
july
2015

88
VOL.

Fishing for Flavor



COPYRIGHT © 2015 CABINET OFFICE OF JAPAN 
The views expressed in this magazine by the interviewees 
and contributors do not necessarily represent the views of 
the Cabinet Office or the Government of Japan. No article 
or any part thereof may be reproduced without the express 
permission of the Cabinet Office. Copyright inquiries 
should be made through a form available at:

www.gov-online.go.jp/eng/mailform/inquiry.html

A
ls

o
Fe

at
ur

es

WHERE TO FIND US
Tokyo Narita Airport terminals 1 & 2 ● JR East Travel Service Center (Tokyo Narita Airport) ● Kansai 
Tourist Information Center (Kansai Int'l Airport) ● JR Tokyo Station Tourist Information Center ● 
Foreign Press Center/Japan ● Foreign Correspondents' Club of Japan ● Delegation of the European 
Union to Japan ● Tokyo University ● Waseda University ● Ritsumeikan Asia Pacific University ● 
Ritsumeikan University ● Kokushikan University ● University of Tsukuba ● Keio University ● 
Meiji University ● Osaka University ● Kyushu University ● Kyoto University ● Tohoku University 
● Nagoya University ● Sophia University ● Doshisha University ● Akita International University 
● International University of Japan

4 22 24

| highlighting japan2

Prime Ingredients

12

PRIME MINISTER'S 
DIARY

SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY
Preserving the True Flavor 
and Freshness of Food

HOME AWAY FROM HOME
Nancy Singleton Hachisu

The World’s First 
Farm-raised Bluefin Tuna

14

The Market That Stocks 
Japan’s Pantry

10

Fish Form the Waves of Japan’s 
Culinary Culture
Interview with Takeo Koizumi

8

6
Savoring the Flavor of Japan at 
Expo  Milano  2015



PRODUCTION All About, Inc.
MANAGING EDITOR Rie Ishizaki
EDITOR Douglas W. Jackson
EDITORIAL SUPPORT Michael Kanert, Yoko Hasada 
CONTRIBUTORS Tami Kawasaki, Rieko Suzuki, Michael Kanert, Tomoko 
Nagata, Bifue Ushijima, Selena Hoy, Shannon Ji
DESIGN Phayoon Worachananan 
VIDEOGRAPHY Nayalan Moodley

ON THE COVER 
Fishing for Flavor

26 28

3JULY 2015 |

The Fish Promoted to First String
18

WOMEN IN THE LEAD
Tamako Mitarai

DELECTABLE JOURNEYS
Mackerel Highway

ISSUE 88, JULY 2015

20
7 Things You Didn’t Know About Fish 
in Japan

Shrimp Go Under Cover to Combat 
Food Insecurity

16

apan’s long love 
affair with fish is no 

surprise for an island 
nation, and Japanese 

dining culture is filled with 
fish dishes. This issue focuses 
on that venerable connection 
between the Japanese and 
seafood, the country’s 
advanced marine production 
technologies, and the drive 
to transform Japan’s fishing 
industry into a global market 
phenomenon. 
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THE PRIME MINISTER 
VISITS UKRAINE

On June 7 (local time), Prime Minister Abe, 
while visiting Schloss Elmau to attend the G7 
Summit, held a summit meeting with H.E. 

Dr. Angela Merkel, Federal Chancellor of the Federal 
Republic of Germany.

Chancellor Merkel stated that she was delighted to 
meet with Prime Minister Abe again, and praised his 
meaningful contribution to the first session of the G7 
Summit. In response, Prime Minister Abe stated, “I 
am also delighted to meet Chancellor Merkel again in 
such a splendid venue, and would like to praise her 
accomplishments as the chair of the G7 Summit. Japan, 
which will serve as the chair country after Germany 
next year, intends to cooperate even more closely with 
Germany, including the hand-off of the results of this 
year. ”

On June 6 (local time), Prime Minister Shinzo Abe 
became the first Japanese Prime Minister to visit 
Ukraine.

In the morning, the Prime Minister offered flowers 
at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, the Memorial in 
Commemoration of Famines’ (Holodomor) Victims in 
Ukraine, and the Maidan memorial.

Afterward, the Prime Minister attended a military 
parade, followed by a summit meeting, signing ceremony, 
and joint press announcement with H.E. Mr. Petro 
Poroshenko, President of Ukraine. Following that, the 
Prime Minister attended a welcome lunch hosted by 
President Poroshenko and his wife.

In the afternoon, the Prime Minister held talks with 
H.E. Mr. Arseniy Yatsenyuk, Prime Minister of Ukraine, 
and H.E. Mr. Volodymyr Groysman, Chairperson of the 
Verkhovna Rada.

Additionally, the Prime Minister also observed a hybrid 
car being used by traffic police, and visited Saint Sophia’s 
Cathedral.

G7 SUMMIT 2015 IN 
SCHLOSS ELMAU

JAPAN-GERMANY SUMMIT 
MEETING

On June 7 and 8 (local time), Prime Minister Abe 
visited the Federal Republic of Germany to 
attend the G7 Summit 2015 in Schloss Elmau. 

Prime Minister Abe, who was asked to give an opening 
address at the summit, stated: “This year marks the 
seventieth anniversary since the end of World War II and 

the fortieth anniversary since the Rambouillet Summit, 
and looking back, the G7 has underpinned the order of 
the international community based on the fundamental 
values of freedom, democracy, human rights and the 
rule of law. It is the G7 that is capable of reacting from 
a global perspective. The responsibility of G7 members 
is significant, and the solidarity of the G7 is becoming 
increasingly important.”
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The G7 leaders’ commemorative photograph session

The Japan-Germany Summit Meeting

Prime Minister Abe shaking hands with the President of Ukraine

Prime Minister's Diary



FISHING 
FOR 

FLAVOR
Japan is one of the world’s biggest consumers 

of fish. With approximately 3,300 species of fish 
caught in the seas off the nation’s coast, a diverse 
selection is available. Fish can be eaten in Japan at 
the height of each season, and prepared in dishes 
such as sushi or sashimi that have been handed 
down over countless generations as part of a long-
cherished traditional dining culture.

While Japan has devoted vast resources to 
developing its agriculture, forestry and fisheries 
industries, in this special feature we focus on the 
deep and ancient connection between fish and 
the Japanese people. Through these stories of the 
Japanese fascination with fish and the high level 
of Japanese marine production technologies, we 
contemplate the revitalization of the country’s 
fishing industry as it becomes a market that 
compels the world to take notice.

Feature FISHING FOR FLAVOR
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 TAMI KAWASAKI

BEGINNING in May and slated to continue 
for roughly six months, Expo Milano 2015 
revolves around the theme “Feeding the 

Planet, Energy for Life.” Covering 4,170 square 
meters, Japan’s vast pavilion is one of the largest 
installations prepared by the participating 
countries, and takes up the theme of “harmonious 
diversity” as it relates to food. Japan’s cuisine 
and food culture have evolved out of the rich haul 
from the country’s fields, forests and oceans, 
with dishes primarily revolving around rice, 
vegetables and seafood. Sophisticated traditional 

techniques and the expertise of culinary masters 
have further refined the Japanese diet over the 
centuries. Traditional Japanese dietary culture, or 
washoku, has been added to UNESCO’s Intangible 
Cultural Heritage list, and the country wants to 
broadcast the potential that Japanese food has to 
solve fundamental social issues like food crises and 
contribute to a more diverse, sustainable and eco-
friendly society.

The logo for the Japan Pavilion is an array of 
chopsticks, symbolizing the culinary etiquette 
unique to Japan. The pavilion’s three-dimensional 
wooden lattice structure represents a vessel 
embracing the many diverse elements of Japanese 
culture. 

The exhibit itself consists of a prologue and 
five scenes that invite visitors to take a “journey” 
through Japan’s cuisine, from food at its source 
of production until it reaches the table. The 
prologue makes use of such media as paintings and 
calligraphy to create an immersive space where 
people can experience Japanese art and customs.

