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INTRODUCTION

Donabe is a Way of Life

Donabe cooking is my simple joy – it shapes my lifestyle.

The donabe, a Japanese clay pot, has been a staple in Japanese cuisine and culture for centuries. The word consists of two characters: 土 (do) meaning ‘clay’, and 鍋 (nabe) meaning ‘pot’. Almost every household in Japan owns at least one donabe, often used for cosy hotpot dishes during cold seasons. Donabe are also loved by professional chefs for their efficiency and aesthetic beauty, and are used widely in both traditional and modern restaurants across Japan. But a donabe is so much more than just a cooking vessel – it’s a way of life that extends beyond recipes.

Embracing the donabe way involves a deep appreciation for the process of preparing and sharing meals with intention. Donabe cooking plays a pivotal role in bringing people together – whether at home or in an izakaya, gathering around a donabe, setting up ingredients, cooking and sharing from the same pot creates lasting memories. When the lid is lifted to reveal the finished dish, all eyes focus on the donabe. There’s a moment of anticipation, a held breath and then a collective ‘wow’ of excitement. There is something truly magical about the donabe experience – not just the food itself, but the shared joy of the process and how it brings people together.

But a donabe doesn’t always have to be cooked and shared with others. It has also become my personal ritual, a quiet moment of connection between myself and the ingredients. I often cherish cooking with a donabe alone, letting the gentle simmering sound and rising steam turn my kitchen into a peaceful space. Cooking with a donabe grounds me, helping me pay more attention to each ingredient and each step. It’s therapeutic and inspires me to become creative at the same time. This way of cooking brings a natural rhythm to my day and a sense of satisfaction in preparing each meal with care.

Growing up in Tokyo, I was fortunate to enjoy my mom’s delicious cooking every day and learned from her. She was such an amazing cook and taught me how to cook from a young age. Some of my earliest cooking memories include making onigiri, tamago sando, rolling mochi, shaving katsuobushi and preparing yose-nabe hotpot by adding ready-prepared ingredients to the donabe for the family. She passed away in 2016, and I miss her and her cooking dearly, but her love and comforting culinary style live on in me.

I moved to Los Angeles in 2001. Soon after, my passion for sharing Japanese home cooking with people in the US grew. I realised that donabe – both my beloved cookware and way of cooking – was something I truly wanted to introduce. This realisation coincided with a moment when I tasted incredible rice cooked in a donabe crafted by Nagatani-en, an eighth-generation kiln from Iga, Japan. In 2008, I started TOIRO, my own business importing and selling authentic Iga-yaki (Iga-style) donabe from Nagatani-en, while also hosting donabe cooking classes in my small home kitchen.

At the time, donabe cooking was practically unknown outside of Japanese and Asian cultures, and introducing it was a big challenge. I even had to start by teaching people how to pronounce it: it’s doh-nah-bay, not doh-nah-bee! But through grassroots efforts, more and more people began to discover and appreciate donabe cooking. In 2015, I co-authored a cookbook, DONABE: Classic and Modern Japanese Clay Pot Cooking (Ten Speed Press), helping to spread the joy of donabe even further. My business continued to grow, and in 2017 I opened a brick-and-mortar shop in West Hollywood. Now, I curate a wide selection of artisan donabe, kitchenware, tableware and food items from all over Japan – all to share a way of living through donabe cooking and Japanese food culture, with people around the world.

Seeing how far donabe cooking has come since I first started promoting it is deeply rewarding. Back then, a donabe was rarely recognised outside of Japan and was usually referred to as a ‘Japanese clay pot’ or ‘Japanese earthenware’. But today, I am so proud to see donabe introduced by its rightful name in many publications (just like wasabi is now wasabi, not ‘Japanese horseradish’). This achievement feels deeply personal and means so much to me.

I believe donabe cooking continues to grow in popularity because it’s so flexible and accommodating – you can easily create a stress-free and delicious one-pot dish. It’s not about special technique; it’s about the experience. And beyond convenience, a donabe brings something even more special to the table.

