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INTRODUCTION

JAPANESE CUISINE: FATTY TUNA!

WAGYU BEEF! DRIED FISH! PORK BROTH!

FRIED CHICKEN! SQUID GUTS! EGGS!

EGGS, EVERYWHERE! IT’S A MINEFIELD

FOR MINDFUL VEGANS.

OR SO IT SEEMS. Of course, there are many Japanese delicacies that are off-limits for anyone who refrains from animal products. But Japanese cuisine in general is actually quite vegan-friendly – an enormous amount of Japanese food is inherently vegan, and much more can be made vegan with just a simple substitution or two. And it’s not just austere, traditional Buddhist-temple fare (although that is very lovely indeed); you can enjoy the same big, bold, salty-sweet-spicy-rich-umami flavours of modern Japanese soul food without so much as glancing down the meat and dairy aisles.

Japanese dishes are often plant-based to begin with, since meat and milk were used sparingly throughout much of Japanese history, and most of Japan’s oh-so satisfying seasonings are based on naturally vegan fermented soybean and rice products. Yes, fish is an issue – particularly the ubiquitous dashi that forms the basis of so many Japanese dishes – but this is easily replaced with mushroom- and seaweed-based versions that are just as delicious.

But let me be clear: this book won’t teach you how to make joyless ‘vegan versions’ of Japanese meat and fish dishes, because they wouldn’t be good, and there’s no need to! Instead, this book will tap into Japan’s rich culture of cookery that’s already vegan or very nearly vegan, so there are no sad substitutes and no shortcomings of flavour.

PLUS you’ll see that Japanese food isn’t just vegan-friendly – it’s also easy! Really, truly, embarassingly easy. So if you’re new to veganism, new to Japanese cooking, new to both, or you just want to expand your meat-free repertoire, this is the book for you!


LET’S CHARGE VALIANTLY FORTH AND COOK VEGAN THE JAPANEASY WAY!!!

BANZAI!!!





CONFESSION
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I’M NOT VEGAN. OR AT LEAST, NOT OFFICIALLY. BUT I AM VEGAN FREQUENTLY AND ACCIDENTALLY.

Let me explain. I do eat meat and cheese and eggs, and I wear leather. (What can I say? I look good in chaps.) I grew up in Wisconsin – ‘America’s Dairyland’* – where I’m pretty sure it’s against the law to be vegan in public. So, for better or worse, cheese and sausages are in my blood. And, while I’ve never had any scorn for veganism the way some of my meat-eating brethren do, it’s just never been for me. I don’t generally do well with restrictions, dietary or otherwise, primarily because I have no impulse control.

However, something weird happened over the past few years: I became kinda-sorta vegan by accident. In 2015, I opened my restaurant, Nanban, and for many months I was working there between 60 and 100 hours a week, so I rarely cooked at home. I had to change the way I shopped, since the fresh food I bought would often spoil before I had a chance to cook it. I wound up buying meat and fish very rarely and instead stocked up on things that would last, like root vegetables, frozen peas and spinach, tinned beans and tomatoes, and lots of pasta, noodles and rice. I still bought cheese and eggs, and cured meat and fish like bacon and anchovies, but I didn’t actually use them that much. Over time, I realised that most of my cooking had become largely vegetarian and sometimes entirely vegan – and I didn’t even miss the meat and dairy. Hell, I hardly even noticed it was gone.

How could this be?! I was raised on bratwurst and frozen custard. If you cut me, I bleed fondue. The traditional dress of Wisconsin includes giant ‘cheesehead’ hats made out of orange polyurethane foam. ** I honestly think I didn’t go a single day without eating meat until I moved to California when I was 18. Yet there I was, in my South London flat, cooking vegan food and happily devouring it like some kind of hipster jackass. What would my parents say? What the hell happened to me?!

In short: Japan happened. I’ve been obsessed with Japanese food since I was a teenager, and I lived in Japan for two years after studying Japanese food history in college. Now, some of you may already be aware that Japan is not a place that is particularly amenable to vegans, or even vegetarians. I actually dated a vegetarian for a few months in Japan, and going out with her was fraught with prohibitive complications. First of all, there were loads of places we simply couldn’t go because they specialised in just one meaty or fishy thing, like sushi or grilled chicken or pork broth ramen. And then there were cultural differences regarding the definition of ‘vegetarian’ (and the definition of ‘meat’) that made it tricky to ensure that a supposedly ‘meat-free’ dish would be prepared without fish, or even chicken or pork (!). A friend of mine once joked that a common exchange between a vegetarian and a server in a Japanese restaurant might go like this:

‘IS THIS VEGETARIAN?’ ‘YES.’