The hands-on entertainment at the pavilion uses 
the latest technology. The first scene, for example, 
presents a virtual farm, while the second offers a 
performance that syncs up with a Japan Pavilion 
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The pavilion’s second “scene” offers an interactive look at Japan’s 
agriculture and cuisine

Savoring the 
Flavor of Japan at 

Expo 
Milano 
2015

Japan is showcasing the long history of 
Japanese food culture at Expo Milano 2015 
under the banner “A Journey of Harmonious 
Diversity,” and underlining its commitment 
to solving universal social issues such as the 
ongoing food crisis and food security.

Full-scale Japanese restaurants at the Japan Pavilion serve authentic cuisine



application visitors can install on their smartphones 
to receive over a thousand pieces of content on 
Japanese agriculture and food culture.

The third scene utilizes a “Tangible Earth” 
interactive globe that helps users visualize the 
global problems faced today. It also depicts some 
of Japan’s insightful solutions to environmental 
crises, such as the shift to fully farm-raised tuna 
and eel. Scene four presents a cool modern dining 
experience rich in aesthetic touches. The “Japan 
Showcase” corner offers Japanese games, fashion, 
tourism and other aspects of “Cool Japan.” The 
fifth and final scene is a show presented in theater-
in-the-round style where attendees are invited to 
participate.

Japanese cuisine takes ingredients from surf and 
turf and prepares them in diverse ways, creating a 
rich and varied aesthetic dimension that extends 
to the physical act of eating, with all aspects of 
dining becoming an art. In addition to famous 
dishes like sashimi, the pavilion introduces items 
such as dashi, an umami-heavy broth made from 
kombu seaweed and bonito shavings. Visitors can 

also learn about fermentation and sun-drying 
techniques—two cornerstones of Japanese cuisine—
and explore the Japanese concept of a healthy, 
portion-controlled meal that consists of rice, soup 
and three types of side dishes in harmonious 
balance. In addition, the pavilion discusses the 
concept of unlocking flavors by eating rice and a 
side dish together, which brings a new dimension 
to food. The restaurant section offers the dishes of 
some of Japan’s finest restaurants.

“We’re drawing big crowds,” reports the Japan 
Pavilion’s Hiroto Kobayashi. “Starting in June, wait 
times have averaged from half an hour up to a little 
over an hour. Guests from overseas have especially 
enjoyed the virtual farm from scene one. Video 
footage spills into the area, dominating the view 
and drawing wows from the crowd. They can walk 
through an interactive image that changes based 
on their movement, allowing them to experience 
the four seasons of Japan’s tough but diverse 
agricultural climate with all five senses. 

“The food court is home to numerous shops,” 
Kobayashi continues, “and the style itself has 
impressed our Italian guests in particular. Italians 
apparently tend to think of sushi first when 
Japanese food comes to mind, but dishes like 
curry, rice burgers, soba noodles and sukiyaki have 
presented an unexpected variety that comes across 
as fresh and exciting to non-Japanese.”

The Japan Pavilion is shaping up to be the 
2015 expo’s most popular pavilion, and presents 
the perfect chance to experience the full flavor, 
diversity and charm of Japanese cuisine and food 
culture. 

PHOTO: JAPAN PAVILION PR
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The fifth scene is a theater-in-the-round that lets attendees participate 

A delectable Edo-style sushi and roll sushi assortment 

An artist’s conception of the Japan Pavilion



Why is Japan so intimately involved with fish? 
Japan is a maritime nation surrounded by the 

ocean. From long ago there were many opportunities 
for catching fish, and records of eating fish date back 
to the middle of the Jomon Period [approximately four 
or five thousand years ago]. The Oyashio and Kuroshio 
currents carry small fish close to the coastal areas, and 
they attract packs of larger fish in pursuit, so there is 
an abundance of fishing grounds along the coasts. 

When we look inland, we see that a mountain range 
runs along the center of Japan, with annual rainfall of 
almost two thousand milliliters. That large amount 
of rainwater is split by the mountain range and flows 
down to both the Pacific (eastern side) and the Sea of 
Japan (western side) forming a vast number of rivers. 
Thanks to this, the clear water streams were blessed 
with an abundance of freshwater fish, including 
species such as ayu [sweetfish] and ugui [dace]. 
Because the Japanese are a rice-farming people, we 

FISH FORM THE WAVES 
OF JAPAN’S CULINARY 
CULTURE

Interview with 
food culture expert 

Takeo Koizumi

TRADITIONAL Japanese cuisine, known as 
washoku, was included in December 2013 
as a part of UNESCO’s Intangible Cultural 

Heritage list. Fish are an indispensable element 
in washoku culture, where a diverse array of 
ingredients is used with subtlety to prepare each 
dish. To learn more, we spoke to food culture expert 
and fermentation scholar Takeo Koizumi, who 
possesses vast knowledge about washoku and fish.

 RIEKO SUZUKI
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have reservoirs and marshes for creating rice paddies, 
and since fish live there as well, the people seldom ate 
meat until about a hundred years ago. Fish were their 
primary source of animal protein.

What part do fish play in the creation and 
composition of washoku?

Washoku is comprised of seven principal types 
of ingredients and one supporting ingredient. The 
principal ingredients include root crops, greens, fruits 
and vegetables, edible wild plants, pulse crops—of 
which soybeans are prominent—marine plants, and 
grains, of which rice is prominent. Added to these is a 
supporting ingredient consisting of animal protein—
fish, meat, eggs and so on. 

While animal proteins are converted to amino acids 
inside the body and function as a source of stamina, 
the vegetable proteins contained in soybeans provide 
sufficient energy from a nutritional standpoint. 
Thus a washoku meal can be complete without the 
supporting ingredient. However, among the animal 
proteins, fish have the longest history as a dish eaten 
by the Japanese people, and so it is an essential 
part of washoku culture. Having a strong reverence 
and protective spirit for animals, the Japanese are 
a people who have been said to refuse to eat four-
legged animals, even in times of famine. But they 
would gratefully accept the life force of fish, and leave 
nothing to waste, even eating the entrails and bones.

Umami has become a globally common term. How 
have fish been a part of umami culture?

From a physiological standpoint, the sense of taste 

was long considered to involve five flavors: sweet, 
spicy, sour, bitter and salty. Now umami [savory] 
has been added to that list. When soybeans are 
fermented, their proteins are converted to amino 
acids mainly comprised of glutamic acid, while fish 
proteins are converted to nucleic acids comprised 
mainly of inosinic acid. When these two types of 
acids are mixed, they create a synergistic effect that 
stimulates a magnified sense of umami. The Japanese 
people taught the rest of the world about umami, 
and I believe this is precisely why umami has now 
become a globally common term.

What are the defining characteristics of fish in 
Japan? 

First of all, because there is an amazing variety of 
fish, fish can be enjoyed seasonally when they are at 
their most delicious, when they are cheap and most 
available, have the most nutritional value, and can be 
prepared in a variety of ways. Second, both Japan’s 
seawater and freshwater fish can be consumed 
raw. Third is the presence of soy sauce, which is a 
seasoning that goes well with fish. Nothing goes as 
well with fish as the umami of soy sauce, which is 
made by fermenting soybeans. 

In Japan, it is said that children today do not like 
fish, but that is because the adults did not properly 
instill the custom of eating fish in them when they 
were younger. The effects of what children eat today 
will appear thirty years from now. I would like to 
stress that children should be properly taught from a 
young age to eat a healthy washoku diet that mainly 
features fish, soybeans and vegetables.  
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Guinness World Records recognizes the 
Tokyo Metropolitan Central Wholesale 
Market—commonly known as Tsukiji 

Market—as the world’s largest fish market in terms 
of seafood handled and produced, and the market’s 
intermediate wholesaling system offers quality 
control and attentive customer service that have 
no equal. Tsukiji Market supports Japanese food 
culture, and is the main reason people take for 
granted that fresh fish will always be available at 
the dining table.

