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FOR FELIX

NOTHING MAKES ME PROUDER

THAN MAKING THINGS

YOU LOVE TO EAT
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INTRODUCTION
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DISCLAIMER

THIS IS NOT A JAPANESE COOKBOOK.

I MEAN, IT IS … BUT MOSTLY, IT ISN’T.

It would make sense to put this book on the Japanese shelf in a bookshop, that is true. And calling it JapanEasy is probably not too misleading. But most of the recipes themselves are not Japanese.

Let me explain: this is a Japanese cookbook in the sense that its focus is on Japanese ingredients and flavours, but not necessarily in Japanese dishes. Which is okay! You don’t have to relegate Japanese ingredients to Japanese cuisine. In fact, you shouldn’t do that! Because they really are magical. They have the power to utterly transform your food.

But of course, simply using Japanese ingredients doesn’t make your cooking Japanese. Hence this disclaimer – I want to be abundantly clear. A few years ago, it occurred to me that some people might own just one Japanese cookbook, and that cookbook might be one that I’ve written. I’m grateful for this, but it’s also kind of horrifying. Japanese cooking is an ENORMOUS topic – it never ends, and I mean that literally. It grows, changes and expands like the universe, forever. And it’s not my place – nor anybody’s, but definitely not mine – to be the sole arbiter of information on Japanese food, even in just one person’s home.

So I feel duty-bound to inform you when I’m stepping outside the established borders of Japanese food. This is something I do every day in my own kitchen, and it doesn’t really matter. But when it’s in a book, there’s a real risk of misrepresentation, and people getting the wrong idea. So don’t get the wrong idea!

Lately, I’ve been thinking about something the Kurdish food writer Melek Erdal wrote in Vittles:


‘It’s my culture, I’m allowed to disrespect it … Who has the right to deviate from an original recipe, how and why? Aren’t all recipes deviations from ones that preceeded them? I was once asked, “What is Kurdish food?”, and my response was, “Anything I make.”’



As Chris Hemsworth said in Taika Waititi’s classic Thor: Ragnarok, ‘Asgard is not a place. It’s a people.’ Erdal’s culture and her food are embodied in her and her community, wherever they stand. She can alter traditional dishes as she sees fit, operating within an understanding of their history and significance. She knows where the boundaries are, and which ones can’t be crossed. And she can justify adaptations for all sorts of legitimate reasons – or she can choose not to justify them if she doesn’t want to. She doesn’t have to! It’s her food.

Years ago, I read an online review of one of my books that I still think about, because it was so inescapably, brutally true. The headline read: ‘White people Japanese food.’ The gist of the review itself was exactly that: not that the recipes were inauthentic or inaccurate per se, but they were clearly curated by a white person, writing for a mostly white audience, in a way that would be palatable and accessible to them.

The cleverest thing about this review is that it would be true no matter what. Whatever dishes I choose, and however I present or adapt them, they’ll inevitably be filtered and refracted through my own perspective and experience as an American (and reluctantly British) white dude. Even if I make a conscious effort to represent dishes and aspects of Japanese culture as faithfully as possible, it’s still white people Japanese food, because it’s Japanese food for white people, i.e., me. Wherever you go, there you are.

But at this point, Japanese food is simply the food I’m most familiar with – even more so than the American food I grew up eating. Whenever I cook food from Wisconsin, I have to look up recipes online and familiarise myself with unusual American seasonings. (Like celery salt – what the heck!?)

Cooking Japanese food comes naturally because I’ve spent a long time doing it. Making Japanese food as a matter of routine has a lot to do with understanding Japanese seasonings. And those seasonings end up in all of my cooking – not just Japanese. Chilli con carne needs a little depth? Tamari. Bechamel too bland? White miso. Salad dressing too sharp? Mirin. Using these ingredients is second nature. Hell, it’s first nature. It’s just how I cook, and my cooking’s better for it. And yours can be, too!

Japanese ingredients are magic, capable of changing up dishes in ways that can be subtle or spectactular. There are no limits to what you can do with them. So maybe this isn’t a Japanese cookbook, but instead, think of it as a Japanese culinary workbook. ‘A dash of this, a dash of that’ cooking comes with time and practise, and these recipes will help you develop those intuitive seasoning skills. And, as a bonus, they’re really delicious – and really easy, of course!




