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INTRODUCTION

Ever since I can remember I have been fascinated by flavours and the feelings they evoke. I can recall literally ‘tasting’ my life long before I could even voice those tastes. Over the years, flavours and feelings have become rather more than just a fascination for me, and I am now lucky enough to pursue a career in which the two meet, sometimes in conflict but never apart.

So why umami? That is the question I am often asked – and, aside from the obvious ‘why not?’, the truth is that umami is the ultimate expression of flavour, although hitherto the least understood of the five basic tastes. It is for this reason that umami seemed like the perfect cornerstone upon which a lifelong flavourist such as myself might begin gingerly to build a temple to taste and flavour.

A gourmet oxymoron, umami is both ubiquitous and elusive, present but often unrecognized. I call it ‘the sexy flavour’, because it is the taste that keeps on giving long after its fellow basic tastes – sweet, salty, sour and bitter – are spent. Umami is that extra mouthful-ness that makes us go ‘mmmmm’; to taste umami is to savour the savoury long after the morsel itself has disappeared. It is savoury deliciousness on a plate and on the palate.

Once understood, umami is your best friend both in and out of the kitchen. It’s a total game-changer for cooks of all levels who want to grab life with both hands and lick it! This book explores the power of umami at home, as it is experienced domestically in daily lives all over the world. I have deliberately kept the complex science and chemistry behind umami to a minimum and have included only what is needed to enjoy and understand umami in a domestic context. I have, however, included a source for a wealth of scientific information on page 8. The mission of this book is to assist the reader to make food that is unexpectedly more delicious through the magic of umami. I hope that once you have bitten, you will be forever smitten…


FLAVOURS & FEELINGS

I can clearly remember the day that flavours and feelings became inextricably linked in my mind and the extraordinary thought process that triggered my life’s work.

I was sitting cross-legged on my bedroom floor in front of a full-length mirror trying to make myself cry. I had just seen a movie where the star had cried at every feeling she felt from delight to despair, and I wanted to know what it felt like to be able to let it all out like that. From grazed knees to a bruised ego, no tears had ever dared to betray my feelings – I was too proud for the world to know how easily it could hurt me. This was different, though – it was a controlled experiment and I was alone in the lab.

I remember slowly fading out the last harrowing Lassie scene whilst sticking out an enquiring tongue. Those sad black and white scenes had coaxed a couple of puffy tears to spill from my eyes and snowball towards my mouth in slow motion, and as I drew the tear back into my mouth, I knew that the experiment had worked; for the first time in my life I had knowingly tasted a feeling and logged it for what it really was. I concluded that God had made tears clear and unreadable, so that the salty emotions they carried would be invisible to the naked eye. I understood that only my tongue and my tummy could tell my brain of the feelings suspended in these salty spheres. I pondered that tears of joy would taste different to tears of despair because they had to be made with a spoonful of sugar and that the forced tears currently talking to my tongue had been borrowed from crocodiles for the purpose of the experiment. That afternoon, salt and sadness had formed a bond on my cheek that was to become the purpose of my life.

The taste of tears was quickly replaced with the taste of great excitement as I ripped out pages from my maths book and wrote (forgive the spelling) L.W. SANTIN, F & F TOP SECRETT, KEP OUT!!! on the now upside-down back cover. I knew that I had been tasked with the job of cataloguing the flavours and feelings of my world.

For the next 20 years I filled book after book (kept in a secret box under my bed) with the flavours and feelings of my life. I would ponder the flavours and feelings of encounters with people and dutifully catalogue them. One day, a particularly odious interviewee that I had solicited information from happened to catch sight of the letters B.A.D. scribbled next to her name in large letters. I had been caught out and came clean, admitting that I was compiling a book of flavours and feelings, and that B.A.D. stood for Butterscotch Angel Delight. I remember my demonic delight as her face grew smugger at the thought of being likened to this sweet and fluffy food of the gods. What she didn’t know was that just the smell of B.A.D. made me want to puke.