Tsukiji Market opened in 1935 when the old fish 
market in Nihonbashi and the fruit and vegetable 
market in Kyobashi were relocated. The product 
lines include approximately 480 varieties of 
seafood and 270 varieties of fruits and vegetables, 
a daily volume and value amounting to over 
1,779 tons and ¥1.55 billion worth of seafood, 
and over 1,142 tons and ¥319 million in fruits 
and vegetables (including eggs and pickles). The 
market welcomes 42,000 visitors a day (November 
2002 survey), and admits about 19,000 vehicles 
daily. Handling everything from shipments to 
sales, operations run 24 hours a day, making it a 
market that never sleeps.

“Tsukiji Market’s greatest strength is that it 
isn’t a producers’ market directly connected to 
a particular fishing port, but rather the largest 
consumption market in Japan,” explains Osamu 
Shimazu of the Wholesales Cooperative of Tokyo 
Fish Market. “In general, all seafood products 
from every producing center can be obtained here, 
and it offers the best quality selection of fresh fish 
in all of Japan. Even if regional fishing ports are 
temporarily wiped out in times of natural disaster, 
we can always procure goods from somewhere. 

“Including frozen items and processed goods, 
we collect cargo from all over the world, and not 

THE MARKET 
THAT STOCKS 
JAPAN’S 
PANTRY

A close look at Tsukiji Market, the world-class 
clearinghouse that gathers together the freshest and 
most delicious seafood from throughout Japan.

 RIEKO SUZUKI

Foreign visitors observe an expert rapidly filleting several fish
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only high-end products—we can also provide the 
most suitable products to fit our customers’ budgets 
and needs,” Shimazu adds. “Even with the same type 
of fish, there are differences in how to prepare it to 
get the most delicious flavor out of it, whether it’s as 
sashimi or grilled with salt. The ability to understand 
that and offer a product that best fits the customer’s 
needs depends on the abilities of the intermediate 
wholesaler as a connoisseur.”

With the popularization of the Internet and an 
increase in customers who order products directly 
from regional fishing ports and fishermen, the 
necessity of intermediate wholesalers between 
buyers and sellers has come under debate, but it is 
these concierge-like abilities of the “connoisseur 
broker,” as well as his or her power to assemble 
wholesale cargo, that are cited as the advantages of 
Tsukiji Market.

“Because we are such a large market, each 
merchant works diligently to provide the best 
product, and that is a defining characteristic of 
Tsukiji Market,” Shimazu explains. “There are seven 
seafood wholesaling companies here, whereas in a 
regular market you would often find only one. There 
are over 630 intermediate wholesalers, and each 
provides attentive service to fulfill their customers’ 
needs. At every location of this system, built like a 

Ranks of massive tuna awaiting sale at auction Rich red cuts of tuna

spider’s web, there are professionals checking and 
verifying the quality of products at Tsukiji Market. 
I believe that you can understand the value in 
that.”

The market system in place here, made possible 
through these intermediate wholesalers, has 
attracted a great deal of interest from overseas. In 
fact, Vietnam is reportedly considering adopting 
the same system. And in terms of fish exports, 
due to an increase in orders from Southeast Asia, 
Hong Kong, Taiwan and North America in recent 
years, the Wholesales Cooperative of Tokyo Fish 
Market is preparing a support system to handle 
and simplify the procedures as a way to reduce 
the burdens imposed on individual wholesalers in 
anticipation of the scheduled move of the market 
to nearby Toyosu in 2016.  

“As interest in Japan rises as we approach the 
Tokyo Olympics in 2020, our goal is to show the 
world how wonderful Japanese food culture is,” 
Shimazu says with great enthusiasm. It’s only 
natural that supplying fresh, delicious fish to 
households and restaurants is the foundation 
for maintaining the importance of seafood in 
Japanese food culture. Since Tsukiji Market makes 
that possible, it can truly be called the pantry of 
Japan. 
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MICHAEL KANERT

Located on the first floor of the Hyatt Regency 
Tokyo, a five-star luxury hotel adjacent to the 
Tokyo Metropolitan Government Building, the 

restaurant Cuisine[s] Michel Troisgros has made a 
name for itself presenting French haute cuisine using 
ingredients sourced in Japan. 

Executive chef Guillaume Bracaval is passionate 
about the quality of every ingredient in his two-
Michelin-starred kitchen. Taking the helm at 
Cuisine[s] Michel Troisgros in 2012, he quickly set out 
to make connections and travel all over the country 

to track down the best Japan had to offer. “I prefer to 
use as many local products as I can find, whether it’s 
fish or other ingredients,” he explains. His travels 
uncovered vegetables, monkfish and mackerel in 
Aomori; limes, tuna and oysters in Wakayama; a 
plethora of fish in Miyazaki; and even guinea fowl in 
Iwate.

“In Aomori, we went to a restaurant where the 
chef cooked only mackerel,” Chef Bracaval says. 
“He was really passionate about just one fish. It 
was amazing—he used so many techniques, and he 
showed me how he marinated the mackerel in miso 
and all the different methods he had. I said, ‘How 
can you be passionate about just one fish?’ That’s 
something you can only see in Japan.” 

It’s the freshness of fish in Japan that has 
particularly impressed Bracaval. “In France, the 

PRIME INGREDIENTS
A French chef prizes the dedication of regional 
producers as he travels Japan to find the best 
ingredients for his two-star Tokyo restaurant. 

1
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fishermen don’t keep their catch in water, so the fish 
die in the boat,” he says. “By the time you get them, 
almost one day has passed.” 

While Paris is relatively close to Brittany and 
northern France, its distance limits the city’s ability 
to source fresh fish from other parts of the country. 
However, Japanese transport techniques make it 
possible to obtain fresh seafood from anywhere in 
Japan. “You receive everything so fresh. Here in the 
restaurant, when you receive prawns or lobsters, 
everything is in water, alive, and you just cook it. 
The quality of the product is amazing.”

The temperature of the local water also affects the 
quality of the fish, he says, with the same species 
tasting entirely different depending on where it’s 
caught. “When you arrive in Japan, you have to 
relearn almost all the fish. Even if it’s a fish you 
know, when you try it, you’ll say, ‘It’s really different 
from what I’ve had in France.’ ”

Bracaval’s top choice for his own cuisine is deep 
sea perch—a red, fatty fish locally known as kinki—
which he first tasted at a three-Michelin-starred 
restaurant in Tokyo’s Shibuya area. “I ate the fish 
and I said, ‘Wow!’ ” he recalls, describing how he 
immediately returned to his restaurant to ask his 
staff to help him source some. Kinki is now a hotly 
anticipated item on the menu when it comes into 

season in October and November. 
“Our kitchen moves and changes,” Bracaval 

says. “It’s really important for a chef to travel and 
see other things—to step back a little to see what’s 
good or what needs to change. If your nose is always 
down in your work, it’s impossible to see what else is 
out there.” 

Ultimately, Chef Bracaval believes good 
ingredients come from dedicated producers. “When 
I use the ingredients of the people I met, I try to 
respect the producer,” he says. “It may just be a 
carrot, but how it’s grown, how the work is done, is 
really important. The grower does so many things, 
adding water and fertilizer, caring for each plant 
one at a time. He may be seventy years old, but he 
harvests all the vegetables one by one.” 

Watching Bracaval manipulate cooking tweezers 
to set individual kernels of corn and pieces of diced 
tomato into a bed for a slice of grilled sea bream, 
it’s easy to see that his respect for local ingredients 
carries all the way from the producers to the dinner 
plates of his customers. 

1 Sea bream and colorful condiments with a creamy bisque
2 Executive chef Guillaume Bracaval
3 Carefully placing kernels of corn and pieces of diced tomato
4 Bracaval considering a purchase at Yakushima Fish Market

432
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ESTABLISHED in 1948, 
the headquarters of the 
Kinki University Fisheries 

Laboratory—also known as the 
Shirahama laboratory—is located 
in the township of Shirahama in 
Wakayama Prefecture on an inlet 
with a breathtaking view. 

