
Japanese Foods Near You 

 Foods Used as Medicine (Umeboshi)

The period from February to early March is referred to 
as “soshun,” a term which literally means “early spring.” 
The weather is still cold during this period and it is 
spring in name only, but plum trees in parks, yards, and 
myriad other locations begin to flower and scent the air 
with a fragrance that announces the imminent coming of 
spring. After the flowers come the fruit. When they ripen 
around June, they are used to make pickled plums, or 
umeboshi, in many households. 

Making umeboshi is an age-old tradition in Japan. The 
oldest batch of umeboshi in existence today was pickled 
in 1576, and is still preserved in good condition. It is said 
that umeboshi that have been made according to the 
traditional method and stored in a suitable environment 
will not spoil, and will remain edible even for a hundred 
years.

Umeboshi offer diverse benefits. The sour taste of the 
citric acid used to pickle the plums simulates the 
secretion of saliva and helps digestion and absorption. If 
eaten every day, they can prevent constipation. When 
you have a small appetite due to fatigue or stress, adding 
a single umeboshi to a meal will stimulate your appetite. 
Okayu (Japanese congee) with umeboshi is typically 
eaten during convalescence, because umeboshi have 
medical effects that help relieve fatigue. 

In addition to the above, if you are concerned about 
your breath, eating umeboshi can help keep oral bacteria 
under control and prevent bad breath. Umeboshi can 
also prevent food poisoning and infectious diseases by 
killing harmful bacteria in the stomach. 

In olden days, putting chopped umeboshi pulp on a 
strip of paper and wearing it on one’s temples was 
believed to be effective in lowering fevers and relieving 
headaches. Elderly women were often seen wearing such 
strips of paper, and were affectionately called “umeboshi
grandmas.”

Because umeboshi offer many other benefits and keep 
for a long time, they have been an indispensable item in 
Japanese households since ancient times, as folk remedy 
and as nonperishable food. 

An elderly lady I know always tells me that her secret 
to staying healthy is to eat an umeboshi every day. 




