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何事にも旬がある


Nanigoto ni mo shun ga aru


To everything, a season


I suppose I’m an exile. A dramatic word, I know, but this is how it seems to me.


I was born in Tokyo to a Japanese mother and British father, raised close to my Japanese grandmother, uncles, aunts and cousins. I am an Edokko, a child of Edo*. My mother’s family has sold umami-rich, salty-sweet tsukudani, a traditional Tokyo delicacy, out of a shop on the ground floor of the family home in central Tokyo for six generations. They are food people.


Those of us with half-Japanese ethnicity are known as ‘hafu’, a Japanification of the English word ‘half’. Most of my fellow Hafu Japanese Facebook group members – 7200 half-Japanese people around the world – are happy with this label, though some argue that ‘half’ suggests a diminished identity. Some of us look entirely Japanese; others resemble their non-Japanese parent. Some, like me, look more ambiguous. Growing up in Tokyo, I’d startle if I caught my reflection in a shop window, so different did I look from everyone around me and from how I felt inside. I didn’t learn English properly until I went to kindergarten and it took another year or so for me to learn western ways of thinking, behaving and being.


Tokyo, the people I loved, the language I spoke, the memories I made there and the food I grew up eating formed the scaffolding for the human I became.


My British citizenship was chosen for me early on. It was necessary for the English education my father had planned for me before I was born. In 2013, five and a half years after migrating to Adelaide, I also became Australian. I feel deep gratitude for both passports. Wishing for a third seems greedy, yet if I were to claim Japanese citizenship, I would be forced to renounce the others. I could cut ties to my British heritage and my home in Australia, and work to overcome bureaucratic obstacles to prove my Japanese blood, but even with a Japanese passport, this ethnically ambiguous face of mine means my native country will never accept me as one of its own.


Over the years, most of the threads connecting me to my mother country have frayed. Many have snapped. But one still remains, keeping me from drifting too far from my roots: washoku. Japanese food.


Like the culture that cradles it, washoku is a universe unto itself, so fantastically diverse that most of it isn’t seen or eaten outside the country, sometimes not even outside smaller localities within Japan. In 2013, in recognition of its cultural importance and the need for its preservation, UNESCO awarded washoku Intangible Cultural Heritage status.


There are 826 restaurants currently awarded Michelin stars in Japan, but the quest for culinary perfection is by no means limited to washoku. Of the Michelin-starred restaurants in Japan, 547 serve washoku, 115 are French, and the rest serve a range of national cuisines, including Indian, Chinese, Korean, Peruvian and Portuguese. I’ve been lucky enough to eat at some of these places, most of them washoku restaurants and most of them in Tokyo, a city awarded more Michelin stars than any other in the world, including Paris.


‘If I had to eat only in one city for the rest of my life,’ said the late, great New York chef Anthony Bourdain in a blog post for CNN on his TV series Parts Unknown, ‘Tokyo would be it. Most chefs I know would agree with me.’


An important characteristic of washoku is its seasonal expression. Ingredients and dishes are celebrated according to season in many countries, but in all my meanderings around the world, I’ve never come across a seasonality – culinary or otherwise – that’s as deeply embedded in the culture and national psyche as it is in Japan. There are hundreds of different Japanese words for rain, mist, snow, wind, clouds and sunlight, depending on the season and environment in which they manifest. There’s a vocabulary for the physical sensations and emotions aroused by each season; by the foods, sights, sounds, animals and objects that belong to them. The beloved tradition of Japanese poetry is anchored to the seasons, with a dictionary used by haiku poets listing hundreds of kigo, or season words – used as shorthand prompts to conjure feelings associated with a particular season. Seasonal motifs can be seen everywhere: on crockery, chopstick rests, kimono fabric, furoshiki wrapping cloths, in music, dance, haiku poetry, television advertising.


This seasonality, known as 旬 – shun – is an essential ingredient in the most ‘haute’ of washoku cuisines, kaiseki ryōri. This multi-course meal of artfully arranged, exquisite morsels is said to have influenced the French nouvelle cuisine movement of the 1960s and continues to inspire contemporary European and Australian fine dining. Kaiseki follows the philosophy of chadō, the way of tea, where the season during which the meal or tea ceremony takes place is observed in minute detail, not only in the choice of ingredients and recipes, but in the way the food is plated, the kind of crockery, chopsticks and drinking vessels used, the ikebana flower arrangements and calligraphy scrolls placed in the restaurant or chashitsu tea house. Some of these seasonal references are obvious: a fish that’s known to be available only at a certain time of year, or a pattern of budding sakura cherry blossom on a plate of food served in early spring. Others are more subtle; the pleasure of making the connection between a motif on a bowl and the food inside it is possible only if you can, say, decipher the cryptic reference made by a bush-warbler motif on a plate of katsuo sashimi to a 350-year-old spring haiku written by Bashō.


Seasonal themes are closely observed: an auburn-coloured kimono with a maple leaf pattern would never be worn in spring; nori-wrapped pounded-rice mochi cakes would not be served on a plate decorated with hydrangeas and eaten in summer; a dish of sōmen noodles served in a clear glass bowl would be unthinkable in winter. Festivals, sumo wrestling tournaments, kabuki and noh theatre adhere to seasonal cycles. People head out to view cherry blossoms in spring or the turning of leaves in autumn the way people attend places of religious worship; the feelings evoked by the falling blossoms or leaves is known as mono no aware (‘the pathos of things’), or wabi-sabi, a hard-to-translate term describing the Japanese aesthetic of beauty found in quiet simplicity and imperfection. The term ‘mujō’, meaning ‘transience, impermanence or mutability’, carries the weight of a Zen Buddhist philosophy that cautions against clinging to things in the hope they won’t change; becoming too attached to lives, people, possessions or circumstances only causes suffering when they inevitably do. It’s a reminder to dwell fully in each moment, and that by doing so, you might glimpse something made all the more beautiful by the melancholic knowledge that it, too, will fade.