“After the war, while food was 
still scarce, our first president, 
Koichi Seko, came up with 
the principle of treating the 
ocean as another field,” says 
Shigeru Miyashita, director 
of the laboratory and a Kinki 
University professor. “Research 
into cultivation began with a 
rallying cry of ‘Farm the oceans!’ 
That research was something we 
had to do, but it turned out to be 
prescient leadership.”

Fish aquaculture began in 
Japan in 1928 when Wasaburo 
Noami became the first to 
successfully raise amberjacks, 
although his method did not catch 
on across the country because it 
required closing off the entire inlet 
with embankments. In 1954, Teruo 
Harada—the second director of the 
Fisheries Laboratory—developed 
a cage-farming method using a 
fine net, and quickly moved on to 
farming yellowtail and sea bream. 
He made numerous scientific 
discoveries as well as a profit, first 
perfecting fully farmed fish, then 
improving their quality through 
selective breeding, and finally 
selling the fry (young fish).

Research into farming 
bluefin tuna (called kuro maguro 
in Japanese) began in 1970 
when Kinki and several other 

THE WORLD’S FIRST 
FARM-RAISED 
BLUEFIN TUNA

As marine resources thin, a decades-long effort by Kinki 
University’s Fisheries Laboratory has succeeded in the full farm 
cultivation of bluefin tuna, a fish integral to Japanese cuisine.

TOMOKO NAGATA

1

2
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universities and public research 
facilities engaged in a three-
year project initiated by Japan’s 
Fisheries Agency. The project 
met with difficulties, however, 
including the youngest fish dying 
or being eaten within months, 
and other research institutes were 
forced to withdraw due to budget 
and time restraints. Only Kinki’s 
Fisheries Laboratory, which was 
self-sustaining from the start, 
was able to continue its research. 
Professor Miyashita attributes 
the drive behind the continued 
research not just to the fact that 
the laboratory was able to keep 
funds rolling in, but also to Teruo 
Harada’s belief that cultivating 
fry for use in fish farming was 
necessary for environmental 
sustainability.

However, the bluefin tuna is 
among the largest of migratory 
fish, and the process was not 
nearly as smooth as with the 
yellowtail or sea bream. Most 
of the fry died. The ones that 
survived cannibalized each other 
as they grew, or rammed the 
walls of the tank and died. Their 
scales are small and extremely 
fragile, so they can die just from 
being handled or getting caught 
in nets. 

Even worse, the tuna did not 
spawn for a total of eleven years. 
Just as people began voicing 
their doubts about continuing 
the program, however, the water 
rose to the optimum spawning 
temperature in 1994, and the 
fish began reproducing at last. In 
2002, the Shirahama laboratory 

became the first in the world to 
succeed in fully farming bluefin 
tuna—incubating and raising a 
fish to adulthood, taking eggs 
from that adult, and incubating 
them to begin the cycle anew—
thirty-two years after the 
research began.

Survival rates from egg to 
full adulthood have gone from 
0.0016 percent to 1 percent today. 
That number may seem small, 
but Miyashita says, “If these 
rates were seen in the wild, the 
oceans would be overrun with 
tuna.” These bluefin tuna have 
been dubbed “Kindai tuna” after 
the university. Researchers are 
currently searching for a way 
to industrialize the cultivation 
process, most crucially raising 
good fish to stable adulthood. 
Furthermore, relying on wild fish 
for feed limits the stabilization 
of production, and research on 
a vegetable-based feed without 
fish powder is proceeding at 
breakneck speed.

Kinki University’s fishery 
techniques are now recognized 
worldwide, and in addition 
to academic exchanges with 
universities in Malaysia and 
other nations, the Shirahama 
laboratory has dispatched 
technicians to countries such as 
Canada and Australia. Further 
down the line, overseas exports 
are being considered to meet the 
rising demand created by the 
Japanese food boom. The plan 
is to triple the total production 
from the current 80 tons per year 
to 240 tons (equal to around six 

thousand fish) by 2020 through 
technical cooperation with 
industry. 

Communicating the benefits 
of farm-raised fish and the 
high-level skills required for 
fishery production—along with 
planning the revitalization of 
the fishing industry—are key 
policy measures both globally 
and domestically. Within Japan, 
the number of meals that include 
fish is decreasing as the diet of 
the Japanese people diversifies, 
and the idea that farmed fish 
don’t taste good still prevails. 
With those things in mind, 
Kinki’s Fisheries Laboratory 
opened restaurants specializing 
in farmed fish in Osaka’s Umeda 
and Tokyo’s Ginza districts, to 
much fanfare and long lines. 
Meanwhile, major fish producers 
introduced the first fully farmed 
tuna to regular supermarkets in 
June 2015.

“Although fish prices across 
Japan are falling and the fishing 
industry is faltering, I am not 
pessimistic,” Miyashita states 
confidently. “Farmed fish are 
indispensable precisely because 
we are so close to exhausting our 
marine resources. Together with 
the fishery industry peers that 
accompanied me on this journey, 
we will continue to develop our 
techniques.”  

1 Feeding time at Kinki University’s 
Fisheries Laboratory

2 Kuro maguro (bluefin tuna) are among 
the largest migratory fish
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IN conjunction with a joint program within 
industry, academia and national research 
institutes, IMT Engineering, Inc.—a company 

in Myoko, Niigata Prefecture that raises and sells 
shrimp—has been engaged in much-watched 
experiments to develop Japan’s first indoor shrimp 
production system (ISPS), enabling the cultivation of 
shrimp on land, away from their natural ocean and 
river habitats. 

Shrimp are in high demand globally, but 90 
percent of those distributed worldwide are farmed, 

and shrimp cultivation presents a host of issues. 
In places such as Southeast Asia, Africa and South 
America, for example, the general procedure is to 
cut down coastal mangrove forests to create shrimp 
ponds. To raise productivity, the shrimp are given 
massive amounts of hormones. And as shrimp waste 
and leftover feed settle to the bottom of the ponds, 
the waters become contaminated if neglected. 
Humectants and preservatives are added in an attempt 
to mask the water quality, and disease-prevention 
measures such as antibiotics are used as well. 

That all results in drug-dependent shrimp and 
massive marine pollution. Shrimp farms must 
therefore be relocated every four to five years.Through 
the overfishing of natural species, harvests are also 
in severe decline, and coupled with foreign exchange 
risk that causes steep price increases, the overall 
supply of shrimp is unstable.

The ISPS is housed inside a plant, making 
it impervious to climate changes, and uses 

SHRIMP GO UNDER 
COVER TO COMBAT FOOD 
INSECURITY
Designed to provide a safe, high-quality 
source of nutrition, Japan’s first indoor shrimp 
production system (ISPS) sprang from an urge to 
solve the world’s food security problems as the 
nation develops technology for the indoor mass 
breeding of marine organisms on land.

 TAMI KAWASAKI
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microorganisms to cleanse and circulate the water, 
promoting growth in a renewable system. The 
process has eliminated the need for drugs and 
antibiotics, producing shrimp that are both safe 
and high in quality. Since the birth and growth of 
the shrimp is completely controlled and monitored, 
the system even provides the opportunity 
to retroactively investigate and authenticate 
conditions all the way back to a shrimp’s birth. 
“These are the only shrimp in this country which 
possess perfect traceability,” explains IMT 
Engineering president and representative director 
Yukishi Tomita proudly.

Instead of choosing a species that would burrow 
into the mud, IMT selected whiteleg shrimp because 
of their penchant for swimming. Sterile, healthy, 
juvenile whitelegs are given high-quality feed and 
allowed to swim and grow in clean, circulating pools 
of water, leading to the production of delicious, 
high-quality shrimp with firm bodies. Because 
there are no ill effects from mud or bacteria, they 
also have none of the smell peculiar to seafood, 
can be eaten raw after a single freezing, and after 
cooking can be consumed from head to tail, shell 
and all. This system has low environmental impact 
yet doubles the productivity of traditional methods 
while still achieving the desired taste and quality.

IMT’s Tomita actually had a long career in the 
field of international development, and has been 
involved in ODA projects in emerging nations as 
well. Aware of the issues of an exploding population 
and food security, and believing that the food 
problem is an urgent issue for humanity, he became 
captivated by the possibilities the ISPS presented—
impervious to climate change and able to provide 
high-quality protein under any geographical 
conditions. 