Life is short and every meal counts. I often think about how many more meals I will have in my lifetime – each one holds meaning in its own way. Whether you are preparing a feast or a simple one-pot meal with your donabe, it’s always ichigo ichie – every moment happens once in a lifetime. That’s the magic of donabe, and I can’t wait to share it with you!

NAOKO TAKEI MOORE

(from home in LA)
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Cooking with a Donabe

A donabe is an earthenware pot that has been used in Japanese cooking for centuries. In fact, its origins are said to date back more than 10,000 years ago to the Jomon period in Japan.

MY LOVE FOR IGA-YAKI DONABE

Today, donabe are made by many different producers, both traditional and modern, across Japan. There is also a wide range in quality – from inexpensive, mass-produced donabe to high-end, hand-thrown artisan pieces. But among them, Iga-yaki donabe from Iga, Japan, stand out as some of the most historic and highly regarded. And that’s the donabe of my choice. In fact, I have a few dozen Iga-yaki donabe in different sizes, designs and for different purposes that I regularly use! Iga has a 1,300-year-plus history of pottery making, and its donabe, crafted from the region’s unique local clay, are known to be among the most durable and heat-resistant earthenware in the world. Iga clay comes from an area that was once the bed of ancient Lake Biwa, around 4 million years ago. The prehistoric fossilised microorganisms in the clay create a porous texture when fired, giving Iga-yaki donabe remarkable heat-retention abilities.

HOW DONABE ENHANCE COOKING

One of the key benefits of cooking with a donabe is its ability to absorb and retain heat, gradually building temperature and cooling down slowly after the heat is turned off. In fact, the contents tend to stay hot for an extended period of time through residual heat. This steady heating and slow cooling process helps ingredients develop deeper layers of flavour, making it ideal for stews, braised dishes and even rice.

Iga-yaki donabe excel in this, due to their exceptional high heat-retention ability and porous clay body. Iga clay is a particularly coarse clay, which literally breathes during cooking and promotes the ideal heat distribution. Even if you are not using an Iga-yaki donabe, a well-made donabe will offer similar benefits – allowing for gentle, even cooking that naturally enhances umami.

Additionally, the pot’s glaze naturally promotes ‘far infrared’ radiation when heated – similar to how glowing charcoal cooks food without direct flame. This allows donabe to generate a steady, penetrating heat that cooks ingredients evenly while sealing in moisture and drawing out their natural flavours. I always feel that food tastes better when cooked in a donabe, even with minimal seasoning or effort. That’s why I often tell people: ‘Let the donabe do the work for you!’

A DONABE FOR A LIFETIME

Beyond its cooking benefits, a high-quality donabe (like an Iga-yaki donabe) can last for many years. Some of my donabe are already more than 15 years old and frequently used, yet they continue to perform beautifully. Over time, as you cook with a donabe, it develops a natural patina and also some tiny chipped parts here and there, adding character and making it more personal – something to cherish. Cooking and serving with a donabe brings warmth to the table.

Each time I cook with mine, I feel a connection to the earth, history and tradition behind it. That’s the magic of the donabe – it’s not just cookware; it’s an experience.

How to Choose your Donabe

At my shop, TOIRO, one of the most common questions we receive from new customers is: ‘Which donabe do you recommend for someone new to donabe cooking?’ or ‘If I need just one donabe, what should it be?’ Over centuries, the art of donabe has evolved, and today, there are many different styles and types, crafted by artisans across Japan. With so many options, it can feel overwhelming to choose the right one. So, here is my guide to help you select a donabe that can become a staple in your everyday cooking.

CHOOSING BY FUNCTION

These are the types of donabe I use most frequently, and they are also used in this book. The classic-style donabe is the most basic type, and many other specialised donabe share its core functions while offering additional features or excelling in specific cooking methods.

CLASSIC-STYLE DONABE: This is the most traditional and standard type of donabe, consisting of a bowl and a lid. It’s great for any dish you would cook in a pot, including hotpot, soup, stew, braising and rice. If you are looking for a donabe that covers all the basic functions, or if you are not sure which donabe to pick for your first one, I highly recommend a classic-style donabe. Even if you plan to own multiple donabe at home, having at least one classic-style donabe is always a good idea – it’s an essential in my kitchen. Most of the donabe recipes in this book can be made using this.

