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I f you ask me, taco rice is the kind of food 
that is hard not to like. Since it was invent-
ed in 1984 by Matsuo Gibo, who owned 

fast-food joint Parlor Senri near Camp Han-
sen, taco rice has grown to be one of the most 
beloved tastes of Okinawa. 

The genius of making tacos heartier by re-
placing taco shells with rice has become a hit 
not only among locals, but also tourists.  

While I would like taco rice for a quick 
and light lunch, I did not think of it as a treat. 
Fried ground meat, onion, tomato, lettuce, and 
cheese served on rice didn’t seem quite special 
to me. However, a recipe changed my opinion.

Recently, I tried making a taco rice recipe I 
found on Orion Beer’s website. The local beer 
company described the recipe as a “spicy taco 
rice for adults,” and the photo on the website 
showed a delicious plate served with a glass of 
beer on the side.

Luckily, this recipe was straightforward 
and easy to follow. But there was one key les-
son for me: Chili powder can make a huge dif-
ference. No sooner had I begun mixing fried 
meat with the red condiment than my mouth 
watered. As the fried meat was served on rice 
along with tomato, cheese, lettuce, and lemon, 
I knew already that I was going to love it.

The taco rice tasted as spicy as advertised. 
So, I washed it down with a glass of non-alco-
holic beer since I still had work to do. Howev-
er, with this “adult” taco rice, alcohol was not 
needed to compliment an already delicious, 
satisfying meal.
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DIRECTIONSINGREDIENTS

Spice up dinnertime with  

         Okinawa Taco Rice recipe

How to 
make!
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Most people would agree that if you haven’t tried tonkatsu, you’re miss-
ing a big part of Japanese food. It can be found on just about every menu 
at home and abroad, alongside staples like ramen (hint hint). But just what is 
tonkatsu? Where did it come from? And more importantly, have you ever ordered 
it, expecting to get a crunchy, juicy plate of fried meat and been met with a table of 

soup instead!?
Keep reading. All secrets will be revealed.

What is tonkatsu? 
Tonkatsu is best explained etymologically. That’s to 

say, looking at the word itself since it is basically just a 
description. Like calling ketchup tomato paste, for ex-
ample. The “ton” in tonkatsu is simply a reading 
for the kanji , meaning pork. The katsu part is a 
little more complicated and gets really com-
plicated later, but stay with me.

To katakana-ize the English word “cut-
let,” we get 
“katsuretsu”. Pull out the 

From here, you can 

tonkatsu is a pork cutlet.

breadcrumbs and egg and double-fried for that extra-
crispy, like-no-other texture. Abroad, the dish has taken 
on many forms and is occasionally double-named pork 
tonkatsu, but technically tonkatsu only refers to katsu-
style fried pork to begin with.

You might be a little surprised to learn that the katsu 
part of tonkatsu comes from English, but its culinary ori-
gins are even more interesting than that!
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The history of Tonkatsu
-

orous Ginza district in the 1890s under the simple moniker 
“pork cutlet.” According to the Nihombashi Restaurant As-
sociation (whose authority, I believe, personally.) this took 
the form of a thin slice of pork served aside raw cabbage due 
to a lack of personnel and funds. It wasn’t until 1929 that to-
day’s melt-in-your-mouth juicy, thick tonkatsu was born in 
a competitor’s kitchen in Chiyoda, a few train stops away.

Clearly, tonkatsu came out of Japan, which doesn’t ex-
plain the foreign name. In fact, plenty of Japanese apparently 

-
ern-inspired Japanese food), because it is so entrenched in 
the country’s food culture. Thankfully, there’s an explanation 
for this as well.

graced a heap o’ cabbage, the Meiji restoration established 
policies to popularize Western culture. Along with this 
came cuisine, such as the French côtelette de veau. Without 
Europe’s long history of incorporating rich animal prod-
ucts in their diet, the buttery, pan-fried veal of this French 
dish proved not only expensive but unsuited to Japanese 
tastes. Fortunately, the Japanese had developed the deep-
frying technique of tempura, which wicks off excess oil 
on the second dip. In this way, Tonkatsu uses the original 

-
sine but Japanese frying methods to achieve its unique tex-
ture. Sounds perfect for something that came out of Ginza, 
right? Add to that readily available cabbage, a characteristic 
tonkatsu sauce with its own history, and you get the beloved 
tonkatsu of our time.
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Variations of ‘ton’katsu
Aside from the original tonkatsu combination of pork 

cutlet, cabbage, and sauce on a plate, other delicious takes 
on tonkatsu have been born of novelty and necessity.

Tonkatsu vs. tonkotsu 
At the start of this article, I asked if you have ever been 

unfortunate enough to witness this scene: Eagerly, you 
eye waitstaff coming around the corner, tonkatsu hopeful-
ly in tow. Then, in horror and surprise, that same waitstaff 
places before you or your dining companion a steaming 
bowl of soup instead of the requested hunk of meat.

The graphic scene I paint here is one that can only be 
born of experience. And shame. 

-

issue to explain. 
We know that ton is pork. So obviously, I had ordered 

pork something. The kicker is that kotsu-katsu delinea-
tion. With a single letter, the whole menu changes. 

