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How does one even articulate the beauty of Japa-
nese cuisine? A timeless union of tastes continu-
ally updated and refined by traditions, trends and 
technology, Japan’s flavours are as light and sim-
ple as they are complex and artful. Join The Soup 
Spoon and Japan National Tourism Organisation 
(JNTO) as we bring you the various intriguing fla-
vours of Japan. And we aren’t just talking about 
food.
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The quaint hamlet of Wajima lies on the northern tip of the Noto 
Peninsula on the Sea of Japan, home to one of Japan’s most fa-
mous and oldest morning markets, the Wajima Asaichi. Believed 
to date back over a thousand years, this market near the fishing 
port with over 200 stalls made its name through some fascinating 
stories.  We were told how the art of making Wajima lacquerware 
was practised by the male craftsmen, and the more labour-
intensive work of fishing and agriculture were handled by the 
women. Female divers were well-known in the past to deep-sea 
dive without oxygen tanks for conch and abalone. Now that’s an 
amazing story to tell their folks down the generations! 

We were up early for a two-hour drive to Wajima Asaichi from our 
hotel. And I must say, this place was well worth waking up at 
dawn for, and we would do it all over again in a heartbeat. We 
were handed a brochure that featured their vendors and mer-
chandise, from seafood, fresh produce and handicrafts to even 
suites of furniture. The shopper in me was pumped up, ready to 
wend my way down the market. We must have looked quite a 
sight – a party of almost a dozen, big cameras slung across the 
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chests, my thick leather-bound notebook in one 
hand and my trusty archival ink pen in another. 

The stall proprietors were mostly silver-haired 
with remarkable energy for their age. We were 
ceremoniously greeted with the classic Japa-
nese hospitality as we strolled by. While I was 
still basking in the warmth shown by the folks in 
the market, more generosity awaited. The ven-
dors were quick to shower us with gifts as a ges-
ture of welcome, even when we were not making 
any purchases. At the first stall we stopped by, 

the owner gifted us a bottle of their homemade 
Ishiru (fish sauce), and then there were extra 
packs of food and crafts graciously placed into 
our shopping bags, and always with a smile and 
a nod.  

We went into the Wajima Asaichi, full of anticipa-
tion. And we left, our hearts fuller than full. The 
sweetest experience.

3



Suzu Endenmura 
Roadside Station Salt 
Making Experience.

The sweetness that we experienced from the folks at Wajima Asaichi 
was probably the perfect way to head to the salt fields nearby, the Age-
hama Enden Salt Pan in Suzu City, 30 minutes from Wajima Asaichi. 
The folks of Wajima are a tough lot, quietly industrious, and outwardly 
big-hearted, and a visit to the city wouldn’t be complete without know-
ing its quintessential craft and flavour. Wajima has a long history of salt 
farming using the most traditional method of harvesting salt in the 
world. Agehama literally means ‘risen beach’, while Enden means ‘salt 
field’. There were previously many salt fields by the beach, but like 
many old practices and cultures in Japan, they have come to a reluc-
tant close in recent years.

This traditional method is labour-intensive, though the concept behind it 
is fairly straightforward. At 4 am, craftsmen draw up the sea water and 
spread it onto the salt pans, over the sand. After about eight hours in 
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the sun, they will gather the sand with the salt 
crystals, add filtered water called kansui which 
has been simmered for 24 hours, to further con-
centrate it. Sea water has a 3.5% concentration 
of salt, and the additional filtration will help to 
bring the concentration up to 15%. The colour of 
the filtered water may differ from batch to batch 
due to the different mineral content, but the 
skilled craftsmen here are trained to retain the 
mild taste of the minerals while harshness is re-
moved.

We were told that the first salt production started 
centuries back in 1596, and the salt was used as 
an annual tribute to the feudal lords as taxes. 
Once out of use because of monopolisation by 
the Japanese government, traditional salts are 
now back in production with the liberalisation of 
laws in 2002. The Suzu Endenmura Roadside 
Station Salt Making Experience is the only one 
available in Wajima. 

My back-breaking experience of drawing and 
scattering sea water, gathering sand and the 
works left me in aches for a few days. Good fla-
vours are cultivated carefully, and they never 
come easy. Wajima’s almost-mythic salt is a re-
sult of skill, tenacity and sacrifice. And I know 
now to always remember the spectacular natural 
blessing and the incredibly hard work that goes 
behind harvesting this flavour. 
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Salt and pepper just go. Like bread and butter. Almost every recipe signs off with ‘season with salt 
and pepper’, and for good reasons. Pepper is still the world’s most traded and possibly, most popular 
spice. The Japanese, however, brings it up a notch higher by flavouring the spice with its treasured 
tart and fragrant citrus fruit, the yuzu. The distinctive flavour profile of yuzu has made this signature 
fruit an enviable ingredient for cuisines worldwide. Last year during our trip to Japan with JNTO, we 
enjoyed our chicken hotpot with yuzukosho at Mizutaki so much we simply had to arrange for a visit 
to the yuzu pepper factory this year! 

A Japanese pasty condiment made from chillies or peppers then cured with salt and yuzu zest and 
juice, yuzukosho gained international fame with its unique and intense taste profile. With the saltiness 
from the fermentation process, spiciness from the chilli peppers and delicate tartness from the yuzu 
fruit, yuzukosho has become a wildly popular secret weapon for chefs who want that extra edge and 
flare in their dishes. 

