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As a kid, every New Year I would look for-
ward to a sweet jelly called kouhaku kanten.

Kanten is a jelly made from boiled ten-
gusa algae and seaweed. It is known for being low-

alternative to regular sweets.
If you are a foodie, you may have heard of or tried 

tokoroten, another Japanese food with a similar jelly 
texture to kanten. Though both tokoroten and kanten 
look the same, tokoroten retains some smell of the sea 
(weed) and kanten does not. This is because kanten is 
frozen and dried after boiling, which casts off the ocean 
odor.    

producing area of kanten, this unique food recipe was 
accidentally discovered by a lodging owner in Kyoto 

the other hand, can be traced earlier to the Heian Era 

Back in the Edo times, it may have taken a lot of 
time and effort to create kanten from red algae, but 
these days konakanten, powdered kanten, saves us 
time. Konakanten is mixed with water and milk and 
once set with fruit, creates a photogenic food which has 
recently become a popular sweet to cook at home.

I found the recipe below online to try my hand at 
making the healthy and eye-catching treat. It was fun 
to mold the white jelly in a milk carton and see the 
way canned fruit can add vibrant colors to it. And most 
importantly, it tasted great and the soft texture was de-
lightful.

any of the previous dishes I’ve tried. The recipe did 
call for any cutting or slicing ingredients, so it only re-
quired time to heat the milk, water and condensed milk.

Though hearing that kanten is made from algae may 
make you second-guess trying it, I guarantee that after 

is that delicious!

Japanese food tastes like?
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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  “ 

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
-

“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 

-
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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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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W hat comes to mind when 
you think about what 
to eat in Okinawa? You 

might think about a staple food 
like goya champuru or tender 
boneless pork ribs or belly. Maybe 
taco rice even springs to mind.

Okinawan culture differs from 
that of mainland Japan, and this 
extends to Okinawan cuisine, too! 
Most of the local dishes in Japan’s 
southernmost prefecture are quite 
different from other tradition-
al Japanese dishes due to Okina-
wa’s location and historical back-
ground.

China Sea, between Taiwan and 
Japan’s Honshu island. Thanks to 
the tropical climate, vast beach-
es, and coral reefs, as well as the 
Ryukyu Kingdom’s history, there 
are lots of delicious Okinawan 
food to enjoy during each of the 
four seasons, from hot food to cold 
desserts. Due to its unique climate, 

-
fecture of Japan is distinct from 
the Japanese cuisine of mainland 
Japan. The longevity of the Oki-
nawan people is often attributed 
to the island’s food, as Okinawan 
dietary habits have traditionally 
skewed toward vegetables and 
seafood products.

Let’s dive into some of the local 
food and explore what traditional 
Okinawan cuisine is all about.
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A staple of Okinawan cuisine, 
Okinawa soba, also known as Oki-
nawa ramen, is a kind of noodle 
that is generally thick like udon 
and slightly twisted. It is a local 

-
fecture that uses noodles made in 
a process derived from Chinese 

most local restaurants in different 
areas of Okinawa.

There are also regional 
styles of this soba dish. 
For example, if you 
order this Okinawan 
dish on Ishigaki Island 
and the other Yaeyama 

have thin, straight noodles. 
The Okinawa ramen of the 
Yaeyama Islands is called Yaeya-
ma soba. The buckwheat noodles 
of Miyako Island are also thin and 

called Miyako soba because of 
the unique characteristics of the 
ingredients and the way they are 
arranged.

Umibudo means “sea grapes” 
-

ture, it has been eaten for a long 
time and is sometimes called 
“green caviar” because of its 
shape. Umibudo is eaten raw, 
dipped in soy sauce and vinegar 
as a sauce, and gives puchi puchi 
popping sensation similar to 
ikura (salmon roe).

Umibudo is also 
used as a garnish 
for sashimi. It 
is also eaten as 
umibudo-don (umibu-
do rice bowl) on a bed of rice 
topped with sanbaisu vinegar, or 
as umibudo soba (buckwheat noo-
dles) without seasoning. If mari-
nated in a seasoning solution for 
a long time, the umibudo beads 
will shrivel up.

