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How to use this Ebook
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Look out for linked text (which is underlined and in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.
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Introduction

I have said many times that I consider myself to be an ordinary housewife, and in so many ways that is what I still am. I still prepare meals for my husband, family and friends and I still look after the house and the housework. But there are not many housewives who have had the opportunities to travel as extensively and meet so many people as I have and I am truly thankful for those chances.

I have been able to look at Japan from the outside, to see my compatriots and most importantly for me, look at Japanese food and its character. I believe that it is impossible to truly know your own country without looking at it from the outside and seeing how it is viewed by others. This applies to my journey with Japanese cuisine.

My first two books, Harumi’s Japanese Cooking and Harumi’s Japanese Home Cooking were created from recipes that I made for my readers in Japan. This book, Everyday Harumi, has been created in a completely different way and in one that reflects my own personal journey. So what has happened? I think that I have, through my travels, friendships and work come to understand how different cultures work like different languages. There are things that can be translated directly while some concepts need to be explained more fully. What is at the heart of Japanese food are the building blocks, the tools we work with and I am hoping that with this book, you will discover what Japanese cuisine is and how to cook it for yourself.

I believe that eating healthily is an essential principle in Japanese food. It is lighter than other cuisines, it is low in fat and is particularly low in dairy. It is not a vegetarian cuisine but it recognizes the crucial importance of vegetables in the overall balance of a meal. It also places importance on eating vegetables seasonally and I get great pleasure from taking the time to select vegetables that are at their best. I really love the addition of at least one or two vegetable dishes to a meal, especially if the vegetables are still nice and crunchy, and you will find in this book a wide array of delicious recipes for vegetables.
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Japanese portions also tend to be smaller, helping to keep people slim. If you want to lose weight I recommend you look to adopting a Japanese diet and eat less in volume but more in terms of good things like vegetables – two of the central principles of Japanese food.

Many of the recipes contained in this book are the staples of home cooking in Japan. They reflect the average family’s repertoire. These recipes are very simple as I hope that they will help introduce you to typical Japanese sauces and dressings and ways of cooking that might be very new but are not difficult.

There is a different way of both cooking and eating in Japan to that in Western cultures. I think it can be said that Japanese food is primarily about variety; variety of flavours and textures and this should drive your selection of recipes. I would never prepare a meal of just deep-fried dishes, equally we would not serve only tofu recipes.

It is also about certain flavours and ingredients. Many recipes are based on a mixture of soy sauce, mirin, dashi and sake and without these ingredients it would be hard to create a real Japanese flavour. I made this book in Britain and as I was creating the recipes, I was checking what was available, trying to find simple ways of bringing Japanese food to the table. But as I was cooking I was also learning about the differences in ingredients and discovering new flavours.

Presentation is another essential element in Japanese food. Food should be presented with thought and care. I love spending time choosing the right plates or bowls to serve food on – I want the designs of the dishes to complement and work with my cooking. The serving dishes you choose don’t necessarily have to be expensive but they do have to suit the food as well as match the occasion.
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Equally, I enjoy thinking about what type of drink to serve with my food and I will offer ice cold Japanese beer, hot or cold sake, shochu or wine, depending on the flavours of the food and the season.

Presentation is not just a matter of choosing the dishes to serve your food on, it is also important how the food itself looks. I am always very concerned about how ingredients are prepared and am usually quite specific about the size into which ingredients should be cut. Obviously, part of this is due to the fact that in Japan we traditionally eat with chopsticks and so need to have food in easy to eat portions, but I think it also affects the taste of the ingredient. I suggest you try cutting fresh ginger in different ways if you want to understand what I mean – minced, finely julienned, sliced or simply peeled – each way creates a different taste.

In Japanese there are many words for the different styles of cutting and I must admit I often find it frustrating trying to find the equivalent words in English. In fact, if you go to any bookshop in Japan and look in the cookery section you will find that any cookbook for beginners contains sections on the different ways in which vegetables, meat and fish can be cut. I think this is one of those areas where it is hard to translate, but if you want to replicate Japanese food it is a good element to work at.

Like most people who enjoy cooking, I love wandering around local markets and supermarkets. Even though I was in London to work on this book, I greatly enjoyed looking around the many food stores and seeing what was available. It all looked so different from my supermarket in Japan. The opportunity to experiment with new ingredients and create new recipes has been very inspiring for me.