There’s an idiom, ‘ichigo-ichie’, which originates in the tea ceremony. It means ‘one time, one meeting’ – even if the same people were to get together again, that one meeting, in that season, with that conversation, eating that dish under those circumstances, will never be repeated. It’s bittersweet when it suddenly dawns on you that a particular gathering with people you loved was the last time you’d ever be together. After that, all you have left are memories.


One and a half thousand years ago, Japan’s love of Chinese knowledge led to the adoption of China’s Confucian, Taoist and Buddhist ideals and its education and logographic writing systems. It also adopted its lunisolar calendar, which divides the annual orbit of the earth around the sun into twenty-four parcels of time, called sekki. Each fifteen-day sekki is named after the characteristics of that season, helping farmers decide when they should plough, sow or reap.


The Chinese calendar didn’t quite match the varying climates across Japan, so it was adapted in the 17th century by further dividing each sekki into three five-day segments, resulting in seventy-two microseasons, or kō. A 17th-century Japanese court astronomer gave each kō a poetic name, reflecting the country’s deep reverence for both seasonality and poetry. Even today, waka and tanka poems from the much-loved twenty-volume 8th-century anthology the Man’yōshū (Collection of Ten Thousand Leaves) are chanted during Imperial Court rituals. The Man’yōshū mentions over 150 varieties of plants that are still grown – many of them still eaten – and the shared emotional response to the natural world continues to unite people in modern Japan.


When Emperor Naruhito ascended the Chrysanthemum Throne in 2019, his reign was given the gengo, or era name, Reiwa, breaking with the tradition of drawing on ancient Chinese texts for era names. The two kanji characters for Reiwa, meaning ‘beautiful harmony’, refer to a Japanese source, the preface to the fifth volume of the Man’yōshū: 


It is now the auspicious month of early spring,


The weather is fine, the wind soft.


The plum blossom opens …


Time rolls ever onwards. The eighty-eight-year reign of one emperor leads to the thirty-year reign of another, and then another, whose season it is now. The vital forces of nature, despite alarming evidence of climate crisis, continue their cycles of sprouting, blooming, decaying, sprouting, blooming, decaying.


Rice has been cultivated in Japan for over 3000 years. Legends say the grains were bestowed on the first emperor of Japan, Jimmu, by his ancestor Amaterasu Ōmikami, goddess of the sun and one of the most important deities in the indigenous Shintō religion. Rice was such a defining feature of the land that in ancient times the country was referred to as ‘Mizuho no Kuni’ or ‘Land of the Lush Ears of Rice’.


The type of rice eaten throughout Japan is unique to the nation: the short-grain Oryza sativa Japonica, its stickiness a result of its high starch content. Known as uruchimai, it is eaten daily, and has many grades and varietals, its characteristics changing depending on where and how it is grown, the way wine takes on the characteristics of the terroir that nurtures the grapes.


There are more words for rice in the Japanese language than there are for love. There’s ine, the growing rice plant; genmai and haigamai, which are wholegrain rice; hakumai – hulled white rice; kome, the name for uncooked rice (usually spoken with the honorary prefix ‘o’ to mark its sacredness, as in ‘okome’); gohan and meshi, which are cooked rice; and raisu – the Japanese pronunciation of the English word – used in foreign-influenced dishes like omuraisu (savoury mixed rice encased inside a soft omelette), hayashiraisu (a French-inspired beef stew on rice invented in the 1860s) or karēraisu (a delicious, idiosyncratically Japanese version of curry that bears little resemblance to what’s eaten on the Indian subcontinent). Regardless of their country of inspiration, all raisu dishes use uruchimai.


The two words for cooked rice, gohan and meshi, are used interchangeably as the word for ‘meal’. Gohan is part of the name for each meal of the day: asagohan means breakfast; hirugohan, lunch; yorugohan or yūgohan, dinner. You’ll be asked: gohan tabeta? – have you eaten rice yet? – to ascertain if you have eaten, regardless of whether your meal might have had rice in it or not.


Meshi has a more complex social usage. You’ll rarely hear a Japanese woman use ‘meshi’ in polite company to refer to a meal, while men use it freely. Even the verb for ‘eat’ that comes with it changes; ‘taberu’ goes with ‘gohan’, while ‘kū’ goes with ‘meshi’. ‘Kū’ is normally used to describe animals eating. If you know any German, it’s like the verb fressen.


Yet meshi is uncontroversial if appended to the names of certain cooked rice dishes. Kamameshi, for example, is rice steamed in dashi stock with vegetables, seafood or meat, served in the small metal kama pot it is cooked in; sakurameshi is rice cooked with salted cherry blossom; ikameshi is whole simmered squid stuffed with rice; tauemeshi is the name given to rice eaten in a hurry on rice harvesting days. Women can say the names of these rustic dishes without embarrassment, and meshi is also used to denote a simple, no-frills, home-cooked style of comfort food. In the Netflix series Tokyo Diner, the hiragana characters on the chōchin lantern outside the Master’s shop read: めし – ‘meshi’.


