
Japanese Home Cooking

Tsumire-jiru 
Drive Away the Coldness of Winter  
with a Nourishing Fish Ball Soup

Ingredients (Serves 4) 
4 sardines 1 tbsp grated ginger 2 tbsp katakuriko

(potato starch) Salt 4 cups Japanese soup broth  
Soy sauce Chopped green onions 

Preparation
Fillet the sardines (remove the head, innards, and 
spine, and peel off the skin). 
Chop the fillets into small pieces and mince them 
well. You could also grind them into a paste using 
a suribachi (Japanese mortar). Add grated ginger, 
katakuriko and salt, and mix well. 
Heat soup broth in a pot. When it comes to a boil, 
form bite-sized balls of the mixture using a spoon 
and gently drop them into the soup. The fish balls 
will float to the surface when cooked. 
When the fish balls are cooked, season the soup 
with salt and soy sauce. Pour into a bowl and 
garnish with chopped green onions. 

Tsumire refers to any kind of fish paste that is 
mixed with starch, shaped into balls, and boiled. 
The term apparently comes from the combination of 
the words tsumamu (pinch) and ireru (place into), 
because small portions of the fish paste mixture is 
“pinched off” and “placed into” boiling water. 
In addition to sardines, tsumire is also commonly 
made from mackerel and saury. However, we 
introduced sardine tsumire in the above recipe, 
because we will soon be celebrating Setsubun, which 
literally means “the day between winter and 
spring,” on February 3rd. Setsubun is most widely 
celebrated by throwing roasted beans around the 
house to drive away evil spirits, but in some regional 
cities, it is customary to ward off evil spirits by 
decorating the front door with sardine heads or 
eating sardines, because evil spirits hate sardines. 
Sardine, mackerel, saury, and other such 
blue-backed fish are collectively called aozakana
(literally meaning “blue fish”). You should eat lots of 
aozakana, as they have high nutritional value and 
contain large amounts of unsaturated fatty acids 
that help prevent lifestyle-related diseases such as 
arteriosclerosis and hyperlipidemia. Filleting a fish 
may be a challenge, but you do not need to be good 
at filleting a fish when making tsumire, because the 
fish meat will ultimately be minced. You could also 
enjoy a simple but well-balanced meal by adding 
vegetables such as daikon radish and carrots to the 
tsumire-jiru. Tsumire fish balls are also ideal as one 
of the ingredients for Japanese nabe, or hot pot 
dishes.




