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INTRODUCTION

Japanese cuisine: loved and respected the world over for its emphasis on rare, top-quality ingredients, precise cooking techniques, and its adherence to strict traditions dating back centuries.

That’s the image, anyway. But you want to know the truth?

Japanese food is easy.

What are your favourite Japanese dishes? Sushi? Surprisingly easy. Gyoza? Very easy. Karaage? Soooooo easy! Tempura? Stupidly easy. Yakitori, yakisoba, miso soup? Easy, easy, easy.

I totally get that Japanese food can be intimidating – it’s true that it features a lot of unusual ingredients that are often difficult to source (not to mention pronounce). And it has a reputation for requiring an exacting level of technique developed over years and years of study and practice. And while this is true for advanced or high-end Japanese cookery, you may be surprised at how many of your favourite Japanese dishes can be satisfactorily reproduced at home, even by novices with limited access to Japanese ingredients. In fact, many Japanese recipes require no specialist ingredients at all!

This book is designed as an introduction to the world of Japanese cooking via some of its most accessible (but authentic) dishes. But the recipes here do not ‘cheat’ in any way – none of them require inadequate substitutions for obscure ingredients, and none will suffer from lack of experience. Rather, I have chosen recipes that are by their very nature easy to produce, from the sourcing of ingredients straight through prep and cooking. If you are looking to replicate your favourite 20-hour pork broth ramen with all the toppings at home, look elsewhere – that will never be easy (although it isn’t really difficult, either). But if you are looking for fun, simple, relatively quick and, most importantly, really delicious Japanese dishes that you can actually make on a regular basis – this is your book.



GETTING STARTED EXCUSES, EXCUSES

You love Japanese food. I know you do, because you’re reading this book! And also because EVERYBODY loves Japanese food. It’s delicious! You love Japanese food, and yet you never cook it at home. WHY? Here are some reasons excuses I frequently hear. Perhaps you have used them – but NOT ANY MORE. You can cook Japanese food, and you can cook it today!

I CAN’T GET JAPANESE INGREDIENTS!

YES YOU CAN!

First of all, quite a lot of Japanese recipes don’t require anything more obscure than soy sauce. Tempura, for example, is just flour, cornflour, eggs, sparkling water, oil, and good veg or seafood. But Japanese staple ingredients are everywhere these days – even if you don’t live anywhere near an East Asian supermarket, you will be able to find the majority of what you need at any ordinary, big supermarket. And if I’m wrong, and your local big supermarket doesn’t even have rice vinegar? Or if you don’t even have a local big supermarket? Then there is still one magical source for all things Japanese to which you can always turn…

THE INTERNET!!!

The internet is a fantastical wonderland of ingredients, Japanese and otherwise. Between online supermarkets, mega-marketplaces like Amazon or eBay, and smaller, specialist retailers, there are really too many sources of Japanese foods to name. They will deliver virtually anywhere in the country, often in a shorter time and for less money than you might expect. I live in London, where Japanese ingredients are relatively easy to find, but even so, I often find that online suppliers are simply the most convenient way to buy miso, seaweed, sake, or anything else I need to make a Japanese feast. Let me put it this way: you can order literally everything you need to make literally everything in this book ON YOUR PHONE while waiting for the bus!

THAT’S AMAZING! WHAT A TIME TO BE ALIVE!

I’VE HEARD ABOUT SUSHI CHEFS THAT SPEND TWO YEARS JUST LEARNING HOW TO COOK RICE. JAPANESE FOOD IS TOO DIFFICULT.

NO, IT ISN’T!

Not only is most Japanese food easy, it’s also fun! Alright, so you’re probably not going to be able to recreate the kind of Michelin-starred sushi dinner you may have seen prepared by a spry octogenarian and his two harassed sons. It is true that the highest level Japanese cookery – just like any kind of cookery – can only be produced by someone with years of experience under their belt. But don’t let that put you off! Nobody, least of all yourself, should expect you to be able to cook like the Japanese masters, and besides, you don’t have to cook at that level if all you’re after is pure deliciousness. There is an enormous array of Japanese dishes that are so easy, a trained monkey could (probably) make them.