Japanese language is gendered, hierarchical and political. The rough, rustic flavour of the word ‘meshi’ belongs to the vocabulary of the peasant farmers who work hard to grow and tend to the rice. It’s also used by some women as an act of subversion; by the gender fluid, by the socially rebellious, by those living on the margins of Japanese society. By outsiders.


There’s a family story about the time my cousin Asako, who’d just started kindergarten, was sent by her father to our grandmother to tell her that lunch was ready.


‘Obā-chan, gohan meshiagatte kudasai, Otō-san mō meshi kutta kara,’ she announced.


The first half of her sentence is the respectful language she’d been taught to use towards her elders. She uses ‘gohan’, and the verb ‘meshiagatte’, the polite form of ‘eat’ that comes from a highly formal manner of speaking known as keigo. To illustrate the complexity of Japanese language, the word ‘meshi’ in this verb doesn’t mean rice. It’s represented by a different kanji character that comes from the ancient honorific verb ‘mēsu’, which means to see, look at, observe.


In the second half of her sentence, my cousin simply repeated her father’s words verbatim. Since he was referring to himself, he’d used the coarse, masculine words ‘meshi’ and ‘kū’. The closest translation of Asako’s sentence might be: ‘Honourable grandmother, please do come and savour the midday repast that has been prepared for you, ’cos Dad’s already scoffed his nosh.’


The uruchimai so beloved by Japanese people is nothing like the rice that occupies most of the shelf space in British and Australian supermarkets. It isn’t even like the stuff that’s labelled ‘sushi rice’, which is Calrose, a different Japonica varietal cultivated in California by early Japanese migrants, which is pleasant enough, though not as delicious or finely textured as home-grown varieties. Italian arborio rice, the sticky jasmine rice of Southeast Asia, the short-grain rice used for British rice pudding, the fragrant basmati of the Indian subcontinent and the long-grain, non-sticky rice varieties of China are all tasty in their own way. But none have the distinctive characteristics of Oryza sativa Japonica: that perfect degree of stickiness, that toothsome, springy texture of the grain, that clean, elegant, earthy-grassy flavour that partners so perfectly with the washoku cuisine that has developed around it. Uruchimai is a sacred cornerstone of almost every meal eaten in Japan, an inextricable part of the Japanese soul.


I gaze out of my window at the gum tree tossing its leaves in the cold southerly wind blowing across the St Vincent Gulf, a pair of rainbow lorikeets clinging to a branch as if riding it for a lark. I set some water to boil for a pot of hōjicha, the roasted bancha green tea that’s most often drunk in Japanese homes. I scoop the dark, bronzed leaves into my mother’s 45-year-old teapot of traditional blue-and-white sometsuke porcelain. I take the smallest of a set of three blood-red lacquer bowls someone gave her long ago, and run my fingers over its smooth matte surface. I tip in a mound of golden arare rice crackers I bought from Little Tokyo, a small Japanese store in Adelaide’s Central Market. They’re delicately flavoured with sweetened soy sauce; some are speckled green with flakes of wakame seaweed, some flecked with black shreds of nori, others sparkling with sugar crystals that temper the saltiness and make the mouth water.


Strange how the sharpness of salt brings out the sweetness of sugar.


I remember my mother sometimes set arare out for me in a little bowl when I came home from my school in Hirō. The lorikeets in the gum tree fade from my vision and in my mind’s eye I find myself back in our old apartment in Tokyo, still wearing my school uniform, swinging my knee-socked legs as I sit at the dining table to eat my osanji – my afternoon snack – off the colourful melamine plates I still use, absorbed and at peace.


The sound of the kettle boiling pulls me back to my Australian kitchen. I’m wrapped in a thick jumper in August, the seasons upside down. The smoky fragrance of the tea leaves as I pour hot water into the teapot stirs up slumbering memories: of endless cups drunk at every meal; of sitting at the table to eat with people I loved. So many of them are long gone from this life or scattered across the world, disconnected. I toss another handful of arare into my mouth and crunch as I warm my hands on my yunomi teacup and return to the window to watch the lorikeets, but they’ve flown away.


Since my mother, grandmother and uncle died, I’ve kept my sense of connection to them and to my native culture alive by eating the food I grew up with. It isn’t always easy. Many of the ingredients I need to make familiar dishes aren’t available outside Japan. I do my best to cobble together home-cooked meals with the limited range I can find in Little Tokyo or in Adelaide’s Asian supermarkets, but it’s a tiny fraction of what’s available in my mother country. So much of what makes Japanese ingredients special is their short-lived seasonality, their freshness, their connection to a specific locality.


I’m aware that the split between the world I was born into and the world I live in now is widening. The postwar Shōwa-era Tokyo I grew up in during the 60s and 70s no longer exists. The city is continually changing, new buildings springing up and rendering beloved neighbourhoods unrecognisable; so much so that on a return visit to Tokyo in the 80s, I emerged from the subterranean walkways of Shibuya station and stood bewildered at the top of the stairs before heading back down again, thinking I’d got off at the wrong stop.