SOUR | YUZU

KYUSHU REGION: 
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A yuzu specialty cafe 
on the premise of the 
yuzukosho factory.

Just 1.5 hours’ drive from the Fukuoka Airport is the yuzukosho factory, 
a family business that began in 1918. Surrounded by rice fields, the 3rd 
generation owner bought over some mountainous land to plant some 
1000 yuzu trees. Yuzukosho is a Kyushu specialty, with almost every 
family having its own recipe. Unique to Kyushu is its use of yuzukosho 
to replace wasabi for sashimi, while in most parts of Japan, the condi-
ment is used as a dip for hot pot dishes and miso soup. 

We learned from the visit that the yuzu trees fruit only every ten years 
with fluctuating harvest yields according to the climate. When the fruits 
ripen in winter, they are harvested, peeled and juiced, then frozen to be 
kept for the year. Five yuzu fruits yield approximately 100ml of juice that 
can in turn be used in ponzu sauce, salad dressing, or simply enjoyed 
as a refreshing drink. Yuzu peel requires many fruits, and as such, is ex-
pensive and not typically popular amongst the Japanese. The factory 
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places its focus on producing yuzukosho that is 
sold in both domestic and international markets.

A pricey gem of a citrus, this fruit has its origins 
in China but gained its stronghold in Japan with 
its versatility in bath, medicinal and culinary 
uses. The owner of the yuzukosho has also set 
up a yuzu specialty café. All things yuzu. Won’t 
you like that too?

Inside this stylish hipster café sitting on pristine 
manicured lawns is an astonishing array of yuzu 
products. I love all the bells and whistles of this 
yuzu-themed café, not just because of my partial-
ity towards yuzu, but how delicate everything is 
here!

First up, the good old yuzu juice, straight. Yuzu 
juice drunk neat is extremely sour, but it doesn’t 
cut the tongue the way lemon juice does. Less 
acidic, softer on the palate, more fragrant and fin-
ishes with a bright floral profile. Yuzu isn’t taken 

straight usually, but getting to taste it this way 
has certainly helped me to understand how it 
has become the darling of chefs worldwide. 

We were shown the green, red and yellow yuzu-
kosho, the type of chillies used determining the 
colour and taste of this salt-cured condiment. 
Green yuzukosho, the most common form, lends 
a dramatic depth to jelly and oysters, while the 
red variant is used typically in dumplings and 
oden (Japanese winter dish with egg, fish cake, 
octopus etc in a flavourful dashi stock). Yellow 
yuzukosho has more mature notes of bitterness 
and is used to season the steaks served on 
board Japan Airlines International (JAL) First 
Class flights. We were instantly smitten with the 
chiffon cake made with yellow yuzukosho that 
gives the aromatic dessert a complex salty and 
tart taste with a slightly spicy after-taste. So pil-
lowy light and refreshing I really struggled to 
stop at one piece!
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Given the versatility of yuzu, it is also made into powder to be 
used as salt for tequila and tempura. There are also the bever-
ages like yuzu cider, yuzu soda water. And the list goes on. 

From its intensely sour origin to clean-tasting, umami-rich flavour-
ing for savury dishes and sublime spin to sweets, you can cer-
tainly put Japan’s citrus crown on pretty much anything! The fla-
vour that gives and gives.
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I must admit I struggled with the introduction to this. How do you 
put into words that absolute delight when you taste something 
‘umami’? Possibly the person who discovered it says it best – it’s 
simply yet profoundly a “delicious taste”. Discovered in 1908 by 
Japanese chemist, Kikunae Ikeda, it was not until 100 years later 
that it was recognised globally as a flavour, a distinct flavour that 
some have described as “savoury yet subtle”. The essence of 
umami relates to the naturally occurring amino acid glutamate 
that lends a remarkably distinct flavour to foods, and is com-
monly found in meats, fish, tomatoes, as well as in fermented 
products like miso, soy sauce and fish sauce. The former two are 
undoubtedly the crowning jewels in Japanese cuisine, the fla-

UMAMI | MISO
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vours of Japan. There have been  references 
that  miso and rice for Japanese are like ‘meat 
and potatoes for Americans’. Despite how the 
Japanese cuisine has evolved over the recent 
years, rice with a dish of pickles and a bowl of 
miso soup remains the archetypal Japanese 
meal. 

In Matsumoto City, we met Hayashi-san, the 
president and master shinshu miso maker at Ma-
rusho Jozo. Through our conversations, I found 
out he is 80 years old. But the man does not look 
a day past 65 years old! His complexion, the taut-
ness and most importantly, his agility climbing up 
the ladder to the miso barrels, was impressive to 
say the least. I asked him for his secret to his 
youth and strength - miso soup of course! Every 
morning, his wife would make miso soup for him 
for breakfast. This was enough to convince me 
that miso may well be the answer to longevity 
and souperb health! 

Making miso is an art. Hundreds of varieties of 
this classic Japanese staple can be found 
across the country. Miso is created from soy-
beans, grain (usually rice or barley) and salt. To 
activate fermentation, a koji (starter) is added, 
usually one that includes a mould called Aspergil-
lus oryzae. 