Forget about fancy knife-work, tricky techniques or complicated recipes – you don’t need any of them to make some seriously tasty Japanese food.

I HARDLY HAVE TIME TO COOK ANYTHING AT ALL, AND JAPANESE FOOD TAKES AGES TO MAKE!

NO, IT DOESN’T!
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Many Japanese recipes require only a handful of different ingredients to prep, and because ovens are uncommon in Japanese homes and there’s not much of a stewing or braising tradition there, cooking methods tend to be fast: think boiling, grilling or frying. In fact, a rounded and satisfying Japanese meal can be produced from just one basic recipe and barely half an hour of combined prep and cooking time. For example:


STEP 1: Get some rice on the boil.

(5 minutes of prep, 20 minutes of cooking)

STEP 2: While the rice is cooking, whip up a quick Sweet Miso Sauce. Rub this into fillets of fish or chicken and grill them.

(10–20 minutes total)

STEP 3: Knock together a quick salad with soy sauce, sugar, lemon juice and a little sesame oil as a dressing.

(5 minutes)

STEP 4 (BONUS): Make miso soup! (From a packet is fine, this ain’t the Ritz.)

(2 minutes)



And BOOM – you’re having a delicious Japanese meal at home! AND ON A WEEKDAY! And it’s even faster if you make big batches of go-to sauces and seasonings to have on hand for whenever that Japanese craving strikes.

You have no excuse!

LET’S COOK!!!
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THE SEVEN JAPANESE INGREDIENTS YOU WILL NEED TO COOK (ALMOST) EVERYTHING IN THIS BOOK

One of the wonderful things about Japanese cooking is that in many cases, simplicity is inherent. So many traditional Japanese preparations are actually quite minimal: fresh produce, simply prepared, seasoned with just a few highly flavourful ingredients, and cooked quickly – or not cooked at all. A classic example of this is sashimi: top-quality seafood, sliced, served with soy sauce. That’s it! How lovely.

In fact, whenever I get my hands on a really beautiful piece of fish, I can’t resist slicing off a tiny bit to enjoy raw, dipped in a spot of soy sauce. It is one of life’s simplest, purest gastronomic pleasures, like burrata with sea salt and olive oil, or really potent French cheese with really old French wine.

Of course, Japanese recipes aren’t always as simple as sashimi, but more often than not they start with a similarly short list of ingredients. I don’t know about you, but I’m pretty intimidated by cooking Thai or Indian curries at home, mainly because they often require a huuuuuge amount of herbs, spices and other seasonings. Japanese food is rarely like that. Mainly it is about a handful of fresh ingredients being introduced to a handful of amenable seasonings and just letting them mingle. And there aren’t too many of those amenable seasonings that you’ll need to have on hand to cook a very wide range of dishes. Start with these:
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SOY SAUCE

Soy sauce adds salt, umami and a little acidity to dishes – I always compare the flavour profile to less-intense Marmite. I season nearly all my cooking, Japanese or otherwise, with a little bit of soy sauce in addition to or instead of salt, because of the rich, satisfying depth it provides. Try it in a bolognese, or in a caramel sauce!

Chances are you already have soy sauce at home. However, you should make sure you use a Japanese soy sauce rather than a Chinese one, as the flavour can be remarkably different. Kikkoman is the most widely available brand, and it is quite good. It is a little bit more expensive than some, but the quality is superior. At a pinch, Chinese light soy sauce will do in most preparations. I rarely use dark soy sauce in Japanese cooking because of its powerful, molasses-y intensity, but even that is fine in some meatier recipes.