After incorporating this technology, IMT’s first 
domestic production and marketing sample was 

1 Whiteleg shrimp: chosen because they swim instead of burrowing 
in mud

2 Preparing to build the ISPS plant in Ulan Bator
3 The shrimp IMT produces can be eaten from head to tail

the “Myoko Yuki” shrimp. In a plant built in a 
high plains town far from the ocean, these shrimp 
were thoroughly monitored via information 
and communications technology from birth to 
distribution and sales. They instantly became 
popular for their delicious taste and safety 
qualities, with orders coming in from famous 
Italian eateries in Tokyo and Japanese branches 
of renowned New York delicatessens, and they 
are continually sold out on their customized 
e-commerce site. The shrimp were even supplied to 
local Niigata schools to serve in school lunches. In 
the glow of the success of this example of regional 
revitalization, Tomita says, “Theoretically, the ISPS 
is an unadulterated blessing. It’s only a matter of 
time before it becomes widespread.”

In March 2015, an ISPS plant was constructed in 
the landlocked country of Mongolia in its capital 
of Ulan Bator, launching a new phase of shrimp 
production with an eye toward development 
throughout Asia. With business collaborations 
and international development plans progressing 
behind the scenes, the company has been receiving 
a flood of inquiries. 

“Contributing to a safe, secure and stable supply 
of food, not just to Japan but also to all people around 
the world,” is IMT Engineering’s guiding precept. 
With that in mind, Tomita declares, “This is the year 
our abilities will be tested.” With its groundbreaking 
technology enabling even landlocked nations to 
develop marine farming, the company is drawing 
attention from the world over. 
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YAMAGUCHI Prefecture’s Hagi Fishing Port is famous for its 
catches of tilefish and swordtip squid, and lands about 250 
varieties of fish, making it one of Japan’s most prominent ports. 

Most of the small fish caught here are not valued for their delicious 
taste, however. But at Hagi Seaside Market, a roadside station (a rest 

area built with the concept of 
regional development) celebrating 
its fifteenth anniversary, a 
successful campaign called 
the “Mottainai [Down with 
Wastefulness] Project” is raising 
the profile of these small fish. 
Director Sakana Nakazawa spoke 
about the ambitious initiative.

“The primary objectives of 
the Hagi Seaside Market were 
to promote fish from Hagi that 
weren’t among the popular breeds 
allocated for export outside the 
prefecture, and to enrich the 
seafood diets of people in our 
region,” Nakazawa explains. 
“Before the market was built, 
people outside the local area 
hardly knew that Hagi Fishing 
Port landed so many different 
marine products. And since the 
high-quality fish were all being 
sent outside the prefecture, local 
people weren’t getting to eat fresh 
fish. So we created a roadside 
station not for tourists but mainly 
for local customers, because we 
wanted to improve this situation. 

“Of course now there are 
roadside stations nationwide 
targeting local customers rather 
than tourists, but at the time we 
opened in April 2001, we were a 

THE FISH 
PROMOTED TO 
FIRST STRING
A seaside market in Hagi City is working hard to 
promote second-tier fish usually overshadowed 
by better-known breeds.

RIEKO SUZUKI
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pioneering presence,” Nakazawa continues. “Because 
of the influence of a popular TV drama set in Hagi, 
we’ve seen an increase in visitors from outside the 
prefecture, but still the majority of our customers are 
from within the prefecture.”

A five-year program beginning in 2009, the 
Mottainai Project attracted about thirty participants 
from local fishery cooperatives, marine product 
processing companies, the Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry and so on. The Hagi Seaside Market ran 
the project, which involved the entire city.

“When we surveyed the local fishermen, 
we learned that kintaro (mullet), which locals 
traditionally consumed dried whole or fried as 
tempura, was actually very delicious when eaten 
raw as sashimi,” Nakazawa relates. “Fish that tastes 
great as sashimi has power, by which I mean it has a 
wide range of applications. A type of small whitefish, 
kintaro resembles tilefish but has a richer flavor. As 
we continued our research, we discovered that it 
was a species related to a fish considered a delicacy 
in France called rouge. So we renamed it ‘Japanese 
Rouge’ and, borrowing the talents of the famous 
Italian cuisine chef Masayuki Okuda, created a confit 
dish called ‘oil rouge.’   

“Picked up as a dinner item at Tokyo’s Imperial 
Hotel, oil rouge was served at the dinner party for the 
World Economic Forum Annual Meeting in Davos in 
January 2011, and even to the Pope,” says Nakazawa. 
“I believe that its incredible success is all due to Chef 
Okuda. Before this, fishermen would throw kintaro 
back into the ocean when they overfished it, but now 
it has become a major item locally, even being served 
as a three-item sashimi dish at izakaya restaurants.”

Currently, as part of the “Hagi Gyosyokuoukoku 
[Hagi Seafood Dining Kingdom] Project,” with 
collaboration from luminaries such as Italian 
cuisine chef Mamoru Kataoka and washoku chef 
Hiromitsu Nozaki, similar efforts are being made 
to boost the image and value of tilefish to greater 
levels as a premium fish. Starting in July 2015 as 
part two of the Mottainai Project, there is a plan is 
to develop women-only teams to commercialize 
inexpensive and unfamiliar fish, make them into 
equally appealing products and promote them 
nationwide.

“Other ports are working to commercialize their 
small fish, and I’ve been consulted on some of 
these efforts, but there are still plenty of fish with 
potential all over the country,” Nakazawa claims. 
“First we have to spread the word about the appeal 
of these fish domestically, and if we can expand that 
message to overseas markets that would make me 
very happy.” 

While five years ago the market price for kintaro 
was around ¥200 per kilo, it currently averages 
¥400, and has reportedly reached as high as ¥1,800. 
Fish prices that climb too high can present a 
problem, but Nakazawa smiles as he speaks about 
achieving the goal of raising fish prices to reduce the 
hardships of the local fishing community. 

1 Hagi Seaside Market from the outside
2 The roadside station was built primarily for local customers
3 Kintaro (mullet) sushi
4 Brilliant orange-red kintaro on ice
5 Oil rouge prepared as a condiment confit

juLY 2015 | 19

53 4



THINGS YOU 
DIDN’T KNOW 
ABOUT FISH 
IN JAPAN

The Japanese have been eating 
fish for a very long time, and 
that has spawned a great deal 
of local trivia about fish largely 
unfamiliar to people overseas. 
How many of these did you 
know?

 Approximately seven hundred 
kanji use the character for 

fish as a left-side radical
In the kanji used for fish names, the character 
for “fish” is used as a radical placed on the left. 
In Chinese-Japanese character dictionaries, there 
are actually 678 kanji that use the “fish” radical. 
Adding “fish” to katai (hard) forms the character for “bonito” 
(because bonito become very hard when dried). Adding it to 
yuki (snow) creates the character for “cod” (because cod come 
into season in the winter). You’ll often find teacups covered in 
columns of kanji characters that include the “fish” radical at 
sushi restaurants.

There is no single style of 
making sushi

There are many ways to make sushi associated with 
various regions in Japan. The style of placing sashimi on 
bite-sized, oblong balls of vinegared rice, the most familiar 
style overseas, is called Edomae sushi and was developed 
mainly in Tokyo. In the Kansai region, the general style 
was oshizushi (pressed sushi), where you place a piece 
of fish seasoned in vinegar, such as mackerel, on top of 
vinegared rice, then press it with a wooden mold. Other 
styles include sasazushi, which involves placing a fish 
such as salmon on vinegared rice and then wrapping it in 
bamboo grass, which has antibacterial 
properties, allowing it to be preserved 
for two or three days. 

