Tofu and Shirakawa-go

Tofu has been an important part of the local cuisine in Shirakawa-go for centuries. In the past, its prevalence was largely due to availability. Soybeans could be grown in the area despite a scarcity of arable land, as farmers could plant the hardy crop on the ridges between their rice paddies. Religion, which in Shirakawa-go until relatively recently had a significant influence on what people ate, also helped establish tofu as a culinary mainstay. Devout Buddhists often follow a vegetarian diet, in which tofu is a key source of protein. Traditionally, nearly all residents of Shirakawa-go belonged to the Jodo Shinshu (True Pure Land) school of Buddhism, which was introduced to the area in the thirteenth century and came to play an important role in village life. Strict vegetarianism was limited mainly to priests, but ordinary people partook of Buddhist cuisine on religious holidays. Among the most important of these for Jodo Shinshu devotees is the annual Ho’onko, which memorializes the school’s founder, Shinran (1173–1263). In Shirakawa-go, the Ho’onko service is followed by a meal that includes several kinds of tofu. One exceptionally solid variety later came to be eaten grilled, which hardens it further, and is referred to as “ishiwari tofu” (stone-breaking tofu). Not quite as hard as the name suggests, the dish is available at many local restaurants, where it is usually served on an iron plate and eaten with soy sauce and katsuobushi (dried, fermented, and smoked fish flakes).

