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Written by Shunichi lkeda (Visiting
Fellow, College of Asia and the Pacific,
The Australian National University)
Co-writer: Miona lkeda

What is ochiigen and oseibo?

The half-yearly, seasonal gifts

Both ochiigen and oseibo are gifts given as
a sign of gratitude to others whom one feels
indebted to throughout the year. Ochiigen
is a summer gift and/or greeting sent
between early July and mid-August, to show
gratitude to others during the first half of
the year. Oseibo is an end-of-year gift and/
or greeting sent between late November

to mid-December, to show a year’s worth

of gratitude along with well-wishes for an

ongoing relationship into the future.

Ochiigen and oseibo gifts are typically
accompanied by a seasonal greeting
addressed to the recipient, and both were
traditionally given to ‘superiors’, such as
company bosses, landlords, and family
doctors. However, in more recent times,
public figures such as government workers
and school staff are expected to turn down
such gifts and offers, to avoid looking like

they are accepting favours.

Both ochiigen and oseibo are wrapped with

“noshigami” when presented. Noshigami
is a piece of paper used to wrap gifts

on ceremonial occasions. A mizuhiki
(ornamental ribbon) is either printed or
tied in the centre, and either the word
ochtigen or oseibo is written on the upper
half, and the name of the recipient is

written on the bottom half.
Things to consider before buying gifts

The most standard choice of ochiigen and
oseibo is food. Although it is favourable to
choose something that fits the recipient’s
taste, generally, any consumable item

is considered to be OK. However, it is
important to consider the recipient’s age,
lifestyle, and the relation you have with

them, before choosing the gifts.

For example, younger people may prefer
trendy yogashi (Western sweets) and wine,
whereas older people may prefer wagashi
(Japanese sweets) and tea. It is worth
noting that it is not appropriate to send older

people food items that are hard to chew or

swallow, or is something that would take a
considerable amount of time to prepare.

For ochigen, popular choices of foods
include: summer fruits, such as rockmelon,
cherries, and grapes; somen, a type of thin
Japanese noodle made of wheat, typically
eaten during the summertime; and jelly,

especially with tropical fruits.

For oseibo, popular choices of foods
include: cured meats and frozen seafood;
assortments of alcohol; and local or
regional specialties from the area where

you reside.

Almost every department store around
ochiigen and oseibo periods will have
floors dedicated to stock hundreds and
thousands of different gift sets. One
convenient aspect of purchasing gift sets
at department stores is that they can send
these gift sets out for you. Although it was
traditionally considered more polite to give
the gift in person, posting gift sets is now

widely accepted, too.
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Delectable
Japanese
Fermented

Food

Traditional Japanese cuisine was registered on
UNESCO’s Lists of Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2013 and
Japanese food continues to experience a boom in Australia

and all over the world. What'’s at the heart of Japanese

culinary culture? Fermented foods.



Japan is one of the top producers of fermented food

products in the world

Introducing fermented food
Microorganisms such as bacteria, mould,
or yeast can be intentionally added to wheat,
legumes, and other foodstuffs to create what we
know as fermented food. Fermented foods often
have more intense flavours due to the alcohol
and organic acids in them produced through
the fermentation process, which can largely vary
depending on the exact combination of base
ingredients and microorganisms involved. These
foods are said to restore gut health, maintain the
ability to remove free radicals (reactive oxygen),
as well as strengthen the immune system.
Human beings gain benefit from consuming
such foods as the fermentation process involves
the rapid multiplication of microorganisms
that change the original composition of the
ingredients to allow so. Fermented foods high
in nutritional value are created when the
enzymes naturally found in the bacteria in
foodstuffs break down starches and proteins
to create amino acids, sugar, and a variety of
other products to produce new flavours and
full aromas not previously found. When the
action of bacteria is beneficial to the human
body, it is known as "fermentation,” and when
it is detrimental, it is known as 'decay.” By the
same token, bacteria that cause a fermentation
reaction in foods are called "good bacteria,’
while those that cause food to decay are called
"harmful bacteria.”

Japan has an ingrained fermented food culture

8 NICHIGO PRESS | JULY & AUG 2022

and is one of the top producers of fermented
food products in the world with foods fermented
with koji mould said to have had a significant
influence on this. The benefits of fermented
foods continue to garner attention throughout
the world despite many consumers still in the
dark about how exactly fermentation works to

create such full flavours.

Japan’s fermented food fixings

Fermentation has been used across the world
throughout time as a way to preserve food.
Bread, yoghurt, cheese, salami, anchovies, beer,
and wine were, and continue to be, fermented
staples in the West. In the East, outside of Japan,
kimchi, fish sauce, and fermented tofu are
commonplace. Over in Japan, there is a wide
variety of fermented foods such as soy sauce,
miso, vinegar, mirin, natto, katsuobushi, pickled
vegetables, sake, and shochu.