2

Tataki—a unique 
method of  

preparing fish
Methods of preparing fish such 
as sashimi, frying, steaming and 
simmering are well known, but 
have you ever heard of tataki? 
There are actually two methods 
with this name. One is to chop raw 
horse mackerel or tuna into one-
centimeter cubes, garnish them with 
seasonings such as herbs and miso 
paste, and mix it all together while 
cutting the fish into even smaller 
bits with a knife—or minching 
with two knives together. When 
dressed with miso, this dish is called 
namero, and is a traditional meal 
consumed by fisher folk in Chiba 
Prefecture, who take a few moments 
out of their busy day to eat while out 
on their boats. The other method is 
to cut a large fish such as bonito into 
blocks, skewer the blocks and very 
briefly sear the surface of the meat, 
then season it with herbs and eat.

1

3
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Japanese people eat 
poisonous fish
Fugu (blowfish) is a lethally dangerous 
fish. From ancient times the Japanese 
people have eaten it, but because it is difficult to completely remove 
the poisons in its organs, many diners ended up dying. During the 
sixteenth century, in fact, eating blowfish was banned, but among 
the citizenry it remained a part of food culture. In 1888, Hirobumi 
Ito, the first prime minister of Japan, dined on blowfish during 
a visit to the Shunpanro Inn in Shimonoseki City, Yamaguchi 
Prefecture. He was so awestruck by its delicious flavor that it led 
to the lifting of the ban. Only licensed chefs with specialized 
knowledge and skills are allowed to prepare this fish.

Eating fish for good 
luck during the New 
Year’s holidays
During the New Year’s holiday 
period, Japanese people 
typically eat a special type 
of food called osechi. Among 
the dishes served are herring 
roe, shrimp, konbu (kelp) and 
other seafood known to bring 
good luck. The large number of 
seasoned herring eggs making 
up herring roe is said to be a 
symbol of prosperity for one’s 
descendants. Shrimp are said 
to symbolize the hope of living 
old enough to have a back just 
as bent and whiskers just as 
long as those of a shrimp. Konbu 
sounds phonetically like kobu 
from the word yorokobu, which 
means to be happy. All of these 
items are packed with meanings 
expressing good luck or hope for 
progress, and are staples of New 
Year’s menus.

Fish in Japan change 
their names as they 

get older
Until the Edo Period, the custom in 
Japan was for a samurai or scholar 
to change his name in accordance 
with the level of social progress 

or success he attained. In much the same way, some fish are 
known by different names at each stage in their development 
as they grow from a fry to an adult. Buri (yellowtail) begin life 
as wakashi, later become inada, then warasa, and finally buri. 
Suzuki (perch) begin life as seigo, become fukko, then suzuki, 
and finally are called otaro. Because they change their names 
as they grow older, eating these fish is thought to bolster hopes 
of advancement, so they are favored as dishes at celebratory 
occasions.

The ultimate delicacies for the fish-loving 
Japanese

The three famous delicacies of Japan are said to be shio-uni (salted sea urchin, 
using the gonads as a main ingredient), karasumi (bora [striped mullet] ovaries 
pickled in salt), and konowata (salted sea cucumber intestines). Other unusual 
dishes include kuchiko (dried sea cucumber ovaries), shuto 
(the pickled entrails of such fish as tuna, salmon, sea bream 
and Pacific saury), and uruka (the salted intestines, ovaries 
and testicles of the ayu [sweetfish]). 

5

7

6

4
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A
DVANCES in freezing technology 
ensure that just about every type 
of food—from seafood to meats to 
vegetables and prepared meals—

can be distributed frozen. Problems remain, 
however: once thawed, their freshness 
diminishes, and texture and flavor 
deteriorate as well. The degradation seen in 
frozen vegetables and fish after defrosting 
is especially noteworthy.

The deterioration of food due to freezing 
occurs because ice crystals form within 
the cells, destroying their molecular 
structure. When the food is defrosted, 
flavorful constituents and amino acids leak 
out with the moisture from the melted ice 
crystals, resulting in a watery taste and 
texture. Items such as tuna and meat are 
also susceptible to “freezer burn,” where 
moisture on the food surface evaporates, 
leaving a brownish or blackish color, with 
an accompanying loss of flavor.

ABI Co., Ltd.’s CAS (Cells Alive System) 
technology is here to solve those issues. 
Brought to market in 2000, simply 
attaching the CAS device to existing quick-

freezing units enables them to preserve 
foods with their original freshness and 
taste. For example, with nigiri sushi, not 
only the rice portions but also the toppings 
of raw fish, shellfish and fish roe can all 
be frozen fresh. After thawing, the sushi’s 
texture and flavor remain as tasty and 
satisfying as if freshly prepared. 

ABI’s technology is so well regarded that 
Michelin-starred restaurants in Europe 
have procured CAS-frozen Iwagaki oysters 
and served them as raw oysters. Freezing 
fruits, uncooked rice, leafy vegetables 
and various other kinds of food with CAS 
technology have been proven to retain their 
full freshness and flavor even after several 
years.

CAS is not a quick-freezing technology, 
however. It is ultimately a technology to 
be paired with quick-freezing techniques 
to prevent degradation in food quality 
by controlling the formation of water 
molecules within food. CAS technology 
uses a pulsed magnetic field, low-frequency 
waves and various forms of weak energy to 
create a magnetic field around the subject 

Preserving the 
True Flavor and 
Freshness of 
Food
CAS technology maintains the structural integrity of frozen organic matter to preserve 
the freshness, texture and flavor of food—with possible applications in medicine and 
science as well.

Norio Owada
ABI president and 
representative 
director

BIFUE USHIJIMA
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material. A CAS field-generating device installed 
in a freezer unit causes the interstitial water 
molecules within food to vibrate, refining the ice 
crystals that form within the cells. This prevents 
the ice crystals from destroying the cell walls and 
membranes within food. Because the cellular tissue 
is undamaged, the flavors, aromas and textures 
remain intact.

“One big advantage of CAS technology is that 
you can install it on existing freezer units, allowing 
for remarkably high levels of freshness in frozen 
foods without incurring high costs,” explains ABI 
president and representative director Norio Owada. 
“Because of this, we’ve received high praise from 
overseas, and food-processing manufacturers all 
over the world are now using CAS technology.” 
Since this freezing process doesn’t degrade 
freshness, overseas food products can be imported 
inexpensively, and also allows more Japanese food 
products to be shipped globally.

“As Japan’s population continues to age, and 
worries mount about a future drop in production 
capacities, CAS technology will become important 
for primary industries such as agriculture and 
fishing,” Owada says. Producing and selling only 
raw ingredients isn’t enough to win against large-

scale foreign makers. By spreading processed and 
frozen “Japanese flavor” offering the same quality 
as fresh to the rest of the world, Owada hopes to 
firmly establish the industry and create a path for 
future generations. 

He also wants to appeal to food producers 
across the nation. “This is not just about expensive 
washoku (traditional Japanese cuisine), but 
ultimately familiar Japanese foods that everyone 
can have an affinity with,” he explains. “With 
this technology, Japanese regional food and home 
cooking can become everyday foods all over the 
world.”

CAS technology has drawn attention from the 
fields of science and medicine as well. In the area of 
regenerative medicine utilizing induced pluripotent 
stem cells (iPS) and liver cells, CAS has already 
been applied to the cryopreservation of cells and 
internal organs, and technological development 
and research will begin on the cryopreservation 
of blood, which has been considered difficult to 
store over long periods of time. Originally started 
as a method to freeze foods, ambitious efforts are 
now under way to use CAS technology to drive new 
developments in Japanese industry and medical 
care. 

After thawing, this sushi will be as fresh as when it was made The CAS field-generating device prevents ice crystals from 
destroying cell walls



SELENA HOY

T
HE tofu is cubed, the scallions are diced, 
and the katsuobushi (smoked, dried skipjack 
tuna) is shaved and simmering on the 
burner. Fresh local red leaf lettuce is patted 

dry and torn sparingly. There are children singing 
in the next room. As soon as the song is finished, 
they pour into the dining room and mill around the 
wooden tables, pulling out chairs, sitting down, and 
unfolding brightly colored cloth napkins at their 
places. Today’s lunch fare is simple but incredibly 
wholesome and local, using ingredients sourced from 
the fields and rice paddies surrounding the little 
wooden schoolhouse. The children, aged one to five, 
dig in to the grilled ginger pork sandwiches and miso 
soup with strips of usuage (thin fried tofu). 

