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The most important thing of all


is to live your life to the fullest.


That which you do with all your heart is the most genuine,


And being genuine is the most beautiful and the most precious thing of all.










A note on the translation


This book was originally published in Japanese with the title Ichijū Issai de Yoi to Iu Teian, that is, ‘The Proposal That One Soup and One Side Dish Is Enough’ (commonly referred to as ‘One Soup and One Side Dish’). One of Yoshiharu Doi’s aims in writing this book was to simplify Japanese cuisine, to reduce it to its essentials, and in so doing to make it accessible to anyone, especially young men leaving home and cooking for themselves for the first time. A Japanese home-cooked meal typically consists of rice, miso soup and various side dishes. Recent trends in social media and on television cookery shows might give the impression that, in order to be taken seriously, anyone cooking Japanese food must prepare many intricate and beautifully presented side dishes alongside rice and miso soup – the more, the better. In this book, Doi explains how, by preparing rice and seasonal pickles thoughtfully and by making miso soup with whatever raw ingredients are available, one soup and one side dish (plus rice) really is enough. Moreover, he provides a model that is simple to follow but changes with the seasons and is therefore hard to get tired of. Although the book was originally aimed at readers in Japan, Doi’s philosophy as well as his descriptions are sure to appeal to anyone with an interest in Japanese food or indeed Japanese culture more generally.


Doi uses a range of ingredients available in shops in Japan which may not be available elsewhere. He also forages for some of his ingredients, which readers are not advised to do unless they are experienced foragers and familiar with their locality.


When discussing the background to and significance of home cooking, Doi takes as his standard the traditional ‘nuclear’ family with its traditional role allocations, but his arguments apply equally well to any home where one or more people prepare food for others to eat.


In the acknowledgements towards the end of the book, Doi refers to several people to whom he feels a debt of gratitude, usually using their surname followed by the honorific form ‘-san’, as is typical in Japanese. Although the naming conventions we use in English are different, I decided to retain this, in order to convey something of the original.


As with any translation, it seemed helpful here and there to add a few words of explanation for the English reader. There is also a glossary of Japanese food terms at the end of the book.


 


Gwen Clayton


London, 2025










One Soup and One Side Dish – Why Now?
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今、 なぜ一汁一菜か










Food is our daily life
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I would like this book to be read by anyone who feels that cooking is a chore. I gather that many people find it hard to come up with a daily menu. If they work late, they might not be in the mood to cook when they get home. They prioritise matters outside the home, and put off their own needs or even neglect them entirely. They might think, ‘I’ll do things properly once I’m married,’ but when they get immersed in their work, preparing food feels like a burden. If they live alone, cooking might be tiresome. When their children grow up and leave home, they lose the motivation to cook. There are any number of reasons why they do not or cannot cook right now.


While all this may be true, eating out on a daily basis can be problematic, both economically and nutritionally. Even with supplements, it is hard to compensate for the dietary imbalance caused, and you may be left with a sense of guilt. Our society, which people work so hard to be part of and contribute to, is one that we ourselves created; and yet, work is stressful, and fear of failure can be overwhelming. This response is understandable, but when I hear ‘it’s the same for everyone, that’s just how it is’, it feels like a small consolation. Perhaps people today lack confidence in their ability to make a living and feel anxious about the future, and while reassuring themselves that they will be fine, they still feel uncertain and unfulfilled.


I think everyone wants to have a healthy mind and a healthy body. It is hard to accomplish great things alone, but one way in which you can keep yourself healthy is by adopting a simple, healthy and sustainable menu, for example, with the idea that one soup and one side dish is enough. Why not give it a try? If it goes well, it might even become a cornerstone to support your family, your health, a beautiful lifestyle, mental fulfilment and whatever work you have to do. Over the centuries, it is through food that people have stayed alive and forged bonds with nature, society and with each other. Food is the beginning of everything: living and cooking simply go together.


If a parent knows that a child who has left home is eating properly and looking after themselves, that is one thing less for them to worry about. Personally, I think of it as a filial duty – you should reassure your parents that you can look after yourself. Conversely, if a person knows that their ageing parent cooks every day, cleans the kitchen and looks after themselves properly, they will feel reassured and encouraged.
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One soup and one side-dish is a diet based on three elements – rice, miso soup and pickles – but actually, rice and miso soup is all you need. If you need something salty, then instead of pickles, try a spoonful of miso on your rice.


