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  Foreword



Let me tell you a secret. The first time I truly tried to make a perfect bowl of ramen at home—far from the controlled chaos of the professional kitchens where I’d trained—I was completely daunted. I stood in the international aisle of my grocery store, staring at a wall of mysterious bottles, feeling like a fraud. I was a chef, yet the perceived alchemy of Japanese cooking, this beautiful, intricate tapestry of flavors, felt just beyond my grasp. I think, perhaps, you might know that feeling.

It’s a feeling that has kept one of the world’s most elegant and satisfying cuisines locked away for many, reserved for restaurants and special occasions. We see the years of dedication a sushi master puts in, and we think, “That could never be me.”

My journey as a cook, however, taught me a profound lesson. After years spent mastering elaborate techniques, I found myself drawn back to a simpler truth. I realized that the most soul-stirring flavors weren’t born from intricacy, but from a quiet reverence for the ingredients themselves. This is the heart of Japanese cooking. It’s not about complication; it’s about clarity. My philosophy settled into three simple tenets: balance, not just of taste, but of texture and temperature; respect for the ingredient, allowing its true nature to shine; and an elegance that is utterly achievable, found in the unfussy beauty of a perfectly cooked bowl of rice or a simple, savory broth.

This book is the trusted friend I wish I’d had back then, standing lost in that grocery aisle. It exists to dismantle the notion that this food is too difficult to create in your own kitchen. My promise to you is simple: we will walk this path together, and we will do it with joy. I will not just show you the steps; I will explain the gentle rhythm behind them—the why that makes the how so effortless. We will build your pantry without stress, and we will create dishes that will bring a quiet pride to your soul.

You will make your first bowl of shimmering, savory dashi, and you will be shocked by its simplicity. You will roll your own sushi, maybe imperfectly at first, and it will still be the most delicious you have ever tasted because you made it. You will serve a bowl of rich, homemade ramen to someone you love and see the look on their face. That is the moment this book is for.

This isn’t a manual of rigid rules. It’s an invitation. It’s a start of a conversation between you and some of the most wonderful food in the world. The journey begins not in a far-off kitchen in Tokyo, but right here, with your hands, in your home.

Let’s begin.






I

The Japanese Pantry & Foundations (Your Stress-Free Guide)

This chapter is your key to confidence before you even turn on the stove. We’ll make grocery shopping simple and build your flavor toolkit.
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Welcome to what I consider the most important chapter in this entire book. Before we chop a single scallion or turn on the stove, we need to assemble our toolkit. This is where flavor begins.

I want you to think of this not as a shopping list, but as the members of your own personal orchestra. On their own, they are just single notes. But when you learn how to bring them together, you create a symphony of flavor that is uniquely and unmistakably Japanese. For years, I stumbled through this process, buying the wrong bottle of this or a too-harsh version of that. This guide is my way of making sure you can sidestep all that confusion. We will focus on just seven foundational ingredients. Master these, and you will have the key to unlocking every recipe that follows.

1. Soy Sauce (Shoyu)

This is the bedrock, the foundational savory note in nearly all Japanese cooking. But not all soy sauce is created equal. Many of the bottles you see are harsh, chemically produced imitations. What we are looking for is the real, venerable product: a brew that has been patiently fermented from soybeans, wheat, salt, and water. It brings not just saltiness, but a round, complex, and deeply savory flavor known as umami.


	What to Look For: Look for the words “Naturally Brewed” on the label. That is your guarantee of quality. For general cooking, a standard bottle is perfect. A low-sodium version is also a fine choice if you are mindful of salt intake.

	My Go-To Brand: Kikkoman is the gold standard for a reason. It is consistent, balanced, and available almost everywhere. Yamasa is another excellent, widely available choice.




2. Mirin

If soy sauce is the savory foundation, mirin is its sweet, golden counterpart. It is a type of sweet rice wine that provides a gentle, nuanced sweetness that is worlds away from granulated sugar. It’s what gives Teriyaki its beautiful gloss and what rounds out the sharp edges of sauces and broths. It is an absolute, non-negotiable linchpin of the pantry.


	What to Look For: This can be a little tricky. True mirin (hon-mirin) has a higher alcohol content. What you will most likely find is aji-mirin, which means “tastes like mirin.” This is a mirin-style seasoning with very little alcohol and is perfectly fine for our purposes. Just check the ingredients and try to avoid those with high-fructose corn syrup.

	My Go-To Brand: Kikkoman Manjo Aji-Mirin is a reliable and accessible choice. If you can find it, Eden Foods Mirin is a fantastic, traditionally made option.




3. Sake

Sake adds a subtle depth and aromatic quality that you can’t get from anything else. Think of it as a flavor enhancer. It has a magical ability to tenderize and to eliminate any unwanted odors from fish and meat. A small splash in a marinade or simmering sauce lends a clean, sophisticated background note. You don’t need anything fancy or expensive.


	What to Look For: Please, steer clear of “cooking sake.” It is a sub-par product with a shocking amount of salt added. Your best bet is to buy a small, inexpensive bottle of dry, drinkable sake. If it’s good enough to sip, it’s good enough to cook with.

