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INTRODUCTION


If you’ve been to any of the Hawaiian Islands, you’ve likely seen poke—cubed raw fish tossed in one of many sauce options—available in restaurants and in grocery stores. My first stop whenever I visit Hawaii is Foodland, a local grocery store, where I buy a poke bowl: white rice topped with a huge scoop of classic ahi poke. While poke has been a staple in Hawaiian food culture for decades, its popularity has recently spread to the mainland United States, where poke restaurants are popping up with increased frequency and creativity. This book aims to spark your imagination and provide a range of recipes, from traditional to completely new and unusual, for making your own poke bowls at home. You’ll find individual recipes for sauces, toppings, and bases, along with recipes for assembling a complete bowl.


History


In Hawaiian, poke (pronounced PO-kay) means “to slice or cut”—which could refer to anything being cut into pieces. More commonly though, the word poke is used in reference to sliced raw fish, often dressed with a simple marinade and tossed with green onions and crushed kukui nuts.


Poke began as a way for fishermen to use up scraps of uncooked fish—sometimes seasoned only with sea salt and combined with any leftover ingredients on hand, such as nuts and seaweed. Modern poke flavors have been heavily influenced by Japanese cuisine and often incorporate ingredients like soy sauce, wasabi, sesame oil, and more.


Types of Fish


Poke can be made from a variety of fish, but most commonly you’ll find ahi tuna (also called yellowfin tuna or bigeye tuna), salmon, hamachi, albacore, and tako (octopus). Generally these fish are served raw, with the exception of tako, which is cooked. You can sear or cook any of the fish used in your poke bowl, although we’ve only included one cooked-fish recipe in the book, along with a recipe for cured salmon. In the following recipes, we’ll use all the fish mentioned above, in addition to shrimp, vegetables, tofu, and tempeh, a fermented soybean cake originally from Indonesia.


Each of the recipes in this book calls for a specific type of fish, which can also be easily substituted with vegetables or meat alternatives. The sauces, toppings, and bases are wonderfully interchangeable with any of these options. Following is a brief description of what the various raw fish options are like, in case you’re unsure where to start.


Ahi (Yellowfin Tuna or Bigeye Tuna)


Bigeye is known as the most flavorful tuna variety, with its cousin yellowfin coming in second. Fresh ahi is deep red in color and is best consumed raw or lightly seared. When fully cooked, it loses its flavor and develops an unappealing texture.


Salmon


There are numerous species of salmon around the world, and all can be used for poke. Salmon can be wild caught or farm raised, and depending on origin it can vary from orange to deep red in hue. It is a full-flavored, high-fat fish with a firm texture. For beginner poke eaters, salmon is often the most approachable fish due to its familiarity.


Albacore


Albacore was the original fish for the tuna canning industry and remains its cornerstone to this day. Albacore has a milder flavor than salmon or ahi, along with a softer pink color. The milder flavor of albacore is offset by a higher fat content that lends it a unique richness. It is not as firm as ahi, but has a meatier texture and big flakes.


Hamachi (Yellowtail)


Often referred to as yellowtail tuna, this fish is not actually a tuna. More pale pink in color than albacore, Hamachi has a sweet flavor and large, firm flakes. Hamachi is known for its smooth texture.


Tako (Octopus)


Octopus is more difficult than other fish to prepare as sashimi—the generic Japanese term for raw fish. Ubiquitous in its preparation is the need to tenderize the meat, which is frequently described as tough and rubbery in its raw form. Cooks will often freeze octopus before boiling to jump-start the tenderizing process. When served raw, it is sliced very thin to offset the rubbery texture.


Quality of Fish


Although this applies to any ingredient included in this book, make sure to get the freshest possible high-quality sushi/sashimi-grade* fish. A specialty fish market or high-end grocery store might be your best bet. Make sure to ask about the quality, how fresh it is, and if it has been frozen. High-quality fish should be vibrant and colorful and have a mild smell. If it looks cloudy or smells “fishy,” it’s probably not the best.


Anatomy of a Poke Bowl


To construct a poke bowl, you really need only two things: a base and a main (traditionally, seafood poke). But why stop there? Here’s the structure of the poke bowls included in this book, which you can use as a guide to create your own:




BASE


MAIN


SAUCE


TOPPINGS





The following sections will explain each of these components in more detail.
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Bases



The classic poke bowl base is white rice, traditionally cooked in massive rice cookers all over Hawaii, scooped generously into a bowl, and topped with the poke of your choice. Delving into how to make the best rice could fill up an entire book on its own, so this book will leave rice-cooking mostly up to you to figure out. Anything beyond basic grain preparation is included here. You’ll also find some nontraditional base ideas—from noodles to mixed greens to grain alternatives. These bases are interchangeable in the bowl recipes, so feel free to use your favorite base in a recipe that might not call for it.


RECIPES




• Broccoli/Cauliflower Rice


• Coconut Rice


• Sprouted Grains


• Basic Rice


• Roasted Root Vegetables





OTHER OPTIONS:




• Freekeh


• Mixed greens


• Brown rice


• Sprouted wheat


• Soba noodles


• Raw vegetables


• Kale, raw or cooked


• Rice noodles


• Quinoa


• Millet


• Amaranth






Mains



The mains are the “meat” of the bowl—whether they’re fish, tofu, vegetables, or something else. Many of these don’t need a recipe at all—it’s simply cubed raw fish—but you will find recipes here for the less traditional mains. Instructions for cooked seafood (octopus and salmon) are very basic, unflavored recipes. If they need more spice, it will be indicated in the bowl recipe—but mostly they’ll be tossed in a flavorful sauce, negating the need to cook them with heavy seasoning.


