WET & WILD

Ancient Flavor Comes of Age

Asian miso paste is becoming essential to more and more
modern dishes, including soups, salad dressings and marinades.

hoever first dipped a tinger into ferment-

ing soybeans and tasted it must have

been pretty brave. The veasty scent takes
some getting used to. But, like the Japanese and
the Chinese before us, Americans have come to
know and love the complex, nuanced flavors and
aromas of miso paste. Modern cooks use miso to
create the depth of flavar in wildly popular (and
easy to make) miso soup. Savvy seafood alicio-
nados whisk the precious paste together with
rice wine to make incomparable fish marinades.
And masters of vegetable cookery make dengaku,
a miso-based topping that turns eggplant into a
bubbling, brown, grilled delicacy. Quick miso
salad dressing with toasted sesame seeds, rice
vinegar and oil transforms crudités into sophis-
ticaled hors d'oeuvres. And versatile miso is
even used in sweets: Combined with sweet, red
adzuki-bean paste, miso is used to lill chewy,
rice-based mochi and steamed buns thal are now
chic in the culture clubs of LA and Manhattan.
It’s come a long way, baby.

Ancient heritage, modern recipes

Originating in Japan during the 7th century, miso
evolved from the Chinese imporl chiung, a ferment-
ed soybean paste broughl over
by Buddhist monks. That funda-
mental foodstuff gave birth to the
two pillars of Japanese flavor: soy
sauce and miso. Soy sauce draws
character from wheat, while the

+ Ya cup dried wakame (light green Japanese sea
+ 8 cups Dashi (such as Hon-C

+ Heaping %2 cup miso (f

miso delivers a whopping dose of digestion-aiding
lactobacilli. “Tt's so good for our digestion,” says
Fred Brash '76, CHE, “that a cup of miso soup with
a meal really helps our bodies experience the joy
of the other [oods.”

Each variety possesses unique flavor traits. Some
assert a salty posture, while others are so mellow
and sweet that they call out to be used in desserts.
Usually, opening a container of miso will reveal
a smooth spread, but some varieties are more
like a chunky paste. Once, all miso in the United
States was imported [rom Japan, but now there
are several excellenl producers in America. It’s no
accident: America is the world’s largest producer of
sovbeans (75 million acres).

Contemporary chefs are bringing miso into the
mainstream. Star chel Roy Yamaguchi '76 creates
fusion dishes
like his
Thai IHot
and Sour
Miso
Soup
with
Shrimp
Dumplings

MISO SOUP

hi instant-dashi, see Sources, pg. 24)

see Sources, pg. 24)

inventive Japanese discovered
that rice and barley could bring
complexity to miso. Nowadays,
nutritionists are discovering the
accomplishments of thase ancient
chefs, touting miso’s nutritional
value as highly as gourmets praise
the rainbow of flavars, textures
and colors it brings to the table,
Along with protein and vitamins,

+ 8 oz, (about 1 cup) firm tofu, diced Y ir

+ 1 scallion, sliced thin

- Soak wakame for 30 minutes in warm water, cut ta ensure all pieces fitinto & soup spoon.

repare the dashi, either from scratch, or according to package directions. Add miso and whisk well

until no more lumps remain. Taste and adjust flavor with more mise or water as neaded.

(e}

Add tofu and wakame to miso broth. Bring back ta a simmer. Divide scallions inta serving bowls
and top with hot brath.

35 & Recipe: Robert Danhi 91, C

f's Notes:
Adding a touch of soy s:

ice (al I

ver recipe) will really add a depth of flavor.

ut 2 tsy
Do not boil soup after adding the mise, as it will significantly reduce the nutritional value of

the miso.
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(see his recipe at www.mmmi.net/roys/recipes/
misosoup.html). At the CIA's Hyde Park campus,
Roasted Miso-Marinated Codfish with Wok-Fried
Napa Cabbage and Scallion Risotto Cake is on the
menu at the student-staffed St. Andrew’s Café,
Classes at the school also demonstrate how to use
miso-based dressings for green beans, toppings for
eggplant and marinades for grilled beef, among
others. Chefs nationwide are following suit, incor-
porating many varieties of the flavor-packed paste
into diverse dishes.

Types of miso

Soybeans, the soul of miso, are also known in
Japan as edamame. Whole pods of edamame are
routinely boiled and tossed with salt to be served
as finger-food snacks prior to a Japanese meal.
While tasting the simple, clean flavor of these
sweel and starchy seeds, it's difficult to imagine
the dozens of essences they reveal when fermented
to become miso paste. These ensuing miso pastes
are classified into three main calegories according
to their ingredient makeup:

* Mame miso is the most prevalent variety.

It is based solely on soybeans.

e Kome miso contains the addition of rice.

* Mugi miso contains the addition of barley.

Sub-varieties exist within each of the three main
categories: Kara kuchi, a salty miso, and ama
kuchi (or saikyo), a sweeler variely.

Colors of miso range [rom pale beige lo dark
chocolate brown. The sweeter shiro contains about
five-to-10 percent salt, and is at the lighter end of
the color range. Aka miso is darker due to a longer

fermentation and aging process, and is about 13
percent salt, Traditionally darker miso is used dur-
ing the hotter times of year to replace sodium lost
to perspiration. Often the name of the miso can
be traced back to the prefecture in Japan where
it originated. Today, most manufacturers produce
many different varieties. Categories are broadly
grouped into “white,” “yellow” and “red.”

Choosing the right miso,

and storing it

Some chefs might dictate that a specific miso
should be used for each recipe. but most cooks
don't have the luxury of five varieties at their
disposal. In reality, different types of miso can
be used interchangeably, albeil with different
results. The amount of miso can be adjusted to
minimize the flavor difference. If a recipe calls
for three tablespoons ol a white miso, one could
substitute two tablespoons of the saltier darker
miso, taste the dish and adjust accordingly. With
miso, it is best to taste, lasle, taste. Sweet white
miso, in particular, is surprisingly delicious
eaten directly from the container.

Although refrigeration doesn’t cause harm to
miso, most retailers place it unnecessarily in the
refrigerated section of the store. Only after open-
ing the sealed package is it necessary to do so.
Once open. miso should be refrigerated to slow

GREEN BEANS WITH
MISO-SESAME DRESSING
- 1 |b green beans, stems trimmed
- 2tbsp toasted sesame seeds

« Y4 cup miso (p bly red, aka variety)

« | thsp mirin {lapanase sweet rice wine for cooking)
« 1 thsp water or dashi

4l tsp sugar

1. Coo

crisp-tender, about 2 min. Transfer into ice water bath (shock)

green beans in rapidly boiling salted water until

for 5 min; drain well, Reserve 1 tsp of the sesame seeds for
garnish, and then coarsely grind ar crush remainder in a
mortar or spice grinder.

(]

. Prepare the dressing by whisking the mise, mirin, water,

ground sesame

w

eds and sugar into a smooth paste.

L

. Toss the beans with the dressing, Taste and adjust seasoning
with salt or mirin as needed. Serve sprinkled with reserved

toasted sesame seeds,

se; Rabert Danhi ‘91, CHE, COP

Chef's Note:

« Variation: Add % cup blanched julienne of carrots.