Each miso’s fermentation and aging process in-
volves a multitude of factors from the type of koji 
used, to the cooking technique and even the 
length of time, all resulting in variances of taste, 
colour and texture. Naturally-made miso can go 
through a cycle of fermentation and aging that 
lasts as long as three years. In our two trips to Ja-
pan, we visited several artisanal miso factories 
that produce different types of miso, namely 
hatcho miso, shinshu miso, gujo miso, and akita 
miso.
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Hatcho Miso

Known for its particularly bitter, acidic and astrin-
gent flavour, hatcho miso is made by the Hatcho 
Miso Company in Hatcho (Eighth Street), to the 
west of Okazaki castle. Produced using a long-
established artisan technique, hatcho miso is the 
rarest type of miso, comprising just 0.2% of the 
total volume of miso produced in Japan. With a 
long fermentation process, it has the most re-
duced water content compared to other types of 
miso. It is also easy to digest and  is a natural 

food since neither food additives nor pasteurisa-
tion are used. 

Gujo Miso

Produced specifically in Gujo Hachiman, gujo 
miso is a type of mame miso that is also known 
as jimiso, which means local miso, alluding to 
how every household that makes it has a slightly 
different rendition of it. However, to be classified 
as mame miso, it should not detract too much 
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from using only soybeans and mame soybean 
malt, and the length of fermentation should be at 
least one year.

Daikokuya is a family-run business that started 
70 years ago in the charismatic old town of Gujo 
Hachiman, and is well known for its homemade 
miso made from local grown soybeans and fresh 
water. Gujo jimiso has more salt added and 
hence requires a longer time to reach maturity 
compared to shiro miso. Daikokuya ferments 
miso for at least 1.5 years. The colour of gujo 
jimiso is dark red in colour due to its prolonged 
fermentation process. The gujo jimiso is not 
blended and the whole soybeans can be seen in 
the miso. It actually reminded me very much of 
the salty “taucheo” by the Chinese known as the 
salty preserved soybeans!

Besides making miso, Daikokuya also brews 
tamari and mirin. Previously, when I was doing 
research on gluten-free foods, I chanced upon 
tamari and had assumed it is a gluten-free soy 
sauce with a fancy branding. On the trip, I 
learned tamari is actually a by-product of miso 
production, the liquid piled up on top of miso dur-
ing fermentation. Equally umami, tamari is great 
to use for dipping of sashimi with characteristics 
of aged balsamic vinegar and complex sourish 
notes.

Hoba Miso

One of the most curious looking varieties, hoba 
miso is miso wrapped in hoba leaves, the leaves 
of the Japanese magnolia. The large leaves of 
the ho tree (a type of magnolia) have antibacte-
rial properties, and in this area, they are used to 
wrap portions of sushi or mochi rice cakes. A 

specialty of the Takayama area, the custom origi-
nated as a way to thaw out pickles that were fro-
zen solid in the depth of winter. Apparently, water 
in Takayama area is hard, so it is unfit for miso 
soup. Hence the locals thought of a way to enjoy 
miso without the soup. Chopped negi (green on-
ion), mushrooms and wild plants are mixed and 
seasoned with miso on a hoba and then broiled. 
Miso soup here is now served in any ryokans 
and restaurants with the help of a water filter, but 
hoba miso remains a local favourite dish.

Shinshu miso

Glossy and golden yellow, this nutritious season-
ing made of soybeans, malted rice and salt has 
been valued by locals as a source of energy 
since ancient times. It is a very popular variety of 
miso with residents from Tokyo according to our 
interpreter, Rie-san, compared to gujo miso and 
hatcho miso. Shinshu miso is a form of kome 
miso using rice malt rather than soybean malt. It 
can be however be full-bodied in taste like that 
of hatcho miso with a two-year fermentation proc-
ess, achieving a dark red colour.

At Marusho Brewing Co., Ltd in Nagano Prefec-
ture, Hayashi-san’s grandfather started the busi-
ness 120 years ago in 1895, and since its incep-
tion, the brewery is proud to continue making 
shinshu miso the traditional way using carefully 
selected raw materials. He explained that what 
makes Nagano perfect for miso production was 
its purity of the water and air quality. Here, rice 
malt is mainly used for the fermentation. How-
ever, Hayashi-san innovatively used buckwheat 
malt mixed in with the rice malt to create new 
types of miso. Around his shop, you can see that 
his creative products of miso-filled doriyaki, miso 
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pan (breads), miso donuts and a variety of miso-
coated rice snacks and nuts. In summer, he even 
makes miso ice cream! 

Akita Miso

One of our biggest surprises in our learning jour-
ney on miso has to be meeting the youngest 
owner we have seen so far, Yusuka Ando. A To-
kyo University graduate, the 31-year-old young 
man worked in Tokyo for five years before taking 

over the family business as the 8th generation 
owner two years ago. He shared that it was his 
family’s wishes for the children to hone their skills 
elsewhere first before they manage the miso busi-
ness. 

Akita miso is a kind of kome miso, made using 
rice malt. The end product after a fermentation 
process of 1-3 years in traditional wooden bar-
rels is a red-coloured miso, one of the most popu-
lar varieties in Japan. Yusuka-san does not inno-
vate on the production technique but is keen to    
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explore new ways of consuming miso and soy sauce as well as new 
packaging ways to cater for reduced usage in smaller families. He has 
produced recipe cards detailing innovative ways of enjoying soy 
sauce. We love his soy sauce ice cream that tasted wondrously like 
caramel ice cream but with a slightly salty soy sauce finish. 

Yusuka-san is himself a father of two sons, 4-year-old Osuke and 1-
year-old Shosuke. Following Japanese traditions, the akita miso busi-
ness is likely to fall into the hands of Osuke as the first-born in his gen-
eration. Shosuke is thus often encouraged to carve his own career – “a 
dentist or lawyer maybe”. 

