OKAZU
Brenda Nakamoto

JAPANESESOULASH

The Japanese have a dish similar to goulash called okazu, which means literally side
dish served with rice. I've not seen a written recipe anywhere like ours. It's one Mom
used to cook; she called it oupoor man’s sukiyaki. Not made with thinly sliced steak

or shitake mushrooms or yam noodles or bamboo root, our okazu was from cheap
ingredients always on hand: hamburger, potatoes, yellow onions and whatever else
one found available. Brown the hamburgein a skillet with oil. Chop onions and
sauté until translucent. Cut potatoes into ordmalf inch chunks. Cover the fried
hamburger and onions with a shallow layer of water, add potatoes and bring to a boil.
Place a lid on top and simmer until potatoeare soft. At this point, additional sliced
vegetables can be added: such as green beans, asparagus, green onions or eggplant
from the garden. Add soy sauce, sugar and salt to taste. Boil a few minutes more.
Spoon okazu with lots of broth over a bowl bhot, steamed rice.

Mom and Dad loved okazu. | wouldn't admit the same for myself, though. | ate it
because it was what Mom served. | really wanted to be more American, which | was,
of course, third generation Japanese American, but | wanted sometgimore defined,
something readily tangible, like having blonde hair and blue eyes and being tall and
thin like my Caucasian friends, not the short, stout and dark figure that stared back at
me in the mirror. | wanted American food: hamburgers, hot dogsiiéd chicken and
French fries that | was convinced my friends’ moms served every day. Instead, | got
okazu.

¥

There’s nothing quite like waking up in the morning to the smell of soy sauce, vinegar
and sugar. Add to that the obscuring winter peaoup tule fog of the California Central
Valley, and one experiences quite a combination. The day before New Year's, Mom
started cooking at 5:00 am and wouldn't finish until early evening. She called this
making the bento for the next day. We Japanese celebrated New Year holiday with

an all day eating feast of delicacies: chicken teriaki, sushi, sashimi, tempura, mochi,
koko (vinegared rice, sliced raw fish, deep fried vegetables, rice cakes and pickled
white radish) and an assortment of appetizers such as ed shrimp and octopus. In
the middle of frosty winter weather, pungent odors wafted underneath my bedroom
door and settled around me, odors inescapable and trapped inside. It was strong
enough to wake me from unconsciousness and drive me out of my wartmed. With

the smell of soy sauce and vinegar, | didn’'t need an alarm clock. They were not gentle,
not like the aroma of pancakes or toasted bread. In the early morning | wobbled into
the kitchen where my mother was humming and hovering over pots of shening
liquids and chopping vegetables on a thick wooden cutting board. Live clams soaked
in a pot of salted water. The purple head of an octopus flopped sideways over a
tangled mess of legs. Fish scales peppered the insides of the porcelain sink andepd
burgundy side of raw tuna sat on a plate ready to be sliced thinly. The kitchen
windows fogged and sweated with condensation on the inside, and outside was
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similarly just as obscured, enveloped in fog. All | could see in the thick mist were the
outlines of naked peach tree limbs and an occasional lone hawk perched on top.

¥

I grew up. Along with my body, my taste buds adjusted to Asian foods, and |
eventually accepted my fate being connected to a Japanese culture, which | couldn’t
escape from, anywy. | don't think | had appreciated all of my mother’s efforts to
indoctrinate me until | realized | was about to graduate from high school and leave
home forever. Slowly it dawned on me how closely linked | was to the farm, the fog,
the trees, the dry walley heat and even those pungent sweet and sour smells from the
kitchen. In reality, | knew barely a thing about cooking Japanese food; | had depended
too much on my mother. | didn't speak the Japanese language and couldn't tell up
from down as far as igredients were concerned. Mom rattled off the words gobo,
goma, dashi, daikon, namasu, and nappa (burdock root, sesame seeds, soup stock,
Japanese white radish, vinegared seasoned raw fish, and vegetable greens) as easily as
| could recite the words bubbé gum, lollypop, potato chips and cola. But what would |

do when | finally left home? | would be lost. | might, if lucky, be able to recognize
some items in an Asian grocery store. With that realization | decided to act. During
my last months of living at home while in high school | started asking Mom for recipes.

| had been a county fair blugibbon-winning baker; I'd taken 4H baking classes and
claimed a good inckthick stack of award ribbons for my cookies and cupcakes. | was
used to getting tradtional step-by-step, thoroughly written instructions; however,

this new foray into documenting my mother’s recipes proved most challenging.

