossed in soy-seasoned crushed sesame) a close second. Komatsuna is also good dressed in a creamy sesame and miso sauce or a creamy tōfu sauce.

[image: ] IN THE WASHOKU KITCHEN: blanching.

Kyoto Red Carrot (Kyō ninjin)

During the cold winter months, especially at New Year’s time, Kyō ninjin come to markets throughout Japan. Grown around Kyoto from heirloom seeds, the long, intensely red carrots are incredibly sweet when cooked, though they are not especially suitable for eating raw.

Seeds for growing your own red carrots are available from several seed catalogs in the United States. Store the red carrots as you would any carrots. The tops are edible, although often quite bitter. Blanch briefly and squeeze out excess moisture before eating.

Lotus Root (renkon, hasu)

Called both renkon and hasu in Japanese, lotus root (illustrated here) is often found fresh in Asian markets and groceries in the spring and fall. Typically harvested from muddy marshes as a string, or chain, of oblong roots, the vegetable frequently comes to market cut into small segments of a few ounces each.

Buy firm, unscarred segments with clean canals. You can check the latter two ways: if a cut surface permits, peek inside to see the many hollow channels, or tap the roots to make sure they sound hollow.

When peeling and slicing lotus root, use a stainless-steel or ceramic blade to prevent discoloration. Immediately soak the cut pieces in acidulated water (1 tablespoon vinegar for every cup of cold water) to prevent further discoloration.

To blanch lotus root, mix a fresh batch of vinegar and water in a nonreactive pot and bring to a boil. Drain the soaking slices and blanch them in the boiling water for 1 minute. Drain but do not refresh under cold water.

[image: ] IN THE WASHOKU KITCHEN: soaking.

Mountain Yam (yama imo)

This is one of several tuber vegetables the Japanese enjoy for its mild flavor and slippery, crunchy texture. It is eaten raw, crudité style, accompanied by flavored dips and sauces; grated to make a creamy sauce for fresh tuna; used as a binder when making soba noodles or tōfu dumplings; and steamed and mashed to make dumplings or croquettes.

You need to peel the yam before using it. Work with caution, because the exposed surface is very slippery. I recommend you wear thin, disposable latex gloves or hold the peeled tuber by one end wrapped with paper towels. This will ensure a firm grip and also eliminate the chance that your hands may begin to itch. An enzyme in the freshly peeled tuber sometimes causes temporary irritation to the skin. Should this happen to you, rinse your hands in vinegar or lemon juice.

When using grated yam as a binder, a single tablespoon (about 1 ounce raw) will bind about 8 ounces of densely pressed tōfu.

[image: ] IN THE WASHOKU KITCHEN: grinding.

Snow Pea (endomamé)

Many Asian cuisines use snow peas. The snow peas available in Japanese markets have tender pods encasing very small, rather sweet peas. The Japanese trim the pea pods before blanching them briefly. To trim, strip each pod of its “string” by snapping back the base (this is where the snow pea was attached to the vine) and pulling along the top. The Japanese like to keep the opposite end, the tuft end, intact. Most American markets, however, sell snow peas with these hairlike extensions removed.

Snow peas require only brief cooking. Bring water to a rolling boil in a small saucepan and blanch the peas for just 1 minute. To preserve their full flavor and crisp texture, drain them and let cool naturally, rather than shocking them with cold water. Since the pea pods cannot easily be squeezed after soaking them in cold water, the peas become waterlogged, losing flavor and nutrients.

[image: ]

Dried vegetables (clockwise from top left): kampyō and kiriboshi daikon




End of sample
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