[image: images]

MIRIN

Mirin adds sweetness to dishes, and is comparable to very light honey in flavour (but it’s much less viscous). It is a kind of fortified, highly sweetened sake – nothing you’d ever want to drink, but it is essential to the sweet-and-salty flavour profile found in many Japanese dishes. In European cookery very few ingredients are used to add sweetness to savoury dishes, but next time you think a dish needs a little something, it may not be salt – try a splash of mirin instead. Sometimes that mellow sweetness is all it takes to round out a sauce or gravy perfectly.
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RICE VINEGAR

Rice vinegar adds acidity to dishes, providing a lip-smacking zing and balancing out rich, fatty or sweet flavours. Japanese food isn’t often outright sour; rice vinegar is generally used in small amounts as a light seasoning, as in sushi rice, where the vinegar is mainly there to get the mouth watering. As with soy sauce, try to get a Japanese rice vinegar rather than a Chinese one; Chinese rice vinegar tends to be a little more harshly acidic, whereas Japanese rice vinegar has a faint malty flavour.
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DASHI

Dashi adds umami and, for lack of a better word, Japaneseness to dishes. It is essentially a light broth – actually more of an infusion, like tea – made from kombu, a type of dried kelp, and katsuobushi, which is made from smoked, fermented and dried tuna. The kombu lends dashi a briny flavour and rich, moreish umami, which is amplified by the smoky, meaty flavour of the katsuobushi. Dashi is easy to make from scratch, but katsuobushi is hard to come by, and expensive. Instead, I’d highly recommend you buy a pack of dashi powder. That may sound like a cheat, but it really does taste good (nothing like the dreaded stock cube), and if you’re concerned about authenticity, not to worry; by using dashi powder you will be making dashi exactly how tens of millions of home cooks in Japan make it. Dashi powder is so delicious I’ve even seen it used in Michelin-starred kitchens. It couldn’t be simpler to use – just add water, following the packet instructions.

Dashi is sometimes the front-and-centre featured component of dishes, but perhaps more often it is a foundation onto which other, more prominent flavours are built. Either way, it is essential. Which is annoying, because it is perhaps the one Japanese ingredient you are not likely to find at a large, mainstream supermarket. But don’t worry – it is still easy to get (any East Asian grocer will have it, and it is widely available online), and this book contains many recipes that don’t require it at all.
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SAKE

Sake adds umami, fragrance and subtle notes of sweetness and acidity to dishes – you can think of it like Japanese white wine. Most cooking sake has a distinctly earthy aroma reminiscent of mushrooms, but its flavour is subtle and lends a rich savouriness to foods – I sometimes describe it as like a light soy sauce without the salt. Which may be difficult to wrap your head around, but what I mean is that it provides some of the same depth as soy sauce but without the big whack of tangy salinity that comes with it. For this reason it is often put to use ‘diluting’ sauces, to tame powerful flavours so that others may shine.
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MISO

Miso is so awesome, and here’s why: it adds umami, sweetness, acidity, salt, fragrance, complexity, Japaneseness and sometimes even bitterness to dishes. It is what I call a ‘complete flavour’ because it has so much going on and works as a wonderful seasoning all by itself. It is essentially a paste made from fermented rice and soybeans, and there are many, many, many, many, many, many, MANY kinds of miso out there. But the types you are most likely to encounter are white (shiro) miso and red (aka) miso.

White miso is not aged for very long, and it tends to be made with a high proportion of rice, which makes it fresh, salty, sweet and light. Red miso is aged for much longer and it has a higher proportion of soybeans (and sometimes has no rice at all, or includes other grains, like barley), which makes it richer and more complex. My advice would be to get some of both just to see what they’re like, but most of the recipes here call for white miso – and that one is more common, anyway.