What is important in daily life is where you rest your heart: to create a daily pattern which involves returning home to a comfortable place every day. Food is the pillar that supports this; the habit of coming back to something that you yourself control. This is where one soup and one side dish comes in, in other words, rice, miso soup and a side dish. The simplest version of this model is rice, miso soup and pickles.


Rice is the staple food in Japan. Miso soup is a soup in which that traditional Japanese fermented food, miso, has been dissolved. The other ingredients can be highly varied, for example, whatever vegetables one has to hand and fried or uncooked tofu. Japanese pickles are made by adding salt to vegetables and allowing them to ferment: they can be made in advance so that they are always ready to eat.


‘Rice, miso soup and pickles’ is not just a menu suggestion. It’s a system, a philosophy and an aesthetic.










Things we never tire of eating
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Surely anyone can make something as simple as this, however busy they are. All you need to do is steam some rice and make some miso soup with plenty of ingredients. You can cook it yourself.


The traditional model for Japanese cuisine, the one that will keep you fit and healthy and which you will never tire of eating, even if you have it three times a day, every day, is one soup and one side dish. If you want, you can simply decide to have this every day, for every meal. You do not need to think about it – it’s not even a menu. It takes less than 10 minutes to prepare. There are even soups you can make in 5. Why not make cooking a simple Japanese meal one of the daily tasks you repeat every day, like brushing your teeth, having a shower, doing the laundry or cleaning your home? I expect everyone will be wondering whether it can be as simple as that, but it can be and it is. We have been cooking like this forever.


The amazing thing about rice and miso soup is that even if you eat them every day, you never get tired of them. What other kinds of foods could you say that about? However delicious a particular dish is, you might not want to eat it every day, day in, day out. But you can eat rice, miso soup and pickles every day without getting bored. What distinguishes food that gets boring from food that does not?


In general, processed food is so highly flavoured that it tastes delicious from the first bite. With food like this that has been deliberately and artificially flavoured, you tend to want to eat something with a different flavour immediately afterwards.


With rice, miso soup and pickles, however, there are no artificial flavours. With rice, the grains have simply been polished, added to water and steamed. Miso, which has been made in Japan since ancient times, is created by microorganisms, so the taste is of a different quality to that synthesised by human technology. It is not human work.


If you put miso or pickles in an earthenware pot, you create an ecosystem that co-exists with the microorganisms, a kind of world in miniature. Natural products like miso and pickles are a perfect match for the nature ‘inside’ human beings – that is, our digestive systems – and human beings trying to live in harmony with nature.


When we look at a natural landscape, we see its beauty: however many times we look at it, we will not get bored. We might even be inspired by the dynamic changes that take place within it. Nature (man) blends in well with nature (landscape), and this makes us feel good. We have nurtured life, guided by this good feeling.


The food traditions that form part of a particular culture, which, in turn, has been nurtured by a particular climate, are an example of this. They are not something that have been made over one or two hundred years. They have been honed by experience and accumulated little by little over a thousand years – no – over a period as long as human history.


Some think that the first people who ate nameko mushrooms, octopus and other things that are edible despite their off-putting appearance must have been very brave. While this may be true, it is hard to believe that our food culture was created by early humans putting everything they found into their mouths and the repeated failures that inevitably followed. Just like other creatures, I think people probably had some idea of what was nutritious and could be absorbed by the body before they ate it. If nothing else, they must have had skills that we in the modern age cannot even imagine. One such skill would have been food preparation, including complex processes such as removing bitter tastes, which they carried out without anyone having taught them. In order to survive, early humans must have had the ability to sense what they could and could not eat. Then, over a long period of time, the number of foods in their diet gradually increased. Just as the ability of microorganisms to adapt to their environment results in beautiful patterns in nature, small systems were gradually built up and the splendid food culture of each part of the world was created.


One of the things that grew out of these early human skills was the wisdom of different cultures as they adapted to their different climates. Accordingly, when you pick up raw ingredients and use them in cooking, although you may be unaware of it, what you are doing is directly connected to the natural world that forms the background to these cultural developments. I think Japanese people continue to feel a particular sensitivity to nature that results from the unique natural conditions that exist in their part of the world. Compared to parts of Europe and some other Asian countries, the climate and the movements in the Earth’s crust beneath Japan are quite extraordinary. In addition to the changes in the seasons, Japanese people have to adapt to small climatic changes on a daily basis, and cope with the complications of nature as a matter of course. Just think about it! Our customs are bound to be different to those found in a climate where the temperature is the same all year round. With respect to food, clothing and shelter, we have been forced to adapt to a climate that is constantly changing, and have refined our skills accordingly.