THE F WORD

Most of the recipes in this book could be described as ‘Japanese fusion’. I didn’t intend to write recipes like this from the outset. I intended to answer the question: ‘I have some [insert Japanese ingredient here] – what can I do with it?’
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The obvious answer, of course, is: cook Japanese food! There are lots of books that can help with that, but that’s not what’s really being asked. Really, the question is: what else can I do with it? How can I use it in other types of cooking and incorporate it into my daily repertoire? The answer to that question is, in a nutshell: fusion.

I want to break down what that means, because fusion can be something of a dirty word. This is partly because a lot of fusion food just isn’t very good – it’s not an improvement on the source material. But it’s also because of fusion’s problematic history.

Jenny Lau, in her indispensible An A–Z of Chinese Food, lays out this history, taking it back to the 1980s. Lau assesses that Wolfgang Puck’s first Asian fusion restaurant, Chinois, initiated the ongoing trend of fusion food as a commercial concept. The Puck school of fusion, Lau says, is a form of cultural appropriation ‘where a chef from a dominant culture cherry-picks elements of Asia’s vast and expansive cuisines – exclusively those elements that are most exciting and exotic yet palatable enough to enhance their menu … with hardly any reciprocal benefit to the cultures that are being pillaged.’

Lau calls this ‘graft-chimera’ fusion rather than a true hybrid, a lopsided, superficial and self-serving endeavour whose perpetrators aren’t involved in the groundwork of supporting the cultures from which they’re taking. In a previous book, I described this (with far less eloquence) as ‘stupid fusion’: the mindless smashing together of two different cuisines, like a caveman hitting rocks together in attempts to make fire or entertain himself. This is distinct from the kind of natural fusion derived from the movement of people as they encounter new territories and societies, adapting and innovating as they go.

However, fusion food doesn’t always fall neatly into one of these two categories. Take the Korean taco. The Korean taco is a product of genuine love, familiarity and respect for the Los Angeles subcultures that inspired it. It would be absurd to accuse its creators, Roy Choi and Mark Manguera, of appropriation. But the Korean taco was also a commercial prospect, the brainchild of two creative entrepreneurs who saw a gap in the market. It had no real precedent among the Korean and Mexican diaspora communities of LA.

Another case in point: katsu curry. The UK has gone katsu curry crazy, and we’ve taken the dish in directions that might be seen as pretty bizarre in Japan – like katsu curry-flavoured cheese, katsu curry baby food and the katsu curry bake at the British bakery chain Gregg’s (all actual items). But katsu curry’s roots are, in fact, British. Japan adopted curry from British sources in the late 19th century, when it had already been warped into something completely different from its South Asian origins.

So what do we make of things like Gregg’s katsu curry bake and the Korean taco? Are they cash-grabbing graft-chimeras? Or true hybrids that blossom in the borderlands between cultures? I think they’re kind of both – and that’s why they work. They speak to a specific locality and moment in history. The Korean taco tastes like Los Angeles; the katsu curry bake tastes like, I don’t know, Middlesbrough or something.

In nature, true genetic chimeras do exist, and they’re often mesmerising, simultaneously strange and beautiful. Look up half-sider budgerigars, African violet chimeras and gynandomorphic butterflies and you’ll see what I mean. My point is that there are many different modes of fusion: good, bad, ugly, beautiful, natural and unnatural. Fusion is a complex topic, and while many of us – myself included – feel uncomfortable with the term and indeed the whole concept, it isn’t always illegitimate. But the who, where, why and how of it all are always worth considering. Where do culinary tourists and magpies like David Chang or Rick Stein or Yotam Ottolenghi fit into all of this? Where do I fit in? Where do you fit in?

Well, that’s an easy one: where you fit in is your own home kitchen. And nobody really cares what you get up to in there. But spare a thought for the origins of all the incredible international ingredients we now have access to. Locate them within the space-time-culture continuum before you put them on your eggs. Ask yourself: does this make sense, or am I just smashing rocks together?

In Small Fires, Rebecca May Johnson describes recipes as ‘capacious’, accommodating thousands of variations depending on who cooks it and how they cook them. ‘Broad reception enriches rather than impoverishes the recipe by giving many hands the power of transformation,’ Johnson writes. I feel similarly about ingredients. Calling forth your soy sauce, miso, mirin etc. to use in non-Japanese dishes does not diminish them – quite the contrary, only relegating them to the back of the cupboard would do that. To take them into new frontiers is to expand their power. So use them, respect them – and have fun with them!




