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THE CULTURE OF RICE IN JAPAN


[image: ]


To understand how important rice is to Japanese culture, you just need to look at how entwined it is with the Japanese language. The ancient name of Japan was Mizuho-no-kuni, which endearingly translates as ‘land of the water stalk plant’ – in other words, rice. In fact, Japanese contains more words for rice than for love, and the word gohan not only refers to cooked rice but is also the word for meal, underscoring just how integral these pearly grains are.


In Japan, rice is a symbol of blessing, abundance, good health and joy. It is a revered ingredient, which makes our Western views of rice, or lack thereof, pale in comparison. We rather overlook our most commonly consumed, fairly standard, long grain or basmati varieties. Learning more about the traditions and history of rice bestows a new respect upon this simple ingredient and opens myriad creative possibilities to cook with and enjoy this starchy cereal grain.


Rice has been a staple food and cultural icon in Japan for centuries. It is thought that rice first came to Japan from China, via Korea, around 400 BCE, although great efforts were made to distinguish Japanese rice and the whole identity of Japan from other Asian neighbours. Japanese rice became known as the silver rice, marking it out from any imported varieties.


By the seventh century, rice was perceived as such a valuable commodity in Japan that it was traded as payment from land workers to their landlords. The first emperor of Japan was a farmer and ‘priest king’, who had exceptional abilities to communicate with the gods to ensure a good rice harvest. Various mythologies tell of the emperor descending from the sun goddess, who sent him on his way to Earth with her precious rice grains. His mission was to fill the land with abundant crisp, green stalks of rice plants. Many of his priestly functions revolved around rice-growing, and the tradition has continued into recent times, with Emperor Hirohito (1901–1989) tending to a rice plot in the Imperial Palace grounds in Tokyo into old age. Many Imperial rituals still centre around rice and the Japanese reverence of this food staple.


[image: A person kneels and places rice cakes into a tub. A circular container filled with rice cakes is nearby.]


A 1770 illustration showing the making of rice cakes.


[image: Four people wearing wide straw hats and patterned garments bend down to plant rice seedlings in a wet field.]


A rice-planting ritual in Kitahiroshima, Japan.


Rice is also a symbol of wealth, prosperity and purity, and it has played a vital role in shaping the country’s culinary traditions and societal practices. Shinto followers, who believe in nature deities, offer sake (rice wine) and rice to the gods and their ancestors. In Hiroshima prefecture, rice-planting rituals still continue: cattle are decorated with necklaces, and the women of the village sing as they transplant the new rice seedlings to the paddy fields, levelled with an eburi, a tool said to contain the deity of rice fields. At ceremonial events and weddings, red rice known as okowa – comprising steamed adzuki beans, cowpeas and glutinous rice – is traditionally served, and mochi – Japanese rice cakes – are a New Year must for households throughout Japan.


Rice growing has shaped the landscape and traditions of rural Japan. Japanese social interaction is in part down to the traditional ways of cultivating rice in the fields. Communities worked patiently and politely together to seed, tend and harvest the important grain. Because of the labour-intensive process, families would join neighbours to combine forces. To ensure that the rice harvest was a success required a group effort and a spirit of harmony and cooperation. This idea of community is even evident in the manner in which sake is enjoyed in Japan. You must fill the glass of another, with people taking turns to fill each other’s glass but never their own.


While we might think of the pristine white colour of sushi rice as synonymous with Japanese rice, brown rice was historically the most widely consumed variety. No wonder, as it required less processing. White rice, which was far more labour intensive and therefore more expensive to produce, was only accessible to wealthier classes.


Today, rice cultivation spans across all regions of Japan, from Hokkaido to Okinawa. The different rice-growing regions of Japan each produce their own unique-tasting grains. The flavour signature differs depending on local climate and geography, and there are thought to be 300 varieties of Japanese rice.




‘Mokarimakka?’


is a common greeting in Osaka. It translates as, ‘Are you making good money?’ This may sound oddly forward, but it has its roots in a traditional Nepalese greeting used between rice-field workers, to enquire how much rice they had harvested that day.





