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Originated in Germany, the ground meat dish known as hambagu (“Hamburg-style steak” or 
“hamburger steak”) has undergone a distinctive evolution in Japan and become a staple of 
yoshoku, or Japanese-style Western cuisine. We trace the history of this familiar and much-
beloved dish.� (Text: MOROHASHI Kumiko)

Hambagu: A Yoshoku Dish 
Uniquely Evolved in Japan

Hamburg. Over time, the name was standardized as 
hambagu.”  

At that time, the newly established Japanese military 
invited officers and cooks from France and Germany to 
Japan. Some of the cooks who remained in the country 
later opened yoshoku restaurants, and by the late 1890s, 
hambagu began appearing on their menus in Tokyo. 　 

Later, during 1955–1964 of the Showa period, 
advances in refrigeration technology made it pos-
sible for ground meat—previously difficult to handle 
because it spoiled easily—to be sold at butcher shops. 
As a result, hambagu gradually became established as a 
home-cooked dish.

H ambagu is a meat dish made by combining 
ground beef, pork, or other meats with bread-
crumbs, onions, eggs, and other ingredients, 

shaping the mixture into patties and cooking them flat. 
According to “Burgman” TAGATA, who serves as chair-
man of the Japan Hamburg Association, hambagu first 
appeared in Japan more than 140 years ago. 

“In 1882, at a reception marking the opening of 
Japan’s first culinary school, Akahori Cooking School, a 
dish regarded as the prototype of today’s hambagu was 
reportedly served. At the time, it was called hamburogu 
steak. The name derived from Hamburg-style steak, 
which in turn was taken from the German city of 

An example of hambagu, a yoshoku dish enjoyed throughout Japan.
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THE APPEAL OF YOSHOKU: JAPANESE-STYLE WESTERN CUISINE <PART 2>

“In 1962, MARUSHIN FOODS Co., 
Ltd. launched the pre-cooked and processed 

‘Marushin Hamburg.’ Requiring only a quick sear in a 
frying pan, it became a popular and convenient addi-
tion to family meals. Television commercials aired fre-
quently, contributing to greater public recognition of 
hambagu. Furthermore, during 1965-1974 of the Showa 
period, hambagu was added to school lunch menus 
(See “The Significance and Evolution of Japan’s School 
Lunch Program,” in HIGHLIGHTING Japan December 
2025 issue) and became a favorite among children,” 
says TAGATA. 

At the same time, the fast-food chain McDonald’s 
entered the Japanese market in 1971. As hamburgers 
became more widely recognized, hambagu came to feel 
even more familiar on Japanese dining tables. 

“In Hamburg, the dish that gave rise to hambagu is 
generally known as frikadelle. It is a small, delicates-
sen-style patty seasoned generously with spices and 
typically served without sauce. By contrast, Japanese 
hambagu is enjoyed with a wide variety of sauces, 
including demi-glace, and is often accompanied by 
vegetables and other side dishes. The style commonly 
seen in restaurants of serving it on a hot iron plate to 
keep it warm is also unique to Japan.”  

Its texture, has also evolved in ways distinct from 
its Western counterparts. “In Europe and the United 
States, emphasis is placed on the texture of 100 per-
cent ground beef, and preparation methods generally 
do not use binders.1 In Japan, however, ground beef 
and pork blends or ground pork are commonly used, 
and binders such as breadcrumbs are added to create 
a softer finish—a style that has become widely popu-
lar,” explains TAGATA.

In recent years, a growing number of restaurants 
have begun serving hambagu as part of a teishoku-style 
set meal, featuring rice, miso soup, and small side 
dishes. “Japanese-style hambagu, served on a hot iron 
plate and enjoyed with charcoal grilling or condi-
ments2 that allow diners to vary the flavor, offers an 
experience that I believe people overseas can also 
appreciate.”

Hambagu, which has developed uniquely in Japan, 
has recently attracted attention as a local yoshoku spe-
cialty in Shizuoka Prefecture. “Founded in 1977, the 
charcoal-grilled restaurant Sawayaka is well known 

as a popular destination. Its 
signature menu item is the 
Genkotsu3 hambagu,  made 
with 100 percent beef and 
no binders. The restaurant 
chain operates 35 locations 
exclusively within the prefec-
ture, welcoming roughly 5.8 million visitors annually, 
including many from outside Shizuoka.” As a result, 
the number of restaurants serving hambagu in the pre-
fecture has increased, and the dish has become estab-
lished as part of the region’s local food culture. 

Shizuoka Prefecture, located in the central part of 
the Japanese archipelago, lies at the crossroads of east-
ern Japan’s pork-eating culture and western Japan’s 
beef-eating culture. According to TAGATA, this has 
made blended ground meat dishes combining beef 
and pork widely popular in the region.

“In Shizuoka Prefecture, there were few branded 
beef or pork products, which encouraged the devel-
opment of dishes that processed and prepared meat. 
This created a region with many restaurants serving 
hambagu. On that foundation, restaurants featuring 
100 percent beef hambagu as their signature menu 
item gained popularity and 
spread, and today the dish 
has become one of the pre-
fecture’s representative local 
yoshoku specialties.”  

In 2024, Shizuoka City 
and Hamamatsu City, both in 
Shizuoka Prefecture, ranked 
first and second nationwide, 
respectively, in annual spend-
ing on hambagu, highlighting 
the dish’s role as a symbol of 
the prefecture’s food culture. 
This region-specific development is also one aspect 
of the uniquely Japanese evolution of yoshoku. Visitors 
can experience local yoshoku cuisine firsthand and 
gain a deeper sense of the breadth and diversity of 
Japan’s yoshoku culture.  

1 .	 Ingredients added to bind ground meat and help it hold its shape, such as breadcrumbs or eggs.  
2.	 Seasoning ingredients added to Japanese dishes to enhance aroma and flavor. 
3.	 Genkotsu (literally “fist”) — a term used for a fist-sized hambagu, emphasizing its large, hand-

formed shape. 
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An example of hambagu 
served in Shizuoka 
Prefecture.

An example of hambagu 
served as part of a set meal 
incorporating elements of 
Japanese cuisine.
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“Marushin Hamburg,” 
first released in 1962.