When it comes to Okinawa’s 
specialty dishes, Ishigaki beef 
should be a must-try dish on your 
list. Ishigaki Island is one of the 
most popular tourist destinations 

Ishigaki beef, a brand of beef 
raised in the warm and natural 
environment unique to Ishigaki 
Island. 

Ishigaki beef refers to pure Jap-
anese black cattle that have been 
produced and raised in the Yaeya-

-
tration and production history. The 
cattle must have been fattened and 
managed in the Yaeyama area for 

after birth.
See our post on Ishigaki Island 

for Okinawan restaurant recom-
mendations, including places to 
try Ishigaki beef and things to do!

Okinawa is famous for pineap-
ples, so there are a lot of pineapple 
products to try. The pineapple-

are both worth a try. Especially in 
summer, these pineapple treats are 
suitable for cooling off in Okina-
wa’s hot weather.

In traditional Okinawan cui-
-

vors such as bitter, sweet, and 
salty; and enjoy a variety of tex-
tures, from popping umibudo to 
crunchy mimiga. If you are think-
ing about what to eat in Oki-
nawa, mark down 
these Okinawan 
dishes so you can 
try them while ex-
ploring Japan’s south-
ernmost island!

Rafute (braised “pork cubes”) 
is another local dish of Okinawa 

on pork belly stewed 
in soy sauce and brown 
sugar. During the Ryukyu 
Dynasty, the Chinese pork 

Lo” was in-
troduced to 

the Ryukyu kings, 
who loved it so much 
that it became one of 

their court dishes. One 
of the characteristics 
of the dish is the use of 

awamori (an alcoholic 
beverage indigenous and 

unique to Okinawa) in the cook-
ing process. One recommended 
Okinawan restaurant where you 
can try this dish is Yuunangii (

) located in Naha.

Among all of Okinawa’s spe-

one may already be familiar to 
you. Taco rice is an Okinawan dish 
consisting of rice topped with typi-
cal taco ingredients from the Mex-
ican-American style dish, served 
with a tomato-based salsa. It was 

become a popular dish in the pre-
fecture and has been used in school 

The rice is with minced meat or 
dry curry in the way it is eaten. It 
is usually served with a tomato-
based red salsa, but sometimes 
tomato ketchup is used in place of 

salsa at popu-
lar restaurants 

and bento 
shops.

Goya chanpuru (also spelled 
goya “champuru”) is another spe-
cialty dish in Okinawan cuisine, 

a stir-fry of bitter gourd 
slices, usually with pork 
and tofu. 

Okinawan bitter melon 
(“goya”) is known as the 
“king of summer vegeta-
bles” and is a staple food 

in Okinawa that’s rich in vita-
mins. It is said that one of the rea-
sons why many people in Okina-
wa live long lives is because they 
often eat bitter melon, a tradi-
tional food in Okinawan cuisine. 

melon dish easily in most local 
restaurants in Okinawa.

-
nese Bitter Melon Recipes for 
Summer to learn how to cook 
goya chanpuru and other bitter 
melon dishes!

Mimiga (pig’s ear) is an Oki-
nawan dish made 
from seasoned, 
thinly cut pig’s 
ears. The pig’s 
ears are boiled 
or steamed and 
cut into strips. 

Mimiga is eaten 
as a vinegared dish, of-
ten with sauces such as ponzu, 
vinegared miso, peanut miso, or 
just salt. It is characterized by the 
crunchy texture of the cartilage, 
similar to that of hardened jelly-

and beauty. When mimiga is eat-
en cold, it is often called mimiga 
sashimi. The texture is crunchy 
and chewy.

Sata andagi (Okinawan donuts) 
is a type of deep-fried sweet from 

fried doughnut made of sweet bat-
ter. It is considered to be a good luck 
snack and is served at weddings and 
other celebrations. Because of the 
sugar content, the small size of the 
air bubbles in the crumb, and the 
density of the dough, it is a con-

with a crunchy surface.
In addition to being made at 

home, sata andagi are also sold at 
tempura stores, on street corners, 
and in markets, especially in Okina-
wa shopping streets such as Ishigaki 

sugar is called “white” and those 
made with brown sugar is called 
“black.”

Experience Okinawan culture through food! Browse 
food experiences in Okinawa and

check out our YouTube channel to follow along
on our food adventures in Japan!
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