A Plan for Living
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 暮らしの寸法










Trusting your body
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It is our bodies that receive the rice and miso soup and perceive them to be delicious, but when we eat rice and drink miso soup, I think we feel a comfort that goes beyond that. This might be a sense of security or comfort; it will vary from person to person, but it is something that makes us feel a little bit happy. When I take a mouthful of a fatty piece of meat or tuna, I automatically think ‘delicious!’, but this pleasure is felt in the part of the brain that is connected to the tip of the tongue. I think there is a difference between the kind of deliciousness that makes the brain happy and the kind that the whole body can enjoy. It is not that the body is insensitive, but it is a sensation of comfort that comes after you have finished eating, a feeling that the body is cleaner . . . as if each individual cell is glad, and this is transmitted to you by the body’s sense of well-being. However, the brain often fails to notice this peaceful calm; to me, it’s as if the brain were facing in the opposite direction to the body. These days, I think it’s a mistake to trust it too much and so I tell myself, ‘Don’t be cheated by your brain!’


Among the everyday foods that are considered healthy in Japan, rice and miso soup are not particularly exotic, unlike, for example, dried strips of daikon radish or edible seaweed, so they probably do not feature on any gourmet cookery shows. When people eat those types of foods and exclaim in surprise, ‘delicious!’, I wonder just how genuine it is, because no dried daikon radish can be as delicious as all that. I have heard young people in Japan say that good food ‘tastes normal’, and I think this is how it should be. Normal ‘deliciousness’ is the peaceful taste associated with the comfort of daily life. Dried strips of daikon radish just taste normal.


For the person cooking, being told ‘it’s delicious!’ is probably welcome, but that expression can mean different things. Tastes that belong in the home might be described as peaceful and subdued. Mothers often complain that their families do not appreciate their cooking, but if there is no comment, it just means they have established delicious food as the norm. I think it is a sign that those who are eating feel no discomfort and are at peace.
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The things we eat everyday taste normal to us. This gives us a sense of security.


 


If we look at it this way, it becomes clear that we do not eat things just because they are delicious. We hear and see the enthusiastic cries of ‘delicious!’ and ‘tasty!’ on TV, in magazines and in social media, but these ‘delicious things’ that we keep hearing about include many that we can manage without and plenty that I have my doubts about. Fads like these are short-lived and ever-changing. It is important to distinguish between foods that are made to sound delicious and those that actually are. Once you have understood that these are quite different things, then you can decide what to eat.


Someone once said, ‘You can’t fight on an empty stomach,’ and it is true: when you run out of energy, the body stops moving. People cook to create life and eat to feel well. Sometimes you see people patiently sipping some bitter green juice, probably for its health benefits rather than its taste. When people eat, they are after more than good taste. If something is good for you, your body can sense it at some subconscious level, and the good feeling this creates slowly sends a message to the brain.


Foods that the body craves, like rice, miso soup and pickles, sometimes turn out tasting less than perfect, depending on the circumstances of the creator. Sometimes they will be delicious, sometimes not. Try to think of it like this: there is no need to pay too much attention to the taste, rejoicing over every success and grieving over every failure. This is not because it does not matter, but because you will experience both, and you need to be able to tell the difference yourself.


World-class baseball players like Ichirō Suzuki (who retired in 2019) do not let their happiness depend on whether they hit a ball or not. They need to remain calm and composed at all times, so that they can be ready to hit the next ball when it comes. I think Ichirō improved his everyday performance by focusing on the overall quality of his play. By doing so, he managed to improve his successful hit ratio and his intuitive ability to use good opportunities. There is a saying that ‘a modest life is the preparation for greatness’. Next time you need to focus on your work, try eating rice, miso soup and pickles. I am sure you will make great progress.










Doing simple things with care
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When you decide to cook one soup and one side dish, the stress associated with meal preparation falls away. This alone should ease the mental load, but in addition, you create extra free time to relax. This brings its own joy, as well as mental space. This book was not a result of trying to make household chores easier: one soup and one side dish is not a way of cutting corners. Feeling as though I have omitted certain crucial steps is probably the feeling I hate the most. It is very important to be comfortable with one’s own feelings, and so I would like you, dear reader, to understand the thinking behind one soup and one side dish.


I often hear people say that cooking takes a bit of extra effort, but although effort is always praiseworthy, it does not necessarily produce delicious food. I think the misunderstanding comes about because, in general, making an effort is associated with putting your heart into something or doing something with care. However, with everyday cooking, there is no need to make such a special effort. Home cooking is not something to take great pains over. That is what makes it delicious. (Japanese cuisine has two sides: it is both ‘something you have to work at’ and ‘something you do not have to work at’, but I will explain this later.)


