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About the Book

Japan is the pre-eminent food nation on earth. The Japanese go to the most extraordinary lengths and expense to eat the finest, most delectable, and downright freakiest food imaginable. Their creativity, dedication and ingenuity, not to mention courage in the face of dishes such as cod sperm, whale penis and octopus ice cream, is only now beginning to be fully appreciated in the sushi-saturated West, as are the remarkable health benefits of the traditional Japanese diet.

Inspired by Shizuo Tsuji’s classic book, Japanese Cooking, A Simple Art, food and travel writer Michael Booth sets off to take the culinary pulse of contemporary Japan, learning fascinating tips and recipes that few westerners have been privy to before. Accompanied by two fussy eaters under the age of six, he and his wife travel the length of the country, from bear-infested, beer-loving Hokkaido to snake-infested, seaweed-loving Okinawa.

Along the way, they dine with – and score a surprising victory over – sumos; meet the indigenous Ainu; drink coffee at the dog café; pamper the world’s most expensive cows with massage and beer; discover the secret of the Okinawan people’s remarkable longevity; share a seaside lunch with free-diving, female abalone hunters; and meet the greatest chefs working in Japan today. Less happily, they trash a Zen garden, witness a mass fugu slaughter, are traumatised by an encounter with giant crabs, and attempt a calamitous cooking demonstration for the lunching ladies of Kyoto. They also ask, ‘Who are you?’ to the most famous TV stars in Japan.

What do the Japanese know about food? Perhaps more than anyone on else on earth, judging by this fascinating and funny journey through an extraordinary food-obsessed country.


About the Author

Michael Booth is a travel writer and journalist who contributes regularly to Condé Nast Traveller, the Independent on Sunday and Monocle, among many other publications at home and abroad. His last book, Doing Without Delia, was Book of the Week on Radio 4.

www.michael-booth.com
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Chapter 1

Toshi

‘HA! YOU SO fat you not see your dankon for years! You pants too small. You so fat, sun go down when you bend over!’

It was a characteristically abusive and, I should stress, not entirely accurate conclusion to what had started off as a perfectly temperate discussion about the relative merits of French and Japanese cuisines.

I had recently had dinner at the feted French restaurant, Sa.Qua.Na, in Honfleur on the Normandy coast. The chef, Alexandre Bourdas, is a fast-rising culinary star in France and I had innocently remarked on his lightness of touch, and the freshness of his raw ingredients, drawing what turned out to be a rash comparison between his food and Japanese cooking. I knew that Bourdas had worked in Japan for three years, so it didn’t seem too outlandish to suggest that his cooking had been influenced by the food he had eaten there.

I ought to have known this would be a red rag to my friend Katsotoshi Kondo.

‘What you know about Japan food, huh?’ he snapped. ‘You think you know anything about Japan food? Only in Japan! You can not taste it here in Europe. This man is nothing like Japan food. Where is tradition? Where is seasons? Where is meaning? Tu connais rien de la cuisine Japonaise. Pas du tout!’ From experience I knew that this sudden switching of languages was a bad sign, as was the pouting. I had to get my retaliation in before he detonated fully.

‘I know enough about it to know how dull it is,’ I said. ‘Japanese food is all about appearance, you don’t know anything about flavour. Where’s the comfort, the warmth, the hospitality? No fat, no flavour. What have you got? Raw fish, noodles, deep-fried vegetables – and you stole all that from Thailand, the Chinese, the Portuguese. Doesn’t matter though does it? You just dunk it in soy sauce and it all tastes the same, right? All you need to make good Japanese food is a sharp knife and a good fishmonger. What else is there? Ooh, don’t tell me, cod sperm and whale meat. Mmm, got to get me some of those.’

I had met Toshi while training at the Cordon Bleu cooking school in Paris a couple of years earlier. A tall, austere half-Japanese, half-Korean man in his late twenties, he was wrapped in many layers of inscrutability, but had a subversive, dry sense of humour lurking behind the gruff, Beat Takeshi facade.

While the rest of us would wear our chef’s whites for days until we looked like a walking Jackson Pollock, Toshi was always immaculately turned out. His plates were always perfect: his food presented just so, with ample white space surrounding it: his knives always fearsomely sharp. But he had clashed with the French chefs who taught us. They invariably marked him down because he refused to cook fish for more than a few seconds, and he served vegetables with a crunchy bite, rather than soft all the way through as they preferred. This seeded in Toshi a lingering resentment towards the French and their cuisine but still he stayed on in Paris, partly, I suspect, out of a sheer bloody-minded determination to single-handedly educate the locals in the superior ways of Japanese cooking.

‘The French know Japan food like she know sex,’ he once told me, pointing to a passing nun.

After graduating, Toshi went to work in a Japanese restaurant in the sixth arrondissement, the kind of thoroughly authentic place – virtually invisible from the street but a haven of serenity within – that registered only on the radar of Japanese tourists. We kept in touch and met up from time to time to eat and talk food, our get-togethers usually descending into a childish rally of insults.

But this time things ended slightly differently. ‘OK, just shut up, OK?’ Toshi said, his head disappearing beneath the table as he fished around in his satchel. ‘I have something for you. You stupid, you read.’

He handed me a large hardback with a blurry painting of a leaping fish on the cover. Momentarily taken aback, I promised to read it and thanked Toshi. This was embarrassing. He had never given me anything before. It had taken me some time to explain to him the concept of buying a round of drinks, for instance. It was clearly an expensive book too and, though it sounds ridiculous given the times Toshi had ranted at me and called me a ‘no-brain-whitey-gaijin’, for the first time, as I held the book on my lap on the bus home, I began to understand how keenly he must have felt the slights from me and our teachers at Le Cordon Bleu.