Katsu, as we have learned, comes from cutlet. 
Kotsu on the other hand comes from Japanese original-

ly, and means bone. What I had requested (and you may 

which naturally conveys a desire for pork bone soup, a 
common base for ramen and readily available at most Jap-
anese restaurants alongside its fried, hammy companion.

In brief, tonkatsu is a fried pork cutlet dish. Tonkotsu 
is the name for the rich pork-bone broth used in ramen. 
Sound similar, very different. Should one order tonkatsu 
ramen outside of Japan, however, you will probably get 
tonkotsu soup and not noodles topped with pork cutlet, 
though that would probably be great.
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the Japanese crispy pork cut
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Types of ‘but it’s not really ton’ katsu
Now that tonkatsu has become an international catchall word for katsu-style fried foods, let’s look at a few other mem-

bers of the katsu-family you may come across in Japan or abroad.
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How to enjoy tonkatsu
The short answer is: However you like!
Even within Japan, people’s preferences for tonkatsu 

vary greatly. The classic tonkatsu recipe is simple. Serve 
a panko breaded and fried sliced pork cutlet with a pile of 
shredded cabbage and drizzle it with tonkatsu-sauce. In 
Hokuriku, sauce tonkatsu features a pork cutlet dredged in 
sauce and served over rice donburi style, sometimes omit-
ting the cabbage altogether. Nagoya is known for its miso-
katsu using sweet miso sauce, and of course, you can class 
the dish up or down as you please. The best thing about 
katsu, ton or otherwise, is that it is a super versatile and 
always delicious way to enjoy Japanese food. So go out 
and explore the wonderful world of katsu!
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Fun facts about katsu
-

dog brand sauce, but plenty of restaurants make their own. 
On Bulldog’s English website they assert that it is in-

deed a form of washoku and not yoshoku. Rengatei, the 
inventor, calls it yoshoku, though! And so the debate con-
tinues…

Katsu sauce is based on British Worcestershire sauce, 
adapted to Japanese tastes. How’s that for cultural ex-
change?

Originally, julienned carrots and other root vegetables 
formed the sides of cotolette, but shredded cabbage was 
quicker to prepare and its antioxidant properties helped 
break down the oiliness of tonkatsu, so it won out.

Katsudon is similar to oyakodon made with tonkatsu 
instead of chicken! You can easily adapt an oyakodon rec-
ipe into katsudon at home.

A ton of information
The word tonkatsu, born of a combination of languages 

and lifestyles, has taken on a life of its own. In the modern 
day, Katsu has globe trotted its way to become one of the 
most recognizable Japanese dishes on the planet, no mat-
ter what form it takes. If you’ve ever wondered, “what is 
whatever-katsu? Is it the same as tonkatsu? Why did they 
bring me soup?!” hopefully, this article helped.
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Types of ‘but it’s not really ton’ katsu
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FOODS TO PICK UP 
          AT THE KONBINI11 

I f you’re familiar with Japa-
nese popular culture, you’ve 
probably heard the hype 

about Japanese snacks from the 
konbini, or Japanese conve-
nience store food. They’re ex-
cellently curated, they come in 

the carrot (or rather, Pocky) on 
a stick fueling me to write my 
graduate thesis! Whenever I’m 
feeling stressed about life in a 
foreign country, the konbini is 
there on every street corner to 
remind me of the real reason I 
packed it up and moved 7000 
miles away from everyone I 
know: for the glorious splendor 
of Japanese snack food. So let’s 
roam the colorful aisles of Law-
son, 7-Eleven, and FamilyMart 
and pick up these 11 popular 
Japanese konbini snacks.
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What I look for 
in Japanese 
convenience 

store snacks
As an American, what strikes 

me as special about Japanese 
snacks is the unexpectedly accu-

-
my says it tastes like peach, that 
likely means it tastes like an ac-

approximation. Also, seasonal 
varieties of konbini food come 
and go notoriously quickly, so 
look out for tags that say “New” 
( ) or “Limited Time” (

) so you don’t miss them!
Here are my criteria when 

looking for the best snacks in Ja-
pan:
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Whether it’s an old standby 
like Famichiki or a new twist on 
a favorite like cherry blossom 
Pocky, you can’t go wrong with 
any of the following tasty treats.

1. Calbee Jagabee
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7. Limited time ice cream
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2. Seasonal Pocky
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8. Limited time breads
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3. Black Thunder
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9. Wagashi
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4. Sandwiches
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10. Kirin strong chuuhai
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5. Fresh hot food
#���	�
�!����@
�
��
��������������
�����

����
��������
�
��
�����������������
�������

����������


�����
����
�
����������
�����4����

���������������
�
�
����

�����
��!���������

�
	���������
	���/
���
����������
������

�	��

�����$��������������������

���������������	
��	�
��

���
��
������

���
����
����
��

4�����(����!
�
�������
	����
��&������
���
������


������
�����@
�
��
��$����������
��
����������

�����������������
	��������
��������		����

������������
����

������)

11. Wine/sake in a juice box
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Japanese konbini represent many 
of the wonderful aspects of Japan, 

-
-

ciation for the changing of the sea-
sons. Whether you’re hunting for 
the perfect Japanese snack food 
to satisfy your cravings or in 
need of a quick but quality 
meal on the go, I hope 
the konbini brings as 
much joy to your 
life as it does 
to mine!

6. Baumkuchen
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Japan’s 
first all-vegan 

convenience 
store
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