DONABE FOR SOUPS, STEWS AND BRAISING (CLASSIC-STYLE WITH EXTRA-THICK BODY): If you are looking for a donabe with enhanced heat retention or one that excels in slow cooking, choose a donabe with an extra-thick body. The thick, porous clay absorbs heat more gradually than a regular classic-style donabe and retains it for a longer period. This means your soup stays hot in the donabe, so you don’t have to worry about reheating when you want a second serving! The extra-thick body makes it ideal for long, slow cooking – whether you are braising on the stovetop or in the oven for hours. This type of donabe is also excellent for cooking beans from scratch, as the sustained, steady heat helps soften them evenly. Some styles come with a sturdy, tight-sealing lid, which creates stronger pressure during cooking compared to a regular donabe lid, making it ideal for waterless cooking. This method uses the natural moisture released by ingredients instead of added liquid, intensifying flavours while keeping the texture tender and juicy. And, of course, this donabe can be used for cooking anything you would cook in a regular classic-style donabe.

DONABE RICE COOKER: This donabe is designed to cook rice efficiently and with ease. While a classic-style donabe can also make excellent rice, it requires some skill to get it just right – you need to know when to adjust the heat, watch for boil-overs and manage timing carefully. Today, many producers offer specialised donabe for rice cooking, designed to simplify the process while still producing delicious, fluffy rice. Donabe rice cookers are also versatile enough to function as a classic-style donabe, making them a great option for everyday use.
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DONABE STEAMER: This style of donabe comes with a steam grate, allowing for effective steaming – ranging from gentle, slow cooking to high-intensity steaming. With the ‘far infrared’ radiation effect generated by the donabe, ingredients can cook faster while maintaining their ideal texture, especially vegetables. This is a great donabe for someone who wants to cook flavourful dishes with little or no oil. While I love enjoying a table-top donabe-steamed dish, I also often keep it on the stove for prepping vegetables. Instead of blanching in hot water, I prefer steaming vegetables, as it enhances flavour, improves texture and helps retain more nutrients. If you remove the steam grate, a donabe steamer can also function as a classic-style donabe.

TAGINE-STYLE DONABE: While a traditional donabe is commonly used for soupy or stewed dishes, this style is a toban – an earthenware frying pan (skillet) – featuring a tall, dome-shaped lid inspired by the Moroccan tagine. In recent years, tagine-style donabe have gained popularity in Japan for their versatility, serving as a crossover between a pot and a sauté pan. You can use it as a shallow pot for quick-simmered dishes or for stir-frying and pan-frying ingredients. The tall lid creates extra space, allowing for enhanced steaming effects while cooking, helping to retain moisture and bring out deeper flavours.

CHOOSING BY SIZE AND SHAPE

Size is another important factor when selecting a donabe, especially if you plan to own just one. Choosing the right size ensures that it fits your cooking needs and serves the right number of people. There are no standardised size indicators – one product’s ‘large’ may be 1.8 litres (60 fl oz), while another could be 3 litres (100 fl oz). The classification is often relative, so I recommend checking the actual capacity rather than relying on size labels when purchasing.

For a classic-style donabe, a size up to 1 litre (34 fl oz) is ideal for a single serving of hotpot or a one-pot noodle dish. When used for rice, soup or an appetiser as part of a meal, it can comfortably serve two people. A donabe up to 1.8 litres (60 fl oz) is good for two to three people, while one up to 2.5 litres (85 fl oz) works well for up to five people. Of course, it depends on the kind of dish you’re making and how you plan to serve it.

If you’re getting just one donabe to begin with, I usually recommend choosing a slightly larger size, as it can handle smaller portions with no problem and you can also fill it to capacity when cooking for more, especially when you’re entertaining. That flexibility makes it especially practical for everyday use.

In addition to size, the shape of a donabe also affects its functionality. A wider donabe is ideal if you want to spread large or multiple ingredients in a single layer. A deeper donabe is often better suited to soups and stews.