‘DOES IT HAVE BACON IN IT?’ ‘YES.’

So it wasn’t in Japan where I learned to appreciate vegetarian food in and of itself, because there wasn’t that much of it going. But what I did learn was how awesome Japanese seasonings are, and how to combine and layer them to create wonderfully more-ish and satisfying meals, with or without meat. This is how so much of my cooking at home wound up accidentally vegan; when you have such fantastic, flavoursome ingredients at your disposal – things like tangy miso, savoury shiitake mushrooms and zingy ponzu, to name a few – then who needs meat? Japanese flavours are just that awesome. And not only that, but Japanese home cooking is usually really quick and easy; despite its reputation, most Japanese food doesn’t require lots of prep or tricky techniques. It’s so easy a (vegan) monkey could make it.

[image: images/img-8-2.jpg]

[image: images/img-9-1.jpg]


* Not a joke – this is Wisconsin’s actual nickname.



** Also (sadly) not a joke.






UMAMI DEAREST MEATY FLAVOUR WITHOUT THE MEAT
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One of the reasons Japanese cuisine has become so popular around the world is because of its ability to deliver rich, substantial, satisfying flavours even in lighter dishes that don’t necessarily contain meat. This is largely because Japanese ingredients are rather good at delivering umami.



UMAMI is a basic taste; the best English translation we have for it is ‘savouriness.’ However, despite its simplicity, it’s often made out to be something mysterious and inscrutable, erroneously described by charlatan chefs and Japanese gastronationalists as a perfectly balanced combination of other tastes, only attainable by master craftsmen. In an interview in The New Yorker, the founder of the Californian nü-burger chain ‘Umami Burger’ explained umami as ‘an over-all harmonious state of perfection where the ingredients come together, a really rounded and harmonious dish. [The Japanese] have a sort of zen way of looking at it.’

This is wrong. It’s as wrong as saying that salty is the combination of sweet and sour. It’s as wrong as saying that bitterness is an over-all bad-feeling frowny-face flavour. It’s as wrong as saying that 1 + 1 = 4. It is categorically, decidedly, unquestionably wrong. It is a vortex of wrongness, dark and deep and swirling, leading into a wormhole of infinite stupidity. UMAMI IS A BASIC TASTE, as simple and straightforward as sweetness, saltiness, bitterness or sourness. So why is it so commonly misapprehended?

It could be because umami tends to be more subtle than the other tastes. You may not always notice umami, but you’d likely notice its absence. It’s pretty rare to hear someone exclaim, ‘Oh wow, that’s so UMAMI!’, and you’ll probably never send a dish back at a restaurant because it’s too umami, but food that lacks sufficient umami is just blah. Hollow. Insipid. The opposite of more-ish (less-ish?). Umami really is important, even if it often goes unnoticed. And many people think that it’s hard to work a sufficiently deep, satisfying flavour into dishes without meat or fish, but as anybody who has enjoyed a lovely bowl of pasta with a rich and tangy tomato sauce can tell you, that’s not really true. Umami has a huge range of sources and, actually, most of them are plants.

There are three main compounds that deliver umami: inosinate, guanylate and glutamate.

INOSINATE is abundant in meat and fish, and is a key component of the ‘meaty’ flavour of meat (along with one of my other favourite compounds, the ‘beefy meaty peptide’*). In Japanese cuisine, inosinate mainly comes from katsuobushi, the dried, smoked and fermented tuna flakes that are used to flavour a wide variety of dishes. Even though it’s usually derived from fish, inosinate isn’t entirely off the table for vegans, because it can also be found in nori seaweed – the same stuff you use to wrap sushi.

Additionally, the closely related compound called GUANYLATE can step in to provide a massive umami boost in lieu of inosinate. And the good news is, guanylate is found in high concentrations in plants and fungi, especially mushrooms and especially dried mushrooms, which are hugely important in Japanese cuisine.