I can’t go back to the Tokyo of my childhood, but I can cook the food I remember, using the recipes handed down to me. If I’d been able to have a family, my children might have inherited those recipes the way they’d have inherited meaningful objects my mother left behind. I might have shared my stories with them; stories about those objects and recipes, stories told to me by people I loved and lost, whom they’d never have had the chance to meet. In my novel, The Things She Owned, I wrote some of my mother’s old possessions into a kind of permanence by giving them fictionalised roles in the story. Here, recording recipes and memories of food eaten in a long-lost Tokyo with family and friends is my way of keeping those people and places alive, of finding something that might last in this impermanent world.


Recently, I opened a box of photographs to find an album I hadn’t looked at for over twenty years. I found pictures of a feast, everyone dressed in black. The contents of the dishes on the table aren’t clearly visible. I’m so emaciated I hardly recognise myself, and there’s little I remember from that day. There are people around the table I’d forgotten were there, and I can’t recall who took the photos. Whoever it was, their aim was to record who was there, not what was eaten. When I looked more closely, I realised in a flush of shock that my mother’s funeral feast hadn’t taken place in the family’s Zen Buddhist temple, as I remembered. I could have sworn it took place there, and felt the world shift off its axis a little.


How much have I forgotten? How much have I misremembered?


I think of my memories as an old patchwork quilt that’s become so worn and familiar, so soft and comfortable that I no longer notice the pieces that have become threadbare and torn. There may be some mending necessary. But as long as the thread that holds all the pieces together remains true, the quilt pretty much holds together. I can still wrap myself up in it whenever the world feels a little too cold and dark.


I top up the blue-and-white teapot with freshly boiled water and stare out of the window at the gum tree dancing in the icy wind. The chill of the southern Australian winter takes me by surprise each year, even after living here for over a decade. The seasons seem more fluid, less distinct or regular than in Japan, and more complex than a straightforward reversal of those in England. Their long-cycling patterns have been understood for millennia by the Kaurna people, the traditional owners of the land where I live and write. My small suburban garden isn’t how that rectangle of sandy earth would have looked before 1836, but in tending to it I’ve come to recognise its different faces; the tumultuous transitions that bring storms and flooding rains, or scorching heat, drought and fire; the cycles of dormancy, blooming, fruiting and decay; the annual return of honeyeaters and spotted doves to build nests and raise their young in the tall lilly pilly tree that stands guard in one corner. Each year, peaches, apricots and figs ripen, broad beans swell and peas pop. I know when it’s time to harvest the olives for brining, when to pick the lemons at their juiciest. But none of this, not even the English seasons, which have their own pleasures, evokes the depth of feeling that overtakes me when I’m back in Japan, when my body is back in conversation with its distinct, swift-changing seasons. And it’s my body that remembers, long before my consciousness awakens to the fragments floating up from the past.


I dig out my torn, threadbare quilt of memories and spread it out to see what unfolds.


I’ve probably passed the mid-point of my life. I see the impermanence of my existence in a world that’s perpetually changing. The Tokyo of my childhood and most of the people I loved who lived in it are gone. But for now, I want to draw this past back to me, pulling on that surviving thread to revisit my most reliable memories of a lost world. The only continuity I’ve had in my life, my greatest comfort, is the Japanese food that made me. Washoku. My meshi.











	* 	Edokko: slang for someone born and raised in Tokyo (Edo was the old name for Tokyo), with a lineage of Tokyo-born family members going back at least three generations. The oldest, strictest definition of Edokko, however, is someone whose parents were both Tokyo-born and raised; to have one parent born outside Tokyo makes you a ‘madara’, which means ‘mottled’, ‘spotted’ or ‘brindled’.









If I had to eat only in one city for the rest of my life, Tokyo would be it. Most chefs I know would agree with me. For those with restless, curious minds, fascinated by layer upon layer of things, flavors, tastes and customs which we will never fully be able to understand, Tokyo is deliciously unknowable. I’m sure I could spend the rest of my life there, learn the language, and still die happily ignorant.


Anthony Bourdain, 1956–2018


Like a vanishing dew, a passing apparition or sudden flash of lightning – already gone – thus should one regard one’s self.


The monk Ikkyū, 1394–1481
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土脉潤起


19–23 February


Tsuchi no shō uruoi okuru


Rain dampens the earth






	

霞始靆


24–28 February


Kasumi hajimete tanabiku


Gentle mists start to linger






	

草木萌動


1–5 March


Sōmoku mebae izuru


Grass sprouts, trees bud












Usui is officially the second sekki of spring, but it still feels like winter throughout most of Japan. Families with daughters set out colourful hinakazari decorations in preparation for Hinamatsuri, Girls’ Day, a festival which takes place on the third day of March every year, brightening winter-weary spirits the way Christmas decorations bring light to the darkest days of a European winter.


Long ago, the third day of the third month of the Chinese lunar calendar was a day to celebrate the arrival of the peach blossoms that signalled spring was coming. What was then called Momo no Sekku – the Festival of Peaches – eventually became Hinamatsuri, a day when families appeal to the gods to protect their young daughters and grant them secure futures, which, until recently, meant favourable marriages. After the Meiji government adopted the Gregorian calendar in 1873, it was decided, as for so many other ancient rituals and festival celebrations, that the day should be fixed so it would be the same each year, and 3 March became the official day for the annual celebration.


The hinakazari can be as modest as two origami dolls stuck on a pretty cardboard backdrop, or as elaborate as a red-felt-lined, seven-tiered display of hand-painted porcelain hinaningyo dolls with real hair, dressed in hand-stitched clothes in the style of the 8th-century Heian court. These grander hinakazari displays can be large enough to reach as high as the low ceiling of a traditional home and are often heirlooms passed from mother to daughter in well-to-do families. They’re eye-wateringly expensive to buy new.