CHOOSING BY OTHER FACTORS

DRY-HEATING CAPABILITY: Traditional donabe cannot be heated without liquid inside, as the clay may crack under direct high heat. However, dry-heating-capable donabe are made with highly durable clay and glaze, allowing you to heat an empty donabe or cook ingredients without any liquid. This type of donabe is ideal if you want to dry-roast, stir-fry or sear ingredients over higher heat. When purchasing a donabe, check the product details or ask the maker to confirm whether it is dry-heating capable.

INDUCTION OR ELECTRIC STOVETOP COMPATIBILITY: For centuries, donabe have been used over direct flame – originally over wood fires; in more recent years, on gas stoves. Because a donabe is made of earthenware, it is naturally not compatible with induction or electric stovetops. However, as more households are now equipped with electric or induction heating (IH), a growing number of donabe are being made with a magnetic plate attached to the bottom, allowing them to work with these heat sources. When purchasing a donabe, check the product details or look for an indication that it is IH- or electric-compatible.

AESTHETIC DESIGN: If you have done some research but still can’t decide which donabe to choose, following your aesthetic taste is a great approach. Different artisans bring their own styles to donabe – from classic to unique colours, cute shaped handles to no handles, and smooth, glossy finishes to rustic, coarse textures. The variations are endless, making the selection process both fun and personal. I always feel that the look of a donabe brings joy to the home, so instead of hiding them in a cupboard, I display my donabe collection on shelves as part of my kitchen’s décor.

How to Care for Your Donabe

A donabe is designed for everyday use. Once you understand the basics of caring for it, it’s easy to maintain. No special care is needed, just simple steps to keep it in great condition. Here is what to do when you get a new donabe and how to properly care for it to ensure it lasts for years to come.

MEDOME (DONABE SEASONING)

The very first and most important step after getting a new donabe is seasoning it, a process known as medome in Japanese. Some people worry that seasoning might be difficult or that they could break their donabe, but there is no need to worry! Medome is a simple, one-time process that strengthens the donabe’s naturally porous clay body. It’s also a special moment – your first interaction with your new donabe. To me, seasoning a donabe is always a therapeutic experience. The process is easy: cook a thick porridge in the donabe using pre-cooked rice and water. The starch from the rice fills tiny gaps in the clay, reinforcing its durability and helping to prevent cracks or leaks. It also helps to create a natural barrier, making the donabe less likely to absorb strong food aromas from future cooking.

STEP-BY-STEP MEDOME

Before starting the medome process, rinse the inside of your donabe with clean water. Make sure the bottom of the donabe is completely dry before placing it on the stove. Some donabe, including toban, may not require medome. Check the product details before seasoning your donabe.


	1. ADD COOKED RICE AND WATER: Add cooked rice (leftover rice works well) to the donabe, to about a quarter to a fifth of its capacity. Add water until the donabe is about 80 per cent full. No precise measurements are needed – just eyeball it.

	2. COOK OVER LOW HEAT: Place the donabe on the stove and start with low heat. Slowly bring the mixture to a gentle simmer to allow the clay to warm up gradually. No lid is needed.

	3. SIMMER ON LOW HEAT: Once the porridge starts to simmer, keep it on low heat until it becomes very thick. This could take about 30 minutes or longer for a medium-size donabe. Stir occasionally to prevent sticking.

	4. LET IT COOL: Turn off the heat and let the donabe cool down naturally for at least 1 hour or longer.

	5. DISCARD AND RINSE: Discard the porridge and rinse the donabe with clean water – no soap needed.

	6. AIR-DRY COMPLETELY: Let the donabe air-dry completely before storing or using it for cooking. If you plan to use it immediately after seasoning, rinse only the inside and make sure the bottom is completely dry before placing it over the heat.
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Donabe Care Do’s and Don’ts

DO →

KEEP THE BOTTOM DRY BEFORE HEATING: Before placing a donabe on the stove, make sure the bottom is completely dry. If moisture is trapped in the porous clay, it can expand with heat and lead to cracks.