A note about purchasing: you will likely encounter miso soup mix, in either a paste or powder form. And while this stuff is great for miso soup (I am a big fan of the British brand Miso Tasty), it isn’t a good substitute for miso in recipes – it is the wrong consistency and contains other ingredients, such as seaweed, spring onions and sesame seeds.
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RICE

Rice isn’t so much an ingredient as simply a staple. I read somewhere that Japanese food has no ‘centre’ – there are no main courses and no central ingredients – but rather a ‘destination’, and that destination is rice. Depending on your point of view, this is either a beautifully poetic or eye-rollingly pretentious way of saying that rice simply completes a Japanese meal. Some Japanese dishes stand alone – things like okonomiyaki, ramen or yakiudon are substantial enough to be a meal in their own right. But many others are smaller and lighter – things like pieces of grilled fish, salads and miso soup – and a bowlful of rice is required to round out the meal and ensure satiety.

For me, using any kind of rice other than Japanese rice with Japanese food is just plain weird. But that may also be because Japanese rice is my fave! I love the plump, toothsome grains; I love its slight stickiness; and I love its rich aroma. In fact, the smell of Japanese rice steaming is one of my favourite smells in the world. And anyway, it’s easy to get – it’s typically labelled ‘sushi rice’ at supermarkets (for no good reason; it’s not just for sushi), but you’re better off buying it at an Asian grocer if you can, as it is far cheaper and tends to be better quality.


[image: images]




TEN MORE INGREDIENTS YOU MIGHT WANT
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TOFU

There are basically two kinds of tofu you need for Japanese cooking: silken and… uh, not silken? It’s tricky to name the non-silken kind because everybody seems to label it differently, but perhaps most commonly as ‘block’ tofu. Silken tofu comes in little Tetra Paks that have to be snipped open at the seams, while block tofu is packaged submerged in water in plastic tubs. Silken tofu is extremely delicate (don’t be fooled by the ‘firm’ silken tofu; it ain’t that firm), so it’s best in raw dishes like Hiyayakko or in dishes where it’s not cooked or handled with much movement (like miso soup). Block tofu is denser and more robust, so it holds up better in stir-fries or hot pots.
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TOASTED SESAME SEEDS

Sesame seeds are almost always sold raw, which I find irksome. Raw sesame seeds taste like paper. But toasted sesame seeds are SO delicious! They’re all nutty and rich and like a million times better than they are raw. So you have two options: buy them already toasted (any Chinese supermarket will sell them this way), or toast them yourself. The easiest way to do this is in a carefully watched dry frying pan (skillet) over a medium heat. Keep the seeds moving and pull them off the heat when they are golden brown and smell delicious.

[image: images]

NORI, WAKAME & FRIENDS

Who’d have thought seaweed could be such a versatile foodstuff? The Japanese, that’s who. They harvest a huge variety of seaweeds for various purposes, but the two you’re most likely to encounter are nori and wakame. Nori is sold as dried, dark green sheets, most commonly used to wrap sushi rolls, but it can also be snipped with scissors into fine shreds to add a lovely ‘sea breeze’ aroma to dishes. Wakame is sold dehydrated, and after a soak in cold water it becomes supple and silky and tender and, I think, healthy, but don’t quote me on that. It’s most commonly found in miso soup and similar brothy dishes, but also in Japanese salads. A couple of others to keep your eye out for are hijiki (a bit like wakame but smaller and nuttier) and aonori (a bit like nori but greener, more intense, and sold as flakes).
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SHIITAKE, SHIMEJI & FRIENDS

Nowadays big supermarkets are actually a pretty good source for Japanese mushrooms, including shiitake, shimeji, enoki and eringi. Shiitake are meaty and intense, and need to be de-stemmed before using. Shimeji are often sold as beech mushrooms, and resemble (and taste like) an elongated chestnut mushroom, but with a firmer texture. Enoki are the long, skinny ones that become almost noodly when cooked, while eringi (my favourite) are like oyster mushrooms on steroids – meaty, sweet and full of mushroomy juice. Most, if not all, of these mushrooms are typically found in those ‘exotic’ mushroom packs at the supermarket, which is a great way to try them all.
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NOODLES

This is the
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