The Emperor and Empress hinaningyo dolls hold court on the top tier – he sitting cross-legged, and she with legs folded beneath her in seiza kneeling pose – while the ladies-in-waiting, court attendants and musicians sit on the lower tiers in hierarchical order, with tiny carriages, palanquins, treasure boxes and sprigs of sakura blossom or yellow nanohana (canola) arranged around them. Small plates of hishimochi, a diamond-shaped sweet in layers of pink, white and pale green, are sometimes part of the display, and the young daughters of the household, often dressed in kimono, their hair styled with pretty combs and decorations, invite friends to share these and other traditional treats in the festival celebrations, and to play traditional hinaasobi games like karuta, where the first line of a centuries-old tanka is read out from an illustrated card before players scramble to be the first to find the card that bears the name of the poet and the lines that complete it.


For the festive meal, there might be chirashizushi – ‘scattered sushi’ – a delicate, colourful, spring-like arrangement of ingredients on sweet-vinegared sushi rice served in a bowl or lacquer box, which often looks too pretty to eat. The ingredients vary according to family tradition or locality, but usually include fish, shellfish, crustaceans, sliced bamboo shoots, sprigs of green herbs, decoratively cut fragments of vegetables such as carrots, or golden crumbs of egg. On the side there might be an owan soup bowl full of ushiojiru, a delicate, clear broth of bonito or shellfish dashi stock containing a handful of hamaguri clams. There might be hamagurimeshi too, a delicious umami-rich rice steamed with the pillow-soft, juicy clams and their broth. The clams are considered auspicious, since the two halves of each shell fit together perfectly like a well-matched husband and wife.


The girls might also drink hot amazake – ‘sweet saké’ – a thick, fortifying drink made of rice. It’s fermented, but just short of becoming alcohol. Just as well, since girls celebrate Hinamatsuri only until they’re about eleven years old, after which they’re considered too old to be indulged in childish things.


I was born in Tokyo in late February in a hospital next to Tsukiji, the biggest wholesale fish and seafood market in the world. It was a wintery Thursday morning, though officially spring, in the forty-second year of the Shōwa reign of Emperor Hirohito, and two weeks into the Lunar New Year. Three hours before I drew my first breath, there was an earthquake – a harbinger of what lay ahead, perhaps.


With that first breath I drew in the salt air of the sea; St Luke’s International Hospital stands on the banks of the tidal Sumidagawa, the river that flows in from Tokyo Bay. As my mother laboured, the buzz of the morning auction at Tsukiji Market six hundred metres away would have been reaching a crescendo, having begun at 5am. Itamae, chefs or cooks, and buyers from every kind of food business in Tokyo – sushi and izakaya bars, fine kaiseki restaurants, teppanyaki grills, French Cordon Bleu restaurants, unagi and tempura shops, homely downtown diners, tsukudani shops (perhaps even my uncle) – would have been clustering around fishmongers’ stalls, inspecting gleaming displays of seafood on crushed ice or in freshwater tanks in the vast, bustling inner market. Tsukiji was – still is – a monumental institution, Tokyo’s culinary backbone, selling over four hundred different types of seafood throughout the year.


The day I was born, fish, crustaceans and shellfish of every size, shape and hue would have been for sale, sparkling gems of the late cold season, still plentiful in February – yellowtail, sea cucumbers, pufferfish, whelks, king crabs, glass-shrimp – while in another part of the inner market, open only to those with a licence, the white-coated, white-rubber-booted auctioneers would have been shooting their rapid-fire, coded patter across an ice-fogged landscape ranged with the ghostly hulks of blue-fin tuna. Those wolves of the sea raised unimaginably high prices even back then. In the outer markets, open to the public, Tokyosiders would have been sitting down for a late breakfast or early lunch of sushi or kaisendon beside fishermen in white overalls and blue caps eating their last meal of the day, tired after a full night’s work. You can still order kaisendon these days, a selection of slivered seasonal sashimi, raw fish and shellfish, sparkling fresh from that morning’s catch, over sweet-vinegared rice, but you won’t be eating it in the company of fishermen. While the outer market remains in place beside the hospital, the wholesale market was relocated to another part of Tokyo harbour in 2018, taking with it Tsukiji’s 86-year-old soul.


The earthquake that struck the morning I was born measured magnitude six on the Richter scale, its epicentre off the coast of Okinawa. While its tremors weren’t felt as violently in Tokyo, they were strong enough to make the taxi taking my father to the hospital to see my mother, and to meet me, lurch drunkenly across the road.


My mother’s labour was agonising, long and difficult, as she’d remind me whenever I displayed a lack of gratitude for my existence by misbehaving. I stubbornly refused to enter the world and had to be retrieved with forceps. Worse still, it was during labour that my mother showed the first signs of cardiac distress. At the time, doctors couldn’t identify the problem; it was only later that the condition was diagnosed as congenital hypertrophic cardiomyopathy, where the heart gradually grows hardened, restricting the flow of blood, the lungs slowly filling with fluid and stealing breath from the body. Doctors warned that one more pregnancy might be the end of her. To what I suspect was my parents’ disappointment, I ended up the only one.