DO →

LET YOUR DONABE DRY COMPLETELY BEFORE STORING: After rinsing your donabe, turn it upside down to air-dry thoroughly. Leaving it overnight is ideal. Storing a damp donabe can lead to mould, especially in humid environments.

DO →

EMBRACE THE NATURAL AGEING OF YOUR DONABE: Over time, the interior of your donabe will develop kannyu – tiny crackles in the glaze caused by natural expansion and contraction during cooking. This is completely normal and enhances the donabe’s character. The kannyu may darken or spread with use, creating a beautiful patina. Your donabe may also develop small chips on the edges over time. As long as they don’t affect its function, they are nothing to worry about. These natural changes reflect the donabe’s journey and are part of its wabisabi beauty – the Japanese appreciation of imperfection and time-worn elegance. As you continue cooking with your donabe, it becomes even more personal, carrying the warmth and memories of every meal.

DON’T →

EXPOSE DONABE TO SUDDEN TEMPERATURE CHANGES: Avoid thermal shock, as abrupt temperature changes can cause cracking. Never place a cold donabe directly over high heat or pour cold water into a hot donabe. If you are unsure of your donabe’s durability and a recipe calls for high heat, start with low to moderate heat for a few minutes before increasing to high.

DON’T →

HEAT DONABE WITHOUT LIQUID OR USE FOR FRYING: A traditional donabe is not designed to be heated without liquid, as this can cause cracking. It is also not suitable for deep-frying or pan-frying. The porous clay cannot withstand prolonged direct contact with oil at high temperatures, which may damage the donabe and pose a fire risk. If your donabe is dry-heating capable, you can safely heat it without liquid for dry-roasting or pan-frying. Otherwise, if you need to fry or pan-fry ingredients, use a separate pan and transfer them to the donabe afterwards. That said, most traditional donabe can be used for sautéing with a small amount of oil over moderate heat without issue.

About This Book

You are what you eat. The way you choose ingredients and plan your meals can nourish not just your body, but also your soul. Cooking with intention – whether it’s a simple meal for yourself or a beautifully prepared donabe feast for guests – brings another level of fulfilment. Taking the time to appreciate the process and the presentation makes every dish more meaningful. So, I hope this book inspires you to slow down, savour the moment and find satisfaction in the simple joy of cooking. That’s the spirit of a happy donabe life.

MY COOKING STYLE

This book is filled with my personal recipes, rooted in Japanese home cooking – dishes I love and make often. My cooking style blends traditional and modern Japanese techniques with international influences, including Mediterranean flavours (I love extra virgin olive oil!). It reflects my life journey – learning from my mother and grandmother, growing up in cosmopolitan Tokyo, travelling the world and living in Los Angeles for many years. I am constantly curious and inspired by the ingredients, flavours and cultures I encounter, and my cooking naturally evolves with them. Donabe cooking often involves simmering, stewing, steaming and other gentle one-pot methods, bringing out the best flavours of the ingredients and making it easy to create well-balanced meals. While I am not vegetarian or vegan, my cooking is vegetable-forward, and donabe cooking helps me enjoy more vegetables in my daily meals. I naturally keep a yakuzen mindset (page 22), based on the traditional Eastern philosophy of food as medicine, which values balance and the natural benefits of ingredients. Simple Japanese home cooking and a donabe-centred approach to meals have kept me healthy for decades (and my weight hasn’t changed since I was 12!). There are no deep-fried recipes in this book, but I’m confident you won’t miss them!

HOW TO STRUCTURE A DONABE MEAL

The recipes in this book are divided into the following categories: Small Bites (appetisers and side dishes); Vegetarian Mains; Seafood Mains; Meat Mains; Rice, Noodles and Grains; Wagashi Sweets; and Dashi, Sauces and Condiments.

When I cook a multi-course meal, I usually serve 2–3 appetisers, followed by a main donabe dish, then a rice or noodle donabe dish, and finally dessert. A more casual home dinner might include 1–2 side dishes, a main donabe dish and donabe rice, all served together. But there are no rules – sometimes a meal can be as simple as a selection of small appetisers and sides, or just one side dish paired with a donabe rice or noodle dish.