One unique case here is roasted vegetables (beets, squash, sweet potatoes, etc.) that are used both as bases and as mains throughout this book. The basic method for roasting vegetables is the same regardless of how they’re used, so instructions are only included in the base section.


RECIPES




• Beet-Cured Salmon


• Crispy Honey Tempeh


• Cooked Octopus


• Spicy Tofu


• Garlic-Fried Tofu


• Sesame Roasted Mushrooms





OTHER OPTIONS:




• Roasted vegetables (beets, sweet potatoes, carrots, squash)


• Raw fish: salmon, hamachi (yellowtail), albacore, ahi






Sauces/Marinades



Second to high-quality fish, sauces are what really make poke flavors shine. Even the most classic recipe, where the sauce is a simple marinade with just a few ingredients, takes delicious fresh fish and adds a heightened level of flavor. The recipes in this section are treated like sauces—you will mix them up on their own—but are used more like marinades: the fish (or main of your choice) is tossed in the sauce and given time to soak up the flavors.


The sauces included here range from traditional to completely unconventional and devoid of any classic poke connection. Just like recipes from the other sections of this book, these sauces work with a variety of mains and bases. I encourage you try using them!


RECIPES:




• Ginger Miso


• Classic Spicy


• Garlic Sesame


• Wasabi Aioli


• Teriyaki


• Avocado


• Classic


• Macadamia Pesto


• BBQ


• Sweet Soy


• Yuzu Ponzu


• Thai Basil


• Spicy Black Bean


• Shiso Chimichurri





Toppings


Toppings are a distinctly modern addition to poke. Poke restaurants these days top poke bowls with a variety of sweet, salty, crunchy, umami (a deep, almost meaty, savory flavor), and fruity toppings. You can incorporate traditional seaweed and pickled vegetables or unconventional sesame brittle and fruits. Toppings give a great opportunity to add texture—specifically, crunch—to an otherwise soft-textured dish. I always try to incorporate at least one crunchy topping into every poke bowl. This section includes recipes for some of the more involved toppings, along with a list of self-explanatory toppings.


RECIPES




• Poached Egg


• Quick-Pickled Vegetables


• Seaweed Salad


• Pickled Red Onions


• Mango Salsa


• Crispy Shallots/Onions


• Candied Sesame Brittle


• Fried Wonton Wrappers


• Garlic Chips


• Purple Sauerkraut





OTHER OPTIONS:




• Nuts


• Kukui nuts


• Macadamia nuts


• Peanuts


• Cashews


• Walnuts


• Seaweed


• Nori


• Ogo


• Hijiki


• Limu


• Fresh or pickled fruit


• Pomegranate


• Pineapple


• Pear


• Apple


• Mango


• Citrus


• Fresh or pickled vegetables


• Cucumber


• Red onion


• Sweet onion


• Kimchi


• Radish


• Edamame


• Carrot


• Sprouts


• Spinach


• Bell peppers


• Jalapeños


• Herbs


• Cilantro


• Basil


• Chives


• Green onions


• Shiso


• Fennel seeds


• Avocado


• Microgreens


• Egg (poached, fried, hard-boiled, soft-boiled)


• Roe (masago)


• Pickled ginger


• Sesame seeds (white, black, toasted)


• Furikake


• Makrut lime


• Bonito flakes


• Arare (rice crackers)


• Beans






A Short Lesson on Seaweed



The number of seaweed varieties can be overwhelming, especially if you are unfamiliar with them. Following is a quick rundown on a few of the most commonly used edible seaweeds.


Ogo


Ogo is a signature element of poke with its light, fluffy texture. Its saltiness helps to counter milder flavors and its crispiness when raw adds structure to softer components of poke bowls.


Hijiki


The least fishy of the seaweeds, hijiki has a deep umami flavor similar to that of mushrooms. It can be used to absorb both savory and sweet flavors through braising or soaking. Its clean, earthy flavor reflects its high percentage of vitamins and minerals.




Note: Be sure to seek out certified organic hijiki, which is considered much safer than non-organic hijiki when it comes to arsenic levels.





Nori


Nori is made by pressing shredded red algae into paper-thin sheets. It is typically an accompaniment to the main elements of a bowl (fish and sauce). Its flavor ranges from toasted to smoky, but it typically has a subdued briny taste. It can be shredded into flakes and sprinkled over bowls to add flavor and texture.



Wakame



In its raw form, wakame resembles wet spinach with more of a rubbery texture. It is frequently used dried and chopped as a topping, but it can also be used raw or rehydrated in a fresh salad. Its flavor is salty and subtly sweet, but its strong texture is the main reason for its use in poke bowls.


Dulse


A thick, red alga with a bacon-like flavor, dulse can be eaten raw or cooked. It is typically steamed, fried, or simmered into a broth. Dulse becomes deep green in color when cooked and is often fried and crumbled over other dishes as a topping.


Kombu


Kombu is a species of kelp that is most commonly used to make dashi (a Japanese stock that relies on kombu as its principal ingredient). Deep in umami flavors and rich in minerals, it is delicious and nutritious in more than just broths. Kombu can be chopped, simmered, and mixed with other sweet vegetables as a component of poke bowls.




*This distinction is not defined by the FDA—it’s a nonregulated industry-standard term.
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