My mom was a great cook. | think she cooked by gestalt, tossing in ingredients she'd
been familiar with for decaces. Repetition and memory dissolved a need to follow
printed words on paper. Cooking was engrained within her: a spoonful of sugar here,
a dollop of minced ginger there. At the same time, she maintained high standards. |
remember her splashing liquidsinto some dishes—tasting, adding sugar, wine or
water, tasting agair—until she was satisfied it was just right. She could be her own
best critic.

“Tasty teriaki chicken, Masa!” my Uncle Ben would say to her at our New Year's
celebration. She might blustor laugh, then add softly,

“Why thank you, but I think it's a little karai (salty). Just a little more sugar and less
soy sauce would have been better.”

It was perfect, Mom, really. It must be that part of her Japanese identity to always try
to deflectcompliments.

Mom hardly measured. When | asked her how much sugar and salt and vinegar she
used for the sushi dressing for the rice, she’d answer something like this: “You add
about a cup of sugar and enough vinegar so that it is not too sour.” She'distjher
eyes and pucker her lips to the side. How could I interpret that? For me, vinegar in
any amount or form was always sour.

| struggled with transcribing her instructions into words on paper. | dealt with this:
soak two heaping scoops of dry riceubmerged in water that is up to the line of your
first knuckle. In a saucepan over low heat, melt some sugar into vinegar. Set aside.
Cook the rice. When done, add the melted sugar and vinegar dressing and mix until
rice kernels are glossy. Fan coretly the cooling rice as you mix. The vinegar will
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evaporate as the mixture cools, and you add just enough dressing to the rice until you
get a slightly stronger degree of flavor for your finished sushi than you want at the
end.

Off and on throughout theyears | experimented, trying to perfect a recreation of my
mother’s sushi recipe. Sometimes there was too much liquid and the rice was mushy;
other times the rice cooked with too little water turned dry and crunchy. After adding
and subtracting amountsand comparing them with other sushi recipes | had found in
cookbooks, | concocted a list of ingredients and instructions that asked for oddball
measurements like this: 5/8 cup rice vinegar to 2.65 cups cooked dry rice. When |
thought | had finally gotten it right, much to my pleasure as well as my mother’s, | sat
at the dining table with my parents, with a plateful of my not savell-rolled morsels of
cut sushi in front of us. | was hoping the basic proportions of rice and water and
vinegar and sugar wold be duplicated to her satisfaction. The fully seeped delicate
taste, the correct texture—that's what | really wanted. | waited.

| asked, “Is it how it is supposed to be?” There is momentary silence. She and Dad are
chewing. Finally, someone speaks.

“Yes, this is really good, Brenda,” Mom answered. My dad nodded in agreement.

My heart somersaulted. | had gotten it right! To this day, | still use Mom'’s recipe. It is
how | can be with her again. Sometimes I've cut back on the sugar or salt, thimkiof
being more health conscious, cutting down on sweets and those things we are told are
bad for us. Mom'’s recipe is sweeter than what you find in our area restaurants. But if
| alter my original template, fiddle with the vinegar and sugar brine and tryo dilute it

in proportion to the amount of rice, my dad of all people will always comment.

“Is it different this time?” he will ask.

“Well...yes, | put in less sugar and vinegar...umm trying to be ....” | needn’t say more.
Already | knew | had failed in hs eyes.

¥

It wasn'’t until a few years ago while reading a Japanese cookbook given to me for my
birthday that | learned the sweetness of sushi varies traditionally according to the
regions of Japan in which it is cooked. The preference of stronger sugantmt of
sushi gradually increases as one progresses south in that country. My grandparents
were from Hiroshima, thus, this may have been one of the reasons my family made a
sweeter version of sushi compared to those from Japanese cities to the north.

Once | learned how to make the sushi rice, | still had to perfect the art of rolling it onto
a flat square of nori (dried seaweed processed into thin sheets). Mom had taught me
how to layer the rice on top of the nori with cooked, dried gourd strips, pickd ginger,
scrambled egg, sliced carrots and shitake mushroom that had been slowly simmered
in dashi. Cooking the rest of the ingredients often took hours because | used the same
broth to cook the mushrooms, the dried gourd and the carrots. Mom rolled hsushi
rice perfectly: little colorful bits of filling surrounded by a symmetrical layer of rice
and nori.