KNOWING MISO, KNOWING SHŌYU

JAPANESE STORECUPBOARD STAPLES:
A BRIEF INTRODUCTION

Right, with all of that in mind, let’s talk about which ingredients, exactly, we’re dealing with. Allow me to introduce the FAB, uh … NINE! Nine categories of ingredients around which this book is structured:


	KOMBU AND KATSUOBUSHI

	MISO

	SOY SAUCE

	SAKE, MIRIN AND RICE VINEGAR

	RICE AND NOODLES

	TOFU

	PONZU, YUZU JUICE AND YUZU KOSHO¯

	CURRY ROUX

	TEA AND OTHER BEVERAGES
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You won’t need all of these all of the time, but there’s a lot of overlap between chapters. Besides, these are some of the most versatile, delicious ingredients in the world, so it’s a good idea to have a wide range of them to hand. They don’t really go off and you’ll get through them anyway (with a little help from this book!).

Each chapter has an introduction to each ingredient (or set of ingredients), including a brief history and shopping guide. As a general rule, when you’re cooking Japanese food, use Japanese ingredients! That may go without saying, but I often find home cooks and even professional chefs attempting Japanese food with ingredients from elsewhere in East Asia, and frankly the results are embarrassing. The flavour of Japanese shōyu (soy sauce) is simply not the same as Chinese jiàngyóu. I’ve nothing against the rest of Asia, of course! It’s just that non-Japanese ingredients don’t taste right in Japanese food. Besides, all of these recipes were tested with Japanese ingredients, not their continental counterparts. I don’t know if they’ll even work.

There are, however, some cases where Chinese or Korean equivalents are perfectly fine to use: namely, sesame seeds and sesame oil. But whatever you do, DO NOT SERVE JAPANESE FOOD WITH LONG-GRAIN RICE. It’s just plain weird!

Many recipes call for Japanese ingredients beyond these main categories. Here’s a brief explanation of others you’ll encounter:

DASHI POWDER (DASHI NO MOTO / 出汁の素)

Instant Japanese soup powder. The two most common types are kombu (kelp) and katsuo (smoked fish). Where no specific type is indicated, either will do.

MSG (AJINOMOTO / 味の素 OR UMAMI CHO¯MIRYO¯ / うま味調味料)

If you’re still weird about MSG, please educate yourself. It’s fine – and delicious.

SESAME SEEDS (GOMA / 胡麻) AND SESAME OIL (GOMA ABURA / 胡麻油)

Must always be toasted. Chinese and Korean versions are just as good.

SHICHIMI

Shorthand for SHICHIMI TŌGARASHI (七味唐辛子), a seven-spice blend which is predominantly chilli powder, along with other aromatics including orange peel, sesame seeds and nori.

SANSHO¯ (山椒)

The Japanese cultivar of Sichuan pepper. Milder in flavour, with an uplifting lemongrass-like aroma and a slight tingle. Choose sanshō that looks olive to lime green in colour; dark green sanshō powders have been ground together with their black seeds, which are flavourless and gritty.

AONORI (青のり)

Green seaweed flakes, used as a garnish or seasoning.

JAPANESE MUSTARD

A hot, punchy mustard called KARASHI (からし) or WAGARASHI (和がらし), sold in little tubes like wasabi. Prepared English mustard makes a fine substitute.

UMEBOSHI (梅干し)

Intensely sour and salty pickled plums.

YUKARI (ゆかり)

Furikake (rice seasoning) made from dried purple shiso, a fragrant Japanese herb.
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WASABI (わさび)

For these recipes, there’s no need to splurge on anything other than the basic stuff from a tube. But avoid wasabi powder, as it tends to be quite bitter.

PICKLED GINGER

This is either GARI (ガリ), the thinly sliced, pale pink or yellow sweet pickled ginger used as a palate cleanser for sushi; or BENI SHŌGA (紅生姜), the julienned, red or bright pink kind, which is incorporated into dishes or used as a garnish. Recipes specify which type to use.

NORI (海苔)

Blackish-green seaweed sheets, often used for sushi, but in this book it is mostly used as a garnish, snipped into fine shreds with scissors.

TONKATSU SAUCE (とんかつソース)

Japanese brown sauce, with a sweet and tangy flavour. Common brands are Bulldog and Otafuku.