How privileged are we to learn so much from the master brewers them-
selves. Beyond the art of making miso, we are deeply inspired by the 
commitment to continuously innovate on new products to keep up with 
the trends. Quality miso doesn’t come cheap. And you can now see 
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Miso vats. why. It’s a lifetime of work, consistency, research and innovation. The 
next time we take miso, let’s also take some time to savour the umami 
slowly and gratefully.
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In the beginning, Dejima was that fan-shaped man-made island 
built in 1636 to segregate the foreigners, mainly the Portuguese, 
from the Japanese population, in a bid to control the missionary 
activities. In 1641, the Tokugawa shogunate (last Japanese feu-
dal military government) banished all foreigners from Japan, and 
the Dutch Trading Station in Hirado was moved to Dejima. For 
more than two centuries till the 1850s, the enclosed quarter was 
the only sanctioned foreign presence in Japan, the only window 
open to overseas trade. For a good 218 years, Dejima played a 
central role in the modernisation of Japan.

FUSION OF 
FLAVOURS

KYUSHU REGION:
NAGASAKI 
PREFECTURE
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Sakamotoya Ryokan in 
Nagasaki, famed for its 
Shippoku cuisine.

Fast forward to the present day, Dejima’s surrounding area has been re-
claimed and much of her past, restored. Residences, walls, structures 
and warehouses etc have been painstakingly reconstructed, and you 
can even see a miniature Dejima in the Dejima Museum.

The backstory of Dejima and her colourful trading history is the perfect 
way to understand the fusion culinary scene in Nagasaki. This city 
boasts of one of Japan’s most diverse dining scenes and at a culinary 
crossroads, Nagasaki’s flavours embraces the best of the east and 
west.

Meet Nagasaki’s Shippoku cuisine, what you get when you cross Euro-
pean, Chinese and Japanese cooking, a culinary blend unique to the 
city. The literal meaning of Shippoku is table cloth, signifying the Chi-
nese banquet style of eating at a round table. Shippoku cuisine is an 
original creation of the Chinese living in the Chinese quarter, and was 
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intended to entertain Japanese and foreign visi-
tors. Over time, the cuisine evolved as a result of 
exchanges between the Japanese in Nagasaki 
and the Chinese, Portuguese and Dutch traders 
who have come through for the important “Sugar 
Road” enroute to Edo (modern day Tokyo). To-
day, it is being served in many Nagasaki house-
holds and even in traditional Japanese restau-
rants, as a feast around a lacquered round table.

We had the privilege of dining in Sakamotoya, a 
120-year-old restaurant and the first ryokan to of-

fer Shippoku cuisine in Nagasaki. You know the 
meal is going to be souperb when it begins with 
this hearty greeting “O-hire O-dozo” which 
means “Enjoy the fin of the fish too” by the host, 
known as the Okattsama (local dialect for ‘house 
madam’). O-hire is a clear broth with fish contain-
ing slices of sea bream, and the term means that 
the whole bream, including the fin, was served, 
alluding to the generous and immaculate hospi-
tality.
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Artful Shippoku cuisine. When dining in Shippoku style, few rules apply. The ease of the cuisine 
lies in the common sharing of the food round the table, diners serving 
themselves, creating a relaxed atmosphere. No dish sequence to fol-
low, no complicated rules on cutlery. Food is passed around in dishes 
of various sizes. We were pleasantly surprised by how the different ele-
ments from the various countries’ cooking blended so harmoniously to-
gether. One of my favourites was a dish with the sea bream, mochi and 
mushroom in a bonito kobu stock – so syncretic and so distinctly Ship-
poku! Like much of Japanese cuisine, the flavours are kept clean, allow-
ing the superior ingredients to shine in their own right.

The constantly evolving flavours of Japan were also evident in Rakushin-
tei, a quaint restaurant in a quiet building. Affectionately known as the 
Heart Lounge, the restaurant is the only one in Nagasaki with a focus 
on healthy eating. The chef has swopped out the much-loved short-
grain sushi rice in kaisendon for the healthier 16-grain mixed rice. He 
has also curiously but successfully paired the kaisendon with hikado, a 
Shippoku dish of vegetable and hashed meat stew, typically eaten only 
during winter. Originating from Picado of Portuguese influence, the dish 
has gained popularity with the Japanese and became known as hi-
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16-grain rice in 
kaisendon.

kado, enjoyed by mainly the older Japanese. I was surprised that many 
younger Japanese have not even heard of hikado! 

Rakushintei’s renditions have won him the hearts of many locals, par-
ticularly the seniors who are into healthier eating. It is the chef’s desire 
to sustain a menu driven by health, created with locally farmed or sour-
ced produce, inspired by seasonal changes. “Food is very important 
for health, especially as you age. My passion is to create more healthy 
food for people,” the 46-year-old chef left us with his wise words.

And we leave you lingering over Japan’s flavours, seasoned with care, 
culture and creativity.

22



It’s the culinary buzzword (or phrase), and going 
clean and green is all the rage. We bring you to a 
gem in the Yamagata Prefecture in Tohoku Region 
- one that takes great strides in producing organic 
crops, and designing a well-loved seasonal menu 
around them, despite the odds.

FARM TO TABLE



I took a double take when I heard we were going to visit the dada-
chamame farm. Dada what? 