Last, but certainly not least, there is GLUTAMATE, the most common umami compound. You may recognise it as part of monosodium glutamate, or MSG…
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RAAAR! MSG IS AN ARTIFICIAL CHEMICAL FLAVOURING!

You’ve got it all wrong! MSG, or its conjugate base, glutamate, is actually found in abundance in a wide variety of natural ingredients, including tomatoes, peas, walnuts, seaweed, green tea and human breast milk, as well as in many traditional food products like soy sauce, yeast extract, cheese, wine and miso. Even manufactured MSG is primarily derived from bacterial fermentation, not through chemical synthesis. Frankly, it’s far more ‘natural’ than many vegan products out there (I’m looking at you, Tofurkey).

GRRR! MSG CAUSES MIGRAINES, SEIZURES, DIARRHOEA, ALZHEIMER’S AND DOZENS OF OTHER NEGATIVE HEALTH EFFECTS!

Not true, Myth Monster! Countless peer-reviewed studies conducted over the past several decades have failed to provide any evidence that MSG causes short-term or long-term health problems, including so-called ‘Chinese restaurant syndrome,’ a vaguely racist and poorly defined suite of symptoms such as headaches, feeling flushed and perspiration. Anecdotal evidence does suggest that MSG sensitivity may exist, but no experiments have actually confirmed it. My conjecture is that self-reported MSG issues are actually caused by something else commonly found in tandem with MSG, such as an undiagnosed soy or wheat allergy, or hypertension brought on by too much salt. If you’re absolutely convinced that MSG gives you trouble, then by all means do avoid it – but bear in mind that you’re inevitably consuming it in other forms, such as soy sauce, ketchup or pickles.
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AAARGH! MSG IS USED AS A CHEAT BY INEPT COOKS OR UNSCRUPULOUS MANUFACTURERS TO MAKE BAD INGREDIENTS TASTE GOOD!

No! Well, yes… sometimes. MSG can indeed be added to foods that are otherwise largely devoid of flavour to make them palatable – instant ramen, crisps (chips) and stock (bouillon) cubes are notorious for this. (By the way, if you see ‘yeast extract’ in a list of ingredients, that’s basically an indirect way of adding MSG.) But MSG is just a seasoning, and while it can be used to cover for flavour deficiencies, it can also be used to enhance flavours that are already there, just like salt and sugar can. Let me put it this way: a perfectly ripe tomato or avocado may taste good on its own, but it will taste great with a little sprinkling of sea salt and/ or MSG.

This is all just to say that MSG is harmless, and helpful! It’s part of what makes so much Japanese food taste so good – Japanese seasonings are naturally chock-full of it, especially soy sauce, miso and various seaweeds. So, if you’re eating Japanese food, you’re eating MSG, whether you’re adding it directly or not. None of the recipes in this book call for pure MSG, but if you want to use it, that would be absolutely in keeping with real Japanese home cooking; on kitchen tables and countertops in Japan you’ll frequently find a little jar of ajishio, so-called ‘flavour salt’, which is actually just MSG.

But it’s not just about umami. The deliciousness of Japanese food also comes from sugar, salt, acid and the distinctive Japaneseness of certain ingredients – of which you won’t need very many to get started.


* This actually is what it’s called, sometimes shortened to BMP or referred to as ‘delicious peptide.’





THE VEGAN JAPANESE LARDER SEVEN ESSENTIAL ITEMS
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I believe we are living in a golden age of grocery shopping. In 15 years or so, catastrophic climate change will cause worldwide crop failures and a collapse of international trade and logistics, but until then, it’s one big INGREDIENTS PARTY! Thanks to globalisation and the marvels of the information age, it is truly amazing what you can get at ordinary supermarkets these days – everything from ackee to za’atar. You’ll only need the following seven Japanese ingredients to cook most of the recipes in this book, and you should have little trouble finding them in the ‘world foods’ aisle of your local grocery store. But if you do have trouble, and you don’t live anywhere near an Asian food shop, remember you can always buy ingredients online. Some of you Almost all of you probably bought this book on Amazon – and you can actually order Japanese ingredients from the very same site, if you are so inclined.