Soy sauce is made through the fermentation
of soybeans and wheat using koji mould, yeast,
and lactic-acid bacilli. The level of amino acids
present is increased during the fermentation
process, boosting the umami flavour and
imparting the sweetness of grape sugar. This,
combined with the acidity of the lactic acid, and
the bitterness of the peptides are what produce
the unique soy-sauce flavour. Soy sauce has a
large influence on the key principles of cooking
in Japan, which are said to be salt content, dashi,

and level of heat applied. It can often determine







1. Natto (fermented soybeans)

3 4 2. Tsukemono (pickled vegetables)
3. Tofu

4. Miso-shiru (miso soup)
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the level of salt in a dish, and its glutamic acid
content is a component of dashi. The distinct
aroma of soy sauce caramelising helps to whet
the appetite and allows a chef to showcase
their cooking skills. Soy sauce is so versatile in

a Japanese kitchen that it can be used in almost
anything. The colour, flavour, and aroma of

soy sauce work in harmony with a variety of
ingredients such as meat, fish, and vegetables,
without being overpowering.

Soy sauce goes hand-in-hand with sushi
and sashimi, and while it may just seem like a
culinary coincidence, there is a scientific reason
for this. It not only adds flavour to the fish, but it
also helps to cancel out the raw smell that it may
have. Trimethylamine is the root cause of this
smell and the mildly acidic nature of soy sauce
helps to neutralise this. Soy sauce is also said to
have sterilising properties with the salt, alcohols,
and organic acids in it aiding to halt the growth
of and kill bacteria in the gut.

Another big player in the fermented foodstuffs
cupboard of Japan is miso. It is known as the
“meat of the fields” thanks to its high levels of
protein. The process of fermenting the soybeans
to create miso enhances their sweetness and
boost the umami content, making it more
palatable. It is said to have a range of benefits
such as warming the body, promoting good
circulation and gut health, fighting cancer,
slowing the effects of ageing, and lowering
cholesterol. The Japanese saying ‘eat miso and
say goodbye to the doctor” can be attributed to
the fermented products health benefits and high

nutritional value. Fermented foods have also
gained attention in the fight to prevent infection
as they are said to strengthen the immune
system.

Soy sauce, miso, and other such condiments
that are core components of Japanese cooking
can only exist because of koji. In fact, it can even
be said that Japan's unique culinary culture has
been shaped by koji. Koji is a product of koji
mould being applied to steamed cereals such
as rice, wheat, and soybean and allowed to

reproduce under the right heat and humidity.

Probiotics

The principles of macrobiotics suggest
that fermented foods should be proactively
incorporated into ones daily diet as a core
foodstuff. Fermented foods contain live bacteria,
known as “probiotics” that are beneficial to the
human body. These foods represent a tradition
of techniques spanning the ages that have
been used to preserve local, seasonal produce.
Consuming probiotics helps to adjust the balance
of intestinal flora, promote good gut health, and
is good for mental wellbeing. They offer many
benefits, playing a role in invigorating enteric
bacteria, promoting good passage, and leading to
larger numbers of good bacteria in the gut.

Science has shown that certain bacteria can
have psychological benefits of reducing unease
in internal organs. The bacteria commonly used
in staples of Japanese cuisine may help to reduce
anxiety, stress, and boost overall feelings of

happiness.



Three Main Benefits of Fermented Foods

Food enhancers

Enzymes are used to convert starches into
sugar (the sweet component) and proteins
into amino acids (the umami component)
when bacteria come into contact with the base
ingredients of food. These enzymes produced
by bacteria greatly enhance the flavour and
aroma of food by giving them their full-bodied,
deep flavour and softness, boosting their umami

profile, and increasing their nutrient makeup.

Improving food preservation

The flavour, aroma, and nutrient altering
properties of fermentation are additional
benefits to the original purpose of fermentation.
Foods that have been fermented can be
preserved for far longer than fresh foods. Miso
and natto last longer than regular soybeans,
whereas cheese and yoghurt take longer to spoil
than milk. Fermented foods are often prepared
using salt and while this does help to extend the
life of foods, the main contributing factor is the
bacteria, which promotes fermentation, helps to
prevent the multiplication of other, potentially
detrimental, bacteria. Good bacteria in
fermented foods counter the bad bacteria that
cause decay and components created during
the fermentation process can have antibacterial
capabilities that make them powerful, natural
preservatives. This halting of the decaying
effects of bad bacteria can allow foods to be

preserved for longer than otherwise in their
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fresh state, boosting the umami flavour through

the maturation process.

Health and beauty

Nutrients from fermented foods can be
more readily absorbed than fresh foods as
fermentation accelerates the process of
decomposition.