The book was Japanese Cooking: A Simple Art, by Shizuo Tsuji, a new edition of the original published in 1979. Introductions by Ruth Reichl, the editor of Gourmet magazine, as well as the legendary US food writer, the late M. F. K. Fisher, served notice that this was no ordinary food book. As I would later discover, it is still the pre-eminent English-language Japanese food reference source, the bible of Japanese cooking for a generation of Japanophile food lovers throughout the world.

‘This is much more than a cookbook,’ writes Reichl. ‘It is a philosophical treatise.’

There are recipes, of course, over two hundred of them covering grilling, steaming, simmering, salads, deep frying, sushi, noodles and pickling – many of the dishes unfamiliar to me – but along the way Tsuji also covers everything from the spiritual meaning of rice, to the role of tableware in Japanese cuisine. ‘No Japanese, however humble, would think of serving food on just any old plate, relying on flavour alone to please,’ he writes. Tsuji emphasises the fundamental importance of the seasons in Japanese food: in Japan ingredients with a particularly brief seasonal window are often celebrated with a quasi-spiritual verve by cooks and diners. I learned, too, that the Japanese employ a number of virtually flavourless ingredients – tofu, burdock and something called konnyaku, ‘a dense, gelatinous, dark brown to hazy grey cake’, made by peeling, cooking, pounding and coagulating a root called the ‘devil’s tongue’ – purely for their texture and mouth feel. Others, such as ‘steam-processed bonito filets, dried to wood-like hardness and shaved into flakes’, or the fearful-sounding fermented soybean breakfast dish of natto were, to me, mystifying. There seemed to be a remarkable array of fermented foodstuffs – from miso to soy to natto, not forgetting (how could one?) fermented sea slug entrails – all of which belied the impression I had of the Japanese as being fussy about ‘rotten’ foods, like cheese or yoghurt.

I knew that the Japanese were wary of applying heat to their food, but Tsuji writes breezily about a dish in which ‘chicken is tinged with pink near the bone’ (in fact, it turns out that chicken sashimi – raw chicken – is not uncommon in Japan), and more generally of an overriding obsession with freshness and simplicity in cooking which mitigated against excessive application of heat.

At times I detected a note of condescension, albeit wrapped in a tissue of humility: ‘Many of our foods may seem thin and lacking in substance,’ he writes in his preface. ‘But you must learn to look for the subtle, natural aroma and flavour of ingredients.’ Occasionally subsequent developments in global food trends had rendered his concern for the squeamish sensibilities of the Western palate a little outdated: ‘The best-loved food in Japan, sashimi – sliced raw fish – often seems unbearably exotic, almost bordering on the barbaric, and requiring a great sense of gastronomic adventure and fortitude to down!’

More troubling was the lack of desserts. There are literally none in A Simple Art. If this was a reflection of Japanese cuisine in general, it would be cause for more than a few moments of sombre reflection. It was like hearing about a people who never laughed. Perhaps Tsuji just didn’t have a sweet tooth, I thought to myself, and read on.

Throughout five hundred pages of what Fisher calls the ‘delicate pageantry’ of Japanese cuisine, what struck me above all was how prescient so much of Tsuji’s writing seemed. The mantra of local, fresh, seasonal food; a diet featuring less dairy and meat; more vegetables and fruit; all of it prepared with the minimum of meddling from the chef and a deep respect for the ingredients, resonated precisely with contemporary thinking in the West. Though written almost thirty years ago, this was still a thoroughly modern food book with important, perhaps critical, lessons for us all.

Reflecting on the eponymous simplicity of Tsuji’s recipes, it seemed to me a colossal oversight that, while it is perfectly normal for us to cook Indian, Thai, Chinese, French, Italian and even Mexican or Hungarian food at home (I even made a German dish once), we hardly ever try to make Japanese food – and if we do it will most likely be a poor approximation of sushi. Even when we eat Japanese food in restaurants, it will be the inevitable nigiri and maki with the same half dozen toppings, or perhaps inexpertly cooked tempura. But, according to Tsuji, not only is Japanese food remarkably healthy and delicious, it is also a cinch to make. It doesn’t rely on slow-cooked stocks or tricky sauces, nor does it require extensive preparation. According to Tsuji you don’t even need to mix your tempura batter properly – it is supposed to be lumpy.

Though, of course, I could never admit as much to Toshi, Tsuji’s writing had a profound effect on me. I had heard chefs waffle on about simplicity, and ‘letting the ingredients speak for themselves’, about how they only cook seasonal, local food, and so on – they all said the same thing. While conducting interviews for magazines and newspapers I had spent many a glassy-eyed hour listening to them drone on – but their fussy, complicated food invariably undermined the platitudes. Yet here was a writer, and a national cuisine, that embodied all those sentiments.

There was another reason why A Simple Art fascinated me. Three years of committed eating in Paris had taken its toll. I had perilously high levels of cholesterol – for every Michelin star I had sampled, it seemed as if I had added one of the company’s tyres to my waist. A flight of stairs left me winded and I was already beginning to worry about how, in the near future, I would be able to put my socks on in the morning. Toshi had taken to poking me in the belly, then pretending to have lost his finger. He, of course, was whippet slim and fit. His grandmother, he said, had recently turned ninety-seven and still tended her garden. Did I know the Japanese lived longer than any other race on earth? he asked. And did I know why? Diet.