I grew up believing I’d caused my mother’s illness. She had a twisted sense of humour and discovered that an effective way of keeping me in check was to tell me she could drop dead without warning if I misbehaved. Once, when I must have been especially challenging, she played a prank on me, playing dead on the floor of our apartment for long minutes as I ran about the house screaming. She was born in 1938, and grew up in Tokyo during the war. She told me how she’d race home from kindergarten, terrified, hearing the whine of strafer bullets as they spat up dust in the road behind her. Even decades later, she’d block her ears if she heard the slow wail of an air raid siren in a movie or on the radio. When overwhelmed by traumatic experiences, the nervous system can step in to protect the psyche by numbing emotional responses to certain situations. A prank like the one she played on me would have seemed harmless in comparison to her wartime experiences, no more than a silly game: a way to teach me a lesson so I’d never forget it.


My mother often told me stories about her wartime childhood. Most often she talked about the scarcity of food and her endless hunger. She and her siblings – her older sister, Yoshie, and her older and younger brothers, Yūichi and Ryōji – tried to distract themselves from the gnawing of their stomachs by laying out drawings they made of their favourite dishes on the table and pretending to eat them, a scene I re-created in my novel. Like the fictional family in The Things She Owned, my mother’s family ran out of rice. During those years they ate nothing but satsumaimo, a Japanese variety of sweet potato, eking them out by cooking them down into gruel. Like Chiyo, the grandmother in my novel, my Obā-chan took a train to the outskirts of Tokyo with my young mother to trade some of the tsukudani shop’s stores of sugar with farmers there, an illegal practice that many relied on during the war to keep their families from starving. Like Chiyo, my Obā-chan had to throw the sweet potatoes they’d just traded out of the window when the military police showed up, sugar gone and nothing to take home and eat.


Once, my mother said, she was thrilled to find black beans floating in her bowl of weak broth – something solid and real to eat, at last! – only to realise it was a reflection of her eyeballs staring back at her. Another time, my grandmother managed to get hold of a single, unlabelled can painted in camouflage khaki, from army provisions that had found their way onto the black market. The opening of this can was a big event; the family gathered round to watch, hoping for SPAM or tuna or some other nutritious novelty that might relieve the monotony of the satsumaimo gruel. The lid was removed to great fanfare, revealing what looked like flour: not quite the luxury they’d hoped for. My grandmother tried to make dumplings with it, but as soon as she added some water, it dissolved. The can was filled with baking soda.


My mother struggled to throw out leftover food to the end of her days, even when it was starting to go bad. When I was older we had a private comedy routine that involved her going through Tupperware containers of leftovers in the fridge, looking for something we could eat with our rice. How about this? she’d ask, holding up some kind of ex-food covered in mould. WHAT? I’d say, hamming up the outrage to make her laugh, Of course not, it’s nowhere near mouldy enough yet!


She’d be furious if I left anything uneaten, especially rice. Even leaving a few grains behind in my ochawan rice bowl could prompt a scolding. You’ll go blind! she’d cry. It’s a common threat in households across the land: leaving rice in your bowl is an insult to the rice gods and an affront to the good people who laboured to grow it. The standard mode of divine punishment for this transgression, it seems, is to be struck blind. It’s stayed with me; if I drop even a single grain of uncooked rice while I’m preparing it for steaming, I’ll obsessively seek it out, wash it and use it, and my ochawan at the end of the meal is always squeaky clean.


In the eleven years I lived at home with her, my mother made sure I ate well. The food she cooked for me as I grew up was nutritious, balanced and delicious. Her meals were the way she offered me her unspoken love. They were some of the best meals of my life.


Being born so close to the beating heart of Japanese food culture seems appropriate for a lifelong devotee of washoku like me. Maybe it magnified the power of the food-fanatic gene I inherited from my mother, who had a fine palate like the rest of the family, honed over generations of making and selling artisanal delicacies. At first, the family was in the business of selling yōkan, a block-shaped wagashi sweet made with azuki red bean paste, sugar and agar-agar, but during the Edo period, transitioned to making and selling tsukudani. It has been the family specialty and livelihood ever since.


Tsukudani is so named because it’s said to have originated from Tsukuda, a small island in the middle of the Sumidagawa that flows 200 metres away from the hospital where I was born. ‘Tsukuda’ means cultivated rice paddy and ‘ni’ means boiled. Tsukudani was invented around four hundred years ago, during the Edo period, as a way of preserving seafood and other proteins. It’s as salty as it is flavoursome, so it’s eaten only in small portions. The family shop sells a wide variety that includes eel; shītake mushroom; fuki (butterbur stems); shrimp; the tiny fry of sardines; finely slivered, salt-candied squid; konbu seaweed, sold cut into flat squares or shredded; finely flaked horse mackerel; burdock root; clams; chilli pepper leaf; diced tuna; cod roe and salt-candied smelt. Some varieties, such as unagi (Japanese freshwater eel), are an expensive luxury; others, such as konbu or fuki, are more economical, day-to-day tsukudani. Every year during the busy gift-giving seasons of ochūgen in summer and oseibō in winter, the orders pile into the shop for neatly packed bags of tsukudani arranged inside beautiful lightweight wooden boxes, wrapped in the shop’s elegantly branded bronze-coloured paper and ribbon, ready to be distributed as gifts.


The recipe for cooking tsukudani is tweaked according to the ingredient that’s being preserved, but most of the time it’s made by simmering the chosen ingredient slowly for hours in a mixture of good quality shōyu (soy sauce), mirin (sweet rice wine for cooking) and sugar until the whole lot has reduced to a sticky, gooey brown mass. Whenever the huge cauldrons in the kitchen at the back of the shop are simmering away, the entire place fills with a mouth-watering aroma.