So dadachamame is a kind of edamame or young soya beans, 
or some may say, ‘king of edamame’. The regular edamame has 
three pods, while the dadachamame has only two. Popularised 
about a decade ago, dadachamame is fragrant and can dramati-
cally increase the umami flavour in dishes. I was told the stories 
of how the name could have come about and they are adorable! 
One version tells of how the Lord of Shonai in the Edo period ut-
tered, “These delicious beans, which daddy produced them?” 
And hence the name, dadacha. Another local version describes 
how it was the father of the family, also known as dadacha in the 
local dialect (thought not deemed a polite term), who first tasted 
the beans, giving rise to this name.

After a three-hour journey by car to Yamagata Prefecture, Tsu-
ruoka City, we were introduced to 34-year-old Onodera Nori-
masa, owner of the dadachamame farm, and also chef of the res-
taurant Naa on the farm premise. I’m abashed to say we 

DADACHAMAME
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swooned a little when we met him! He looks like 
the actor Sorimachi Takashi, doesn’t he? 

Norimasa’s family is one of the first few to estab-
lish organic farming, and till today, remains one 
of the 3 in over 200 farmers in the community to 
practise organic farming. He grows 12 kinds of 
edamame, including dadachamame. On aver-
age, the crops take 90 days to grow and five 
days to harvest. Every day, he harvests some 
300kg of beans, gathering about 7.5 tonnes for 
the season.

Unlike many of the traditional Japanese farms 
and family businesses that are struggling with 
continuity in light of modernity, this farm has 
seen an unprecedented rejuvenation when Nori-
masa decided to take it over from his aging par-
ents. He used to work for a big steel company in 
Yokohama, but when his mother fell ill three 
years ago, he returned to his hometown to learn 
the ropes of farming. There were plans by the 
family to close down the restaurant, but again, 
the sense of nostalgia led Norimasa to learn culi-
nary skills from his mother. 
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Today, the restaurant Naa enjoys a year-round popularity who 
have come to savour the menu designed around the seasons, 
with the famed dadachamame, organic goodness and a farm-to-
table experience.

According to the lanky, well-mannered Norimasa, while dada-
chame has seen an increased demand due to its nutritional value 
and taste, it doesn’t keep well and rots within a day. Hence today, 
the beans are sent to Tokyo and other regions in the form of cold 
chain delivery. He also sells his vegetables direct to customers 
who mail orders with him. 

The success of the farm and restaurant is fueled by passion for 
food, driven by a love for his mother and her cooking. It touched 
me deeply when he shared that on hindsight, it was a good thing 
that he wasn’t professionally trained in the kitchen. All his recipes 
were developed from memory of the tastes of his mother’s cook-
ing. No pesticides despite the challenges of keeping the crops 
well, since “we are what we eat”, he stressed with a strong convic-
tion. Let the fresh ingredients shine. Let nostalgia be the season-
ing of the food. 
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Blue hydrangeas in 
bloom at the farm.
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It’s not all about Tokyo and cherry blossoms, or 
sake and ramen. JNTO’s thoughtful itinerary 
brought us to ethereal spaces well-preserved in 
time, to heaving factories that never stop creating 
and surprising. We met people we didn’t know but 
grew to love in minutes. And heard stories so vivid 
we could never forget. Have a browse and see Ja-
pan from the eyes of The Soup Spoon.

WHEN IN JAPAN



Kyushu literally means ‘Nine Provinces’, and is Japan's third larg-
est island, located southwest of the main island Honshu. The re-
gion boasts of an illustrious history, modern city, set amongst gra-
cious greens and a tranquil harbour. 

KYUSHU REGION
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Agodashi

This seaside town in Hirado on the west of Kyushu Island is 
famed for its agodashi made from ‘ago’, meaning ‘flying fish’ in a 
dialect in Nagasaki. Harvested just once a year in September, the 
ago is traditionally enjoyed grilled over a charcoal fire, then left to 
dry for three to four days with the tails intact. Once used by the 
Kyushu residents to make miso soup, their complex and well-
rounded tastes have caught the attention of chefs in Tokyo, gain-
ing wide popularity in the culinary world since a decade ago. 
Dashi is often added into dishes for that umami flavour, and ago-
dashi is fast becoming a preferred choice for making ramen 
stock in Tokyo. As a young boy, the owner, Shinozaki-san’s staple 
was rice with the fish salted and grilled. Today, they use the dried 
powder grounded from ago to mix with seaweed and enjoy it as a 
sprinkle over rice. You might also notice that the shop has a bor-
der wall as part of the facade. This was apparently built in 1610 
to separate the Japanese and the Dutch. Go speak to the  
friendly Shinozaki-san and his affable wife! We had an souper 
time chatting with them there!
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Cooking School 

At Shimabara in Nagasaki, you can find this 
quaint cooking school that specialises in healthy 
cooking. This was where we learned how to 
make the Shimabara guizoni, a traditional 
chicken and vegetable soup that almost every 
family has a special recipe for, and typically 
eaten during the new year. In 1637, the bad 
weather in Japan caused the crops to grow 
badly. Despite the widespread poverty, the peo-
ple still had to pay rice tax. Shiro Amakusa, a fa-

mous Christian in Japan then, was held up in the 
Hara Castle for three months, and this was the 
stew the people cooked to survive this period. 
The big round rice cakes were what he ordered 
the farmers to store up on, and till today, the rice 
cakes are quintessential in every Shimabara gui-
zoni. According to my teacher, Sahara-san, you 
have to eat the number of rice cakes that corre-
spond to your age. So at 76, she consumes 76 of 
these cakes, over a period of three days! The fin-
ished stew tasted so comforting and reminded 
us of our very own Tokyo Chicken Stew!
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Shimabara Castle