‘You know, you start eat Japan food now, maybe you live to sixty,’ Toshi goaded. ‘I live to one hundred because always eat tofu, fish, soy, miso, vegetables, rice.’ He made outlandish health claims for various Japanese foodstuffs: shiitake mushrooms cured cancer, apparently, and daikon radish could prevent acne. Lotus root reduced cholesterol, he said, and, patting my barren forehead, I really should start eating more wakame seaweed as it was guaranteed to cure baldness (‘You ever see bald Japan man? Huh?’). According to Toshi, soybeans were a miracle product that reduced cholesterol, prevented cancer and helped people live for ever.

I began reading more about Japanese food. Or, rather, I didn’t. Because, astonishingly, though three decades have passed since it was published; as far as serious, authoritative English-language books on Japanese cuisine go, Shizuo Tsuji’s is still pretty much the beginning and the end. There are dozens of books on sushi, of course (though, as I would discover, few that do justice to the true majesty of a master sushi chef); some writing on the health benefits of the Japanese diet; and a couple on Westernised Japanese cooking, known as yoshuku in Japan (The Wagamama Cookbook, for instance); but precious little about the current state of Japanese food, about what they are eating in Japan right now and the direction their cuisine is going in.

Troublingly, in the late seventies Tsuji was already observing the decline of traditional Japanese cuisine: ‘I am sorry to say our own cuisine is no longer authentic. It has been polluted with frozen foods,’ he writes, later adding that foreign influence had also had an insidious effect on the palates of the Japanese. In particular he bemoans their new found taste for frozen tuna which, he says, is ‘ruining the tradition of Japan’s cuisine’.

How had things developed since he wrote those words, I wondered? Was there anything left of the authentic Japanese cooking Tsuji described, or had his countrymen surrendered to the tyranny of the Colonel and the Clown with the rest of us?

Shortly after finishing the book, the same day Toshi had given it to me, I made a rash, impulsive and, it would turn out, life-changing decision. I decided I had no other choice but to go and see, and taste, for myself; to travel to Japan and investigate the state of Japanese food today, to learn as much as I could about their techniques and ingredients, and find out whether or not Tsuji’s dire predictions had come true. Was there still much we could learn from the Japanese about cooking, or was A Simple Art now nothing more than an elegy for a lost culinary tradition? Were Toshi’s claims about the longevity of the Japanese and the amazing health benefits of their diet true, and if so, would it be possible to introduce any of them into a Western life? Was Japanese cooking at all compatible with Western living? And did they really use sock glue instead of garters, as Toshi claimed?

I would travel to Japan, and slowly, methodically, greedily work my way from the northernmost island of Hokkaido, south to Tokyo, then on to Kyoto, Osaka, Fukuoka and the islands of Okinawa, eating, interviewing, learning and exploring along the way. I wanted to sample the indigenous ingredients, learn about the philosophy, the techniques and, of course, the health benefits of Japanese food. I badly needed to lose some weight too of course, and to start eating more healthily, but had found that the options for that in the West – low-fat yoghurts, Weight Watchers meals – held little appeal. Tsuji’s book, on the other hand, had revealed a world of beautiful, healthy, simple food that I could easily envisage eating, if I could only learn to make it for myself.

Tentatively, I raised the idea with my wife, Lissen, that evening.

‘God, that’s a brilliant idea,’ she said. ‘I would love to go to Japan. Can you imagine how great it would be to travel there with the kids. It would be something they would remember for the rest of their lives. Imagine!’

‘Wait, no. Ermm. I didn’t really mean . . . you know, I don’t really think . . . research . . . interviews and things like that . . .’ I said.

But it was too late. I could tell by the way she was looking through me that her imagination was already elsewhere, captivated by visions of lavish kimonos; kneeling in contemplative Zen repose before an immaculately raked gravel garden; or staggering beneath the weight of gilded boxes through a never-ending Duty Free cosmetics bonanza. And I knew from experience that there was no use even trying to fight it.

Actually, that was fine by me. Like a lot of modern dads I suffer from a constant nagging guilt about the amount of time I spend – or rather don’t spend – with my children. I don’t have a proper job, which means I never really have proper holidays either. I hadn’t taken such a thing for over five years. But the idea of a flaccid poolside fortnight in some rented villa, or worse, a trip to Disneyland, made me feel itchy and depressed. Here, though, was a way I could combine work and family; a way for me to share a passion for food with my children and perhaps plant a spore of curiosity that would grow within them and bond us over the years to come. In truth, it was a selfish decision in so many ways, which is why it feels fraudulent to dress it up as some kind of noble parenting sacrifice. I was burning to spend time in Japan, but I crumble if I don’t see my family for more than a few days.

*

That early August night I booked four open tickets to Japan, instead of one, and began to map out a workable route through what Toshi had assured me were the pulse points of Japan’s culinary culture.

We would take a foodie family road trip lasting just under three months. We were going to fly to Tokyo, where we would spend three weeks gently acclimatising (an absurd notion, looking back). Tokyo was, Toshi told me, the restaurant capital of Japan with more, and more diverse, restaurants than anywhere else in the country. This was where we would find the best sushi, as well as the best tempura restaurants in Japan, along with numerous other surprises (he offered this last bit of information with a knowing smirk).

From there we would fly north to the island of Hokkaido, a place in utter contrast to the urban intensity of Tokyo, with wide open spaces, a far more relaxed vibe and stunning seafood. We would be based in its capital, Sapporo, for around ten days.

