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Introducing a Winning Entry
in a Past Japanese Essay Contest

—Become Familiar with Washoku!—
Continuing from the previous issue, let's think about
“food” once again in this issue.

Each country and region has its own food culture, and
knowing the uniqueness of each food culture is extremely
helpful in gaining an understanding of that country or
region. We often hear stories of how technical intern
trainees have deepened interactions with Japanese people
at work and in their community by preparing and serving
their native dishes. This is precisely owing to the power of
“food.” In addition, if you expose yourself to Japan’s food
culture, you will probably acquire hints for understanding
Japanese customs and the people, and gain more breadth
to appreciate life in Japan.

Japanese food, or washoku, was included in UNESCO'’s
List of Intangible World Heritage in 2013. As you are in
Japan, make the most of your stay by enjoying washoku!
There is nothing difficult about this. You could, for example,
cook an ordinary stir-fried dish using soy sauce or miso,
which are representative seasonings in Japan made by
fermenting soy beans. You might also want to make
tsukemono, or vegetables pickled in salt or soy sauce.
Tsukemono variations exist throughout Japan as regional
specialties, but you could start with something simple to go
along with white rice.

One of the most common tsukemono is takuwan (pickled
daikon radish). An essay written about takuwan is
introduced below, expressing the power of “food.”

*In Japanese, the essay is printed exactly as written by
the technical intern trainee, with furigana added by the
editorial department.

[2013 First Highest Prize in the Technical Intern Trainee
Japanese Essay Contest]

Gain a Glimpse of the Japanese People through
Takuwan (Zhu Xiaobin)

At the beginning of this year, I was invited to a New
Year’s party at the home of a Japanese acquaintance.
When I told my acquaintance’s wife that I love to cook,
she let me help her. In the kitchen, she asked me to cut
takuwan. I am quite adept at using a kitchen knife, so I
began cutting the takuwan as thinly as I could.

When I finished cutting the entire takuwan, my
acquaintance’s wife, who had been watching me from
nearby said to me, “Zhu-san, please cut the takuwan so
that each slice is as thick as your little finger.”

“Oh? Alright,” T responded, although I was full of
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questions.

I thought, “Why? Thin slices look nice. Perhaps it’s a
personal habit, or the wife is a difficult person...”
However, I did as I was told and cut another takuwan,
this time into thick slices. I put the thin and thick slices
of takuwan in two different dishes and placed the dishes
on the dining table. In the end, the thick slices of
takuwan were mostly all gone, but the thin slices
remained, except for one slice that was eaten by
someone. “Why?” 1 thought again, and asked my
acquaintance’s wife, “Why didn’t anyone eat the thin
slices of takuwan when they’re the same daikon radish?”

“It’s the same daikon, but the thick and thin slices
taste different. Zhu-san, go ahead and compare the two,”
the wife said with a smile on her face.

I took a slice of thick takuwan from the plate and put
it in my mouth. The pickled juice squirted out, each bite
made a crunchy sound, and the taste of takuwan filled
my mouth. Next, I tried the thin slice. It was crunchy,
but there was less juice, and the pickled taste seemed
weaker.

“Not only that, but the thicker slices are easier to eat
with chopsticks,” the wife added.

“How kind!” I blurted out.

“Huh? Thank you,” she said, looking at me curiously.

I thought that the Japanese people and the taste of
takuwan were both kind. How could I have thought my
acquaintance’s wife might be a difficult person? Just a
short time ago, I had thought all Japanese people were
difficult, but my impression changed in an instant. It did
not occur to me at all that the thickness of a takuwan
slice could affect its taste. This ingenuity came naturally
from a regular housewife. My acquaintance’s wife serves
food simply because she wants everyone to eat delicious
food, and not because she wishes to show off her culinary
skills. This is the spirit of hospitality that the Japanese
My
acquaintance’s wife will surely continue to cut thick

people have cultivated within themselves.
slices of takuwan from here on.

This story about “cutting slices so that they are as
thick as my little finger” reverberates in my mind like
the lingering sound of a bell. To me, it seemed that the
kindness and diligence of the Japanese people have
seeped through from a single daikon radish. Even a mere
slice of takuwan harbors a mild taste that expresses the
Japanese people’s ability to show consideration for

others in every little thing they do.
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