Nancy Singleton Hachisu has a lot on her plate, 
including putting food on everyone else’s plates. Her 
first book, Japanese Farm Food, told the story of her 
family’s farmhouse, their community, and the food 
that fills every aspect of their lives. Published in 2012, 
the book has received wide acclaim from dozens 
of outlets, sold over thirty thousand copies, and 
was featured at a launch party at California’s famed 
Chez Panisse Café. That led to further book deals, 
international engagements and TV appearances, 
including a regular spot on a national variety show. 

Hachisu first came to Japan from California in 
1988, and soon met farmer Tadaaki Hachisu, the tall, 
lithe cowboy of a man nicknamed “Rodrigo” who 

TheFarm   
         Cook

Californian Nancy Singleton Hachisu took country-
style living and cooking in Japan to heart, and now 
she shares what she’s discovered with the rest of the 
world.
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Nancy Singleton Hachisu feeds a young pupil

Every ingredient in this meal was sourced locally



would become her husband. Together, they built 
their first house on a plot of family land, a cedar 
structure with soaring ceilings and a loft under the 
rafters. Hachisu soon began giving English lessons 
out of their home while beginning to raise a family 
and helping out on the farm. Hachisu had always had 
a passion for food, and the idea of writing a cookbook 
was always there in the background. “I’ve spent my 
whole life cooking, since I was a child,” she says. 

Her three children grew, as did her school and her 
desire to write a cookbook. After several years, the 
English lessons became a full-fledged, food-focused 
English immersion kindergarten, with daily home-
cooked lunches. “The school has always been my 
mainstay marker, but food has been my constant 
driving force,” she notes, “so I always wanted to write 
cookbooks.” The family gave the cedar house over to 
the school and renovated the ancestral homestead to 
accommodate three generations. Hachisu also gave 
cooking lessons to local women, and remodeled the 
old farm kitchen in a concession to comfort and her 
passion. 

 Hachisu initially thought she might like to do a 

cookbook with recipes for things like gratins and 
stews and risottos. But as she got more entrenched 
in the farming community around her and the 
food traditions therein, it became apparent that 
she was destined to create a different book, one 

that encompassed her daily life of farming, raising 
food, teaching, and making relationships with the 
agricultural folks around her, especially the organic 
producers. 

“Organic doesn’t just mean you’re not using 
pesticides in the field,” Hachisu says. “Organic means 
you have to put your hand in the field. That’s the 
difference for me, that the more a thing gets touched, 
the more there’s a human element in it.” Her miso and 
soy sauce, for example, are made from scratch in the 
community using locally sourced organic soybeans 
and wheat. 

Making a connection between people, community 
and food is vital, and Hachisu worries about the 
overreliance on mass-produced convenience food. 
“My goal for all of this is to have a voice about food,” 
Hachisu states. “I would like people to cook more. 
And I worry about the children, and the fact that 
the air is not as clean as it was when I was growing 
up. The water is not as clean, either. You can’t do 
anything about that, so what else can you do to put 
clean stuff into their bodies? Well, food is something 
you have complete control over.” She tries to instill 
these community values, along with the satisfaction 
of good farm food, in her students—and in fact her 
school is known for its food and community focus. 

Japanese Farm Food has been published in 
English and French, with a Dutch translation and a 
stripped-down Japanese version coming out later this 
year. Her second book, a pickling volume entitled 
Preserving the Japanese Way, will be released in 
August 2015, and her third, a Japan-wide cookbook, is 
currently in the works. 
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SHANNON JIH

I
N a quaint building situated on a small hill near 
Kesennuma Bay in Miyagi Prefecture, Tamako 
Mitarai of Kesennuma Knitting is immersed 
in the creation and marketing of hand-knit 

cardigans and other sweaters. Taking over as CEO 
and representative director of the company in 
June 2013, Mitarai has woven her domestic and 
international experiences into branding Kesennuma 
Knitting as a place to create not only knitted 
products but also bonds between people.

Born in Tokyo in 1985, Mitarai met people from 
different countries at a young age and realized that 
the world was a small place where she could easily 
make friends. She decided to study economics at 

Tamako Mitarai 
uses her global 
experience and 
business sense to 
weave winning 
products and 
human connections 
in a small Japanese 
town.

KNITTING 
FRIENDSHIPS

Tamako Mitarai

1

2
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Tokyo University. “I wanted to have the ability to 
help support others,” she says, “but I realized that 
before I could do that, I needed to have some kind of 
capability that could benefit others.” 

After working for a few years as a consultant at 
McKinsey & Co. Japan, Mitarai joined Bhutan’s Gross 
National Happiness Commission as the first Prime 
Minister’s Fellow in 2010. In Bhutan, she learned a 
lot about self-sufficiency as well as mutual support. 
For her, it was always about engaging people on the 
same level, and about being able to speak freely.

Returning to Japan after the Great East Japan 
Earthquake, Mitarai was invited to Kesennuma by 
Shigesato Itoi—a copywriter, game designer and 
actor—to help lead his disaster relief project. Once 
there, she found the people in Kesennuma to be 
globally minded like the people in Bhutan, and felt it 
was a place where she could work with everyone to 
create something new. 

Kesennuma is filled with fishing boats that travel 
as far as halfway around the world to places like 
Spain’s Las Palmas de Gran Canaria to catch fish. It’s 
a business that is high risk as well as high return, 
and speaks to the adventurous and enterprising 
spirit of the people in Kesennuma, who Mitarai says 
“naturally look to the ocean, to the world outside.” 
Mitarai has ventured to turn Kesennuma’s history 
of knitting fishermen’s sweaters into a high-quality 
sweater and cardigan knitting industry.

Kesennuma Knitting’s first product, the MM01 
cardigan, with buttons made of oak, is a custom-
made cardigan that debuted in 2012, and currently 
has a waiting list of more than a hundred customers. 
Mitarai sees no sense in rushing to finish orders, 
however, since quality is crucial in the formation 

of a globally respected brand. Kesennuma Knitting 
is a business that will take a hundred years or 
more to build its history, starting from training 
expert knitters to continue a cycle of raising future 
generations of knitters. Last March, for example, 
they held a knitting workshop for kids, many of 
whom had never tried the craft before. 

Every Wednesday, the knitters gather to refine 
their knitting techniques. Everyone is carefully 
focused on the yarn and needles in their hands, but 
they are also drawn in to conversations that range 
anywhere from friendly advice about health and 
happiness to talk about the future of the business.

Mitarai sees the future of Kesennuma Knitting 
as something very dynamic. The company’s 
fourth sweater is set to be released in July, and a 
red cardigan and hat custom-knitted for a statue 
of Miffy featured as part of the popular Dutch 
character’s 60th Anniversary Art Parade will 
continue to be exhibited in various locations, 
including art museums around Japan. 

In the meantime, Tamako Mitarai is busy using 
the Internet to extend the scope of Kesennuma 
Knitting, including creating a Facebook page. “We 
build connections so that people can make friends 
with the women who knit their sweaters,” Mitarai 
says. “They can ask questions and also learn about 
Kesennuma. We don’t just think of the people 
buying our products as customers, but more as 
friends.”  

3 4

1 Personalized tags like this help the knitters and customers bond
2 Following the pattern
3 Thick Kesennuma mufflers in gorgeous colors
4 Tamako Mitarai and crew work and talk about health, happiness 

and business 

july 2015 | 27

Series



Kyoto

Wakasa
Bay

Shiga

Fukui

Obama

Fresh fish hauled on 
strong backs from a 
seaside town over a 
country road through 
mountain passes and 
woods ensured that the 
citizens of Kyoto enjoyed 
fresh seafood. 