Benefits such as improved gut health and
immunity can also be attained through the
enzymes and lactic-acid bacilli found in
fermented foods. The large number of good
bacteria found in these foods promotes good
gut health and boosts immunity. This increase in
good bacteria in the gut lowers the level of bad
bacteria. Immunity is strengthened through the
increased intake of nutrients, whilst fermentation
allows antioxidants such as vitamin C, carotene,
flavonoids, and polyphenol to be easier to take
into the body. This also acts to remove free
radicals and increases the efficiency of amino acid
and enzyme intake required for beautiful skin,
providing anti-ageing benefits.

Fermented foods contain enzymes that
promote good digestion and help to pass
decayed enzymes that act as food for bad
bacteria. Lactic-acid bacilli can also be found in
many of these foods and can help to detox and
promote good gut health.

Maintain a happy and healthy body and mind
by incorporating fermented Japanese foods into

your diet.




The History of Fermented
Foods in Japan

Enhancing the flavour of food

The fermentation of food has a long history
and can be observed throughout the ages with
estimates placing the origins of the process at
4,000 to 6,000 years ago. This is a testament to
just how important and loved fermented foods
have been throughout history, recorded or
otherwise.

The oldest written record of fermented foods
in Japan is of salt-pickled gourd described on a
wooden tablet during the Tenpyo era (729 - 749)
of the Nara period. The warm, humid climate
of Japan creates the perfect environment for
fermentation and fermented foods made using
koji through steaming rice, wheat, and soybeans
have been a staple throughout history. Without
koji mould, the pillars of Japanese cuisine that
include soy sauce, miso, sake, and vinegar would
not exist today.

Makers of seed malt used in the production of
koji already existed during the Heian period, and
they were said to be the first commercial traders
in bacteria across the world. A producer of soy
sauce also existed during this time that made
soy sauce with four types of base ingredients
(cereals, fish, meat, and vegetables) and utilised
an impressive technique where ash was used to

extract the koji mould and nothing else.
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Winner Archibald Prize 2022, Blak
Douglas Moby Dickens, synthetic
polymer paint on linen, 300 x 200cm,
the artist image, AGNSW, Mim Stirling

Art Art Gallery of NSW

Gallery Za— PRz — XML EEE,
NSW

Email: volunteerg@ag.nsw.gov.au
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Styling vintage kimono
in Melbourne

Wardrobe: Kazari + Ziguzagu (W: kazari.com.au)

Stylist: Sala Okabe (W: salaokabe.com)

Photographer: Rina Kakioka (W: rinasmilephotography.com)
Model: Nanaka Mitsui (Instagram: @nanak_amera) ,
Kaito Instagram @kaitonosis
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Sala Okabe
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kimono_salaokab

&M SR FP &5

IrAFYINTITI=VY
CERRR BERR - FERERR - 2—/—
CMIUVRB - RAEE HR - FRERE

- 22 SMSF (LB % 3
- BAS# & DFERAAT

NAR—L - REYHE
BEOO—>OEiR

MttRA58H3 7071y 3+ )V FPOIE) CFPO & CPARISE

CPA ] C‘FlR MF)‘MR‘\I

PRICHTZMENETRNARET SRRy T T

.

BERORDLEED (MEVBIIFUSITELUB)ICOVWTIHREYET

linfo@vril.com.au WEwww.vril.com.au
302/480 Pacific Hwy, St Leonards NSW 2065

F—RFSYTORF=a—R, ARV MEHRE
FacebookT740—L&5!

www.facebook.com/NICHIGOPRESS
Facebook® INICHIGOPRESS] T %!

H¥EFLZXDFacebook THAIDWELBNLTAHEEADL?

TBIEVEDH 2RI AT E— L FTEE T, 7407 —$153000ALE!
LEEB#HOBRWE b, npsales@nichigo.com.au BRI LRAEEEHE T

000ONICH_156

JULY & AUG 2022 | NICHIGO PRESS 41



Chairperson

B EH

NICHIGOPRESS

Yoshinori Sakuno

CEO/Editor in Chief
BH—8k Kazuya Baba

Art Director

B EF Junko Wakimura
Editors

BHPHF Yuriko Ishii

FRE# Tadasu Harada

B B B8 K B Keitaro Abe (Intern)
Translator

TAZ-T7v Ida Van

Sales & Marketing

BHRABE Asuka Tashiro

EFEHED Midori Endo
Digital Marketing

KILEE Fuka Oyama

97—V EEF Satoko Clarke
Accountant

o—X-vzv Rose Shen
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Since 1977
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Nichigo Press Media Group Pty Ltd
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(Please contact us for inquiries about advertisements and delivery)
npsales@nichigo.com.au
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(If you have any requests and opinions, please contact us below)
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Ray White.

The Surfers Paradise Group

Ray White Surfers Paradise Group
Level 2, 50 Cavill, Surfers Paradise 4217, QLD
TEL: (07) 5538 1555 Email: m.waters@rwsp.net
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We’re excited to bring you
our new MAKOTO Range!
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Yow you can create your favourite Japanese
or Asian inspired dishes at home!

kikkoman@
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