Then, we would head back to the island of Honshu, where Tokyo is, but this time go further south to Kyoto, the former royal capital and still the spiritual and cultural heart of Japan. This, Toshi said, was kaiseki country – the elaborate multi-course formal dinner, Japan’s answer to haute cuisine, yet far more refined, far more complex and, according to him, leagues better. I should be sure to try the tofu, too, which was the finest and freshest in the world.

After three weeks in Kyoto, with day trips to various other places (we should make sure to visit the sacred mountain of Koya-san, Toshi said, and Kobe would offer some familiar Western comforts), a short train ride would take us to the modern metropolis of Osaka. I didn’t need Toshi to tell me the food here was radically different from Kyoto. François Simon, the esteemed restaurant critic of Le Monde, had enthused about it when I’d interviewed him earlier in the year; he’d gone as far as to call it the most exciting food city in the world.

A much anticipated journey by bullet train would then take us further south-east to Fukuoka, on the island of Kyushu. Toshi didn’t say much about Fukuoka, other than that we would love it and to make sure I tried the local ramen noodles, but he became truly enthused when talk turned to Okinawa, our last destination. This wasn’t really Japan, he said, it was Japan but different, with a unique food culture and way of life. If I wanted to know the secret of how to live to a hundred, this was the place to find it – it has more centenarians than anywhere else in the world, apparently. We set aside another two weeks here.

From Okinawa, we would return to Tokyo for a few more days before flying home.

I had no idea whether it was realistic to attempt such a journey with young children in tow, but I knew I wanted them to see and experience as much as possible of Japan and the Japanese.

Asger, six, and Emil, four, had never travelled beyond Europe. Asger was as fussy an eater as I had been at his age, which meant his diet was restricted largely to potato-based foodstuffs shaped like dinosaurs. Meanwhile Emil was cursed with a hair-trigger oesophagus, to the point that we had all grown accustomed – blasé even – to the smell of aged vomit on clothing and furniture. What on earth were they going to eat?

I, meanwhile, had no definable image of Japan beyond the clichéd cinematic polarities of Lost in Translation and Kurosawa, and no grasp of the language beyond the few words of polite greeting Toshi had taught me, which I suspected were almost certainly rank obscenities (and, you know what? They were).

What was the real Japan like? Was it navigable? How did the Japanese live and, amid the liquid crystal canyons and the concrete, the geometric gardens and the snow-capped mountains, the Gothic Lolitas and the geishas, would there be space, let alone a welcome, for a small, curious (in both senses) family from the West?


Chapter 2

A Flaming Comet Over Braintree

WE ARE SITTING by the window on the wing of a 747. I turn idly from my video screen and look out to see vaporised liquid gushing from the far engine. My stomach summersaults.

Petrol.

I glance round. Asger is sitting beside me spellbound, his mouth gaping in front of a video screen which, I only now notice, he has somehow switched from cartoons to Reservoir Dogs. Emil is similarly entranced by the tray table in front of him, which he is opening and closing for the 827th time. Lissen is reading a book. Only I see the petrol. Perhaps I am imagining it. I look again. But it is still flowing. Should I alert the stewardess?

The captain’s voice comes over the tannoy. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I am afraid we have a small problem with one of our engines. We are having to jettison our fuel in preparation for a return to Heathrow. This is normal procedure, so please don’t be alarmed. I will let you know as soon as we have made arrangements for landing.’

Two hours into our twelve-hour flight to Narita International Airport and, at best, we will have to return to London and endure an interminable wait at an interminable terminal, at worst we will end our lives in a flaming comet of death over Braintree.

You will have deduced that we didn’t die, but we endured something perhaps worse: five hours in the purgatory of Heathrow Terminal 4, rummaging like refugees for something edible to stave off our hunger, eventually making do with Pret A Manger sushi – wet, flavourless and indigestible. The memory of that sushi would at least be instructive by way of comparison with the sushi we would eat during the coming months, but at the time it really did seem as if our trip was cursed from the start.

‘It’s an omen,’ I muttered glumly as I swallowed cold, nutty rice. ‘If things have started to go wrong already, what hope have we got?’

‘Michael, we haven’t even left England yet,’ said Lissen, calmly. ‘I am sure everything will be fine.’


Chapter 3

The Pledge

BEFORE WE RETURN our tray tables to the upright position and prepare to land in Japan, there are a few things I would like to clarify. I have been told that, occasionally, I am susceptible to making cheap jokes at the expense of others. I may also sometimes be guilty of casual racism (the Italians have suffered most from this, largely because Italian males are so preposterous); and am prone to knee-jerk prejudice; so I thought I had better lay down some ground rules, just a few guidelines for me really; things I am keen to avoid with this book, things we have all seen countless times before in depictions of Japan and the Japanese; lazy stereotypes, old jokes and insulting generalisations. With this in mind I have drawn up a list of pledges to which I hereby swear to adhere, for as long as I can.

I hereby pledge never to score cheap points at the expense of the Japanese people’s confusion regarding the pronunciation of the letters ‘r’ and ‘l’.

Neither will I make jokes about their height.

There will be no bemused riffs about the technological complexity of Japanese toilets.

However odd I may find certain aspects of Japanese culture, I will at no point refer to visiting Japan as ‘the closest you can get to going to another planet while still on earth’.

I will not quote from badly translated menus (you want ‘furenchi furais’ with that?) nor mock the creative use of English in automobile names, like the Mazda Friendee Bongo, or T-shirt slogans or shop names (like the one called Nudy Boy I saw in Tokyo).

This isn’t going to be easy, is it?

I will not sneak around photographing teenage girls dressed like Gothic Lolitas without them knowing.

