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And finally, to all my anime-loving friends, for giving me someone to cook for.








INTRODUCTION


Silky-smooth whipped cream, luscious strawberries, and moist sponge cake. For me, this was my gateway drug into the enchanting world of anime desserts.

The first time I saw this perfect, delectable cake was during an episode of Ouran High School Host Club. In the scene, a character joyously munches his way through an entire picture-perfect strawberry shortcake.

Having grown up in America, the only strawberry shortcake I’d ever known consisted of jammy strawberries on a stout, close-crumbed biscuit with a dollop of whipped cream. Perfectly acceptable. But anime strawberry shortcake, that was something else. The cute, layered symmetry promised perfection. The thick, fluffy whipped cream promised to melt on my tongue. The perfectly ripe strawberries promised a sweet bite with every forkful of cake. It was a visual masterpiece—one I desperately longed to taste.

As a child, I was obsessed with anime. It offered a fun entry point into Japanese culture at large, a culture I loved and admired early on. I read manga religiously and watched whatever popped up on Toonami in sixth and seventh grades. It wasn’t long before I asked my hairstylist to give me an “anime haircut” and begged my parents to take me out for Japanese food every night.

My father had lived in Japan for six months and left with a general disapproval of the food (he felt it was too bland), so he always vetoed my needy restaurant requests. My mother had lived in Japan for about a year, as well. She was concerned about my sudden and all-encompassing devotion to anime (she felt it was too risqué) and Japanese food, so she tried to distract me with bowls of Cinnamon Toast Crunch whenever I begged for sushi or teriyaki (it wasn’t a bad trade-off). Of course, nothing really swayed me. For one of my birthdays, which fell during a holiday to Mexico that year, I insisted we had Japanese food for dinner. My parents commented on the absurdity of demanding Japanese food in Mexico City, but in the end, I got my gyoza.

As I grew older, my interests shifted from sampling food to making it. After a suggestion from the president of my college anime club, I started an anime food blog where I applied the cooking skills my mom and grandma taught me to learning Japanese cuisine. I threw myself into researching recipes. I wanted to know where dishes came from and what purpose they served in the anime they appeared in. I learned why Naruto ate so much ramen and why L from Death Note was obsessed with sweets. As I researched and tested recipes, I realized how food in anime was another way for audiences to understand Japanese culture (and these Japanese characters) more fully.

Desserts in particular show how Japanese history mingles with Japanese pop culture, so that’s what I wanted to focus on in this book. I’d like to take you on a journey to explore what desserts look and taste like in Japan, how they give nuance to the country’s culture, and, most important, how to make them yourself!

Before diving in, there are a few key things to know about Japanese sweets. Unlike American desserts, which can be decadent, rich, and sometimes over-the-top in their sweetness, Japanese desserts tend to be more refined, restrained, and, above all, aesthetically perfect. In order to learn more about why this is, I researched. There are only a few English-speaking sociologists and anthropologists who study the cultural whims of Japan, but you’d better believe I tracked them down. Something I learned from these scholars was that Japanese food and its ingredients are intrinsically tied with Japanese history.

“But wait,” I can hear you saying, “isn’t all food tied with the history of its home country?”

Good question, dear reader. If we’re going to be obvious, yes. But allow me to dig deeper before you roll your eyes! While the islands of Japan have many natural resources, the popular sugarcane plant is not one of them. As a result, most traditional Japanese sweets rely on alternative sweetening ingredients, like beans and sweet potatoes. This remained the status quo until sugar imports became common enough that more people could afford them. When this happened, Japanese sweets changed forever, as did the social significance of sugar. You see, even with increased imports, you had to be pretty well-off to afford imported sugar on the regular, so this placed nontraditional desserts on a bit of a pedestal for the average citizen for some time. This dynamic directly translates into anime. Desserts in anime can be symbolic of the economic circumstances of the characters who are (or aren’t) enjoying them.

One example is Setsuko from Grave of the Fireflies. The film follows the lives of two orphans, Setsuko and Seita, as they try to survive during World War II. Setsuko treasures a tin of Sakuma Drops, a popular candy of the time.


Sakuma Drops are a kind of dagashi, cheap multicolored hard candies comparable to penny candy in the US. Still available today, Sakuma Drops are sold in tin containers, partly to create an air of mystery regarding the treats inside.



In the film, Setsuko’s tin of Sakuma Drops becomes both a symbol of her hope for a return to normalcy and a reminder of what was lost to the war. The candy is also representative of the children’s economic status: Before the war, they could afford small luxuries. As the war progressed, they began to starve because they couldn’t afford a cup of rice, let alone candy. Setsuko clings to the tin long after the drops are gone, prizing it above her other belongings. To see her cherish it casts the poverty the children experience and the loss of their childhood into sharp focus. In the end, the various ways in which the tin is interwoven throughout the film’s narrative show that the people who were hurt most by the war were those who were most innocent—everyday citizens who only wanted to enjoy the simple pleasures in life.

Sweets are also culturally symbolic in anime, either due to the time period in which the anime takes place, or because they appear outside their time period. For example, a modern character who’s eating a traditional Japanese sweet like ohagi (sticky-sweet rice balls covered in bean paste) or manju (a soft dough exterior filled with sweet bean paste) might be doing so because that character indulges in old-fashioned food to represent a fondness for tradition.