You may not be cooking Japanese food every day – that’s cool, I don’t take it personally. But these are very versatile ingredients, perfectly compatible with all sorts of cooking, so you don’t have to worry about buying them only to see them collect dust in the pantry. I’ve included a few tips on how to use each one even if you’re not making Japanese dishes.
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1 SOY SAUCE



Soy sauce is one of the most common and beloved Japanese ingredients there is. I grew up with it – one of the largest Kikkoman factories outside of Japan is in Wisconsin (chosen for our abundance of delicious soybeans and wheat), so we always had some in the pantry. But really, it should be familiar to pretty much everybody, and you probably have a bottle at home already. There are several varieties available, but do try to use a Japanese one rather than a Chinese one – the flavour can be remarkably different. And check the label! A good soy sauce should be made from water, soybeans, wheat and salt – not caramel colouring, acidifiers or flavour enhancers. There’s nothing inherently wrong with these things, but soy sauces that contain them tend to taste somewhat watery and sharp compared to a ‘naturally brewed’ soy sauce. You may also encounter (or already own) tamari, brewed with little or no wheat so its flavour is much more intense. Tamari is great for pairing with stronger-flavoured ingredients, such as onions, mushrooms, root vegetables or chocolate, but it shouldn’t be your go-to soy sauce as it has such a dominant flavour.

Non-Japanese uses: Put it in anything with big, strong flavours where you want to amplify umami – it’s great in tomato sauce, hearty soups and stews, baked beans or simple vinaigrettes.


2 SAKE
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Sake is kind of difficult to describe, but easy to drink, and even easier to cook with. In food, it functions like white wine, with similar levels of acidity and sweetness (and aroma-boosting alcohol) but with a more savoury character. The range of flavours in sake is broad, but most supermarkets only sell one kind, and that one kind will almost inevitably be basic plonk sake. Which is fine – actually, ideal – for cooking. Premium sake is usually delicate, fruity and floral, while B-grade sake is more earthy and rich, with funky notes of fermented rice, sourdough and mushrooms. These aromas are by-products of aspergillus oryzae, or kōji – the ‘national fungus’ of Japan, also used to make soy sauce, miso, mirin and rice vinegar. Kōji delivers a uniquely ‘Japanese’ flavour, and sake delivers one of the purest expressions of kōji. It’s subtle, but it’s also essential.

Non-Japanese uses: Well, you can drink it, of course! But if you do, just make sure you keep it in the refrigerator once it’s opened, and drink it within a week or it will go sour. Otherwise, you can treat it like white wine – it’s especially nice in a risotto, or add a generous glug to some chilli, garlic, capers and basil that have been sautéed in olive oil for a simple and delicious pasta sauce.


3 MIRIN


Mirin is kind of like sake but with far more sugar, so the finished product is akin to a sweet, viscous wine. Most commercially available mirin these days aren’t what’s called ‘true mirin,’ but are actually a low-alcohol rice-based syrup – and this stuff is totally fine for everyday cooking, and a fraction of the price of the ‘real’ mirin because it avoids both Japanese and international alcohol duties. It lends dishes a soft, honeyed sweetness and is an essential component of the sweet-and-salty flavour profile that makes so much Japanese food so irresistible.

Non-Japanese uses: Many dishes benefit from a touch of sweetness that mirin can provide, especially dishes from other parts of East Asia – mirin works well in Thai, Vietnamese and Korean sauces and marinades to balance their acidity and spice. But one of my favourite uses for mirin is to simply drizzle it over vegetables for roasting. The mirin helps the vegetables caramelise beautifully and heightens the flavour of things that are already sweet, such as pumpkin, swede (rutabaga) or sweet potatoes.


4 RICE VINEGAR


Rice vinegar is another offshoot on the sake family tree – it’s simply sake or a sake-like rice liquor refermented into vinegar. It offers a bright, clean acidity with a little bit of sake’s malty sweetness and umami, and while Japanese food isn’t often outright sour, rice vinegar is essential in balancing the sweetness of many dishes and providing a zippy, mouthwatering tang. As with soy sauce, it’s best to get a Japanese one as it will have a slightly different flavour profile from Chinese versions.

Non-Japanese uses: Basically everything. Rice vinegar has such a nice flavour, but it’s not too assertive, so it’s my go-to vinegar. Use it in place of cider or white wine vinegar.