At no point will I allow myself to descend into a kind of hushed reverence when confronted with examples of high Japanese culture I do not, and never will, understand (like, ‘I don’t really understand this kabuki/Zen garden/calligraphy, but I have a powerful sense that it is really deep so I am going to whisper and back away slowly’).

I will not invoke the film Blade Runner when describing Japanese cities by night.

I will not make jokes about the war, kamikaze pilots, sumo wrestlers, the way I ‘admire the Japanese for sticking with chopsticks even after they found out about forks’, nor their uniformity of hair types.

Let’s see how we get on, shall we?


Chapter 4

No Broccoli

TOKYO BY NIGHT left us dumbstruck. We stepped out of our taxi into the warm, thick late August air to be swamped by the ceaseless tide of people that flows from Shinjuku station day and night. The four of us stood there for a few moments, floodlit and flabbergasted as thousands of people swarmed around us like swallows.

We had arrived in Tokyo a few hours earlier that evening, frazzled but, given the time difference, still frisky as our brains remained convinced it was early afternoon. The foreignness of Japan had become apparent before we had even cleared customs in the form of a ‘NO BROCCOLI’ sign – literally a silhouette of a head of broccoli with a red line through it – at the passport desk. Was broccoli smuggling an issue in Tokyo? Were other brassicas also prohibited?

As with anyone who travels from Heathrow, we embraced our luggage like lost relatives and headed out of the airport to find a way to our hotel. Though he would graciously change his opinion over the course of our journey, Emil was not immediately taken with Japan: ‘It smells,’ he said, as we waited outside for the airport bus. ‘What of ?’ I asked. ‘Everything,’ he said, unfurling his bottom lip.

The bus carried us forty slow miles west through treacly traffic along the ten-lane Higashi Kanto Expressway, past mammoth sex hotels, malls and pachinko parlours. We caught a glimpse of the Tokyo Tower, taller than the Eiffel Tower but dwarfed by the buildings around it, before we came in to land for the second time that evening, spiralling downwards via several off-ramps into the centre of Tokyo.

Actually, Tokyo has no real centre. As our glimpses from the bus had indicated, the Japanese capital is an infinite urban maze, with tower blocks and freeways stretching to all four vanishing points and beyond. I imagine that people have driven themselves to the brink of madness looking for this city’s centre, or even simply trying to make sense of Tokyo as a city in any conventional meaning of the word. Toshi told me it is better to think of Tokyo more as twenty or so smaller cities, wheels within a giant wheel, all connected by the circular overground Yamanote train line.

Once we had opened and closed all the cupboards and drawers in our self-catering apartment in Aoyama, we realised we were hungry and decided to dip our toes in Tokyo for the first time. But neither is Tokyo a toe-dipping kind of city. Step outside your door for a moment and it will overwhelm you like no other place on earth; it will sweep you off your feet in a tsunami of whelm, particularly if you choose, as we did, to alight from your taxi in Shinjuku, the largest nightlife centre in Japan.

Twelve million people live in this city: one tenth of the population of Japan inhabiting two per cent of its land. Every day two million of them pass through Shinjuku Station, said to be the busiest in the world. They were all there that night to welcome us; it was like finding ourselves amid a throng of migrating wildebeest, albeit more smartly accessorised.

Emil clung to my thigh for the first few minutes until it became apparent that the crowd was remarkably well ordered, its streams of commuters, shoppers and fun-seekers avoiding each other through the use of some kind of sonar, flowing in calm streams towards their destinations. Meanwhile, above us, a cliff face of liquid crystal broadcast the incongruous face of Tommy Lee Jones enjoying a canned coffee drink in alarmingly grizzled detail.

Emil soon retreated once more as he began to attract the attention of groups of giggling girls. Emil has his mother’s charisma; he is a miniature rock star, one of those people who attract attention without effort or desire. Asger is more gregarious and his blond hair and brown eyes had also begun to turn heads; soon they were both being cooed over and photographed by polite young women bearing sweets and stickers, by fortuitous coincidence two of the things Asger and Emil cherish most in the world. It was our first taste of what we would come to think of as the Royal Walkabout Syndrome, the strange, thankfully benign, magnetic power our children – most Western children, from what we saw – had on a certain female, Japanese demographic. If they could have given autographs, Asger and Emil would have signed hundreds over the following months.

Shinjuku station is virtually a self-contained town in its own right with department stores, restaurants, offices and bars both above and below its tracks. You could spend a day there and never leave nor catch a train. We soon got lost in its labyrinth of walkways, serendipitously emerging into one of Japan’s largest department store food halls, known as depachika.

Most of Japan’s major department stores have these vast super-market-come-multiple-takeaways in their basements, astonishing places selling just about every type of raw ingredient and processed food imaginable, and many beyond imagining, both Western and Asian. We wandered for a while, me in a pleasant food-induced trance, the others restless but impressed. There were freshly-made, restaurant quality packs of sushi; an array of tempura; tonkatsu (breaded pork cutlets); tofu; rice balls; grilled eels glistening beneath a dark, sweet basting sauce – a microcosm of modern Japanese eating habits. We saw the famously expensive fruit: immaculately veined, orange-fleshed yubari cantaloupe melons from Hokkaido, tied with red ribbons and sold in individual wooden boxes like Fabergé eggs, selling for 21,000 yen (over £100 – although the record is 1.25 million yen for one melon); mangos for 15,000 yen and apples tenderly packed with little square sponges protecting their stalks. There were barrels of tiny dried fish; deep-fried eel spines (well, you wouldn’t want to waste them, would you?); and, in small, glassed-off kitchens, chefs busy making dim sum, fresh noodles and mochi cakes (from rice flour, typically stuffed with sweet, red adzuki bean paste). There was a display of French cheeses almost as comprehensive as the one at my local market in Paris, and not much more expensive; elaborate gateaux, Swiss rolls and macarons as good as – perhaps even more precisely fashioned than – those from Ladurée. Asger tugged on my sleeve, reminding me that we really needed to eat.