My favorite example of this is from The Eccentric Family, an anime that follows the lives of a tanuki family living in modern Kyoto, with special attention to the adventures of third son Yasaburo.


Tanuki are animals that have a larger-than-life role in Japanese folktales. In folklore, their predominant skill involves transforming themselves (and plant leaves) into different people or objects for the purpose of mischief. However, as time has passed and people, places, and ideas modernized, belief in tanuki and their magical properties, as well as other folktales, has dwindled.



Though the family lives in modern Kyoto and assumes human guises most of the time, they live in a shrine and often eat traditional foods. In particular, Yasaburo’s mother, Tousen, snacks on yokan, a dessert made of red bean paste, agar, and sugar (you’ll find a recipe for yokan on page 39). Red bean paste was traditionally eaten by Japanese monks as a replacement for meat, since meat was outlawed for much of Japan’s history. As a result, quite a few desserts made to commemorate and celebrate important religious events contain red bean paste, which has a mild sweetness. Tousen snacking on yokan is a small nod to tradition, to a time when tanuki were regarded as having mythical properties. The juxtaposition of her eating yokan while instructing Yasaburo on how to navigate the modern world (and its modern problems) makes her choice of snack all the more impactful.

Another interesting fact I learned is that desserts in Japan tend to be more closely associated with women than with men, so when we see dessert in anime, it sometimes informs us about the social status and social view of the characters. If a male character is overindulging in sweets, he’s defying cultural and societal expectations. This can be purposeful—in some cases, the character has no problem flaunting these unwritten rules of society, and in doing so, sets themselves up to be formidable in their own right. Honey from Ouran High School Host Club is a great representation of this. He purposely indulges in sweets because he made a decision to make himself happy rather than try to live up to the impossible expectations of his family. It’s empowering for him to acknowledge the importance of his own preferences, and this lets audiences know that they, too, shouldn’t hurt themselves to try to make others happy. In other cases, a male character’s association with dessert exposes a “weakness”—a longing for sweets can be seen as quirky or a little off-putting, indicative of someone being a mushy romantic or embarrassingly undisciplined and overemotional.

It’s important to remember that anyone can enjoy sweets, no matter what others may think of them. After all, almost everyone can appreciate good food (my condolences to anyone who suffers from loss in taste, truly), and it shouldn’t be a sin to have excellent taste. Nonetheless, the stereotype occasionally persists in Japan. “Manly” foods tend toward the savory or the spicy, while “girly” foods tend toward the sweet. Luckily for me, I don’t care what anyone thinks about my eating habits (in America or Japan), so I’ve never held back when it comes to trying new things. We could get into the gender politics of this, but let’s just… stick to the desserts.

Anyway, many years after I first dreamed of eating Japanese strawberry shortcake, I finally got the chance to have a real bite. I was twenty and in Japan for what would be the first of many visits. Underneath the train station next to my hotel was a food store that had a cake shop, each slice beautifully coiffed with swirls of cream, perfect globules of fruit, and delicate chocolate shavings. The thin layers of acetate that carefully sealed the moisture into each slice shone beautifully under the lights. The cakes gleamed like jewels in a case.

I couldn’t wait. My plastic fork cut through the airy sponge cake easily, taking a chunk of strawberry with it. I felt shivers down my spine. I was finally tasting the cake I’d enviously watched my favorite characters gobble down for years: this was it! I was ready for my world to be rocked. As I chewed and chewed, I realized something truly soul wrenching.

It wasn’t very good.

While it was clear that this was visually the same perfect-looking cake I’d admired for so long, it just didn’t live up to my expectations at all. The cream was bland, the strawberry was a little too tart, and the sponge cake was a smidge too dry. To be honest, I was devastated. It wasn’t that the cake was made incorrectly—it was just that Japanese desserts are usually lighter and less sweet than the American desserts I was accustomed to.

This disappointment would influence my methodology around cooking anime food. I decided that I cared less about making just visually perfect replicas of recipes: it was now my goal to, yes, try to make the food look as gorgeous as in the anime, but also make it absolutely scrumptious. I moved to Tokyo to get my hands on the best and most authentic ingredients and learned from locals how to re-create and honor some of these famous desserts. I also allowed myself to make occasional alterations to ingredients so I could get the sweetness I longed for.

This book is a collection of my favorite recipes, all based on animated renderings. Where my adaptation won’t interfere with traditional flavors or techniques, I’ve changed a few ingredients to suit my American-influenced kitchen and tastes. I’ve organized the book so that our foray into the vast world of Japanese sweets is separated by influence. The first section covers traditional Japanese sweets, while the second covers non-Japanese and Western sweets popular in Japan. The third offers my own creative, whimsical melding of Japanese animation with Western-style desserts; this results in treats that aren’t necessarily found in anime but are inspired by many popular animes’ colors, patterns, characters, and themes.

Along with the recipes, I’ll share some of my favorite facts about Japan’s long and rich history with sugar and desserts, offer insights on what certain dishes might represent, and investigate how these representations impact the anime itself and the characters who eat them.