Japan is a country that loves its castles and 
each comes with its own slice of Japan’s story. 
This reconstructed feudal castle is the reminder 
of Japan’s intricate past with the introduction of 
foreigners and Christianity. Today, the historic 
castle offers opportunities for visitors to dress up 
in a variety of traditional costumes. Let your hair 
down and enjoy! 
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Shimabara Mizuyashiki

What a beautiful and serene cafe that pays homage to Japan’s 
natural blessings! This Meiji-era teahouse sits on some 4000 ton-
nes of spring-fed water flowing through the spring daily, and fea-
tures their famed kanazarashi, a Shimabara dessert of small 
dumplings made from rice flour, very much like the tang yuan we 
have here. The effervescent owner started making these sweets 
20 years ago by hand using premium flour. He revealed his spe-
cial technique of leaving the dumplings in the spring water for 2-3 
hours, as the spring water temperature of 15°C is optimal for 
them. They are about the most tender, chewy desserts I’ve ever 
had! About 25 years ago, there was a volcanic eruption and he 
felt a burden to cheer people up after the devastation. So he 
closed his kimono shop and set up a business selling fortune cat 
figurines, since he believed that they will bring fortune and happi-
ness to his people. Now his collection is a cheery treat alongside 
the traditional Shimabara sweet. You won’t want to miss this!

33



Chubu is the central region of Japan's Honshu island and home to the iconic Mount Fuji. A testament 
to the rich history of Japan, this is the place to retrace her story in the scenic and romantically pre-
served destinations. This was where we harvested salt in the oldest method known to mankind!

CHUBU REGION

34



Higashichaya Old Town

Also known as Little Kyoto in Kanazawa, the charming grounds 
housed beautiful latticed buildings that were established in the 
early 19th century for geishas to entertain wealthy patrons. These 
historic wooden facades are still beautifully preserved today. 

The Shima Geisha House, once a carefully conserved Edo-era 
chaya house from 1820, is now a museum with an impressive col-
lection of elaborate combs, tatami mats, lacquered bowls, musi-
cal instruments that provide an authentic peek into feudal Japan 
entertainment district.

When we were there at 5.30pm, the streets were quiet and still 
and some geishas were shuffling in their elaborate kimono, proba-
bly off to an engagement, we were told by our hosts. Today, you 
can still engage a geisha or two for two hours at about 200,000 
yen (~S$2700).
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Hakuichi Hakuko-kan

Want to have a taste of gold? You can, in Ka-
nazawa, where 99% of Japan’s gold leaf produc-
tion is done! This store promises to add some glit-
ter into your sweet treat, while being friendly on 
the purse strings! Gold leaf is made by mixing 
silver and copper with gold, skillfully processed 
into the finest thickness. We were bemused 
when told that gold leaf aids digestion - now all 
the more reason to eat gold! 

The soft serve ice cream has layers of intense yel-
low swirls that are made purely from egg yolk, of 
specifically the Ukokkei breed. The generous 
gold dust itself is pretty tasteless, but it certainly 
looks pretty! As I licked up that last speck of 
gold leaf, this saying came to my mind - “All that 
glitters is not gold”. In this case, it really is!

This store is situated in the Higashichaya district, 
so have an indulgent treat after your walk around 
the old town!
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Eiheiji Temple

If you want a glimpse of traditional Japanese life that seems to 
have stood still for eight centuries, make a trip to Eiheiji Temple. 
Located deep within the mountains, the temple is an active mon-
astery with about 200 monks observing strict Zen practices like 
zazen meditation and recitation of Buddhist scriptures. This tem-
ple had seen its fair share of trials, having been burnt down and 
rebuilt for five times! It’s worthwhile to stay for a vegetarian meal 
here. Before eating, it is customary to give thanks to the monks 
who have prepared the food. During the meal, we were to sit up-
right, arms held high and no talking is allowed. The evening’s 
meal was made from local produce, simple yet satisfying. Accord-
ing to the head chef,  Tenzo Roshi, Shojin-Ryori is a style of cook-
ing that treats both the ingredients and the diners with the utmost 
respect, and simultaneously gives thanks to all creation. I particu-
larly enjoyed the goma tofu, a tofu made from sesame seeds and 
arrowroot starch. I almost left the deep fried seaweed untouched, 
until I saw someone eat it! It was tied like a knot, a tradition 
passed down from ancient times. If you want a cleansing, unique 
dining experience, go for this!
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Ume Farm 

You know how sometimes you meet people for the first time, but 
feel like you have known them for the longest time? The gregari-
ous elderly couple in the ume farm located in Mikata-Kaminaka-
gun in Fukui Prefecture shone with their good-natured banter. At 
various points, we even forgot we were there to learn about ume! 
79-year-old Fukagawa is a 3rd generation ume farmer, who used 
to grow trees for printing before changing to the more lucrative 
ume crop. Together with his wife, Setsuko, they now care for over 
700 ume trees and some rice fields. They sell 1/3 of their harvest 
to the Agriculture Department and salt the rest to be sold as 
salted dried ume. These plums are extremely sour with low sugar 
content and hence not consumed as fruits. Yield has declined 
drastically, from 30 tonnes in the previous year to just 15 this year. 
Fukagawa is therefore all the more insistent that there should be 
no wastage and asked us for suggestions on what he could do 
with ume. “Stop making new things! I am very busy and you need 
to rest!” rejoined Setsuko. Too cute. We loved their homemade 
ume jam that went beautifully with yoghurt and ice cream. So 
much love here. Do go visit and support their labour of love!
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Ishiru Fish Sauce Factory