Shinjuku station acts as a buffer between two very different parts of the city – on its west side are office and hotel skyscrapers, with more going up amid the few spaces between. But we emerged on the eastern side in Kabuki-cho, a maze of restaurants, kaiten sushi joints, shops, bars and nightclubs.

Kabuki-cho and the nearby Golden Gai are about as sleazy as things get in Japan, housing lavish hostess bars with names like Vanity and Seduce, as well as bars hosted by young men for female clients, all crowded together over many floors of many high-rise buildings. Every single floor of every single building for several blocks around had a lit sign outside indicating the presence of some kind of restaurant, bar or karaoke joint. It is a staggering place, said – and this time it’s true – to be the inspiration for the look of Blade Runner.

This may not seem a terribly appropriate place to take young children of an evening, but even though this is a yakuza heartland (or perhaps because it is), Kabuki-cho is clean, safe and, apart from the artfully highlighted Kajagoogoo haircuts of the gigolo bar touts, fairly restrained. Even if they were older, Asger and Emil would have been none the wiser regarding the – I’ve no doubt hair-raising – activities in the windowless salons around us. In Japan, anything ‘pink’ is ‘blue’ in Western porn parlance; a ‘fashion massage’ is a handjob; a ‘fashion health’ is a blow job (according to Toshi, at least). Legend has it the city’s Turkish baths all had to change their name to ‘soap lands’ after the Turkish Ambassador was taken to one by mistake and a diplomatic incident ensued (that was his story).

A fair proportion of Tokyo’s 300,000 or so restaurants are contained within this densely packed quarter. The majority of them specialise in just one style of cooking, or even just one dish. In Japan, the places you most often see one restaurant serving several different types of food tends to be the station restaurants, which everyone knows will only usually serve average food for low prices to people in too much of a hurry to care. And this is the key, I think, to the unparalleled wealth of Tokyo’s dining scene. In Paris, one quite often sees individual ‘Asian’ restaurants serving Thai, Chinese, Vietnamese and Japanese food, all of which will be third rate at best, but in Tokyo chefs become attuned to every nuance and variation involved in the preparation of their chosen culinary genre, evolving over years into masters of tempura, sushi, teppanyaki, soba noodles, or whatever. And their customers, of whom they need but a handful of regulars as rents are not too high even here, know exactly what to expect and how to evaluate it in relation to other specialists in the same food.

The only problem, of course, is the choice, which is paralysing. I am terrible at choosing restaurants at the best of times. What’s more, in Tokyo a novice can find it very difficult even to decipher what kind of restaurant they are looking at from the outside unless there are photo-menus. These are not necessarily the warning sign they might be in other countries, but this was our first night, and I wanted to sample something special.

Beside the railway tracks heading north out of Shinjuku, is a narrow alleyway of rather more human-scale izakaya (Japanese-style pub-diners), each of them with space for between six and ten diners. This is Shonben Yokocho (‘Piss Alley’), a dark, shabby, downbeat remnant of late 1940s Tokyo, the kind of place Hawkeye used to go to on leave in MASH; a timeless sliver of old black-market Tokyo that has survived against the odds and in defiance of the developers right in the heart of one of the glitziest nightlife zones in the world.

The air was thick with the smoke and steam of charcoal grills and noodle cauldrons, and everything was covered in a thin film of transparent brown grease. In any other country the name and ramshackle appearance of a place like this would also serve as a deterrent, but Toshi had assured me that not only was it perfectly safe and that its one-man owner chefs and their clientele were welcoming to strangers, but the food they served – ramen, yakitori (grilled skewers) and yakisoba (fried noodles) – was compulsively delicious and cheap.

We sidled up to a tiny, Formica-topped L-shaped bar, behind which an elderly lady, bent in the shape of a question mark, with tightly permed grey hair and a red apron was busy scraping at a hotplate with a metal spatula, tossing an unruly mound of ramen noodles (confusingly yakisoba is made with ramen noodles, not soba) beneath fluorescent tube lighting. She barely glanced at us, though we must have been an unlikely sight, so I just pointed to the noodles, raised two fingers and smiled. She nodded and set to work.

The place was designed for efficient consumption: Kikkoman bottles and jars of chopsticks stood on the bar; the menu, written in Japanese on wooden tabs, hung around the walls; red and white lanterns dangled from the ceiling; and we sat on red vinyl stools. We shared a couple of piles of yakisoba with a sweet, soy-based sauce (a strain of dark, tangy-sweet teriyaki-style sauce, that we would encounter in all sorts of dishes throughout Japan), and topped with bright red pickled ginger and little flakes of dried seaweed. It was clinically moreish.

The other diners – salarymen in dark suits, their ties loosened at the end of the day – toasted us with brown bottles of beer as big as their forearms, pouring little glass tumblers-full and offering them to me and Lissen with polite questions in disjointed English about where we were from, how long we had been in Japan, and what we thought about Japanese food. Seeing Asger and Emil struggle with their chopsticks, the owner rooted around and pulled out a couple of small forks and we all stuffed our faces contentedly.