A Sugar Lover’s Pantry

There’s no enterprise more enjoyable than discovering the foods of another culture, especially when you can go to a store dedicated to that cuisine. Whether it’s the meat and cheese section of an Italian neighborhood market or the fish section of my local Japanese grocery store, I’ve always been thrilled by the exploratory opportunity of it all. Visit your nearest Asian or Japanese grocery store and walk through the aisles to see if there are items you’d like to sample. Look up ingredients to learn what they’re used for. At the very best, you’ll have some kind of meet-cute, find your soul mate, and fall in love. But more likely, you’ll walk out with a few new ingredients you can experiment with at home, as well as (hopefully) a deepened appreciation for a novel cuisine and its ingredients.

I’ve put together a handy list of the diverse ingredients that crop up in this book. If, however, you’re looking to embark on a dessert journey and go all in with this book, scan this list to learn more about some of the special, recurring items needed for many of the recipes in the book. If your heart is set on making a particular recipe, remember to look over the ingredient list beforehand to see what you’ll need.


	
ACTIVATED CHARCOAL POWDER: If you want to tint your food black naturally, this is the stuff to use. It’s safe to eat and nontoxic.

	
AGAR POWDER: A vegetarian substitute for powdered gelatin, derived from red algae. It causes liquid to gel, producing a jiggly effect.

	
ANKO: Red bean paste. There are different types, all of them sweet and used in sweet recipes. Tsubuan is whole red bean paste, tsubushian is crushed red bean paste, and koshian is smooth red bean paste.

	
BUTTERFLY PEA EXTRACT: A natural blue colorant derived from the butterfly pea plant that turns purple when exposed to an acid (like lemon juice).

	
CANDY MELTS CANDY: A vegetable oil–based candy that melts easily for coating desserts and other applications, ideal for the baker who doesn’t want to bother with tempering chocolate.

	
CHESTNUT PASTE: A sweet paste made from chestnuts. This can be purchased online if you can’t find it in local stores.

	
COCOA POWDER: Unsweetened cocoa powder is a common baking ingredient. Dutch-process cocoa powder is a bit more unusual; this alkalized cocoa powder produces a darker chocolate product with a slightly more mellow flavor.

	
DAIKON: A type of mild radish that’s long, thick, cylindrical, and white.

	
DANGOKO: Japanese rice dumpling flour blend (non-glutinous rice flour plus glutinous rice flour) specifically packaged to be used for dumplings like dango.

	
GEL FOOD COLORING: Similar to liquid food dye, gel food coloring produces vivid colors.

	
GOLD LEAF: Safe to ingest, this is gold that has been finely pounded to be thinner than paper-thin.

	
MATCHA: Green tea powder. This powdered tea is used often, both as a beverage and as an ingredient to flavor desserts.

	
JOSHINKO: Non-glutinous rice flour made from milled Japanese short-grain rice. Products made with joshinko tend to be chewy and doughy.

	
KINAKO: Roasted soybean flour. Golden tan in color, with a nutty taste.

	
KIRIMOCHI: A shelf-stable, precut rice cake that puffs up when toasted.

	
KUROMITSU: Black sugar syrup (literally “black honey”), similar in taste to molasses but a bit thinner and milder.

	
KURI KANRONI: Chestnuts in heavy syrup.

	
LADYFINGERS: Sweet biscuits roughly shaped like fingers. These are dry cookies that are good for absorbing liquids in desserts.

	
LOQUATS: A sweet and slightly tart fruit with citrusy notes.

	
MERINGUE POWDER: Often used to make royal icing, this is a powder made from egg whites (and other things) that acts as a stabilizer and thickener.

	
MIKAN ORANGES: Also called satsumas, mikan oranges are a type of mandarin orange.

	
MIRIN: Rice wine with a low alcohol content and high sugar content.

	
MOCHI GOME: Sticky glutinous rice used in sweets.

	
MONAKA SHELLS: Rice wafers pressed into pleasing shapes that, when paired together, make little 3D forms.

	
PERILLA LEAVES: A popular herb that tastes faintly of grass and anise. Sometimes referred to as sesame leaves, though they aren’t actually from the same plant.

	
POCKY: Cookie sticks coated with chocolate; a popular Japanese snack food.

	
ROSE WATER: Flavoring made by steeping rose petals in water.

	
SAKE: Japanese alcohol made from fermented rice. Avoid any sake labeled “cooking sake,” to which salt has been added to make it unpalatable on its own.

	
SATSUMAIMO: Japanese sweet potato.

	
SHIRATAMAKO: A type of glutinous rice flour (sweet rice flour) made from Japanese glutinous short-grain rice. It’s rather chunky in the package but results in an elastic, chewy texture. Despite the term “glutinous,” it’s gluten-free.

	
SHIROAN: White bean paste. Similar to anko, but with a milder taste; especially pleasant for anyone who doesn’t like the strong flavor of anko.

	
UMEBOSHI: Often translated as “salted Japanese plums,” umeboshi are a popular Japanese pickle that is both very sour and sweet.