5 MISO


Miso, of soup fame, is a paste made from fermented soybeans, rice, and sometimes other grains. Its flavour runs the gamut from light, fresh and sweet to rich, complex and intense (and always quite salty). It’s especially useful in vegan cooking because it mimics some of the tangy, fruity flavours you get from aged cheese. There are two broad categories of miso: white and red. The former is made with a higher proportion of rice to soybeans and it is not aged very long, so its flavour is lighter, while the latter is made with more soy beans and aged at least six months, but sometimes much longer, so it is more rich and savoury. You may find red miso that has been aged a very long time, such as the famous Hatchō miso, with a deep walnut-wood colour and a profound flavour like kalamata olives and balsamic vinegar. Buy a few different kinds to acquaint yourself with their flavours (they last forever in the refrigerator) and soon you’ll be adding miso to everything. I know a few people who just have it spread on toast, like Marmite.

Non-Japanese uses: Like soy sauce, miso can be added to just about anything to enhance its umami, but its flavour is more distinct, so you may want to use it more sparingly. It’s awesome in a marinade for anything grilled, because when it chars and caramelises the flavour becomes even more intense and complex, so slather it onto tofu, tomatoes, sweetcorn or broccoli and give them a good blast under the grill (broiler).
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6 DASHI


Dashi is a light broth that provides the foundation for so many Japanese dishes, made by infusing kombu (dried kelp) into warm water along with katsuobushi, shavings of skipjack tuna loins that have been smoked, fermented and dried until they resemble chunks of driftwood. Katsuobushi is one of the most important, fundamental and irreplaceable flavours in Japanese gastronomy and there really is no substitute and – oh DAMMIT, this is a vegan book… hang on let me backtrack a bit. Katsuobushi is an important flavour in a lot of Japanese food, but not all Japanese food, and you can still create dishes with a solid Japanese flavour and lots of umami without it. In fact, dashi at its most basic is made from just kombu, which has enough naturally occurring MSG in it to provide a sufficiently umami flavour to any dish. Your best bet for easy, delicious and inexpensive dashi is to buy instant kombu dashi powder, a Japanese home-kitchen essential. But dashi is also dead easy to make from scratch – and you can build upon it with dried mushrooms or other types of seaweed to make truly exquisite dashi that’s totally vegan – check recipes here.

Non-Japanese uses: Get to know dashi and you’ll never use vegetable stock again. It’s so much more flavourful and so much easier to make, and if you make it from scratch it won’t have any salt in it, so you have more control over your seasoning. It is fantastic as a base for soups and sauces or as a cooking liquid for rice or other grains.


7 RICE


More often than not, Japanese meals are just not complete without rice. In fact, the Japanese word for meal is the same for cooked rice: gohan. And it has to be Japanese rice, not just some pouch of Uncle Ben’s you have in the back of the cupboard, otherwise I will call the Japanese Culinary Authenticity Police to come and kick your door down and have you arrested for grand rice larceny. Just kidding! Following a 2015 decision by the International Court of Justice, the JCAP have no jurisdiction outside Japan. But still, to me having Japanese food with non-Japanese rice is just plain weird, so go buy some and then learn to cook it nicely (it’s easy – see here).

Non-Japanese uses: Japanese rice is short-grained and slightly sticky, so it isn’t quite right with South Asian dishes, but it works reasonably well with Chinese and Korean food, and it’s perfect for risotto or rice pudding. You can also use it to try to dry out your phone after you accidentally drop it in the toilet.


ELEVEN MORE LOVELY VEGAN JAPANESE THINGS YOU MAY WANT TO GET
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These ingredients aren’t what you might call essentials, but they’re good to have on hand for when a sudden Japanese craving strikes. Just like the seven ingredients on the previous page, pretty much all of them should be available at your nearest big supermarket, but if not they will be easy to find at Asian stores or online.


1 TOFU (DUH)


If you’re a vegan veteran then you will be no stranger to tofu. And even if you’re not, you probably already have an opinion about it. For something so bland and benign it seems to evoke very strong reactions. I’m not that passionate one way or another about tofu, although I do have a fondness for the silky silkenness of silken tofu, the one that comes in little Tetrapaks and has a texture like crème caramel. But
firm (cotton) tofu, sometimes sold as ‘block’ tofu, is nice as well, especially if it’s fried to make its surface more porous, so it absorbs flavourful sauces like a sponge. As a ‘meat substitute’ I think tofu is rubbish, especially when you can just use hearty vegetables to give dishes substance and flavour. But sometimes you need the soft blandness of tofu, whether it’s to create a light and delicate dish, such as Fried Tofu in Dashi, or to counter the intensity of a spicy sauce or broth, as in Kimchi and Tofu Gyoza or Tofu Patties.