PANKO (パン粉)

Japanese breadcrumbs, which are airier in texture and more shard-like in shape than regular dried breadcrumbs, allowing for a superlative crunch. If you’ve got panko left over from panéing, freeze it – you can use it the next time you need to breadcrumb something.

I am often asked: where do you buy Japanese ingredients? My answer is always unsatisfying, because I have no one go-to shop. Instead, I shop around, looking for the best deals and the best variety. I do almost all of my Japanese shopping online, and here in the UK I am able to get everything I need (and then some) through STARRY MART, JAPAN CENTRE, THE WASABI COMPANY, SOUS CHEF and NATURAL NATURAL. Ordinary online supermarkets will also have you covered for most basics. OCADO and WAITROSE consistently have the best ranges. And in a pinch – although I am reluctant to recommend them – Amazon will deliver a lot of Japanese seasonings, too.

As always, SUPPORT YOUR LOCAL ASIAN SUPERMARKET, if you have one. In a time when high street retail is constantly struggling, these shops are invaluable, so use ’em or lose ’em!

FURIKAKE (ふりかけ)

A dry seasoning to sprinkle onto plain rice. There are hundreds of flavours but they are typically based on seaweed or dried fish, so if you’re vegan, just make sure to buy vegan versions. Recipes that call for furikake can use any kind, but I recommend the homemade version on page 24.




HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

The recipes here are simple and straightforward, but please read the following notes to make your cooking go as smoothly as possible.

In addition to the nine ingredients-based chapters, there is also an appendix of basic sauces and seasonings that you can use in a wide variety of meals: THE LIBRARY OF CONDIMENTS (pages 187–216). These are essentially various ways you can combine Japanese seasonings to make sauces, dressings, dips, drizzles, marinades, brines, glazes, etc. that can be used on everything from salads to steaks. Often, these are key to making quick Japanese meals on demand.

STAR RECIPES! [image: ]

This book has a lot of recipes! More than my other cookbooks. This is in order to better showcase the versatility and range of each ingredient. The drawback is that it can make it difficult to choose which recipes to try. I’ve added a star symbol to the ones I recommend the most. (It turns out that your recipes are like your children, in the sense that it’s pretty easy to choose favourites.)

VEGAN THINGS! [image: ]

While this isn’t a vegan cookbook, many of the recipes steer clear of eggs and dairy, because my son is allergic to them. This means that many of the dishes are either naturally vegan, or easily vegan-isable with a few simple swaps. The leaf symbol will tell you when a dish is vegan, or can be made vegan (just look for the note at the bottom of the page for specific instructions to this end). Unless otherwise specified, vegan versions of common pantry ingredients, like Worcestershire sauce, will work perfectly well as substitutes.

As far as vegan dairy products go, I’ve tested these recipes with a variety of plant milks, creams and butters. I am confident that most brands will work, but I do prefer Oatly cream and Flora plant butter for both consistency and flavour. Plant milks should be unsweetened.

COOK’S NOTES

‘OIL’ indicates neutral vegetable oil.

‘VINEGAR’ indicates Japanese rice vinegar.

‘SUGAR’ indicates white caster (superfine) or granulated sugar unless another kind is specified.

‘DASHI’ indicates prepared liquid dashi; ‘DASHI POWDER’ indicates the powder itself.

1 TABLESPOON is 15 ml; 1 TEASPOON is 5 ml.

MEASURE BY VOLUME OR WEIGHT as the recipe indicates.

USE FINE SALT unless sea salt flakes are specified.

JAPANESE NOMENCLATURE 日本語

Primarily to provide a reference for those who are curious, I have included Japanese titles in both Japanese and Roman text for dishes that are traditional or common in Japan. If there’s no Japanese, the dish is something I’ve invented and not part of established Japanese gastronomy (that I know of).




C H A P T E R 1

昆
布
と
鰹
節

KOMBU & KATSUOBUSHI
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We begin with KOMBU (DRIED KELP / 昆布) and KATSUOBUSHI (SMOKED BONITO FLAKES / 鰹節), because in so many ways, that’s where Japanese food begins. These are the key ingredients in DASHI (出汁), the soup stock which is light on the palate but rich in umami, and forms one of the key pillars of Japanese flavour.