	
UME PLUM VINEGAR/UMEBOSHI VINEGAR: The brine from pickling Japanese plums (ume), mixed with salt and beefsteak (red shiso) leaves, the latter of which gives the vinegar its distinctive red appearance. It adds a vinegary, fruity punch to salads, meats, grains, and other dishes.

	
WARABI MOCHIKO: Bracken flour, also known as bracken starch. Produces a chewy confection. Can be replaced with tapioca starch or potato starch, but the resulting texture won’t be quite the same.








Tools of the Trade

When it comes to tools for the kitchen, I’ve always regarded new purchases with skepticism. After all, I’m on a budget—the last thing I need is a new piece of equipment that turns out to be useful only once in a blue moon. While these kinds of tools can sometimes add ease to a recipe, if a kitchen device only has one use, I normally avoid buying it because my teeny-tiny Japanese kitchen doesn’t have much storage for such equipment. However, for some of the recipes in this book, there are single-use tools that absolutely cannot be avoided. Review the list of items here for the ones I think will serve you well for most recipes and purchase what you like. Then check the list of items that have much more specific uses in the kitchen and buy what you need to make that recipe you’re dying to try.

Good, All-Around Useful Tools


	
BENCH SCRAPER: A handheld tool useful for scraping up dough or flour that’s stuck to your counter.

	
CHEF’S KNIFE: Usually 8 to 10 inches long, this knife is perfect for most kitchen cutting tasks.

	
CLOTH DISH TOWELS: These make cleaning up quick, easy, and environmentally friendly. Any dish towel will be a great asset in the kitchen. Try to get plain white towels without any texture or patterns.

	
COOKING CHOPSTICKS OR TONGS: Handy for plating food and moving things easily between pans.
[image: ]



	
FINE-MESH STRAINER: Good for straining lumps and bumps out of sauces and batters.

	
INFRARED THERMOMETER: When making desserts, a good thermometer is an invaluable tool. Infrared thermometers are the easiest to use in the kitchen to get a quick read on your candies and cakes.

	
OFFSET SPATULA: A spatula that’s perfect for frosting cakes due to the fact that it’s offset, so your knuckles won’t drag in the frosting.

	
PALETTE KNIFE: Similar to an offset spatula but not offset, which might seem pointless, but I find that small palette knives are awesome for helping to release cakes from tins or to do small frosting work without leaving weird lines like butter knives sometimes do.

	
PARCHMENT PAPER: Paper useful for lining pans and molds to allow for easy release of delicate baked items. This has saved the life of my cakes more times than I can count.

	
PARING KNIFE: A shorter knife useful for cutting fruit and trimming away excess skin.

	
POTS AND PANS: A heavy-bottomed saucepan is a great addition to your kitchen, especially for desserts. A big pot for boiling water wouldn’t go amiss here, either. An 8-inch round cake pan will be a big help for many of the cake recipes, and a 9 x 13-inch baking dish with high sides is always useful. A loaf pan (mine is 8 x 4 x 4 inches) will be useful for many of these recipes, as will an 8-inch square baking pan. Cupcake pans are useful even for projects that don’t involve making cupcakes. Finally, a baking sheet or two can be used not only for cookies but also for making decorations or baking free-form desserts, or as a portable work surface.

	
RULER: A good old-fashioned measuring tool, useful for leveling cakes perfectly and for measuring dimensions of baking dishes.

	
SERRATED KNIFE: A nice, long one is perfect for slicing layers of cake, bread, or anything with a crumbed texture.

	
SKIMMER SPOON: A long-handled metal tool, the base of which ends in a wide, fine-mesh spoon, perfect for removing delicate things like balls of mochi from a pot of boiling water.

	
STAND MIXER OR HANDHELD MIXER: A stand mixer is always going to help you out in the kitchen, but if you don’t have space or money for one, I find a handheld mixer to be just fine. I used a handheld mixer in all of these recipes.
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Recipe-Specific Tools


	
BATTENBERG CAKE PAN: A baking pan characterized by its three horizontal dividers, which allow the baker to bake all the layers of a Battenberg cake at once, in the same pan. If you can’t find one, you can use foil dividers to make two, three, or four separate wells in your cake pan.

	
CANELÉ MOLD: Traditionally made of copper, this mold is used to produce the distinctive French pastry of the same name.
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COOKIE CUTTERS: A set of round cutters gets a lot of use in my kitchen, but novelty shapes sometimes also come in handy for baking projects.

	
IMAGAWAYAKI PAN: Similar to a waffle iron and sometimes called an obanyaki pan, this is a stovetop mold that creates the oval imagawayaki shape.

	
JELLY-ROLL PAN: A long, shallow pan with sides used for making long, flat cakes to be filled and rolled up into logs. Slightly smaller than a baking sheet.

	
KITCHEN SCALE: Every once in a while, having a scale to measure out perfectly equal portions of dough is very handy.

	
MADELEINE PAN: A pan used to give madeleine cakes their distinctive, shell-like shape.

	
PIPING TIPS AND PASTRY BAGS: These are used together to produce frosting designs, pastry shapes, and perfect peaks of whipped cream.

	
PUDDING BASIN: A bowl with tall sides and a lipped top used for British puddings.