2 MUSHROOMS


The first mushrooms you should buy if you’re setting off on a Japanese food journey are dried shiitake. You can get these at normal grocery stores, but you’re better off buying them at an Asian market if you can, because they are much cheaper there. Dried shiitake are great because you get two uses out of them: first to make a dashi, and then, once they’re rehydrated, as the mushrooms themselves. The drying process concentrates their flavour and creates more of the umami compound guanylate, so they’re super meaty and intense. Fresh shiitake are nice as well, and of course there are a wide range of Japanese mushrooms now available at supermarkets, like spindly enoki, toothsome eringi and nutty shimeji. But even good old button mushrooms or chestnut (cremini) mushrooms are lovely, and I think they have a special affinity with soy sauce and sake.


3 SEAWEED


Peruse the aisles of a Japanese food store and you’ll find dozens of kinds of delicious seaweeds, but the three you should start with (and the only three you’re likely to find at a supermarket) are kombu, nori and wakame. Kombu is dried kelp, used most commonly to make dashi), but which can also be rehydrated and shredded for use in salads or pickles. Nori are dark-green dried sheets of laver, mainly used in sushi rolls, but also flaked or shredded and used as a garnish. Wakame are the supple, spinach-y leaves you find in a bowl of miso soup, or in light, fresh salads, such as Cucumber and Wakame with Seasoned Vinegar. Because they’re dried, they last forever, so stock up!


4 PICKLES


Pickles are a great way to introduce a distinctly Japanese flavour to a meal, as a garnish or as a side dish. A bowl of rice is just a bowl of rice, but a bowl of rice with Japanese pickles on top is a Japanese bowl of rice. Pickled ginger is perhaps the most common, and it comes in two forms: gari, the thinly-sliced pale pink or yellow stuff is sweeter and pretty much exclusively used as a garnish for sushi, while beni shōga, the julienned bright red stuff, is used as a topping for strongly flavoured dishes like yakisoba or fried rice. Some supermarkets sell a few other kinds of pickles as well, and Asian stores should sell quite a wide variety, but if you can’t find any, you can make them yourself – check the recipes here.


5 NOODLES


On a list of things that bring me joy, noodles claim the number one spot. I mean, sure, I love my cat and my baby, but I also love noodles. I don’t know what it is about noodles – it’s something about the way they can be hoovered up with such gusto, the way they break so satisfyingly between the teeth, the way they steadily fill your tummy like you’re stuffing a pillow. Noodles are just the best.

My favourite are ramen: wheat noodles made with alkaline water to give them a sprightly bite, sturdy and strong even after a long bath in hot broth. Soba are fantastic as well, made with buckwheat flour for a nutty flavour and a brittle al dente texture.
Udon are my least favourite: the doughiest, chewiest noodles, but they do have an almost dumpling-like quality that can be supremely comforting. And then there are
somen: exquisitely delicate and thin noodles, best served cold to maintain their texture. Most Japanese noodles are sold dried – in fact, I have never seen soba and somen sold fresh, except in Japan. Ramen is better fresh or frozen, if you can get it, and the only one I’d advise to only buy fresh or frozen is udon – the dried stuff isn’t thick enough. And as for soba, there are some weird so-called ‘soba’ products in supermarkets these days that I think are made from buckwheat starch rather than buckwheat flour, so they’re a funny shape and have a strange, chewy texture. Soba should be perfectly straight, thin, square-cut and visibly grainy and grey from the buckwheat. They usually come in cute little paper-bound bundles. Learn to distinguish soba from faux-ba to avoid noodle disappointment.
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6 TOASTED SESAME SEEDS


In Japanese cuisine, sesame seeds are almost invariably toasted, which gives them a lovely, rich, nutty flavour and a crisp texture. Toasting them yourself is easy – just put them in a dry frying pan (skillet) over
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