gup—

hebestbitaboutavisitto Japan? The
food.If youdon'tbelieve me, wait

THE INSIDE - ik A b (B 1! untilyour firsttaste of featherlight
GUIDE TO ' 18! Tf ! i, i , tempura, silky salmon sashimi or
DINING 1 I : iy i { rich, miso-lacedramen.No wonder

NATIONWIDE ' washoku— Japanese cuisine —

features onUnesco’s Intangible Cultural
Heritage list. It's complex, diverse and unique,
imbued withmeaningandasense of place.
But, mostofall,it's crazy delicious.
First-timerstothe country are often shocked
by the breadth of Japanese fare — sushiand
ramen are thetip of theiceberg. Justas often

Jeeply aisny
I { ; you'llfind udon noodle shops, okonomiyaki

n’tjUSt stick to sushi. FeaSting on allthe local cuisin _ pancake restaurants, stand-up yakitoribars
H e - A e I ) and gyudonbeef-bowl chains. There'saplace
v foreverytaste and every occasion: the smoky
izakaya pubs for drinking; the speedy donburi
spotsforsolodiners;the elaborate kaiseki
meals forhigh-class entertaining. Sure, you
candrop amonth’srentonwagyubeeforfugu
pufferfishin Michelin-starred restaurants, but
more oftenthannot,a £5 slap-up dinnerat
atrain stationbringsjustas muchpleasure.
Hole-in-the-wallplaces, oftenwithonly a
handful of seats, usually specialiseinone type
of dishand deliveritexpertly. Grabastooland
order by pointing to the plasticdisplay foodin
the window. If you have dietary restrictions,
bringthese writtenin Japanese to show your
server —eventhings thatappearvegetarian
often containfish stock. Otherwise, just wingit!

- Slices ofjiffe:
salmon saShimi;
right, gfockwise

‘om top left,
weets for sale
inadepartment
store; Wakasa
fugu pufferfish;
yakitorirestaurant;
Japanesetempura
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FoodinJapanisasseasonalasitislocal.
Whetherit's Hokkaido sweetcorn or Tohoku
peaches, the Japanese go madfor whatever’s
atitsbestthatmonth — supermarkets are
floodedaccordingly withimpeccable produce
and cafeslay onthemeddishes. It's notjust
freshfoods. Visitin springand you'll find
cherry-blossom-flavouredKitKats and
chuhai(alcohol spritz) lining the shelves.

By autumnthey willhave changedtored
apple, andin winter sweetpotato orlemon.

Packagedtreats make forthe cheapestand
bestsouvenirs. Especially the many flavoured
biscuits —becauseno-one, noteventhe
French, nails patisserie like the Japanese. You
need only wanderround depachika (food halls)
indepartment stores to see the evidence — the
countless fluffy cakes andfilled wafers are
straightout of amagazine shoot.

These depachika, like the popular konbini
(convenience stores) are perfectplacestograb
athrifty mealonthe go.Notthatyoushould eat
itonthe go, mind. In one of Japan's many great
contradictions, forallthe ubiquity of food — it
is literally available everywhere — eating or
drinking while walkingis ano-no. The other
‘rules’?If dishes are served separately, eat
themthatway — don’'t spoon side dishes over
yourrice. Avoid propping chopsticks upwards
inrice orpassingfoodfromyour chopsticks
toanotherperson’s. Butmostof all, have fun.
FortheJapanese eatingis,above all, aboutjoy. »

Japan
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Essential eating: your A-Z

Asa-gohan: Japanese breakfast.
There are variations, butthe
staple formatis: grilled fish, miso
soup, rice,omelette, pickles,
kobachi(small, usually veg-
basedside dishes) and umeboshi
(salty fermented plums). Almost
every hotelwillputonatop-
notch spread, served up
artistically onalacquertray.

Curry: A popularfast-fooditem
and nothinglike Indian curry.
Expectadeepbrown, gravy-like
sauce, often served overpork
katsu (fried cutlet) andrice.

Donburi: Rice bowl, topped
withveg, meatorfish —
examplesinclude oyakodon
(chickenand egg), tendon
(tempura) or gyudon (beef).
Greatforaquick, cheap lunch.

Izakaya: A Japanese pub.
Orderloads of dishes, tapas-
style, including gyozafried
dumplings and sashimi. Drinking
isessential: orderinrounds of
namabiru(draftbeer), chuhai
(Shochu spirit spritz), saké or
umeshu (sweet plum wine).

Kaiseki-ryori: Multi-course,
gourmet cuisine withmany
ingredients, complex
preparations and very visual
presentations. Foundin
speciality restaurants

and hotels (sometimes
ryokans), often around Kyoto.

Mochi: Chewy rice balls, usually
sweetened and eaten with tea
ordessert. Commonfillings
include adzuki(sweetredbean)
and sesame.

Okonomiyaki: A Japanese
savoury pancake, containing
cabbage, fish or meat, and
topped withfish flakes,
seaweed, brownsauce and
mayonnaise. Specifics vary
fromplacetoplace —in
Hiroshimathey addnoodles,
while Tokyo's monjayakiversion
is thinner. Choose arestaurant
thatlets you cook yourown —
lots more fun— and order
yakisobafriednoodles and
takoyaki(octopus balls) as sides.

Ramen: A meaty, thin wheat
noodle soup, whichcomesin
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many varieties:rich,
pork-broth tonkotsu;
light shio (salt), savoury
shoyu(soy) and
creamy miso. You'll
findramenshops
everywhere
—fast-food

spots, they're not
builtforlingering.

Soba: Made from
buckwheat, these
delicate, nutty
noodles are pricierthan
ramen and oftenfoundin
more formalsettings. They
canbe servedhotor cold, with
adippingsauceorinasoup.

Sushi: Fish, seafood and
vegetables served atop orrolled
invinegar-seasonedrice. It
comes atall price points, from
blowout omakase (chef's choice)
to cheap kaiten (conveyor belt),
wheretwo pieces cost£1.50-£5.
The quality in kaitenis superb

by UK standards. Don'tadd too
much soy sauce; dip sushiin

very lightly, fish-side first (and

if you're not confident with
chopsticks, fingers are fine).

Sashimi: Slivers of sliced fish,
often served as part of a kaiseki
multi-course meal.

Sukiyakiand shabu-shabu:
Thinly slicedbeef or pork and
vegetables, cookedinhot
broth — canbe mid-priced or
expensive (Kyoto has many
top-end versions). With sukiyaki,
youcookingredients together
inashallow potbefore dipping
themintoraw eggand sweet
sauce. With shabu-shabu, you
dipitems one by oneinto hot
water, cookingthem briefly.

Hunger games: above, sukiyaki;
below left, clockwise fromtop left,
chicken donburi; kaiseki; mochi;
okonomiyakipancakes; below, sushi

Tempuraand kushiage:
Battered veg, meatandfish.
Tempuraislightand veg-
focused. Kushiageis heavier
andservedonaskewer —
meatand cheese feature.

Udon: Fatwheatnoodles,
usually servedin soup with
aclearbroth andtopped with
tempura or sweetfried tofu.

Yakitori: Skewered chicken,
grilled over charcoal, served
indedicatedrestaurants or
izakayas. Offalis oftenused,
soif you're squeamish ask for
mune (chicken breast), tsukune
(chicken meatball) or torinegi
(chickenand leek).

Yakiniku: Japanese barbecue,
usually beef, often expensive.
Alsotry Koreanbarbecue, which
is popularand more affordable.
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