	
PUDDING CUPS: Usually made of metal, these are useful for making Japanese-style pudding.

	
SILICONE CAKE MOLD: A pliable mold good for baking cakes, or for using to make mirror cakes.

	
SILICONE SPHERE MOLD: A pliable mold good for making chocolate spheres.

	
SHAVED ICE MACHINE: Small, household-size machines are available. Getting one to make the Japanese treat kakigori is never a bad idea.

	
SURIBACHI AND SURIKOGI: A Japanese mortar and pestle that is great for grinding sesame seeds. A regular mortar and pestle or food processor will also do the trick.
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STEAMER BASKET: Made of bamboo and placed over a pot of boiling water, the steamer basket is perfect for cooking buns and other treats.
    [image: ]



	
TAIYAKI PAN: Much like a waffle iron, a taiyaki pan is used to cook batter into those iconic fish shapes.
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TART PAN: These come in various sizes. Whatever you buy, make sure they have a removable bottom for best results. These molds allow you to get that perfect fluted crust iconic to tarts with minimal fuss.
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Japanese Desserts

Should you find yourself in Japan, you might be surprised by the number of Western sweets available. Convenience stores, train stations, and cafés are all rife with cakes and cookies that originated in Europe or America. Yet underneath all the dazzle of Western desserts is a no less astonishing abundance of traditional Japanese sweets. Japanese desserts tend to be fairly simple (often featuring bean paste) and generally less sweet than Western desserts. In fact, you might bite into a fresh, fluffy slice of castella or a piping-hot imagawayaki and be a little underwhelmed, especially if you’re used to eating American levels of sugar.

But don’t assume that less sweet means less tasty. Japanese desserts employ restraint in order to enhance the natural flavors of their ingredients, rather than overpower them. This approach has remained popular in Japan, so while many Japanese people appreciate Western treats, Japanese desserts stay in demand. For many, Japanese sweets are familiar reminders of childhood. As a result, Japanese hearts have continued to burn fiercely for traditional Japanese sweets.

Animators use this love to their advantage. Putting beloved food at the center of important moments—a conversation with a friend, as a quiet moment of indulgence, or as a snack during a shopping trip—is one of the easiest ways to build a connection between the audience and the characters. So, in the following pages, I’ve included a variety of recipes that (1) pop up in anime and (2) are either traditionally significant, culturally significant, or just plain tasty. Some of these are wagashi—traditional Japanese sweets usually enjoyed with a cup of tea—and some are dagashi—cheaper Japanese sweets and snack foods. These Japanese sweets and their nuanced take on flavor in desserts are integral to Japanese culture. With that in mind, I’ve tried to keep these recipes as faithful as possible. Itadakimasu!
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MARCH COMES IN LIKE A LION

ICHIGO DAIFUKU

    30 MINUTES

    MAKES 6 PIECES

    DAIRY-FREE, GLUTEN-FREE, NUT-FREE, VEGAN

    March Comes in Like a Lion follows high schooler Rei Kiriyama and his friendship with the lively Kawamoto sisters and their grandfather. Rei is a loner who avoids his complicated family; instead, he uses his earnings as a professional shogi player to rent his own apartment. After a chance encounter with the Kawamoto sisters, however, Rei is soon welcomed into their family and becomes a frequent dinner guest.

In one episode, the Kawamoto sisters brainstorm a new variation of daifuku for the wagashi shop their grandfather owns. Daifuku refers broadly to a round mochi ball with a filling (usually red bean paste, although modern takes include fillings such as whipped cream, custard, or ice cream). While their grandfather is partial to ichigo daifuku (strawberry and bean paste mochi), the sisters convince him to make little mochi figures each filled with different-flavored bean pastes. As Rei watches them develop new products for the shop, he realizes a treat is never far off and that every hardship usually has a sweet silver lining.

    
	1 cup koshian (smooth red bean paste)

	6 strawberries, hulled

	½ cup potato starch

	¾ cup shiratamako (sweet rice flour)

	2 tablespoons sugar

	⅔ cup water




	
1. Divide the koshian into 6 equal pieces. Cover each strawberry with koshian, coating them completely. Set the coated berries aside on plastic wrap or aluminum foil.

	
2. Spread half the potato starch over a plate so it evenly dusts the surface. Set aside.

	
3. In a microwavable bowl, whisk together the shiratamako and sugar until combined. Add the water and stir until the shiratamako mixture has completely dissolved. Cover the bowl tightly with plastic wrap and microwave on high for 1 minute, then stir thoroughly for 20 seconds. Cover the bowl with the plastic wrap and repeat; if the spatula starts to stick as you stir, run it under water to dampen the surface and prevent the mochi from clinging. Cover the bowl once more, microwave for a final 30 seconds, then stir the mixture one last time.

	
4. Pour the mochi mixture onto the plate with the potato starch and dust the remaining potato starch over the surface of the mochi. Using a bench scraper or knife, divide the mochi into 6 equal pieces. Allow to cool for about 5 minutes.

	
5. Take a piece of cooled mochi and spread it out into a flat disc in your hands. Put a koshian-coated strawberry in the center, pointed end down, then bring the sides of the mochi up to enclose the berry and pinch the edges to seal. Use your hands to round the mochi and shape it over the berry. Repeat to fill the remaining mochi.