I read on a packet of Japanese crisps (no joke) that kombu consumption in Japan dates back to the Jōmon period, roughly 10,000 years ago, although some cursory internet research suggests that it was actually wakame seaweed that archaeologists have found among Jōmon ruins. Still, kombu’s got a long, long history in Japan – it first appears in writing in the 8th century, but it was almost certainly eaten long before that. Nowadays, kombu is still eaten, in various forms, but it is most commonly used to make dashi. Its umami compounds are off the charts, and it has a briny, oceanic aroma and slight sweetness. It is indispensible.

The kombu you are most likely to find in shops is just … kombu. Basic kombu of no particular designation, and usually not even from Japan. But this stuff is fine – for everyday cooking, it will provide the flavour you’re looking for in dashi, and it has an amenable texture for eating, as well. But you may also come across specific varieties of kombu, which have particular properties and come from different regions of Hokkaido, Japan’s northernmost island. There are four main designations.

MA KOMBU (真昆布)

Produces a light, versatile dashi that won’t overpower even delicate ingredients.

HIDAKA KOMBU (日高昆布)

Soft and tender, so it’s great for eating, and quickly relinquishes its flavour to make dashi of moderate intensity.

RISHIRI KOMBU (利尻昆布)

A firm, dark kombu that makes a strong, aromatic and slightly saline dashi that requires more time to infuse. This is my favourite kombu for dashi, but it isn’t great for eating, because of its toughness.

RAUSU KOMBU (羅臼昆布)

Produces an intense dashi that works well with other strongly flavoured ingredients, such as beef and soy sauce.

These are just the A-listers, but for the purposes of this book, cheap and cheerful is absolutely fine. In fact, this is preferable in dishes where the kombu is eaten, such as the Spent Dashi Puttanesca (page 25).

Kombu produces tasty dashi on its own, but the signature flavour of smoked fish at the foundation of so much Japanese cooking comes from katsuobushi. Katsuo is bonito, and bushi (or technically fushi) are flakes. So ‘bonito flakes’ is a perfectly accurate translation, but this belies its complex production process. Dried fish products have been used in Japanese cooking for well over a millennium, but the smoked and fermented katsuobushi we enjoy today is a more recent development, dating back to the Edo period (circa 17th century). At that time, katsuo fishermen in Shikoku and the Kii peninsula discovered that both smoking the fish and inoculating it with kōji helped prevent spoilage as it dried – and enhanced its flavour, too. The finished product is completely desiccated and resembles a piece of wood, which is then shaved on a tool called a kezuriki, which, sure enough, is like an inverted carpenter’s plane. The shavings are then infused into dashi, or eaten as a garnish.

Most commercial katsuobushi is what’s called ARABUSHI (荒節), literally ‘rough shavings’, which has been thoroughly smoked and dried, but not inoculated with mould. The pellicle of black smoke particulates that accumulates on the fish is not removed, resulting in a more intense, almost barbecue-like smoky flavour. Katsuobushi that has had its heavily smoked exterior removed is called HADAKABUSHI (裸節) (‘naked fushi’), which is less smoky but more fishy. That which has undergone the full process of fermentation and further drying is called HON-KAREBUSHI (本枯節), or just HON-BUSHI (本節), ‘true dried fushi’. This dashi is savoury, lightly sweet and comparatively delicate, with a more refined flavour, so it is typically reserved for more subtle styles of cooking, such as kaiseki.

As with kombu, you are unlikely to come across anything other than ordinary arabushi, which is usually labelled simply as ‘katsuobushi’, or sometimes HANA KATSUO (花かつお), or ‘flower bonito’. And this stuff is great – as long as it’s reasonably fresh. Once shaved, katsuobushi rapidly loses its aroma and begins to oxidise and develop a distinct smell of ammonia, so don’t buy anything too close to its use-by date. Once you’ve opened the bag, the clock is ticking, so keep it sealed tightly and use it up quickly.

Outside Japan, both kombu and katsuobushi are not cheap, so
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KATSUO DASHI
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DASHI THREE WAYS
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SPENT DASHI PUTTANESCA WITH SHICHIMI PANGRATATTO
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SPENT DASHI FURIKAKE SALT & PEPPER CALAMARI
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CARROT & KOMBU SALAD



FURIKAKE-CURED SALMON
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FURIKAKE-CURED SALMON



FURIKAKE FOCACCIA [image: STAR RECIPES] [image: VEGAN THINGS]











METHOD





MAKE IT VEGAN
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FURIKAKE FOCACCIA
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