Japanese meals nearly always incorporate rice alongside multiple other dishes, and are referred to as ichi-juu san-sai, or “one soup, three sides”. Usually, these meals combine dishes of flavoured or plain rice, protein bowls of fish and tofu, and vegetables or pickles along with a soup, invariably miso. It is always a balanced selection. Modern influences in cooking, easy-prepare rice cookers and our changing lifestyles have seen the rise of rice dishes that combine the different elements in one bowl. Curry Doria, for example, is a rice gratin topped with cheese – a much more recent addition to what was previously a nearly dairy-free diet. TikTok is filled with omurice clips, showing beautifully crafted omelettes being draped over a dome of rice then slit open to ooze over the rice. And, beyond snacks, sake, desserts and miso, rice is even making its way into skincare products.


In this book you will find a host of recipes that work beautifully as a main meal or can be set alongside an array of smaller dishes, along with condiments to dress your rice and fail-safe guides to cooking and preparing perfect rice every time.


[image: A meal set with four bowls. The main bowl contains vegetables and meat, and the others contain soup, pickles and rice. A pair of chopsticks rests in front.]


An example of an ichi-juu san-sai meal.


[image: Four rows of stacked sake barrels with Japanese writing and symbols. Each barrel is wrapped in rope and decorated with printed designs.]


Sake barrels stacked in Tokyo, Japan.










RICE FAMILIES
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There are three main types of rice:


Japonica Short, roundish, glossy grains which are the stickiest and clingiest when cooked. Produced in Japan, Korea, China and parts of Europe and used for all types of Japanese and Asian cuisine.


Indica A long, slender-grained rice, produced mainly in central and southern China, Thailand, India and the US, and the most familiar in Western cuisine.


Javanica A mix of japonica and indica cultivated in sub-tropical regions like Southeast Asia, Italy and Spain. Its broad, thick grains are used for dishes like paella and risotto.


KNOW YOUR JAPANESE RICE


We think of rice as a fairly generic food stuff, with perhaps two or three varieties, but in Japan it has an almost cult status and underpins nearly every signature Japanese dish, from the ancient grains of purple rice to the comforting squish of sticky rice.


The most commonly eaten Japanese rice types fall into two categories: glutinous and non-glutinous. Japonica types – the non-glutinous varieties – share common features and tend to be plump, stubby, short-grain rice that when cooked have a somewhat sticky texture due to their moisture-retaining, starchy nature. Japonica rice types are ideal for sushi and onigiri, as these types of rice clump together when cooked and hold their shape well when pressed together. And, of course, it means it is easier to pick up and eat with chopsticks.


[image: A pair of chopsticks holds a piece of sushi with fish on top and a dollop of white topping.]


Japonica rice formed into nagiri sushi.


Glutinous rice is often cooked and pounded into a paste to create traditional mochi balls and dumplings.


Here are some of the most popular rice types in Asian and Japanese cooking:


White japonica ‘Uruchi-mai’ This ‘ordinary’ slightly sticky Japanese rice has had the outer layers or husk polished and removed in the milling process, which speeds its cooking time but also removes some of the nutrients, which are contained in the outer hull – however, this does make it easier to digest. It is by far the most popular rice in Japan. It is a non-glutinous rice, making it a perfect choice for those who follow a gluten-free diet. These white rice varieties are often graded by their quality, and the best quality varieties will be translucent in appearance and rounded in shape. The most highly regarded of this type of rice are hitomebore, a versatile white rice cultivated mainly in the Miyagi Prefecture and favoured for its firm texture and flavour; and koshihikari, which has a reputation as a top-quality, premium rice (hikari means lustrous). Slightly sweet in flavour, koshihikari ‘gives’ in the bite due to its tenderness when cooked. It is grown in various regions all over Japan, and has a slightly different flavour depending on which area it comes from. When cooked, the grains of japonica rice cling together, and it always needs to be thoroughly rinsed to not only clean away the outer dust but to improve the flavour.


[image: A wooden bowl filled with uncooked rice and a small tray with three mochi balls.]


Uncooked japonica rice.


[image: A wooden bowl filled with uncooked rice and a small tray with three mochi balls.]


Mochi balls, made with glutinous rice.




STIR-FRIED RICE


When making fried rice, Japanese people will opt for jasmine rice, also called Thai rice. These rice grains are slimmer than japonica rice varieties and release less starch when they are cooked, so they remain separate rather than clinging together. This makes it a better option for stir-frying, where the aim is to disperse the grains throughout the spices, vegetables and meats, giving the dish a ‘drier’, less sticky finish.