As a teenager the flavour of my catalogues changed. They were less matter of fact and more emotionally indulgent. Less time meant fewer words, and boys and bands were added to the endless entries of teachers, family and friends. Early adulthood saw boys replaced by men, school replaced by work and flavours and feelings muted and muffled as I threw ingredients into the fast-cooking pressure-cooker I called my life. The longer it cooked the worse it tasted, (something I tried to correct by adding more and more complicated and unlikely ingredients), and the further I got from an authentic recipe of me. It was only once the bottom caught and turned the whole soup acrid, that I found the courage to pick out the truth and sling the rest down the sink. I live by a far less complicated recipe now, where the simple nourishing ingredients of family and true friendships have brought about the healthful mind and body balance I had been searching for since that day in front of the mirror.

I still feel everything I taste, and taste everything I feel. Except these days, I apply that method to the recipes in my books; each page contains a blend of the best natural flavours the world has to offer and they are all concocted with great care and love. I hope you will enjoy their transformational powers.


WHAT IS UMAMI AND HOW DO I USE IT?

The big misunderstanding is that because umami is a Japanese word used to describe ‘savoury deliciousness’ that umami must therefore be a Japanese or a Far Eastern concept. This is simply not so. To taste umami is like experiencing the feelings of love; the experiencing of umami is absolutely universal and does not, and cannot possibly belong to any single culture, but is shared, enjoyed and appreciated by all those in possession of a tongue.

Umami is one of the five basic tastes experienced by all humans when consuming food or drink, and it sits on our palates like the taste receptors for sweet, sour, bitter and salty. To understand umami is to understand how to transform your cooking and eating experience, and the reason I have spent so much time and effort delivering this powerful culinary secret to the domestic kitchen, is so that cooks of all levels can easily enjoy the magic of umami at home.

Although we may not all be aware of the term umami or the complex biochemistry of taste, human beings all over the world are all experiencing the raptures of ‘savoury deliciousness’ on a daily basis. Umami crosses cultural barriers and geographical boundaries, transcending age and gender. Even in sickness, scientists have proven that when all other tastes disappear from the patient’s palate, umami deliciousness can often still be tasted.

How do you know if you have experienced umami? Umami fills the intensely savoury things that make you go ‘mmmmm’. It is in that bit of caramelized chicken skin stuck to the bottom of the roasting tray, that salty anchovy that melts into the tomato on a pizza, or the irresistible, creamy combination of pancetta and Parmesan in a spaghetti carbonara.

Initially discovered just over 100 years ago, in 1908, by a Japanese scientist from Kyoto, Professor Kikunae Ikeda, the fifth taste was eventually accepted by Western scientists when it became clear that umami has its own taste receptors on the human tongue. The distinguishable savoury deliciousness of umami refers only to the intensely savoury taste imparted by glutamates (salts of the amino acid glutamic acid, found naturally bound with protein in foods) and five ribonucleotides, the building blocks of DNA, which occur naturally in many foods, including meat, fish, vegetables and dairy products.

Even though umami remained unrecognized and nameless for so long, it has been exploited to enhance and intensify the pleasure of food in every country and culture. From the fermented fish condiment liquamen used by the Ancient Greeks and Romans, to the much-loved cheeseburger-and-ketchup combination of today, the fifth taste has literally been an invisible delight on the tip of mankind’s tongues since they had one.

I like to think of umami as the ‘graphic equalizer’ and ‘amplifier’ of all flavours. Fairly unremarkable on its own, this brothy phenomenon intensifies the taste of salt and sweet, and balances bitter and sour. It literally magnifies your dish, enhancing the flavours within individual ingredients and thus taking the entire dish to a whole new level of flavour.

My interest lies specifically in something called ‘umami synergy’; this is the process whereby matching two very different ingredients recognized to be high in umami, such as tomatoes with minced beef, can increase the umami content eightfold. Apply this 1 + 1 = 8 formula to a simple spaghetti Bolognese; when you begin by browning your mince and top the finished dish with Parmesan cheese, you create one of the most powerful flavour bombs known to man.