At Wajima Asaichi, we met the kind vendors who 
gave us a bottle of Ishiru, the traditional fish 
sauce of Noto in Ishikawa Prefecture. There are 
two main types of fish sauce in Noto: Ishiri and 
Ishiru. Ishiri is made using a type of Japanese 
squid, while Ishiru is made using sardine or 
mackerel. We were shown around their small fac-
tory, where Takako-san has been making Ishiru 
for 30 years! Fermentation takes three years, 
with 200 kg of chopped locally caught fish per 

tub, and salt added. The sauce would sink to the 
bottom, and they would drain it off. The final prod-
uct is assessed purely by taste and smell, from 
their rich experience. She also showed us how 
puffer fish is marinated in the fish sauce and af-
ter one year of marination, the poison will appar-
ently be removed. The government sends down 
officials to check before she can sell them. And 
before we left, the kindly lady pushed a few more 
bottles to us. So precious are these bottles to us, 
and even more so, her hospitality and generosity.
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When it comes to stunning vistas, it’s hard to top the beauty of 
the Tohoku region. Comprising six prefectures in the north of Ja-
pan's largest island, Honshu, the region has bounced back vora-
ciously from the tsunami and nuclear devastation to treat visitors 
to its scenic countryside, fresh waters and thriving miso produc-
tion. 

TOHOKU 
REGION
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Junsai harvesters

Junsai is a specialty of Akita Prefecture, more precisely of Mitanechô, a 
two-hour drive from Akita into the mountainous area. A kind of water 
weed that only grows in ponds with premium water quality, Junsai is 
coveted for its fibre content, anti-bacterial property, as a skin food for 
elasticity and smooth complexion, as well as the fine, springy texture it 
lends to dishes. With abundant water from the surrounding Shirakami 
mountain range, this area has become suitably known as the “town of 
Junsai”. I was first struck by the serenity of the Junsai ponds. Looking 
very much like tranquil lotus ponds but with tiny leaves and flowers, it’s 
hard to imagine that this is home to 90% of Japan’s Junsai production. 

Harvesting is done around mid-May to beginning of September, usually 
by women who will handpick the Junsai in small boats. I really wasn’t 
cut out for the job! While trying to maintain balance in the boat, steering 
with the stick, harvesters have to get to the tiny buds tangled under-
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neath. As a natural defense of the Junsai, they are slimy and cov-
ered with clear, gelatinous coating, and they kept slipping out of 
my hands. I was also told to always pluck a big bud with a small 
bud attached. After half an hour in a light drizzle, all I harvested 
was an unrewarding bit of Junsai! We met a harvester, Toriko,  
who used to be able to pick 30 kg a day, though because of 
changes in the water, he was only able to harvest 15kg now. No 
wonder much of fresh Junsai is cured in a little vinegar to pre-
serve it!

We were souper stoked to be shown the application of Junsai by 
Chef Masaya Yamada. Traditional ways include eating with 
ponzu, wasabi, shoyu or miso with vinegar, simple ways that do 
not destroy the gelatinous exterior. His new applications innova-
tively create aesthetically pleasing ways of enjoying Junsai. We 
thoroughly enjoyed the cold broad bean soup with marinated Jun-
sai and barley grass powder, as well as puff pastry stuffed with 
minced Junsai and topped with brown sugar syrup and kinoko 
powder. Do seize the rare opportunity to harvest and taste Junsai 
if you are in Akita!
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Making Kiritanpo

I don’t think I can ever thank JNTO enough for 
arranging an itinerary that goes beyond the 
usual touristy sights and tastes. How then would 
I be able to experience this warm hospitality of 
the locals, even learning how to make this tradi-
tional gastronomy of Akita Prefecture? 

This is kiritanpo (kiri meaning cut, and tanpo 
meaning spear), freshly cooked rice pounded till 
mashed, then shaped into cylinders around ce-

dar skewers and toasted over an open fire. Add 
some sweet miso sauce, then grill it, and you 
have yourself a hefty snack. Mash 50% of the 
rice and you get a rice stick. Mash 70% and you 
can enjoy it in a Kiritanpo Nabe with burdock, 
preserved vegetables and pickles. This is also a 
popular dish in weddings, and always cooked 
from scratch, hand-torn, never with knives as 
Japanese believe that may ‘sever or cut’ relation-
ships! 
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Learning to cook 
kiritanpo with Kazuko 
Ishigaki. 

The highlight of this cooking lesson has got to be meeting my teacher, 
62-year-old Kazuko Ishigaki. She started her business much later than 
many entrepreneurs, only at 47. Coincidentally, the day we visited also 
marked 15 years of her business! Originally a farmer with apple or-
chards and rice fields, her love for traditional foods led her to establish 
businesses that will allow her to share these culinary classics in a rap-
idly modernising Japan that tends to gravitate towards Western influ-
ence. The gutsy lady went on to set up a small hotel and restaurant 
amongst other businesses. 

She also served us trays of mushi-pan and we were smitten with it de-
spite feeling stuffed with kiritanpo. Dear Kazuko Ishigaki has kindly 
shared her recipe with us, so we are all in for a treat! Check it out in the 
recipe that follows!
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The universal appeal of Japanese food lies in its 
greatly comforting menu and sensory detail. Fla-
vours are best amplified with fresh ingredients and 
thoughtful cooking. We’ve asked our hosts for their 
time-honoured, authentically Japanese recipes, 
pared down to the classic Japanese simplicity. 
Best enjoyed at home, with your loved ones. 