It is usual to hop from one izakaya to another having a small plate of something in one and a few yakitori at another, so we did just that, settling in for a second helping in front of a smoking charcoal grill in another tiny cubicle. This time it was a young man with a wispy goatee stoking the flames and turning the skewers. We ordered by pointing at what others were having and at the raw skewers in the glass case that divided the counter from the kitchen.

Usually barbecues worry me. The meat is either overcooked, raw or charred, often all three, and usually inferior to anything that comes out of a normal oven. But the Japanese have mastered the charcoal fire better than any other nation thanks to one simple but characteristic innovation: they make the food smaller.

Yakitori literally means ‘grilled chicken’ but asparagus, quail eggs, tomatoes and various vegetables are also cooked this way. Crucially, the meat is cut into bite-sized pieces and skewered, three or so pieces at a time, along with short lengths of negi – very tender, small leeks. The skewers are grilled for a few minutes over a hot charcoal grill, and basted with sauce, then put back over the charcoal briefly before being served. It is not especially healthy but is as addictive as crystal meth and, short of administering a general anaesthetic – which is hardly cost effective, and besides Lissen says there are some ethical issues – there are few better ways to get children to eat vegetables.

Chicken livers, crunchy gizzards (lacking teeth, this is the muscle birds use to break down grains before digesting them), skin, and hearts are all yakitori menu staples but there was one skewer in the glass case I couldn’t identify. I ordered one, just in case I was missing something. It had no discernible flavour beyond the sauce that covered it, but an unusual texture, like crunchy plastic.

It was cartilage – specifically the piece at the crown of the chicken’s breast. It wasn’t that appealing but Emil diligently gnawed his way through the rest of the skewer before polishing off some chicken livers – true testament to the power of sugary sauces.

Each yakitori chef will have his own recipe for this sauce, and they guard them fiercely. Shizuo Tsuji writes that serious yakitori chefs never let their sauce run out, but instead add more when it starts to get low, which means that as they have no water in them, some sauces can go on for years. The essential ingredients are the same as for so many Japanese basting sauces: soy, sake, mirin and sugar, in which you can also simmer chicken bones and add a thickener such as arrowroot or kuzu starch, which comes in the form of rocks and, unlike cornflour, is light and flavourless. Equal parts soy and mirin, with a little less sake and sugar is a good base.

Sitting wreathed in charcoal smoke watching my children happily munch chicken organs on sticks was a surreal way to end a day that had begun with cornflakes and toast on the other side of the world, but also, in a strange way, utter bliss. We had landed.

The next day was payback time for Asger and Emil following their stoic performance during the journey to Japan. In their minds Japan was synonymous with just one thing, and it had nothing to do with food. They had long been obsessed with Pokémon, the bizarre chimerical cartoon characters that inhabit the globally popular yet, to anyone over the age of eighteen, unfathomable animations. We had promised them a visit to the Pokémon store in Shinagawa, but had forgotten it was Saturday. By the time we arrived the shop was dense with seven-year-olds all clamouring for Pokémon T-shirts, figures, lunch boxes and key rings. Asger and Emil’s eyes were on stalks and they soon commenced their own kind of pleading chant: ‘I want, I want, I want . . .’ filling their baskets as if preparing for a siege.

As far as I can understand, demand for Pokémon figures is entirely predicated on the mere fact of their existence, rather than, say, any inherent practical or artistic merit. They are, then, the perfect product, placing their addicts entirely at the mercy of the corporation that churns them out; and they don’t get much less merciful than the Nintendo Corporation of Japan.

The next stop was Kiddiland, the surprisingly small, largest toy store in Tokyo. While we were browsing the Pokémon department there, a mother approached.

‘How old is he?’ she asked pointing to Asger.

‘Six,’ I told her. She looked aghast. I asked how old her boy was, he looked about four. ‘Eight,’ she said, looking at Asger. ‘Is he normal?’

‘Well, depends what you mean by normal.’

‘Oh, Daa-aad.’

Across the way a small kiosk caught my eye. It was selling vinegar drinks, which I had heard were a current fad. I bought one – cherry vinegar flavour – and took a gulp. Initially all was well: there was a sweet, sugary cherry flavour, like old fashioned worm medicine but, good grief, the afterburn was horrific – pure vinegar. It could have been worse. Another recent Tokyo drink craze I’d heard about was for a zero calorie jelly drink, made with pig placenta.

In the Hello Kitty heartland of Harajuku a short walk away, we took sneaky photos of teenage girls dressed in lacy, stack-heeled, puffball-skirted Gothic Lolita costumes (I appear to be going through those pledges at quite a rate); as nurses complete with bloodstained aprons; favourite anime characters; French maids; and what you might call ‘LA punks’ (like the ones you see as extras in old Kiefer Sutherland movies).

We caught a cab back to the apartment. In Paris catching a cab is like trying to capture a wasp; requiring a great deal of patience, and you are likely to get stung. But Japanese cab drivers are a different breed, a super race of chauffeurs. Within seconds of standing by the kerb with our arms outstretched (or, in Asger’s case, his light sabre illuminated), a boxy yellow Toyota had pulled up. The rear door opened automatically, prompting impressed gasps from the boys.

‘Wha . . . wow! Did you see that!’ said Emil.

‘It was me! I was using the Force!’ said Asger.

We climbed in the back and showed the white-gloved driver where we wanted to go on our map. He smiled, nodded and started to drive. Ten minutes later we paid the exact fare, the rear door opened automatically once more and we bundled out. ‘Please remember to take any your belongings with!’ he called after us.