	
6. Serve and enjoy. Eat within the day for best results!
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RECIPE TIP: Depending on the brand you use, koshian can be a little goopy, which causes it to stick to your hands when you’re trying to wrap it around the berries. If you find yourself struggling with this, pop the koshian in the freezer for about 30 minutes before using it.
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SUBSTITUTION TIP: Strawberries not to your taste? Try a different fruit, or just go for a 100 percent bean paste filling.
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FOOD FACT: While most types of wagashi were invented much further in the past, ichigo daifuku was invented in the ’80s and is therefore a relatively new form of wagashi!
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MARCH COMES IN LIKE A LION

OSHIRUKO

1 HOUR

SERVES 2

DAIRY-FREE, GLUTEN-FREE, NUT-FREE, VEGAN

Hina Kawamoto considers her future as she makes a riff on oshiruko. Should she pursue wagashi-making as a career, or does she only want to avoid difficult schoolwork? As she contemplates, she and her sisters design a new food item to serve at a summer festival.

The sisters make shiratama dango served in soup. They sample different dipping sauces to use, such as the more traditional bean paste soup (oshiruko), green tea syrup, and plum syrup. This recipe is for shiratama dumplings and a red bean soup base. If you have other syrups you’d like to try, experiment and find one you like. Served cold, this recipe will become a summer go-to for a light, easy treat. Served warm, it’ll be a winter staple to chase away any weather-induced chills.


	⅓ cup shiratamako (sweet rice flour)

	½ teaspoon sugar

	1 cup plus 3 tablespoons water

	¾ cup tsubuan (whole red bean paste)




	
1. Place the shiratamako and sugar in a small bowl. Add 2 tablespoons of the water, then stir to combine. The dough should become soft and pliable; it should be delicate and soft, like an earlobe. If the dough still feels a little crumbly and dry, stir in another tablespoon of water.

	
2. When the dough is the proper consistency, divide it into 10 equal pieces. Roll each piece into a ball.

	
3. Bring a pot of water to boil. Fill a bowl with ice and water and set it nearby.

	
4. When the water comes to a boil, stir it so it swirls around the pot, then drop in the dumplings one at a time. Cook, nudging the dumplings every 30 seconds to keep them from sticking to the bottom of the pot, until they float to the surface, 3 to 4 minutes, then cook for 1 minute more. Use a skimmer or slotted spoon to transfer them to the ice bath to cool. When cooled, transfer the dumplings to a plate and set aside.

	
5. Stir together the remaining 1 cup water and the tsubuan in a small saucepan. Heat over medium heat until the soup froths and becomes foamy at the edges of the pan, then remove the pot from the heat.

	
6. Divide the oshiruko soup between two bowls and add 5 dumplings to each bowl. Enjoy warm or let cool slightly before chilling in the fridge to eat later as a cold dessert.
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SUBSTITUTION TIP: You can use koshian instead of tsubuan. I personally like the texture of the beans in this soup, as it pairs nicely with the smooth mochi, but go with what you want!
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SAMURAI CHAMPLOO

MITARASHI DANGO

1 HOUR

MAKES 5 SKEWERS (15 DANGO)

SPECIAL EQUIPMENT: 5 WOODEN SKEWERS

DAIRY-FREE, GLUTEN-FREE, NUT-FREE, VEGAN

Records of dango, a dumpling made out of different rice flours, go back as far as the tenth century! Mitarashi dango is said to be named after mitarashi, a well placed in front of a shrine that bubbles with fresh water. In Japan, dango are still used as offerings to gods to show respect, especially during festivals. So when Fuu, one of the protagonists of Samurai Champloo, offers up one hundred dango to a man named Mugen in exchange for his aid in dispatching rude customers from her dumpling shop, you can see the irony. She makes an offering to Mugen, who is not a god at all but rather just a renegade with a no-nonsese attitude who’s Fuu’s best hope for help.

Traditionally, the dango are made with five round dumplings on a skewer, toasted and brushed with soy sauce syrup. Their taste is complex, just like Fuu, Mugen, and Jin’s relationship—a little salty, a little sweet, and just a tiny bit of bitter char. As they set forth to find Fuu’s mystery samurai “who smells of sunflowers,” dango are the perfect fortifying snack to get them started. Unlike the face of the man Fuu seeks, the taste of these treats is unforgettable.

FOR THE DANGO


	1¼ cups dangoko (a mix of glutinous and non-glutinous rice flours), or ⅔ cup joshinko (non-glutinous rice flour) plus ¾ cup shiratamako (glutinous rice flour)

	⅔ cup water

	Wooden skewers



FOR THE SOY SAUCE SYRUP


	3 tablespoons sugar

	2 tablespoons gluten-free soy sauce

	2 tablespoons mirin (rice wine)

	⅔ cup water

	2 tablespoons potato starch




	
1. Make the dango: In a medium bowl, combine the dangoko and all but about 2 tablespoons of the water and mix with your hands until the dough becomes soft, like an earlobe. Add the reserved 2 tablespoons water only if the dough feels a little dry and crumbly. The dough shouldn’t be sticky at all.