When I was a teenager I helped out during the school holidays, packing the bags of tsukudani that were to go into the gift boxes ordered by customers. Each morning I proudly donned my white shop coat with ‘Ariakeya’ embroidered on the pocket to start the day’s packing and weighing, but it seemed I wasn’t up to it. My aunt, Ōkī Oji-chan’s wife, kept sending back bags that I’d smeared with sauce, or hadn’t folded into perfect squares. I never seemed to be able to get it right or to do it fast enough. One afternoon, while we all sat for a break in the kitchen over a cup of green tea and senbei crackers, my aunt gazed at me for a while, then said, ‘Maybe it’s your face. Seeing someone who looks like you handling tsukudani makes it seem unappetising.’


There’d been a time I’d fantasised about working at the shop counter, but there was the reality: customers came to Ariakeya to purchase something deeply, traditionally Japanese. The last thing they’d want to see was someone who looked like a gaijin – an ‘outsider’, or ‘foreigner’ – serving it to them.


I was never asked to help out again.


The day I was born, Hironomiya Naruhito was celebrating his seventh birthday. He was destined to become Emperor in 2019. The family shop sits a few hundred metres from the Imperial Palace, the school the two princes attended visible from my Obā-chan’s old apartment verandah. The proximity and our shared birthdays somehow made Naruhito seem familiar to me; yet he – the epitome of Japaneseness, once thought to be divine, having descended from the Sun Goddess herself – and I – whose Japanese identity would remain forever contested because the genetic roll of the dice made me look more Anglo than Japanese – might as well have existed in alternate universes.


We never marked Hinamatsuri at home. Maybe it was because we didn’t have a set of hinaningyo dolls. Maybe my mother didn’t have the energy to organise the display, the invitations or meals with friends. Maybe as a modern, internationally minded woman, she felt celebrating such a day was too old-fashioned. Maybe she thought my father would feel excluded and didn’t want to cause friction when I was an only child, who would eventually have to land on one side of the cultural divide or the other. Maybe it was because we were still living in Japan; if I’d grown up in England, she might have embraced such traditions. In my twenties I had a boyfriend whose parents had migrated from Pakistan to London. They clung fiercely to the old traditions, and whenever he went back to Lahore with his parents, he said, his cousins who still lived in Lahore laughed at how stuck they seemed in their old-fashioned ways. The grief of leaving a place you belong to can leave you frozen in the past.


Each Christmas, although not Christian, my mother would decorate our artificial tree with tasteful, hand-painted wooden decorations she’d bought on holidays in Scandinavia. Maybe it was for my father’s benefit; maybe after enduring the long misery of the postwar years, it was something of a novelty for her: something exotic, exciting. But she never explained why she seemed so reluctant to let me celebrate Hinamatsuri and the other traditional childhood rituals my cousins and friends enjoyed. Watching them go through these rites of passage without me planted the first seeds of doubt about my identity. I wonder, sometimes, whether my mother would have celebrated Hinamatsuri with me if I’d been fully Japanese.









CHIRASHIZUSHI


‘Scattered sushi’


Serves 4


The toppings listed below are typical, though there are many alternative options to choose from. You can add fine slices of any sashimi-grade seafood such as salmon or scallops if you prefer the Kanto style, or slivers of avocado and smoked salmon for an east–west fusion version. If you can find it, ikura (salmon caviar) is a delicious addition and makes the chirashizushi look spectacular, as if it’s been scattered with tiny gemstones.


Before putting together your chirashizushi, get all your toppings ready. You can find the recipes for these on the following pages. You’ll need to prepare your shītake mushrooms and lotus root at least a day in advance.




INGREDIENTS


1 tbsp white sesame seeds


100g snow peas


8 slices of amazu renkon (marinated lotus root), prepared in advance


8 shōyu-simmered shītake mushrooms, prepared in advance


6 cups sushi rice, made with 3 cups uruchimai, brought to room temperature


8 freshly cooked and shelled prawns


2 eggs, prepared as kinshi tamago


½ cup green edamame, blanched and cooled


¼ cup finely shredded nori


Sashimi (optional)


Shōyu, to serve





METHOD


Toast the sesame seeds in a dry pan over low heat for a few mintues until golden, stirring constantly to prevent burning. Set aside to cool.


Rinse the snow peas and top them, removing the ‘thread’ by pulling downwards along the edge after snapping off the stalk. Blanch in salted boiling water for a few seconds, then remove to cool. When cool to the touch, slice them in half, or into diagonal strips about a centimetre wide. Cut the lotus-root slices and shītake mushrooms into quarters, or halves if they’re on the smaller side.


Turn your sushi rice out into an ojūbako, a traditional lacquer serving box, or otherwise a wide, attractive bowl with a flat bottom. Using a spatula, gently press the rice down and spread it out to the edges, making a flat surface. Let your aesthetic sense guide you as you scatter the snow peas, lotus root, shītake mushrooms, prawns, kinshi tamago and edamame over the rice, then sprinkle the shredded nori and sesame over everything to finish.


If using sashimi, you can either put the shōyu in a separate dish to dip the fish into or drizzle a little over the top as you eat.