RECIPES



Japanese sweets are hardly rich and this steamed cake is an-
other one that is thoroughly pleasing and satisfying. Fluffy and in-
credibly easy to make, mushi-pan proves that the best cakes 
don’t need to be fancy.

Special thanks to Kazuko Ishigaki for sharing her time-tested recipe! We 
had the honour of learning how to make kiritanpo in Akita Prefecture from 
this kindly lady. When she served us this mushi-pan, it was love at first bite. 
While there are many recipes out there for mushi-pan, hers truly works!

MUSHI-PAN 
(JAPANESE 
STEAMED CAKE) 
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Mushi-pan (Japanese Steamed Cake)

Makes 1 cake

Ingredients

2 eggs 
300g flour 
200ml milk 
250g sugar 
85g honey 
24g baking soda 
100ml vinegar

Sesame seeds, as garnish

 

Method

1. Mix eggs, milk and honey in a bowl.

2. Sift flour, sugar and baking soda into the same 
bowl.

3. Stir the wet and dry ingredients until well com-
bined, then add vinegar. Leave in fridge for 30 
minutes.

4. Pour the chilled batter into a cake mold, and 
steam it for 30 minutes.

5. Sprinkle with some sesame seeds and enjoy!
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Pretty purple plum with fine, elegant somen noodles are all you 
need for a comforting evening meal at home. Light and refresh-
ing, this recipe allows for much variation and versatility. 

Thank you, Junko, our host, for sharing this family recipe with us! When we 
first met her on our first trip, she looked really serious, but once we got to 
know her, she truly inspired us with her passion for food. Born in Hokkaido, 
she moved to Chiba when she was seven, and learned to cook very well 
from her mother. Remember the Vegetarian Sweet Potato Curry we 
launched last year? This was inspired by her as curry was her comfort 
food! Knowing how well she knows and loves her food, this recipe is surely 
a keeper!

UME-SOMEN 

48



Ume-Somen

Serves 2

Ingredients

200g somen (~2 bunches)

Condiments:

2 umeboshi (pickled Japanese plum)

1 myoga (Japanese ginger)

4 ao-shiso (green perilla)

50g chicken fillet

1 tomato (optional)

1 tbsp olive oil (optional)

Noodle soup: 

1 cup dashi soup 

1/3 cup soy sauce 

2 tbsp mirin (Japanese sweet rice wine) 

Dash of sugar

Method

1. Gather ingredients for noodle soup, boil and 
leave to cool down. 

2. Prepare the condiments. Remove seed of ume-
boshi and chop finely. Shred ao-shiso and cut 
the myoga into small pieces. Boil the chicken fil-
let and shred. Grate the tomato (optional).

3. Boil the somen and rinse with running water 
before serving in bowl with ice and water.

4. Enjoy the somen dipped in soup with condi-
ments!

Notes: 

* If desired, add grated tomato and olive oil into 
soup to balance umeboshi’s sourness.

* You may substitute chicken fillet with canned 
tuna.

* You may substitute ao-shiso with fresh basil. 
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If you have a soft spot for plump and glossy udon, you will love 
this deeply warming Japanese classic served in a heavy earthen-
ware pot. Add yuzu peel or some shichimi for a sharper finish.

Thank you, Rie, our translator, for this homey recipe! Rie reads my mind 
like nobody does! Before I could ask her to translate my questions for the 
hosts, she would already have done so for me! Born in Saitama Prefecture, 
she grew up in Tokyo since she was seven, and is a city girl in and out. 
While she doesn’t cook much, she has a few comfort food recipes that she 
holds dear to, and this is one that restores her without fail. I will like to be-
lieve this dish is also why her complexion is flawless! 

NABEYAKI UDON 
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Nabeyaki Udon 

Serves 2

Ingredients 

2 packs of udon

200g chicken breast, cut into bite-size pieces

1 green onion, sliced diagonally

1 carrot, sliced 

2 shiitake mushrooms, cut into halves or quarters

OR shimeji or maitake mushrooms

100g spinach, cut into 5-cm pieces

2 eggs

800ml dashi soup (20g dried bonito flakes + 
dried konbu (kelp) 5cm x 10cm)

1 1/2 tbsp thin soy sauce  

1 1/2-2 tbsp mirin (Japanese sweet rice wine) 

1/2 tsp sugar  

Mitsuba (Japanese parsley) (Optional)

Shichimi (Japanese seven-spice chilli mix) (Op-
tional)

Yuzu peel (Optional) 

Method

1. To make the dashi soup, make a few slits in 
the konbu and soak in 1000ml water for 30 min-
utes before heating it up. Remove the konbu just 
before it boils.

2. Add the dried bonito flakes, bring to a boil and 
strain.

* If you use dashi seasoning powder, skip steps 
1 and 2 and simply follow instructions on packag-
ing.

3. Add mirin, thin soy sauce and sugar, then 
bring to a boil again.

4. Boil water in another pan to cook the udon. 
Drain with strainer.

5. Put udon, chicken and vegetables into dashi 
soup and portion into two small earthenware 
pots (or 1 bigger pot for 2 pax). 

6. Bring to boil, add egg, cover and heat for 1 
minute.

7. Just before serving, add mitsuba, one piece of 
yuzu peel and season with shichimi if desired.
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