	
2. Divide the dough into 15 equal pieces. Roll each piece into a ball and set aside.

	
3. Bring a pot of water to a boil. Fill a bowl with ice and water and set it nearby.

	
4. When the water comes to a boil, stir it so it swirls around the pot, then drop in half the dango. Cook, nudging them every 30 seconds so they don’t stick to the bottom of the pot, until they float to the surface, 3 to 5 minutes, then cook for 1 minute more. Use a skimmer or slotted spoon to transfer them to the ice bath to cool. Repeat to cook and cool the second batch of dango.

	
5. Thread 3 cooled dango onto each wooden skewer. If desired, turn on the broiler, place the dango on a baking sheet, and crisp the dango under the broiler until lightly charred, 30 seconds to 1 minute (or skip the broiler and char over a lit burner on your gas stovetop). This adds both color and flavor, but please use an abundance of caution! Set the skewers on a serving plate and set aside.

	
6. Make the soy sauce syrup: Whisk together the sugar, soy sauce, mirin, water, and potato starch in a medium saucepan to combine. Cook over medium-high heat, stirring continuously as the mixture heats. Patches of it will start to go clear—this is a sign that it’s time to take it off the heat. It’ll boil and go clear very quickly, so remove the pot from the heat as soon as you see the signs. Allow the sauce to cool before serving.

	
7. When you’re ready to eat, spoon the sauce over the dango and serve. Best eaten the same day they’re made.
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FOOD FACT: A popular variant of dango is hanami dango, which are three different-colored (green, pink, and white) dango pieces on a skewer. These are traditionally seen in the springtime in Japan, and the colors of the dango reflect the beautiful cherry blossom flowers.




[image: ]

VARIATION TIP: If you’d like to make hanami dango instead, split the dango dough into thirds. Use matcha powder to color one-third green and powdered dehydrated strawberries or red food coloring to color another third pink; the remaining dough should be kept white. Roll into balls and cook as directed in the recipe, then thread one dango of each color onto each skewer and serve (omit the sauce from the original recipe).
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DAGASHI KASHI

SAKURA DAIKON

20 MINUTES PLUS 12 HOURS REFRIGERATION TIME

MAKES 1 JAR

DAIRY-FREE, GLUTEN-FREE, NUT-FREE, VEGAN

Hotaru’s quest to get Kokonotsu to take over the family dagashi shop also serves as an important narrative technique for the audience. In trying to convince Kokonotsu, Hotaru shares her intense love for dagashi. In one episode, she gleefully opens a package of sakura daikon and wastes no time explaining that these treats are multifaceted—they can be eaten alone as a sweet, or paired with rice.

Sakura daikon are an interesting dagashi for this reason. If you look at the ingredients, they don’t really scream sweet. Daikon is a type of vegetable, after all. However, when removed from the brine, they have a tasty and refreshing salty-sweet quality. If you like sweet pickles, you’re going to love these! The color of this snack is out of this world, too. The umeboshi vinegar is colored with beefsteak (red perilla) leaves and lends the daikon a gorgeous magenta tone. Shove those sweet dill pickles aside and have a few of these—you’ll never look back.


	1 (8-inch) daikon radish

	1 tablespoon kosher salt

	2 cups rice vinegar

	1 cup umeboshi vinegar

	1 cup sugar




	
1. Peel the daikon and sprinkle with the salt, then set aside on a plate for 10 minutes to draw out moisture.

	
2. Pat the daikon dry with a paper towel and wipe off as much salt as you can. Using a mandoline or knife, thinly slice the daikon into discs.

	
3. Combine the daikon slices, rice vinegar, umeboshi vinegar, and sugar in a jar. Stir until the sugar has dissolved, then cover the jar and refrigerate for 12 hours.

	
4. Serve as a snack (with rice, if you wish) and enjoy.
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SERVING TIP: For extra fun, try adding these to sandwiches, serving them alongside Japanese curry, or using them in salads to bring some punchy flavors to your favorite dishes.
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STORAGE TIP: These pickles will keep in the fridge for up to a month.
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FOOD WARS! SHOKUGEKI NO SOMA

MONAKA

20 MINUTES

MAKES 4 PIECES

DAIRY-FREE, GLUTEN-FREE (IF MONAKA SHELLS ARE 100 PERCENT RICE-BASED), NUT-FREE, VEGAN

The defining features of monaka are the crisp patterned rice crackers that sandwich the luxurious filling. This is probably why Soma from Food Wars! opted to use a traditional monaka shell not as a container for a sweet but as a vehicle for a savory appetizer in the BLUE (Bishoku Leading Under-25 Entrance) cooking competition. The appetizer subverts the judges’ expectations—two wafer-thin shells containing seasoned monkfish liver? The contrast of the light shell against the flavor-packed fish is enough to send the judges to heaven!

Traditionally, monaka is filled with bean paste or something similar, and while the shells are a little more difficult to make at home, they can be ordered online. I’ve included a spin on the usual bean paste filling, inspired by monaka I found right here in Japan. Bean paste is combined with umeboshi and perilla to create a sweet filling that’s lightened by the tartness of plum and made complex by the minty licorice perilla. If that doesn’t appeal to you, stick to the more usual bean paste, or use the monaka shell in a savory way as Soma did. The choices are endless—have fun experimenting!