“Try to get the red, pickled ginger in the center of the rol-like a bull's-eye,” she
would coach me. My sushi always seemed to come out lopside skewed to one side,
even with practice. We handled the most expensive ingredient, canned eel from Japan
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marinated in a rich sugar and soy sauce and wrapped individually in paper, with the
utmost respect. It dotted the inner sanctum of the sushi roll

Exit eel and enter carp.

¥

FisH

The canal split off from the river a halmile to the north, at first running parallel to
the banks of the Feather River before diverting farther away into a different direction
of the valley. Through a line of tall cottowoods and oaks, river beckoned, laying in
her path a wide swath of green down the valley. This ribbon of water in perpetual
motion in a part of the water cycle, fed by the Sierra snowpack and spring runoff,
unchecked in winter fury—in flood churning boulders and white-water, swollen and
frothy—and glassy in the calm of summer, swept through the banks of this river that
meandered through the landscape. Manmade agricultural canals suckled water from
her main tributary, draining a part of this resource andsharing it with the farmers. A
sliver of its mother, the canal, was but a vessel carrying nourishment to quench the
thirst of crops deep in the valley and away from a central flowing source of water.

My cousins Rodney and Glen took me fishing to the carmt their house; it was my
first time at the sport. This canal was about fifteeffieet wide and bordered by levees
of soil rolling like little hilly ridges on each side. The greenish brown water running
within these banks would irrigate crops in Butte andSutter Counties. Along with the
water came fish and plants and arthropods. Aquatic leafy vegetation floated on top,
scratching the smooth surface with texture. The canal smelled dank with clams and
aquatic life. We fashioned poles out of long peachet limbs found lying in the
orchard. Rodney secured fishing line with a hook and a weight to one end. We
skewered small pieces of bologna to the hooks, tossed in our lines and waited. Almost
immediately, my cousins were catching fish.

“Jerk it!” Rodneyyelled.

My reactions were too slow, and by the time | pulled the line out of the water, the
bologna would be gone. Rodney and Glen instructed me to watch the end of the pole,
look for any movement and feel a nibble. | couldn’t feel anything except toarrent
pulling on my line and sinker. Then | felt something, something like a knocking at a
door. This time, | tugged quickly. That is what | was told to do; it would make the
hook dig into the fish’s mouth.

“l got one!”

| had a fish struggling on my line, a small carp, dangling from my makeshift fishing
pole. 1 pulled it out of the canal and placed it in a bucket of water already brimming
with others my cousins had caught. Eventually, we took the bucket frothing with
lively activity back to their house and emptied it into a big laundry tub filled with
water. But when fish started going belly up heaving their gills gasping for breath, we
felt sorry for them and carried them back to the canal and tossed them back in. Most
of them disappeared immedately into the depths of the water, but my fish, the little
carp, wouldn’t swim. It continued to float belly up. | watched the carp getting pulled
in the current until it reached the weir. It lingered at the brim of the uppermost board.
Swim, little fish. My eyes followed it until its silver image disappeared lifeless over the
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edge. It was then that the gravity of my situation hit me. | couldn’t return back
something to the way it was before; | had taken away life from the river.

¥

Rodney, Glen and &lso swam in this canal. We yelled, “Banzai (hurrah)!” and jumped
into the water with ripped denim shorts, t-shirts and tennis shoes. Shoes protected
our feet from hitting broken bottles or cans that dotted the channel below the water
line. There werefew access points without going through thickets of blackberry
brambles or poison oak lining the water’s edges. Splash! We hung on inner tubes and
treaded water as the dark, green waters from the river pushed us downstream. On a
typical hundred-plus degee summer day, these dips were a wonderful relief from
valley heat. A bridge loomed ahead. This was where the county road crossed from
one side to the other. In the summer, depending on how much water the farmers
were drawing from the canal for crop irigation, the height of the water beneath the
bridge could vary between onefoot to three-feet. This time the water was pretty high,
and we were looking at a breathing space of about ofeot. | had never swum under
the bridge with such a narrow margin tefore. We looked at our approaching obstacle.
The thought crossed my mind of drowning. There were reports every summer in the
local newspaper of lives lost in the canals and river. People dove into the murky
waters and hit things hidden beneath. Somwhes there was alcohol involved;
sometimes it was just bad luck. Well, we weren't diving off the bridge; we were going
under it. And there was probably nothing hidden underneath-I hoped. A picture of
abandoned tires and submerged trees flashed momentdyiin my mind.