	My Go-To Brand: A simple, straightforward brand like Gekkeikan is perfect and sold in most places that carry wine and spirits.




4. Rice Vinegar

Japanese rice vinegar is the gentle acid of our kitchen. Unlike the aggressive tang of many Western vinegars, rice vinegar is milder, with a faint sweetness. It’s what gives sushi rice its characteristic flavor and provides the clean, bright lift in dressings and pickles without overpowering the other ingredients.


	What to Look For: You want plain, “Unseasoned” rice vinegar. Many stores sell “Seasoned” or “Sushi” vinegar, which is the same product but with sugar and salt already added. We want to control those elements ourselves, so always choose the unseasoned bottle.

	My Go-To Brand: Marukan is my absolute favorite for its pure, clean flavor. Nakano is another excellent and widely available brand.




5. Miso

Miso is pure magic. It is a fermented soybean paste that delivers a profound punch of savory, salty, funky, and earthy flavor. It is a living ingredient, full of complexity. It’s the soul of miso soup, of course, but it’s also a powerhouse in marinades, glazes, and dressings. A little bit goes a long way.


	What to Look For: Miso comes in a spectrum of colors and flavors. To start, I want you to look for White Miso (Shiro Miso). It is the mildest and sweetest variety, making it incredibly versatile and a perfect entry point. It’s usually sold in a small tub in the refrigerated section of the grocery store.

	My Go-To Brand: Marukome and Hikari Miso are both wonderful, high-quality brands you can trust.




6. Dashi

If you feel like you’ve been missing a secret ingredient in your attempts at Japanese cooking, dashi is it. This is the essential Japanese stock, a clear broth teeming with a subtle flavor of the sea. It is the liquid backbone of all our ramen, our dipping sauces, and our simmered dishes. In the foundational recipes, I will show you how to make a beautiful, clear dashi from scratch in minutes. But I am also a realist. For weeknights and quick meals, instant dashi is a godsend.


	What to Look For: Instant dashi comes in the form of granules or powders. You simply stir them into hot water. It provides that essential umami base in seconds.

	My Go-To Brand: The blue-and-white box of Hondashi is iconic. It’s my pantry workhorse for when time is short.




7. Japanese Rice

Finally, the heart of the meal. The rice we use is just as important as the dishes it accompanies. We are not looking for long-grain rice like Basmati or Jasmine. For our purposes, you need Japanese short-grain rice. When cooked, the grains become plump, tender, and slightly sticky, allowing them to be easily picked up with chopsticks and to hold their shape for sushi.


	What to Look For: The bag will almost always be labeled “sushi rice” or “short-grain rice.”

	My Go-To Brand: Nishiki is a fantastic, premium-grade rice that is my personal favorite. Kokuho Rose is another classic brand that yields consistently fluffy and delicious results. Getting the rice right is a sign of respect for the entire meal, and these brands will not let you down.
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There is a particular kind of panic that sets in mid-recipe. You are in the flow, ingredients are sizzling on the stove, and you reach into the pantry for that one crucial bottle… and it’s not there. Your heart sinks. I know this feeling intimately. I want to tell you right now to take a breath. A kitchen should not be a place of anxiety. It should be a place of creativity and, sometimes, clever improvisation.

The goal is always to get a delicious meal on the table. While the ingredients in the previous chapter are the ideal building blocks for the most authentic flavor, not having one of them should never be a wall between you and a wonderful dinner. Consider this your permission slip to adapt. This is not about finding a “perfect” replacement, but a smart, graceful swap that keeps you cooking.

Here are the stand-ins I turn to in a pinch.

If you don’t have Mirin…

The job of mirin is to provide a gentle, liquid sweetness. Your best alternative is to mix about a teaspoon of sugar into a tablespoon of sake or even just water until it dissolves. It won’t have the same syrupy body, but it will deliver the essential sweet note needed to balance the saltiness of the soy sauce.

If you don’t have Sake…

Sake adds a unique, aromatic depth. If you find your bottle empty, a dry sherry is a surprisingly good understudy. You could also use a dry white vermouth. If you prefer to cook without alcohol, you can simply use water or a light chicken broth, perhaps with a tiny squeeze of lemon juice at the end to add a little complexity.

If you don’t have Rice Vinegar…

We use rice vinegar for its mild acidity. The next best thing is apple cider vinegar, but be mindful that it has a much stronger, fruitier personality. I would suggest using about half the amount the recipe calls for, tasting, and then adding more if needed. In a real bind, a squeeze of fresh lemon or lime juice can provide the brightness a dish needs.

If you don’t have Miso…

I will be honest with you, this is the most difficult one. Miso has a singular, funky, fermented savoriness that is almost impossible to replicate. It is the one ingredient I would truly urge you to seek out. However, if you are mid-recipe and need that savory paste element, your best bet is to use a splash of soy sauce mixed with a tiny bit of tahini to create a paste-like consistency. It will not taste the same, but it will fill the role of a salty, savory base.

If you don’t have Dashi…
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