
Part 2

What Else is Cookin’ ?
   It would be impossible to provide a comprehensive list of the great variety of dishes 
available in Japanese cuisine. The following is a brief attempt to outline some of the 
more well-known dishes in the hope that those who come to Japan for a short or 
extended stay will try as many of them as possible. Surely savoring the food of Japan 
is part of the great adventure of living here!

NOODLES

Ramen
is Chinese noodles made mainly of wheat flour and seasoned 
to suit the Japanese palate; the name is thought to be a 
corruption of la mian (la mien), the Chinese word for 
“stretched noodle,” so called because the noodles are pulled 
out by hand into a thin thread. The noodles are eaten with a 
broth seasoned with soy sauce or miso (fermented bean 
paste) and garnished with thin slices of roast pork,  bean 
sprouts, Chinese bamboo shoots, and other ingredients. 

Restaurants specializing in ramen are found all over Japan. Dehydrated and packaged 
“instant ramen” is also popular. (Japan, an Illustrated Encyclopedia , 1993, p. 1247)

Soba
is a type of noodle principally made from buckwheat 
flour, with wheat flour, yam, or egg white serving as a 
thickener. Water is added and the dough is kneaded and 
ripened, then rolled out and cut into strips. Soba is 
thought to have come to Japan from China by way of 
Korea, and references to it are found in works dating 
from the Nara period (710-794).
   Boiled soba is frequently served cold, topped with 
pieces of the dried seaweed known as nori, on a slatted bamboo drainer inside a lacquer 
box, accompanied by a small bowl of cold dipping sauce (tsuyu) consisting of soy 
sauce, mirin (sweet sake), sugar, and stock (dashi) made with bonito flakes. Finely 
sliced green onions and wasabi (Japanese horseradish) are used as condiments. In this 
form it is called zaru soba. Kake soba is soba that is put in a bowl immediately after 
boiling and to which is added a hot broth similar to tsuyu, but less concentrated. If 
tempura is added to kake soba, it is called tempura soba; if raw egg, tsuki-mi soba; if 
abura’age (deep-fried tofu), kitsune soba. Toshikoshi soba is a traditional New Year’s 
Eve dish. (Japan, an Illustrated Encyclopedia , 1993, p. 1436)
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Somen
is a type of very thin noodle. Somen is made from a dough 
consisting of wheat flour and salted water that is kneaded and cut 
into thick strips. They are coated with cottonseed oil, pulled out 
into long strings, and ripened overnight. The strings are then 
attached to two poles, pulled out to the appropriate fineness, and 
dried in the sun. Somen is usually considered a food for summer, 
when it is boiled, rinsed in a colander, and served in a bowl 
containing cold water or ice. It is accompanied by a cold dipping sauce (tsuyu) 
consisting of soy sauce, mirin (sweetened sake), sugar, and stock (dashi) made from 
bonito flakes. (Japan, an Illustrated Encyclopedia , 1993, p. 1444)

Udon
is a type of wheat-flour noodle. The making of udon is thought to 
have been transmitted to Japan from China during the Nara period 
(710-794). Salt and water are added to flour to make a dough, 
which is kneaded, ripened, rolled out, and cut into strips. The 
noodles are then boiled and customarily served in a hot broth 
(tsuyu) consisting of soy sauce, mirin (sweet sake), sugar, and 
stock (dashi) made with flaked bonito. Any of a variety of 
ingredients, such as tempura, raw egg, or abura’age (deep-fried 
bean curd), are often added. One notable variant of udon is the 
wide, flat noodle known as kishimen, which originated in the city 
of Nagoya. (Japan, an Illustrated Encyclopedia , 1993, p. 1641)

FRIED FOOD

Tempura
is fresh fish, shellfish, or vegetables dipped in a 
batter (koromo) of flour mixed with egg and water 
and then deep-fried. Tempura tastes best eaten 
right after frying, accompanied  by a side dish of 
special tempura dipping sauce and grated radish. 
The sauce is a mixture of soy sauce, mirin (sweet 
sake), and dashi (stock).
   The origins of tempura date to the mid-16th 
century, a time when many items of Portuguese and 
Spanish culture, including methods of frying game, were brought to Japan (the word 
tempura  is thought to be a corruption of the Portuguese tempero  or cooking).  Cooking 
with oil had already been introduced in Japan from China as part of a vegetarian diet. 
The merging of these two elements, after adaptation to Japanese tastes and customs, 
resulted in tempura as it is known today. Open-air tempura stalls became popular in 
early-19th-century Edo (now Tokyo), and many of these stalls developed into full-
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scale tempura restaurants.
   A wide variety of food can be used as ingredients for tempura. Low-fat fish such as 
smelt (kisu), a kind of whitebait (shirauo), conger eel (anago), cuttlefish (ika), 
shrimp, and such shellfish as scallops are commonly used.  Vegetables used include 
lotus root,  mushrooms,  gingko nuts, beefsteak plant (shiso), and green peppers.  
Shrimp tempura is commonly served in a bowl atop a bed of rice in a dish known as 
tendon, or atop noodles as tempura soba or tempura udon. (Japan, an Illustrated 