“Come on, let’s do it. Are you chicken?” Rodney taunted.
Yes | am. It's too late.

The bridge drew nearer, terfeet, sixfeet, threefeet, two-feet. We were passing the
first cement reinforced girder that spanned the side. The water didngive us much
breathing room. We tilted our heads in a back float position so our faces were flat
with the water and we looked straight up. Darkness. From bright light to sudden
absence, our eyes at first could see only blurs. Spider webs danglednfravooden
planks running crosswise between the girders. Yikes, | hope there were no black
widows here. | didn't want them jumping on my face. The noise of nesting swallows
deafened our ears. They chattered angrily. Some of the adults flitted above us,
swooping and diving as we floated by. Nests of meticulously dabbed mud covered
with feathers and feces clustered the beams. Tiny, downy heads popped up at the
edges of the little clay structures, looking at us. We were under the narrow bridge for
only a few seconds, and then we were propelled back in the bright sunlight when we
grabbed at the handle of a cement irrigation gate and pulled ourselves out of the
water. | was relieved. In a moment with my fears forgotten, | boasted, “That was fun!”

¥

In late fall and winter, the flow in the canal slowed. No longer needed to deliver water
to crops, the water district ditch tender closed the entry gates from the Feather River,
and the canal, this suckling, unable to access mom’s nipple, gradually dried up.
Rodrey and | walked the levees, watching the green waters of the canal recede. The
waterline dipped barely at first, then as the flow receded, the smooth, slick wall of
mud of the exposed bank lengthened below the line of grass topping the levee above.
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By mid-winter, with the water almost completely drained, there were but puddles
remaining, miniature lakes, in the bottom of the canal trough. Silver fins and silver
sides flashed in the footdeep water. Fish thrashed and splashed, trying to escape the
imminent death that awaited them.

“Can’t we gather them in buckets and take them back to the river? We can carry them
on our bikes.” | knew it would be futile, but | had to ask.

Rodney shook his head. We crept down the sides of the bank towards the watefr. |
was steep and slippery. | grabbed at clumps of Johnson gradgbat sturdy razor
sharp weed disdained by farmers—to slow my descent, then let go and ran my legs
like crazy towards the bottom. Rodney was waiting for me, assessing the situation.
He skipped rocks in the puddles and poked his fingers in mud. The empty shells of
Asian clams lined the clay. Animal tracks crisscrossed in trails around the water’s
edge. Probably coyote and raccoon feasted during this time. | didn’'t see anything,
only fish circling. | heard that people would sneak into these canals and gig trout and
suckers and carp. The place gave me the creeps and there was nothing | could do.
Again, | thought about the current of life that ran through here, about our river that
had beenlike an artery pumping blood through the valley. | bundled into my jacket
and climbed gingerly out of the canal. How different this was compared to summer.
All the splashy, hot weather fun from a little while ago now felt like an illusion. This
canal was but a husk; the caterpillars having pupated, emerged as butterflies and
flown away, except some, like these fish, who were left stranded.

This is how my mind has worked- okazu, goulash, fish, sushiall so different and yet
in some ways much the sameThis is my story. See how it has twisted and turned,
just like that canal and river did snaking their way through the valley. Now speaking
of snakes...that might come later.

¥

MAKI SUSHI—-MASANAKAMOTOSRECIPE
Glossary of Terms
Dashi is dried bonito fsh stock

Kampyo are dried gourd strips. They look similar to linguine and are usually sold in
flat packages that are imported from Japan.

Dried shitake mushrooms can be found at an Asian market in various sizes.

Unagi is eel. For sushi, my mother used ruaed eel from Japan cooked in sugar and
soy sauce.

Maki sushi is a sheet of nori rolled over rice and fillings.