Brown You will find most rice cookers have a different cooking setting for preparing brown rice, as the denser husk takes longer to soften; this rice hasn’t been polished, and the hull and germ are intact. Most recipes suggest pre-soaking brown rice to help tenderize it prior to cooking, despite the fact that the grains of brown rice have a higher moisture content than other types. However, even when fully cooked it will remain much firmer to the bite, and it doesn’t have the sticky characteristics of other japonica rice types.


Hatsuga-genmai Also known as GABA rice, this highly nutritious rice type has been allowed to germinate and begin to sprout. This happens when the rice is exposed to warm, damp atmospheres that encourage the rice grain kernels to convert some of their starches into healthy amino acids (gamma-aminobyric acid gives it the name GABA). It is also known as sprouted rice and is considered highly nutritional, as it is packed with antioxidants to help keep cholesterol levels in balance. Some people make their own GABA rice by soaking brown rice grains in room-temperature water (changing it occasionally) until the grains start to sprout. Because the soaking process softens the grains, this type of brown or whole rice cooks more speedily than its standard brown rice counterpart.


Haiga-mai One of the more expensive rice varieties, think of this as wholemeal bread: a half-and-half brown and white variety, where the grains have been specially processed to remove the husk layer but not the germ. This makes it slightly more nutritious than pure white rice and higher in fibre too. The pale yellowish rice has a nutty flavour.


Shichibu-zuki Another wholemeal rice variety, this type is slightly closer to white rice, though it hasn’t been milled to the same degree. Buzukimai describes the amount of milling a rice grain has undergone, and in Japanese supermarkets and rice stores it can be specified to get the exact degree of polishing you require. Along with haiga-mai, this rice is a good halfway house between the firmness of brown rice and the tender bite of white rice.


Musenmai This is a white rice, sometimes referred to as ‘no-wash’ rice. It has been ‘super-cleansed’, or pre-washed, to remove the residual outer coating (the hada nuka), meaning it doesn’t require any rinsing before cooking and eating. While somepeople are wedded to the rinsing process to get rid of cloudiness, for those with a busy lifestyle, it cuts down on preparation time and is particularly great for breakfast rice, when time is of the essence. Purists may prefer the ritualistic rinsing preparation process, but some say musenmai has a better aroma and taste than washed white rice.


Mochigome In the West this type of rice is referred to more commonly as ‘sticky rice’. It gets its name from its sticky texture when cooked (it is always steamed rather than boiled), which comes from the very glutinous characteristic of this variety. It is high in starch and slightly sweet to the taste, making it the rice of choice when making mochi (deliciously sweet rice cake balls) and other traditional sweet treats. At traditional New Year celebrations, the rice is pounded with a large wooden mallet until it becomes the rice flour used to create the sticky paste for mochi and dango, rice flour dumplings.




RICE WINE


Sake is the national drink of Japan and is a rice wine that can be brewed from any type of rice, but the preferred varieties for the most premium sake, such as ginjo and daiginjo, are specially developed rice grains known as Sakamai. The clear spirit, when made from the finest rice varieties, has fruity notes, comparable to a very dry white wine, with hints of umami, the savouriness associated with Japanese seaweed and mushrooms.


[image: A hand holds a bowl filled with round Sakamai grains of rice. A small paper marked ‘90 percent’ is in the bowl.]


Polished grains of Yamada Nishiki rice.





Purple rice One of the oldest varieties of rice cultivated in Japan, these grains are laden with minerals and prized for their health-giving properties and used in ‘medicinal’ cuisine. It has a unique aroma when cooked and is considered to be stress-relieving due to its nerve-soothing minerals. It adds eye-catching colour to any dish.


Zakkoku, also known as kokumotsu gohan This is an interesting substitute for plain rice with a varied texture, as it incorporates grains, seeds, beans and even sprouts. You will often find it flecked through with black rice grains, giving it the visually appealing look of wild rice blends. It is packed with vitamins and mineral nutrients and has a high fibre content, making it good for the digestion and the slow release of energy. It is also considered to have skin benefits.


THE BENEFITS OF RICE


Rice is a versatile and satisfying ingredient, but it also has numerous nutritional benefits. As a complex carbohydrate, it releases slow-burn energy to support and restore the body’s glycogen levels, to keep you going until the next meal. In fact, field workers in Japan relied on it as a crucial energy source to get them through long days working on farms.