Encyclopedia , 1993, p. 1548)

Tonkatsu  
or pork cutlet, is a fried pork dish of Western origin. It 
is prepared by dredging a slice of pork loin or tenderloin 
lightly in flour, dipping it in beaten egg, breading, and 
deep-frying. Tonkatsu is customarily served with 
shredded cabbage and dressed with a Japanese version of 
Worcestershire sauce. (Japan, an Illustrated 

Encyclopedia , 1993, p. 1604)

GRILLED FOOD

Okonomiyaki
is a pancake-like food eaten as a light meal. To make it, 
a batter of flour, eggs, and water is poured on a hot 
griddle; shredded cabbage and one or more of a variety 
of other ingredients, such as meat, shrimp, or 
cuttlefish, are added. The  pancake is  cooked on both 
sides and usually topped with a  Japanese  version of  
Worcestershire sauce and sometimes mayonnaise and 
chopped ginger as well.  (Japan, an Illustrated 

Encyclopedia , 1993, p. 1143)

   Note: In the Kansai area,  okonomiyaki  is prepared by the cook,  usually in front of 
the patron, whereas in the Kanto area,  okonomiyaki is brought to the table grill  and 
the patron cooks it her/himself.  Hiroshima and Osaka are famous for okonomiyaki... 
and considered to be the homeground for this dish. But Kiryu has several “Kanto-style” 
okonomiyaki establishments. 

Teppan’yaki
is steak,  seafood,  and vegetables cooked before you on 
a large iron hot plate.  Teppan’yaki  has  its origins in 
the countryside,  as it was an efficient way to feed an 
extended farm family. Urban adaptations are mostly 
upscale and self-conscious.  
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Teriyaki
is a method of cooking fish or meat by broiling over an open 
flame and repeatedly  basting with a sauce  made of strong 
soy sauce  and sake  or mirin (sweet sake).  The fish or 
meat is cooked until its surface is glazed and slightly 
burned. Teriyaki is a popular method of cooking fish with a 
high fat content or more delicate fish and shellfish. Beef, 
pork, chicken,  and duck may also be prepared this way.  The teriyaki  method is also 
used for yakitori, or bite-sized pieces of chicken meat or giblets threaded on a 
skewer, and unagi no kabayaki, eel or conger split and grilled. (Japan, an Illustrated 

Encyclopedia , 1993, p. 1555)

Unagi
Unagi means “eel,” and at an unagiya, or eel shop, it is killed, 
skinned, filleted and then grilled over an  open charcoal fire on 
skewers while being basted with a rich and fragrant tare made 
of soy sauce, mirin (sweet sake), sake and other secret 
ingredients. Every proprietor prides himself on his own special 
concoction. The grilled eel is laid on a bed of rice, usually in a lacquer bowl, and more 
of the mouth-watering sauce is poured over. The enticing aroma of eel being grilled 
over charcoal draws many a customer into the establishment. Unagi is often eaten at 
the peak of summer to help shore up ones physical stamina to last out the rest of the 
hot, humid weather typical of Japan.

Yakitori
is bite-sized pieces of chicken meat, giblets, or skin that 
are basted with a sweet soy-based sauce (tare) or 
sprinkled with salt and grilled on bamboo skewers over an 
open fire. Many small drinking establishments serve yakitori 
as their house specialty. It is also sold at street stalls. Even 
more informal than izakaya and nomiya are yakitoriya - the battered, smoky, and 
pleasantly rowdy places that serve charcoal-broiled chicken pieces on bamboo skewers 
and sake in bistro glasses.  (Japan, an Illustrated Encyclopedia , 1993, p. 1720)

Yakiniku, Horumonyaki
is bite-sized pieces of meat (usually beef) which has been marinated and then grilled 

over an open flame (gas or charcoal), dipped in a mildly sweetened 
soy sauce, pepper sauce, garlic, and/or lemon juice, and eaten with 
rice. Korean in origin, yakiniku gained immense popularity when 
imported beef reduced the price of beef considerably. Horumonyaki 
refers to pork chitterlings and other internal organs which are cut 
into small pieces and grilled. This is also eaten with a lemon juice 
and salt mixture or soy-flavored dipping sauce. Most yakiniku 
restaurants offer both beef and horumon on the menu.  Prices vary 
considerably from expensive to all-you-can-eat for one price.
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