The best way to make the most of your ingredients is to cook them simply. However, as I have just said, these days there seems to be a widely held belief that some effort must be involved, that this is what makes it ‘cooking’. When I look at Japanese social media, I often see pictures of a soup and two side dishes set out nicely on a tray, accompanied by words like ‘slumming it today’. Perhaps whoever posted this is saying, ‘Japanese cuisine is easy, normally I make a bit more effort than this.’ But this trend of looking down on cooking that is simple and does not require much effort only raises the bar for the one doing the cooking and does them no favours in the long run.


Busy people who succumb to this pressure will think they can just take processed foods and mix them with other ingredients, add a topping, and somehow achieve the desired result just by making it complicated, but this only promotes the misconception that cooking properly involves a big effort. Personally, I tend to think of this type of cooking as lazy.


The idea of combining different ingredients to produce a new flavour, or producing a good flavour by layering tastes using different spices and seasonings, is not a typically Japanese approach. It is a Western one. In today’s Japan, scraps of different thoughts and philosophies have slipped into and made themselves at home in our lives. Japan’s former national football team manager, Alberto Zaccheroni, once appeared on the radio following his retirement, together with an interpreter whom he had known for a long time. He said that he had first tasted wasabi in Japan and had become very fond of it. He said he liked the spicy one that came in a tube. The conversation became very animated, and then the presenter said something like, ‘That annoying fresh wasabi is no good. It’s got to be a tube, right?’ as if pandering to his opinion. Now, I don’t mean to criticise someone for labelling the real thing as ‘annoying’ and contributing to cultural erosion . . . but I think this type of throwaway remark can have a bad influence on a large number of people.


By holding firmly onto basic criteria and ideas, you will learn to make the right judgements. Japanese cuisine developed against a background of nature; for Western cuisine, it was human philosophy. The two styles of cuisine produce completely different people. If you are Japanese, you will speak Japanese, and it would be normal for you to cook food in a Japanese way – this is logical. However, in the present day, it would be nice if we could enjoy both Japanese and foreign food culture, having understood the background to each.


I am not rejecting change, but food cultures are not built on dishes thrown together on a whim. In the same way that Japanese cuisine seems to be an endangered species, Japanese home cooking also seems to be dying out. Japanese food culture helps to create the Japanese ‘spirit’, and this becomes our identity, giving us confidence and trust. Culture is something that should be valued, so we should be cautious when it comes to change. Even if sushi and kaiseki (a sophisticated Japanese cuisine served in courses) survive as examples of Japanese cuisine, a food culture from which home cooking has been lost is barely worth having. Home cooking is what gives people strength.


But to return to what I was saying earlier, about cooking requiring effort. I would not refer to the preliminaries, the basics of food preparation, as effort. One cannot chew on a fresh daikon radish if it is raw or without first rinsing off the earth, so one washes it, cuts it into bite-sized pieces and applies heat to it. The different stages of this process are not effort, they are just basic food preparation.


The truth is that home cooking, everyday cooking, was never meant to be any more work than this. Making any more effort is unnecessary, and if you handle the raw ingredients more than you need to, you will inevitably damage them and decrease their freshness. By trying to make them look nicer and deliberately increasing the trouble you take, you will actually make them taste less good, so the effort is misplaced. In everyday cooking, you should not try to change the raw ingredients, instead just appreciate them as they are.










A balance between extravagance and restraint
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In Japan, there are two twin concepts: things that are haré or ceremonial and things that are ke or commonplace. Haré is a special state of affairs, a festival. Ke (which rhymes with ‘fed’) is the ordinary, the everyday. Everyday home cooking is ke. In contrast to ke dishes, which do not require any effort, we have haré dishes for special occasions. Originally, the distinction was between food made for humans and food made for the gods. The thinking behind them and the way in which they are prepared is therefore the opposite.


On a festive, ceremonial occasion, we pray to the gods, make requests and give thanks. In order to give thanks for and accept the blessings of nature from the gods, we make food for the gods to eat. This is not like everyday food, where one simply tries to make the most of the ingredients; instead, people try to come up with their best ideas and spare neither time nor effort in making them colourful and beautiful. After they have offered this food to the gods, they eat it together with their families and enjoy the rest of the day. There is a special expression for eating with the gods, shinjin kyōshoku (literally, ‘gods and people eating together’).
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