Rice is a source of vital nutrients, including thiamine (vitamin B1), niacin (vitamin B3, which helps the body convert food into energy), vitamin E, magnesium and iron, all of which are vital for maintaining good health and preventing nutritional deficiencies.


Rice is naturally gluten-free, and it is also free from cholesterol, sugar, salt and fat. As a low-fat carboydrate, rice is a filling but heart-healthy choice, especially in a diet that emphasizes fish and vegetables.




RICE FLOUR


Rice flour is created by pounding or grinding glutinous rice or non-glutinous rice. Uruchi flour refers to the non-glutinous variety, which contains specific starches and is known as Joshinko once prepared. Rice flour retains moisture and absorbs oil at a different rate than wheat flour. While you can use rice flour in Western recipes, be aware that the result will differ from your usual wheat flour ingredient.


[image: Two wooden bowls filled with white rice flour placed on a textured mat. A wooden scoop rests in one of the bowls.]


Prepared rice flour.













HOW TO COOK PERFECT RICE EVERY TIME
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In Japan, rinsing and washing rice is an art form, with some sushi rice chefs training for two to three years just to perfect the preparation and cooking of sushi rice. But don’t worry! By following these key steps, you will be able to produce delicious bowls of beautifully cooked rice every time.


WHITE RICE


This method produces enough rice for 2–3 servings.


1.  Start by placing 300 grams (10.5 oz/1¼ cups) of rice in a bowl and fill it with cold water. Gently swirl the rice around with your fingers, washing it. Tip away some of the liquid, which will look cloudy, and add clean water. Repeat the process several times until the water runs clear. You can do the same thing by putting your rice in a sieve and running it under the cold tap, swirling it around, until the water runs clear.


2.  Once rinsed, soak the grains in a bowl of water for around 30 minutes, before draining them thoroughly in a sieve.


3.  Tip the rice into a heavy-bottomed saucepan, which will help to protect it from the heat as it cooks. Add 340 ml (11.5 fl oz) of cold water and bring the pan to the boil over a medium (not high) heat. Once boiling, put on a tight-fitting lid and turn the heat down to low. Simmer for 12 minutes, then turn off the heat.


4.  Leaving the lid on, let the rice rest for a further 10 minutes to finish steaming.


5.  Remove the lid and gently fluff the rice with a flat wooden spoon to release any extra steam, then serve.


[image: A hand rinses rice under running water in a sieve.]


BROWN RICE


This method produces enough for 2–3 servings.


1.  In a bowl, run 300 g (10.5 oz/1¼ cups) of brown rice under the cold tap, swirling the grains with your fingertips to move it around and clean every grain. Drain away cloudy water as you go, continuing until the water runs clear.


2.  Tip the rice into a heavy-bottomed saucepan, which will help to protect the rice from the heat as it cooks. Add water at a ratio of two parts rice to three parts water. Place a fitted lid on the pan and bring it to the boil over a medium heat.


3.  When it is boiling, turn the heat down to low and allow the rice to simmer for 15–20 minutes, until the rice has absorbed all the liquid. Don’t be tempted to lift the lid during this time.


4.  Turn off the heat and allow the rice to sit for 10 minutes to finish steaming and to soften. You can leave it to sit for longer for an even softer texture.


5.  Once steamed, fluff the rice up with a flat wooden spoon and serve.




STORE CUPBOARD RICE SEASONING


Add flavour to a plain bowl of Japanese rice with a sprinkle of furikake. This savoury-sweet condiment is a blend of sesame seeds, nori seaweed, dried fish flakes or chili flakes, miso powder, salt and sugar, which provides a deliciously authentic umami taste.


[image: A bowl filled with a coarse seasoning mix of seeds and flakes. Some of the mix is scattered on the surface next to the bowl.]





GLUTINOUS RICE


There are various ways to cook glutinous rice, and different Asian countries have their preferred methods. Here is my foolproof method when using short-grained, mochigome glutinous rice.


You will need a large, lidded saucepan, a steaming basket (preferably bamboo, but metal works fine too), or a steamer balanced on a tin.


When handling sticky rice, wet your utensils and your hands, as it will help the rice grains from sticking to them. It is also a good idea to line your steamer dish with parchment paper to prevent the rice from sticking to it. Glutinous rice dries out fast, so cover it with a damp cloth until you are ready to serve.
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