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For a normal Japanese person, ‘Indian food’ would be a strong identity of India. | have lived in Japan for more than 20
years now, and every time | meet a Japanese person for the first time, he/she generally mentions ‘| like Indian curry’. | smilingly
say ‘Thank you’. And as | tell him/her that | too run an Indian restaurant in Tokyo, my curry talk starts from there.

The Indian food market in Japan is defined by the so called north Indian restaurants (food from the Punjab region) serving
naans and butter chicken etc. The north Indian food restaurants started mushrooming in Tokyo in the 1960s. People would
queue up to eat the novel Indian food. And then in the late nineties there came the boom of south Indian food. Lately, a couple
of east and west Indian food restaurants came up however, the food from these parts of India is still not so well known in Japan.
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Is the food in India regionally different? First of all, the curries eaten in an Indian home, unlike the curries in Japanese homes,
are made by mixing various spices at the time of cooking. Hence, the quantity of each spice differs every time because of which
the same curry will taste a bit different every time. This could be one of the reasons why Indians don’t get bored up though they
eat curry three times a day, not barring the fact that India has a wide variety of vegetables and beans. Also, Indians do not add
wheat flour to the gravy which would mean that Indian gravies are clear like a soup.

Indian climate differs from region to region and hence the spices, vegetables, and grains harvested in each region are
different. For example, as wheat is not much harvested in southern India, the food here is rice centric. And as the temperature
is hot all throughout the year, fermented doughs of rice and beans are used heavily to avoid rotting of food. West Indian food
uses lots of varieties of beans and uses moderate oil. The north Indian food uses lots of oil, and that is why its gravy is thick. The
eastern Indian food is also rice centric and uses mustard oil very commonly. The fish recipes are also popular in eastern India.
North-eastern India popularly uses fish and pork. In the last few hundred years, Indian was imperialized by the forces from the
middle east, Britain, Portugal, France, Holland, etc. leaving their impressions over the food in various regions of Indian.

So, how and when did Indian food reach Japan? As per the currently known history, the exchange between India and
Japan started in the sixth century, when Buddhism and a lot of Hinduism were conveyed to Japan. Descriptions have been found
which tell us about Japanese scholars visiting India at these time for their studies. However, the Indian foody / curry is said to
have reached Japan, via the British, only in the 1870s. | am not sure if it is really so or we just do not have any past evidences.
| am sure that the Japanese scholars who visited India would have eaten Indian food/curries and would have thought of taking
something back to Japan.

In India, there was no such thing as a readymade curry spice mix. Indians would mix various spices when making a curry.
At the time when the British were ruling India, they created a spice mix and thickened it by adding wheat flour to it. In 1876, when
the Yokohama port was opened for the British, the concept of curry reached the lands of Japan. In 1876, the curry was offered
in the school lunch of Sapporo Agriculture University (currently known as Hokkaido University). Later, imitating the British navy,
it was introduced in the Japanese navy to save the lives of their navy seals.

In later years, Japan started producing the key ingredients of curry like onions, potatoes, carrots, etc., especially around
Hokkaido, and as it also developed indigenous low-cost spice mix, Japan got its first Japanese style curry rice in the Taisho
Era. Although Japan got the Indian curry via the British, what Japan finally developed was way different than its predecessors.

This Japanese style curry was served in school lunch across all of Japan’s schools after the end of the second world war.
Later, as Japan developed the curry roux in 1950 and retort curry in 1960, curry became a part and parcel of the lives of Japanese
people. Now, with many varieties of curry, it is called as the national food of Japan. June 2nd, the day on which Yokohama port
was opened for the British is celebrated as the Yokohama Curry Memorial Day.

Indian restaurants started opening in Japan after the world war and went on increasing. With this Japan now had curry
types beyond the European ones, including Indian, Pakistani, and Bangladeshi food restaurants. The curries in Japan began
diversifying. Japan also developed its own recipes like cutlet curry, curry soba, curry udon, and so on.

Japanese curry is often made of meat. If we see the Indian history, Indian recipes mainly used vegetables and beans and
less of meat. For that matter, even the ancient Indian medicinal science, the Ayurveda, has not denied eating of meat. As meat
takes a longer time and energy to digest, Ayurveda suggested seasons, frequency, and times of a day for eating meat.

Today, there are around 1,300 Indian restaurants just in the Tokyo Metropolis. Probably, more than 90% of these restaurants
are run by Nepalese. In recent years, those who have succeeded in other domains like IT, have ventured into restaurants as a
side business. Many Japanese youngsters are taking interest in Indian food, often stay in India for elongated durations to learn
Indian food. And when they come back to Japan they start their own small outfits, to serve food that would take even the Indians
by surprise. As Japan will attract more and more foreigners, | wish that food becomes one mode for people to understand each
other’s cultures and languages, to see a much more symbiotic Japan in near future.

References / 2%
https://www.maff.go.jp/j/agri_school/a_menu/curry/01.html
https://jpnculture.net/curry/
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Webinar for Study in Japan / 160t Birth Anniversary of Rabindranath Tagore
Japan-India-Bangladesh Exchange Event @ UTokyo Homecoming Day 2021
Date & Time : October 16" Sat 14:30 hrs—16:30 (JST)
Place : Online via Zoom

Sir Rabindranath Tagore
visited Japan 5 times during
1916-29
and
visited and delivered a lecture,
THE MESSAGE OF INDIATO
JAPAN at
The University of Tokyo on
June 11, 1916.

Jawaharlal Nehru PM visited
The University of Tokyo in Oct.
1957
and gifted Tagore Portrait for
their memorial visits.

In association with
sz Visva-Bharati University
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