Mackerel 
Highway

1

2
SELENA HOY
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L
IGHT pierces the mist in a dusky copse of 
trees as a weary traveler crests the hill. A 
deer flicks her ear, lips poised above the 
bamboo grass, and monkeys chatter distantly 

in the treetops. The carrier shifts the burden on his 
back, a basket packed that morning at Wakasa Bay 
with gleaming, freshly caught mackerel, now lightly 
salted against spoilage. There is little time to linger; 
the traveler must walk all day and night, through 
woods and over mountain passes, to reach the busy 
markets of Kyoto by dawn. An adjustment of the 
wide-brimmed woven rush hat, another heave of the 
forty-kilogram basket, and the traveler trudges off 
along the narrow trail into the gloaming.

The history of Saba Kaido (which literally 
translates to “Mackerel Highway”) stretches back at 
least thirteen centuries to the Nara Period (710-794). 
The city of Obama, meaning Little Beach, is in Fukui 
Prefecture, situated on wide, sheltered Wakasa Bay—a 
rich natural port on a calm sea filled with ocean life. 
In the days before modern transportation, food had to 
be carried by hand or by horse, so inland capitals such 
as Kyoto or Nara did not have easy access to fresh 
goods, particularly those taken from the sea. 

The nearest port on the open sea, Obama was the 
hub of the supply route to the interior of the country. 

There were actually several routes available between 
Obama and Kyoto, and the route taken depended on 
the cargo. Large and unwieldy cargo that did not spoil 
so quickly, such as rice, was taken a little farther inland 
by horse and then floated down the length of Lake 
Biwa. Fresh food like mackerel, however, had a short 
shelf life, and had to be delivered via the most direct 
route possible: Mackerel Highway, eighteen ri (about 
seventy-two kilometers) through the backcountry in a 
nearly straight line between Obama and Kyoto. 

Upon arrival in Kyoto, the mackerel would have 
reached its optimal state, the salt soaking in just right. 
One popular dish was saba-zushi: sushi rice pressed 
together with a fillet of salted mackerel above and 
sometimes topped with a thin piece of pickled kelp. 
This dish was especially favored at religious festivals 
such as the Gion Matsuri and the Aoi Matsuri (giving a 
new meaning to the old expression “holy mackerel”). 

Wakasa mackerel and saba-zushi can still be 
found in Kyoto’s markets, and of course in Obama 

1 Wakasa Bay—the starting point of Mackerel Highway
2 Juicy yaki-saba (grilled mackerel) is an Obama specialty 
3 The local fish market in Obama
4 A road station in Obama with an Edo Era look
5 Saba-zushi, just like they used to make it

3

4 5
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as well, along with a whole host of other mackerel 
dishes suited to the modern age. An especial 
recommendation of Obama’s denizens is yaki-saba—
whole mackerel skewered and grilled and served 
simply with soy sauce and ginger. 

Takashi Masuda, the twelfth-generation proprietor 
of Kutsukiya, one of Obama’s most popular purveyors 
of yaki-saba, explains that the fish is slashed a few 
times and grilled on one side for about ten to fifteen 
minutes, letting all the excess fat drip out, before 
turning it to retain the delicious oils that lead to 
a moist, juicy, ever-so-slightly sweet product. As 
one satisfied customer remarks, “Even if you don’t 
like fish, this will change your mind.” Masuda’s 
yaki-saba is so popular that it often sells out before 
noon. Near Kutsukiya, visitors can find a museum 
documenting the history of Mackerel Highway, as 
well as Tamuracho, a shop that that specializes in 
processed mackerel products, including excellent 
canned mackerel.

According to Katsuhiro Ishibashi from the Obama 
City Sightseeing Division, while mackerel may have a 
smelly or less-than-stellar reputation in other places, 
it’s not so in Obama. “The saba here has the real flavor. 
If you try saba prepared in Obama just once, you won’t 
be able eat any other saba again,” he claims. 

Hiking aficionados will be happy to know that it is 
still possible to walk Mackerel Highway, in whole or 
in part. If you’d like a guided tour, Chosho Sugitani 
and other guides host “Saba Kaido Walking” once 
every year in early May. The Golden Week holiday 
running from the end of April to early May is the 
perfect time to do the trek, with budding broad-
leaved trees creating a veritable shower of green. 
The two-day walk stops at a mountain cottage at the 
halfway point where trekkers can rest up for the next 
leg of the trip (breakfast included). Sugitani says 
that the trail is imbued with history even beyond 
mackerel; in 1570, shogun-to-be Tokugawa Ieyasu 
reportedly traveled this road to return to Kyoto after 
a battle.  

Visitors can also undertake the walk without 
a guide—and those who prefer to sleep rough can 
camp along the trail. There is one camping ground 
at the halfway mark, in Kyoto’s Kuta district, 
suited for that purpose. For an even more authentic 
experience, walkers might also want to try carrying 
forty-kilogram packs to closely replicate the journey 
of the mackerel porters. 

Those not traveling on foot may want to stop at 
Kumagawa Post Town, a way station on one of the 
more indirect, but well-traveled, routes of Mackerel 

7 9
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Highway. A charming post town around since 1589, 
Kumagawa was a bustling transit point between 
Obama and Kyoto during the Edo Period (1603-
1867). Once home to over two hundred buildings 
and having handled up to a thousand horses and 
oxen at a time, the town now consists of about 
a hundred historic buildings and retains its Edo 
Period charm. A long, handsome road lined with 
old-fashioned shops and cafes is flanked by the 
Maegawa Canal, which adds the pleasant sound of 
rushing water to a leisurely stroll down the street.

While in the area, visitors may want to have a 
look at Wakasa nuri-bashi, or lacquered chopsticks. 
The city of Obama holds about 80 percent of the 
country’s market share in lacquered chopsticks, 
which are such an integral part of washoku 
(traditional Japanese food culture), which was 
recently added to the UNESCO Intangible Cultural 
Heritage list. The chopsticks, each pair taking a 
few months to make, are covered in many layers of 
lacquer and incorporate organic materials, such as 
bits of mother-of-pearl and other shells from the 
adjacent ocean, inlaid under some of the coats. The 
top layers of the lacquer are then strategically filed 
off to expose those underneath, unleashing glints 
of color and radiance. 

There are twenty-seven nuri-bashi associations in 
the Wakasa area. “Hashi no Furusato Kan Wakasa” 
(the Wakasa Chopsticks Exhibition Pavilion) 
has samples from each, and displays over three 
thousand pairs of locally made chopsticks, including 
the largest chopsticks in the world according to the 
Guinness Book of World Records. The pavilion also 
offers a chopsticks filing experience, allowing the 
visitor to make and take home their handiwork, 
inlaid with Wakasa seashells. 

Now it is possible to travel between Kyoto and 
Obama in around two hours. But to visit Mackerel 
Highway and even walk a stretch of it is to gain 
insight into the culture and history of this region of 
Japan, and to get a sense of the development of this 
beautiful land—as well as the trade, culture and hard 
work behind it. 

10

11

6 Canned mackerel is a popular gift to take home
7 Sampling the yaki-saba at Kutsukiya may even win over people 

who don’t like fish
8 The sign for Mackerel Highway, in a very appropriate shape
9 Kumagawa Post Town’s road: lined with old-fashioned shops and 

cafés
10 Calm seas and blue skies at Obama
11 Stuffed toy mackerel hanging from a pole
12 The Wakasa area is famed for its stunning, multilayered nuri-

bashi (lacquered chopsticks)

12
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Tanabata
When it comes to summer traditions in 

Japan, summer festivals loom large, and 
chief among them is Tanabata. Also known as 
the Star Festival, Tanabata is traditionally held 
on the seventh day of the seventh month of 
the old lunar calendar, celebrating the legend 
of the one day of the year when the deities 
Hikoboshi and Orihime, separated by the Milky 

Way, are allowed to meet. As the day of Tanabata 
draws near, people write their wishes and even 
poems onto colorful strips of paper and attach 
them decoratively to bamboo trees. Extravagant 
festivals are held across all of Japan’s regions, with 
the largest being the Sendai Tanabata Festival in 
Miyagi Prefecture (August 6-8), which attracts 
approximately two million visitors annually.
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