SUSHI MESHI


Seasoned sushi rice, also called shari


Serves 4


Although you’ll see packets of ‘sushi rice’ in supermarkets, this is just plain uruchimai rice. It still needs sushi seasoning mixed into it once it’s cooked before use in any sushi dish. It’s easy to make your own sushi seasoning, but you can also buy it pre-made. I prefer the Mizkan brand, which is available in many Asian supermarkets, but check the label for the words ‘sushi seasoning’ because the bottle looks almost identical to Mizkan’s rice vinegar.


Key to this dish is taking care with seasoning and cooling the rice. I mix my sushi seasoning into hot rice straight out of the rice cooker in my mother’s hangiri (wooden rice tub) with a rice spatula in one hand, wafting away the steam as I go with an uchiwa paper fan held in the other. The wood of the hangiri absorbs excess moisture, resulting in perfect glossy grains. You don’t have to have one of these to make decent sushi rice; a large bowl with a wide, flat base or a baking sheet lined with greaseproof paper (not wax paper) will do – even better if you can fan the rice while you mix. Drawing off moisture while it cools prevents the seasoning from making the rice soggy. You want to end up with firm, shiny, room-temperature grains.


You can add an optional 5 x 5cm square of dried konbu kelp seaweed (wiped with a damp cloth first) to the water before steaming for added umami.


To make your own sushi seasoning, combine 4 tbsp Japanese rice vinegar, 2 tbsp caster sugar and 1 tsp fine sea salt in a small pan and bring to the boil over medium heat, stirring well until sugar and salt have dissolved. Allow to cool before using.




INGREDIENTS


Freshly steamed rice made with 3 cups uncooked uruchimai (see here)


1/3 cup store-bought sushi seasoning or home-made sushi seasoning





METHOD


Transfer the freshly cooked rice to your hangiri, bowl or lined baking sheet and spread it out evenly. Using a spatula held at a 45-degree angle so as not to squash the grains, gently turn the rice while sprinkling the sushi vinegar mixture evenly over the top. Once all the seasoning is in, continue turning the rice with care while fanning it with the other hand. Keep fanning and turning the rice until it has cooled to just above room temperature, the seasoning has been fully absorbed and the grains are glossy. Keep the rice covered with a clean, damp tea towel and keep in a cool place until needed. Don’t refrigerate it if you’re planning to eat it the same day, as this will make the rice hard and unpalatable. It can be refrigerated or frozen, but it will need to be steamed or microwaved to restore the grains to their glossy, sticky glory.









SIMMERED SHITAKE MUSHROOMS




INGREDIENTS


200g dried shītake mushrooms


8 cups water


6 tbsp shōyu


6 tbsp mirin


4 tbsp caster sugar





METHOD


Put the dried shītake mushrooms in a large airtight container, add the water and cover with a plate small enough to fit inside. This will keep them submerged. Put the lid on and leave the container in the fridge overnight. Don’t use hot water to hurry along the reconstituting process, as this won’t extract the full depth of flavour.


In the morning, remove the shītake mushrooms, reserving the soaking water. This is an umami-rich shītake dashi (stock) suitable for vegans.


Cut the stalks from the shītake and discard.


Strain the reserved soaking water through a sieve lined with muslin or a piece of paper towel to remove any grit. Place 4 cups of this soaking water into a pan with the shītake mushrooms and add the shōyu, mirin and caster sugar.


Cut a piece of greaseproof paper to fit inside the pan, piercing it with a few holes, and lay it over the mixture. Bring the mixture to a boil over medium heat, then turn the heat down to low. After 15 minutes, remove the paper. Simmer for 10 minutes more, or until all the liquid has evaporated and the shītake are plump and shiny. Allow them to cool. Serve with rice as they are or sauté them with cubes of firm tofu, greens, prawns or thinly sliced beef. They can be kept for about a week in the fridge, or for longer in the freezer.









KINSHI TAMAGO


Paper-thin egg ‘crepe’ strips




INGREDIENTS


2 eggs


Pinch salt


Pinch caster sugar


2 tsp cooking oil





METHOD


Beat the eggs, sugar and salt with a fork or a pair of cooking chopsticks, making sure the whites are well blended in. 


Heat the oil in a medium-sized non-stick frying pan over medium-high heat and, once hot, wipe the excess off with a paper towel. Turn the heat down to medium-low.


Pour half the mixture into the middle of the pan and swirl around evenly until the bottom is coated with a fine layer of egg.


Allow the egg to cook until the surface is beginning to set, then use a non-metallic spatula or chopsticks to lift the edges gently away from the pan and flip it over. Allow the other side to cook for 10 seconds or until set. Remove and place on a piece of greaseproof paper, a damp tea towel or a chopping board.


Repeat the process with the remaining egg mixture.


Once cooled, lay the egg ‘crepes’ on top of each other and cut in half. Lay the halves on top of each other and place them so the long edge is facing you. Cut across the semicircle of egg into very fine strips about 2–3mm wide.









AMAZU RENKON


Amazu-marinated lotus root


You can use this amazu mixture to marinate other types of thinly sliced vegetables, such as Japanese or Lebanese cucumbers, carrots or daikon. Leftover amazu-marinated lotus-root slices can be used up in stir-fries or added to salads. If you can’t find fresh lotus root, you can substitute 1 cup shop-bought frozen lotus root – just blanch in boiling water before marinating in the amazu mixture.




INGREDIENTS


½ fresh lotus root 


1 tbsp rice vinegar


Amazu marinade


1 tbsp Japanese rice vinegar


1 tbsp caster sugar


Pinch fine sea salt
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