However, you don’t need to be scientifically inclined to understand how to improve the flavour of your food by using umami – it is very easy indeed. This book teaches you how to create your own umami-packed flavour bombs using accessible everyday ingredients… with explosive results. So add some umami magic to your life today!
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UMAMI-RICH FOOD

The table below is a pretty exhaustive, global list of sources of umami. I am in no way suggesting you need to go out and buy all of these in order to add some umami magic into your cooking. But if you take a look through the list below I’m sure there are plenty of ingredients you eat regularly anyway or already have in your store cupboard.


FISH & SEAFOOD

Anchovies (fillets in oil)

Bonito

Bottarga

Caviar

Cod

Crab

Herring

Lobster

Mackerel

Oysters

Prawns/shrimp

Salmon

Sardines

Scallops

Sea bream

Squid

Tuna




MEAT & POULTRY

Beef

Chicken

Duck

Lamb

Pork

Prosciutto crudo (air-dried ham)

Salami




FRUIT & VEGETABLES

Apple

Asparagus

(green and white)

Avocado

Bell pepper (green)

Broccoli

Cabbage

Carrots

Cauliflower

Celery

Corn

Garlic

Ginger

Green peas

Grapefruit

Kiwi fruit

Lettuce

Marrow

Onions

Pear

Potatoes

Spring onion/scallions

Soy beans

Strawberries

Sweet potatoes

Tomatoes

Tomatoes (sundried)




MUSHROOMS

Button

Enoki

Porcini

Shiitake

(fresh and dried)

Truffles




DAIRY

Cabrales (goat’s milk blue cheese)

Camembert

Cheddar

Danish blue

Eggs (chicken’s)

Emmental

Gouda

Gruyère de Comte

Milk (cow’s)

Milk (goat’s)

Parmigiano-Reggiano

Roquefort

Stilton




STORE CUPBOARD

Anchovy paste

Aromat seasoning*

Bragg Liquid Aminos

Colatura di alici

Fish sauce

Green tea

Kimchi paste

Maggi seasoning

Miso paste

MSG* (Accent flavour enhancer)

Nutritional yeast flakes

Passata/strained tomatoes

Sauerkraut

Seaweed (nori, wakame)

Shrimp paste

Soy sauce

Stock/bouillon

Sundried tomato paste

Tomato ketchup

Tomato purée/paste

Worcestershire sauce

Yeast extracts (Marmite and Vegemite)

Walnuts



* see author’s note (p175)
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The graphic shows the top 35 ingredients used in this book in terms of their relative umami content (measured in milligrams of free glutamate per 100 grams). It has been put together with the help of Dr Kumiko Ninomiya (the Umami ‘Mama’) from the Umami Information Center (http://www.umamiinfo.com).
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CONTENTS

WHAT DO YOU FEEL LIKE COOKING?

When we think about what or where to eat we usually say something like ‘what do you feel like eating?’ The pursuit of deliciousness is all about doing what you feel like with maximum flavour. Use the flavours and feelings below to match your food to your mood or to change your mood with your food; both are equally possible. Use the golden bookmark to track the flavours and feelings in your world, taking time to contemplate what you felt like last time you picked this book up and what you feel like now. Monitor the flavours and feelings of your life to ensure that whatever the feeling, you will ultimately be lead to deliciousness…








	FRESH & UPLIFTING

	Revitalize and get your taste buds meditating with these light and healthful recipes. Zen out with Quinoa & Asparagus Salad with Matcha Lemon Dressing or keep it simple with Thai-steamed Snapper with Sticky Coconut Jasmine Rice.




	MELLOW & COMFORTING

	Tuck into something warming and nurturing to take the edge off, from the heartening Truffled Mac ‘n’ Cheese to Sweet Potato Cottage Pie with cinnamon and nutmeg … the closest thing you’ll get to a hug in a bowl.




	BOLD & BRIGHT

	Fight off the compliments with recipes that really pack a punch. Deliver the U-factor with the quick, pan-fried Calamari & Chorizo Salad or transform chicken into Super Savoury Roast Chicken with the help of a simple yet utterly showstopping umami rub.




	HEADY & DARING

	Re-ignite your passion for cooking with
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