	½ cup koshian (smooth red bean paste)

	1 umeboshi (Japanese pickled plum), pitted and finely chopped

	1 fresh perilla leaf

	8 monaka shells




	
1. Place the koshian in a bowl. Add the umeboshi and mix thoroughly.

	
2. Roll the perilla leaf tightly into a cigar shape and cut it crosswise into thin strips.

	
3. Take one monaka shell and fill it with some of the koshian-plum mixture. Do the same with another shell. Sprinkle one half with perilla, then sandwich the two shells together. Repeat to fill and sandwich all the shells.

	
4. Serve immediately! Monaka shells are delicate and thin and will absorb moisture quickly.
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RECIPE TIP: Premade monaka shells can be purchased online, but if that doesn’t appeal to you, you can make them like Soma did: Whip up a batter using 3 tablespoons shiratamako, 2 tablespoons cornstarch, and 3 tablespoons water. Sandwich a dollop of the batter between two silicone or aluminum cupcake liners and bake in a preheated 475°F oven for about 12 minutes, until crisp.
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CARDCAPTOR SAKURA: CLEAR CARD

NERIKIRI

1 HOUR 30 MINUTES

MAKES 10 PIECES

DAIRY-FREE, GLUTEN-FREE, NUT-FREE, VEGAN

Cardcaptor Sakura is a story about one girl’s mission to put the world to rights. Her journey highlights a unique kind of girl power: looking cute while being tough and overcoming obstacles. Sakura’s love for cooking, eating sweets, and being adorable doesn’t mean she’s weak or childish—it just means she likes to eat good things and save the day with style.

One of the more traditional Japanese sweets that pops up in the anime is nerikiri. In the age of social media, these are the ultimate post-worthy desserts. The art and tradition of nerikiri making comes from the Edo period. Basically, this dessert is old, but it’s remained extremely popular as a teatime treat. The shape, color, and fillings change depending on the season, and the designs can get complicated. Sakura shares her name with the Japanese cherry blossom, which produces star-shaped, pastel-pink flowers every spring. Because of this, we’ll be shaping these nerikiri into sakura blossoms. As you become comfortable handling the dough, feel free to experiment with other shapes and colors. While the shaping process can take time and practice, once you get the hang of it, you’ll never fail to impress!

Because of the beautiful nature of the dish and the simplicity of the recipe, it’s important that your measurements are precise so each final piece looks the same. With this in mind, I recommend using a kitchen scale to portion the dough equally. Keep in mind that the soft nerikiri will take on the impression of the cloth it’s shaped on, so use a dish towel with a smooth weave.


	1 tablespoon shiratamako (sweet rice flour)

	1½ tablespoons water

	⅔ cups shiroan (white bean paste)

	Pink and yellow food coloring gels

	⅓ cups koshian (smooth red bean paste)

	Cornstarch, for dusting




	
1. Stir together the shiratamako and water in a small saucepan until the shiratamako has completely dissolved. Add the shiroan and mix until the shiratamako mixture has been absorbed. Cook the shiroan mixture over medium heat while stirring, allowing the water to cook off, until the dough is no longer sticky to the touch and feels soft, like an earlobe, about 3 to 5 minutes.

	
2. Turn the dough out onto a clean cotton dish towel. The towel should be smooth so the dough doesn’t develop divots. Allow the dough to cool slightly, then knead the dough with the towel until it becomes cool to the touch. The dough shouldn’t stick to the towel too much; if it does, place it back in the pot to cook more of the water off. When the dough is ready, it will be soft and moldable, like Play-Doh.

	
3. Set the towel aside and split the dough into thirds. Roll two-thirds of the dough into a ball and set aside. Pinch off a piece the size of a penny from the remaining third of the dough and roll both pieces into balls. Knead 1 to 2 drops of the pink food coloring into the biggest ball, and add a tiny bit of yellow food coloring to the smallest ball. The medium-size ball will remain naturally white. Wear food-safe gloves if you’re worried about the food coloring staining your hands and make sure your workspace is covered. If you want each tinted piece to be more saturated, knead in a few more drops of the food coloring. Set the yellow dough aside and split the pink and white doughs into 10 equal pieces each.

	
4. Divide the koshian into 10 equal pieces.

	
5. Place a piece of pink dough in your hand and roll it into a ball. Using a knuckle, press a dent into the middle of the ball. Roll a white piece into a small cone and press it into the dent, pointed side down. Spread out the edges of the white dough so it melds and blends into the pink dough, pressing the dough out to widen the disc. At this point, the disc has a thick center that’s pink on the bottom and white on top; the edges of the white dough should fade into the pink dough. Place a piece of koshian in the center of the disc and bring the edges of the disc up and over the koshian. Pinch the edges of the dough together to enclose the koshian. Turn the ball over so that the closed end is on the bottom. You should see the white center that bleeds out to the pink edges on top. Use the palms of your hands to round the edges and gently flatten the dough into a half-dollar-size disc.
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