Nori is seaweed dried and processed into squares of thin, flat sheets.
Rice paddle, used to fluff rice

Bamboo mat, used to roll rice and filling together

Short-grain rice is used for making sushi
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Ingredients:

vinegar and sugar dressing

5/8 cup rice vinegar
Y cup sugar

1 teaspoon salt

1 tablespoon sake

In a small saucepan, dissolve vinegar and sugar on medium heat. When ingredients
come to a boil and melt together into a clear sauce, add salt and sake. Set aside and
cool. This liquid may be stored in a jar in the refrigerator for several days.

¥

Rice

Ingredients:

2 3/4 cup dry short-grain white rice
3 Yacup water

Rinse rice in pa until water runs clear.

My mother used to wash rice in order to remove the talc powder added by the
processing plant that kept the rice grains dry and separated in storage. Rice
nowadays may not need washing, but I like to do it anyway. Soak rice amdter for 30
minutes. For stovetop cooking, bring rice mixture to a boil, cover with a lid and lower
to medium heat and simmer for 15 minutes.

Turn off heat, keeping pot on the burner, and steam in residual warmth for 15 more
minutes. Do not open lid.

Remove cooked rice from pot and put into a bowl. Pour the cooled vinegar and sugar
dressing over the rice. Fluff rice using gentle, cutting strokes that separate the rice
kernels, evenly coating them in the glossy dressing solution.

With a free handor a helper, fan rice mixture. My mother said this fanning helped
evaporate some of the vinegar from the rice, which is why the sushi rice has a
stronger vinegar flavor when first poured into the hot rice compared to later after the
rice mixture has coolal. Do not overmix or mash grains. Set aside.

¥

SEAWEED WRAPPER FORMI SUSHI
7-10 sheets nori, toasted slightly over a warm burner

Over medium heat on a stovetop burner, wave a sheet of nori and toast it a few
seconds until it changes slightly to aekper green color.
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FILLING FOR MAKI SU$H

Ingredients:

1 package kampyo

8 dried shitake mushrooms

1 carrot, peeled and sliced into ¥4” strips

1can unagi cut in thin strips

2 eggs scrambled and fried like a pancake and cut into %" strips
Yacup sliced pickled ginger

Soak kampyo and dried shitake mushrooms in water for several hours. Drain and set
aside.

¥

COOKING BROTH

Ingredients:

6 cups water

3 tablespoons dashi

Ya cup Soy sauce
Ya cup sugar

Combine together water, dashi, soy see and sugar in a stock pot. Add kampyo and
shitake mushrooms and bring to a boil. Simmer kampyo for 15 minutes until tender,
then remove from the broth. Cook remaining shitake mushrooms for a total of 30
minutes and also remove. With broth simmeringadd carrot strips and cook until
tender but firm, about 15 minutes

In a small bowl, mix 1/2 teaspoon cornstarch with an equal amount of water. Add 2
cracked eggs and a dash of soy sauce and salt. Beat eggs until frothy. Meanwhile, heat
a frying pan to medium temperature. Coat bottom of pan with a tablespoon of cooking

oil. Pour in egg mixture. Fry until bottom of egg pancake is lightly browned and set,
flip and cook another minute. Remove and place on cutting board. Slice into %2 inch
strips.

¥

ROLLING MAKI SUSHI

Slice shitake mushrooms into %" thick strips. Arrange cooked mushrooms, kampyo,
egg and unagi on a platter for easy accessibility. Keep bowl of rice, rice paddle and
bamboo mat near you.
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Place one sheet of nori on top of a bamboo magently coat a 3/8” layer of rice on top

of sheet of nori, leaving about an inch of nori sheet that is farthest from you sprinkled
with just a few grains of rice. On the side nearest you and about an inch from the edge,
layer a few strips of kampyo and hes of mushroom, carrot, unagi, pickled ginger and
egg on top of rice and nori, and with the bamboo mat, start rolling nori, rice and
fillings into a cylinder. As you roll forward and press ingredients together, fold back
the bamboo mat until the nori andrice are completely enclosed. Use firm pressure
from your fingers on top of the mat to tamp the ingredients together, creating a tight
roll. Open mat and pat ends of roll between hands. You're done making one maki
sushi!

Continue rolling the rest ofthe ingredients. This recipe makes about 8 rolls.

Just before the meal, with a wet knife, slice rolls into 1 %" pieces. Arrange onto a
decorative platter and enjoy

¥

KARTIKA ¥ REVIEW

Issue 05’ Spring/Summer 2009



