
Japanese Home Cooking

Nanakusa-gayu
Rice Porridge for Good Health 

throughout the New Year

Ingredients (serves 4) 
Nanakusa (seven herbs): Seri (Japanese parsley), 

nazuna (shepherd’s purse), gogyou (cotton weed), 
hakobera (chickweed), hotokenoza (nipplewort), suzuna
(turnip leaves), suzushiro (Japanese white radish leaves)

1 cup rice 7 cups water ash of salt  

Preparation
Wash rice and let it soak in water for 30 minutes.
Place the rice and water in a pot (earthen pot, if 
possible) and bring to a boil over high heat. Then, 
reduce the heat and cook over low heat for 40 
minutes.
When the rice becomes soft, mix in the finely 
chopped seven herbs and cook briefly. Season with 
a dash of salt, turn off the heat, cover the pot with 
a lid and allow the rice to steam for a few 
minutes.

In Japan, it is customary to eat nanakusa-gayu, or 
rice porridge with seven herbs, on January 7. It is 
an old tradition that has its roots in the Heian 
Period (794-1185). People prayed for good health 
and longevity by eating young herbs freshly picked 
at the beginning of the new year. Today, 
nanakusa-gayu is also considered “comfort food,” 
because porridge is good for digestion, especially 
after spending the New Year holiday eating more 
than usual. 
The seven herbs listed in the ingredients are called 
“haru no nanakusa” (the seven herbs of spring). Not 
many people can recite the names of all seven herbs 
today, but in the past, people memorized them 
using rhyme and rhythm. 
In olden times, all seven herbs grew wild along 
roadsides and river banks, but many of them have 
disappeared along with the gradual loss of natural 
environments in modern years. Today, 
supermarkets frequently sell the haru no nanakusa
as a pack during the first week of the new year. 
Since nazuna (shepherd’s purse) and hakobera
(chickweed) are still relatively easy to find, it might 
be fun to find out what kinds of plants they are and 
look for them in the fields. If you cannot collect all 
seven herbs, shungiku (garland chrysanthemum), 
komatsuna (Japanese mustard spinach), or other 
leaf vegetables will do just fine as substitutes.