It sounds so simple, doesn’t it? A taxi driver takes you where you want to go, and you pay him the fare. But we were more used to myriad arbitrary additional charges, erratic driving, a random confrontation and, finally, a complaint about the lack of tip.

The experience inspired me to write a list as soon as we got in the door.

Great things about Tokyo in comparison to Paris, in the order they occurred to me:


There is no dog shit

No one expects a tip

There is no litter

Hold on, there are no litter bins either

I’m the tallest person here

People won’t steal your stuff, try to cheat you, or be rude to you because you don’t speak their language

How can so many restaurants make a living?

It really is great being taller than everyone for once

You can get a taxi

Even in the rain

You can be sure the driver will simply take you where you want to go without fuss or any funny business

People in shops act like they really want your business

I could probably have had quite a good basketball career in Japan



Back at our apartment complex the concierge told us that there was a typhoon on the way. ‘What does that actually mean?’ we asked. ‘Big wind. Lain,’ she said. We were a little nervous.

The next morning was blustery. The local supermarket – slogan: ‘Delicious Foods Make Us Pleasant’ – had set out its ‘Typhoon Preparedness Kits’ containing blankets, food and water for two days. This made us a little more nervous, but was surely an overreaction. By the afternoon, however, the wind and rain were bludgeoning the windows and objects were flying through the air. The problem was, we had nothing for dinner. I would have to go out.

Outside the rain was horizontal. The streets were empty. There were no cars, no people. This was madness, I thought to myself as I leaned into the wind and battled onward. A bicycle outside a shop was blown over and began to move slowly down the street on its side. I was forcing myself forwards like a bad mime. A single taxi drove by. A shopkeeper, his face pressed up against his window, looked genuinely alarmed to see someone on the street. By now I was soaked to the skin but I eventually made it to the supermarket.

Inside, tinkly muzak played as if all was normal. I stood bewildered by the unfamiliar packaging and lack of any English wording, in awe of the perfection of the fruit and vegetables on display. The Japanese are clearly very finicky about their fresh produce. There was not a blemish on anything. The apples were air-brushed rosy red, the aubergines glossy and lacquered. Even the potatoes were uniform; everything looked new and freshly plucked. I noticed that the only other customer in the shop was waving her mobile phone close to a curious looking barcode on a burdock root: the phone screen was filled with a picture of a farmer, presumably the farmer who had grown the root. I later found out the system also tells customers when the produce was harvested – to the hour – so they can be sure it was Japanese-grown and organic, this following a number of food scares linked to Chinese produce.

I filled up my basket with noodles and sushi and a few other items, humming along to a muzak version of ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit’, paid and left.

Back outside Armageddon raged. I took a deep breath, leaned into the wind again and forged onwards, but after fifty metres it was too much for me. I panicked and dived into the first open door I passed, a ¥100 shop. Everything inside was for sale at ¥100 (50p), from umbrellas to underwear to clown costumes. I bought a Hello Kitty umbrella but no sooner had I left the shop than it was carried off on the wind like a dandelion spore.

Eventually, I clawed my way back to the apartment where we watched on the news an entire house being blown away, Wizard of Oz-style; boats being washed up on the coast south of the city; and Mr Bean, in Japanese.

The concierge assured us the storm would die down by the next morning, which was fortunate as we had rather a special lunch date planned.


Chapter 5

Sumo Size Me

‘ARE SUMOS PEOPLE?’ Emil whispered to me, his hands covering his ears as two mammoth mounds of nappied blubber collided before us with a sickening crack.

It was a fair question. Sumo wrestlers did not resemble any of the varieties of human life Emil had encountered so far in his four years on earth, particularly not in Japan where, as his brother had already pointed out, there was ‘no one here as fat as you, Dad’.

The Japanese could hardly have picked a national sport less suited to their physique, but sumo has been it for more centuries than anyone knows, having emerged from the rituals of Shintoism to become an imperial spectator sport in the eighth century. Though in something of a decline these days, it is still watched by millions on TV, its protagonists unlikely sex symbols inspiring David Beckham-style mania among their adoring female fans.

I was curious to know how it was that, in a country of almost uniformly slender people with a diet so low in fat, rikishi (‘strong men’), as the wrestlers are called, manage to turn themselves into these colossal walrus-people. If I wanted to sumo size me, how would I go about it? I had always assumed their diet was made up of fatty meats, ice cream, chips and chocolate and heard that they slept after meals. It had been a strange source of comfort to know that someone, somewhere, had been living my dream life.

Toshi had warned me that getting access to a sumo stable would be difficult. ‘No way, no chance you get there,’ were his exact words. He had described sumos as famously arrogant, dim and overly concerned with expensive perfume and hair tonics, laughing scornfully when I had described them as ‘the last real samurai’. But he had given me one important tip before we left for Japan: I would need a Japanese fixer, someone who would know how to make the formal approaches to the people I wanted meet, and who understood the protocol of dealing with the gatekeepers of Japanese society.

That someone was Emiko Doi, or Emi, a researcher for an American newspaper group with an office in Tokyo, who I got in touch with via a mutual acquaintance. Out of a population of a hundred and twenty-seven million, I don’t believe I could have found anyone more suited to the task, not least because Emi was a knowledgeable food lover and, unlike many Japanese women, an enthusiastic eater.

We met Emi for the first time that day (our third in Japan), outside Ikegami station. I was nervous; it felt a little like a blind date – albeit with my wife and kids, which was even more peculiar, but Emi’s warm greeting soon put us at ease. Emi was a slim, elegant, single woman a couple of years older than me with a penchant for dangly jewellery and pearls. I had been nervous about how she might react to
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