So what is different between Japanese and Western ingredients? I think that one of the obvious differences is the size of the vegetables. For example, aubergines are very small in Japan, as are cucumbers. Other differences are less obvious, carrots and ginger are softer and easier to chop and grate in Japan and we have more types of mushrooms. Leeks are one of the biggest differences. In Japan we have a whole range of different leeks and once their names are translated it does not always give you the exact same ingredient.

As for meat, again the selection is quite different. We value some fat on or in meat. It adds flavour and makes it tender when cooked. I can find chicken thighs without bones but with skin in any supermarket. I can also easily find minced chicken at home – but in London I had to go to a butchers and ask specifically for it to be made.

Fish was a real surprise. I found the most delicious fish in London and would recommend the mackerel to anyone. However, it was hard to find the same range of fish as we have in Japan, especially the range of sashimi (raw fish).

I also came to realize that not only were the ingredients different but people’s choices were different, too. I have asked many non-Japanese ‘what do you always have in your refrigerator?’ and have been surprised by the replies. I usually have daikon, tofu and natto whereas in London it seemed that broccoli and celery were most common.

So how can we bridge the gap between Japan and the rest of the world in terms of cooking? Some would say that without all the ingredients being Japanese it is impossible to make authentic Japanese food. I have even heard that some Japanese chefs working outside of Japan will have water imported from Japan in order to create absolutely ‘authentic’ Japanese food. I think this is extreme and would not for one moment suggest that you need to do that to make a Japanese meal at home. Certainly, even within the geographical borders of Japan there are many differences in the natural ingredients of each area as there are differences in these ingredients, depending on the season.

Good quality ingredients, wherever they come from, should be celebrated, eaten seasonally whenever possible and treated with respect when prepared. Nearly all can be used in Japanese food, the trick is to select the right sauce, dressing or preparation for the specific ingredient. In this book, I have tried to present a wide variety of very basic, typically Japanese recipes and I think you will be able to create fantastic meals using these simple flavours and easy methods. There are however, some specific ingredients and sauces that I consider to be essential to cook a Japanese meal, which I have listed on the following pages. I think it is worth buying these items and keeping them in your cupboard or refrigerator so you can, when the mood takes you, create a Japanese meal with whatever other ingredients you happen to have. In fact, I think that Japanese housewives who are still the main cooks at home, though it is changing, are probably the most competent cooks in the world with store cupboards full of international ingredients. We can cook Japanese one night, followed by Chinese, by Italian or Thai. We love trying food from around the world and have the building blocks to be able to create many types of cuisine. I think I am lucky to live in a culture that really loves food – all types as long as it is good!

I would like to see people around the world doing the same with Japanese food, being able to say ‘I fancy eating Japanese tonight, what shall I make?’ and then making it easily.

The recipes in this book are all dishes I like to cook everyday at home. So as long as you have the staple store cupboard ingredients they should all be quick and easy to make and I hope you enjoy making them as much as I do.
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Store cupboard essentials

So what do you need to get started? I think these are all absolute essentials for your store cupboard:


Japanese rice

Japanese soy sauce

mirin

katsuobushi (dried fish flakes)/and or instant dashi stock

toasted sesame seeds

miso

sake

rice vinegar

noodles like soba and udon

tofu

potato starch (katakuriko)

konbu seaweed

nori seaweed

wasabi

fresh ginger and garlic

caster sugar


With these essentials, you can create most of the sauces and dressings in this book and make a large variety of easy everyday Japanese meals. The sauces and dressings on the following pages are very much the cornerstones of many dishes and can be made in advance and stored in the fridge, thereby making it easier to just create a recipe.


Japanese rice

Rice is a central ingredient in Japanese cuisine. For us it is one of the most important elements of a meal. I love the simplicity and taste of a bowl of Japanese white rice – it is something I always long for after a trip overseas.

If you get to know the taste of Japanese rice you will soon realise that the flavour changes according to where it is grown, when it is harvested and what variety it is. So when I am planning a dish I am always thinking about which rice to use. Unfortunately, there are not so many varieties of Japanese rice available outside Japan but if you have the opportunity to try a new one, please do so.

Japanese rice is very special
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