Dishes categorised as mains can also be served as appetisers, depending on portion size and presentation. The possibilities are endless, and I hope this book inspires you to mix and match dishes in ways that suit your meals best.

THE ART OF SHIME: THE FINISHING COURSE

In donabe cooking, shime (pronounced ‘shee-may’) refers to the satisfying final course made by simmering noodles, rice or grains in the remaining broth of a hotpot meal. After everyone has enjoyed the main ingredients, the broth becomes especially precious, infused with all the umami from the meat, vegetables and seasonings. Many people look forward to shime and even save room just for it.

It’s also a naturally balanced way to enjoy carbs. In a traditional Japanese course-based meal, rice or noodles are typically served at the end rather than the beginning. Eating carbs later in the meal can help prevent blood sugar spikes – just one more reason to slow down and enjoy this comforting final course.

Here’s a simple guide to creating your own delicious shime at home:


	1. RESERVE THE BROTH: You can’t make shime without broth. If you plan to enjoy a finishing course, be sure to save enough broth before the pot is emptied. You can also prepare a little extra broth ahead of time to top off the donabe before starting the shime and adjust the seasoning if needed.

	2. WHAT TO ADD: There are no set rules, just follow your appetite and imagination. Popular choices include par-cooked udon or ramen, cooked rice, soba, mochi or even dried pasta. Depending on the broth and your mood, you can keep it simple or add ingredients like a beaten egg, a sprinkle of cheese, a pat of butter or fresh herbs. You can even use leftover broth the next day to make a quick takikomi gohan (mixed rice) – no longer a finishing course, but still incredibly satisfying.

	3. HOW MUCH BROTH IS NEEDED: The amount of broth depends on the type and quantity of starch you’re adding. Always bring the broth to a high simmer before adding the starch.
→ For par-cooked noodles or cooked rice, aim for enough broth to just cover the ingredients – a 1:2 to 2:3 ratio of starch to broth (by volume) is a good guideline.

→ If using dried noodles, add about 150–200 ml (5–7 fl oz/scant ⅔–scant 1 cup) extra water per serving to the broth before cooking, since they absorb more liquid.


	4. HOW LONG TO COOK:
→ Par-cooked noodles like udon or soba need just 1–2 minutes.

→ For ojiya (soupy rice porridge), simmer cooked rice for 2–3 minutes or until it turns to smooth porridge consistency, then add beaten egg and let it gently set.

→ For dried noodles or pasta, follow the package instructions and adjust depending on the broth’s thickness.




Shime is not just a way to finish a hotpot meal, it’s the essence of a happy donabe life.

If a dish is good for shime, you’ll find a note in the applicable hotpot-style recipes in the main dish chapters.

YAKUZEN: FOOD IS MEDICINE

Yakuzen (薬膳) is a traditional Eastern approach to therapeutic food, rooted in Chinese medicine with over 2,000 years of history. Over time, it’s been adapted into Japanese home cooking to support overall wellness and help prevent illness. Rather than treating symptoms in isolation, yakuzen encourages tuning into your body’s signals and nourishing it in ways that promote long-term balance.

Meals inspired by yakuzen follow seasonal rhythms and ingredient properties, supporting key functions like digestion, circulation and energy. The core theory revolves around balancing 気 (ki or qi – vital energy), 血 (ketsu – blood) and 水 (sui – fluids), which sustain both physical and emotional well-being.

You don’t have to be an expert to benefit


CHOOSING HIGH-QUALITY INGREDIENTS
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ADAPTING RECIPES AND SUBSTITUTIONS


DONABE AND ALTERNATIVE COOKWARE










Measurements & Guides

MEASUREMENTS












DIETARY GUIDE
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My Absolute Essentials


MISO






SHOYU (SOY SAUCE)








SAKE



MIRIN




RICE VINEGAR


KUROZU (JAPANESE BLACK VINEGAR)


SALT


SUGAR


OIL
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Where a Happy Donabe Life Begins
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