Today Japanese food is all the rage among
chefs in many parts of the world. The desire
to lead a healthy life has sparked a trend in
which people scrutinize the food they eat
more closely, thus triggering the popularity
of Japanese cuisine as a “healthy food.”
French and Italian dishes that incorporate
Japanese ingredients and preparation
methods are gaining popularity as modern
European or fusion food that is light and
healthy. Essential features of Japanese cuisine
are dashi (stock) and umami (a basic taste),
both of which are, on the strength of the
increasing interest in Japanese food,
attracting a lot of attention. Let’s consider
dashi and umami — two incredible ingredients
that Japan can justifiably feel proud about.
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Fig. T Main Amino Acids in Various Konbu
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Fig. 2 Main Amino Acids in Various Konbu Dashi
(Konbu left in water for 15 minutes)

The choicest konbu (kelp) used to be shipped with great care from far off
Hokkaido to Kyoto, the ancient capital of Japan that flourished for nearly a
thousand years. In the Heian period (794-1185), shojin ryori, a type of
vegetarian cooking, was introduced from along with the teaching of
Buddhism warning against the taking of life. The ingredients used in shojin
ryori consist entirely of vegetables and soybean products—meat, fish or
seafood are never used. Konbu dashi (kelp stock) is indispensable for
enhancing the taste of the vegetables used in shojin ryori.

The Dashi used in Japanese cuisine is very easy to make. Have you ever
tasted a konbu dashi in its purest form? If you haven’t, cut a piece of kelp
and put it in a cup, and add water. Let it sit for about 20 minutes. Dashi
will begin oozing out from the kelp in a few minutes. Try it. A light, subtle
taste will fill your mouth. What makes the dashi so indescribably delicious is
the umami. The main ingredients of umami are glutamic acid and aspartic
acid. Both are amino acids.
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Fig. 3 Umami Ingredients in Chicken Bouillon
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Fig. 4 Umami Ingredients in Ichiban Dashi

(An example from Kyoto)
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Fig. 5 Amino Acids in Consome and Miso Soup
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Ichiban dashi (1st brewed) is made by adding lots of katsuobushi (dried
bonito) to konbu dashi when it comes to a boil. Ichiban dashi is then strained
with a strainer covered with thin cloth on top. Although katsuobushi is added
to konbu dashi for only a few seconds, the umami taste of ichiban dashi is
more pronounced than that of konbu dashi. The fragrance of katsuobushi
then increases. Inosinic acid is a key ingredient in the umami taste of
katsuobushi. Moreover the umami taste of dashi is greatly enhanced when
the glutamic acid found in konbu meets the inosinic acid of katsuobushi.
Adding katsuobushi to konbu certainly has a wonderful synergic effect.
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How to make ichiban dash/
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A Japanese Discovery—Umami
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Dashi and Umami for Posterity
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Kikunae Ikeda was the first scientist in the world to discover that glutamic
acid, the most abundant of all the amino acids, is the main ingredient of
konbu. Born in 1864, Ikeda spent his childhood days in Kyoto, where the
culinary art of Japan was perfected. Growing up in Kyoto no doubt served
to fix firmly in his mind a sense of taste based on konbu dashi. While
studying in Germany, lkeda was exposed to the Western gastronomic
culture and the ingredients used in preparing Western foods. That
exposure clearly helped expand his philosophical thoughts concerning the
palate. During his stay in Germany, lkeda noticed that there was a certain
kind of taste common to the tomato, asparagus, cheese, and meat and
that it did not fall into any of the traditional categories of taste (i.e.,
sweetness, sourness, saltiness, and bitterness). When he returned to Japan
and resumed eating Japanese food, Ikeda became convinced that taste was
particularly evident in konbu dashi. Inspired by this discovery, in 1908
Ikeda at last successfully extracted glutamic acid from konbu and named it
the taste of “umami.” It is said that in those days the lkedas always had on
hand Rishiri konbu, the choicest konbu in Japan.

It's been almost a century since umami was first discovered. In 1912,
Ikeda delivered a paper on umami at the 8th International Congress of
Applied Chemistry in the United States. In the 1980s, interest in umami
began spreading among scientists. Then, in 1985 and 1990, the
“International Symposium on Umami” was held in Hawaii and Sicily,
respectively. Researchers officially recognized umami, a Japanese discovery,
as a scientific term. Today, along with sushi, tempura, sashimi and others,
umami is part of the international lexicon, and is universally understood in
the gastronomic world.

Unlike Western food, Japanese food uses neither butter nor cream, so it is
very healthy. Also, many foreign chefs are showing interest in the concept
of wa or conformity, which places importance on the feeling of the season
that Japanese food evokes, and in the beauty of the traditional way
Japanese food is arranged and displayed. As Japanese chefs travel widely,
people overseas gain recognition of Japanese food; simultaneously, when
Japanese chefs use local ingredients, they create a new culinary style, a
“fusion” of Japanese technique and local ingredients. Nevertheless, even
though we welcome such fusion cuisine, dashi and umami are still
something we’d all like to preserve.
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