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Traditional Japanese Health Food—Natto
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Speaking of Natto with Harold McGee
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(hereafter JRN): One comes across
many varieties of fermented foods in
Japan, due to the climate. Fermentation
improves preservation and increases both
nutritional value and “umami,’ the Japanese
word for delicious flavor. Is there a basis,
other than nutritional value, to indicate
that eating fermented foods is good for
one’s health?

Harold McGee (hereafter H): Fermented
foods are products invented by human
beings in a number of countries around
the world starting from about the year
3000 BC. Some everyday examples include
miso, natto fermented soybeans, kimchee,
sauerkraut, sausages and diverse alcoholic
drinks like sake and wine, among the many
food products that can be mentioned. It
is clear that as the result of fermentation,
complex food compounds are created
that exert a beneficial effect on the body.
Because of fermentation, microorganisms
such as bacteria, as well as molds, and the
substances produced by microorganisms
help the body maintain its balance.

JRN: Compared to the general American
type of daily diet, the Japanese diet usually
incorporates more fermented foods. How
should a food lifestyle that involves eating
many soybean products such as miso,
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natto and tofu be evaluated? Are there
any points that Americans should learn
from?

H: In comparison with the American food
lifestyle, | think that the traditional food
lifestyle that average Japanese people
follow is much healthier. One thing that
should be learned from that is that during
a single meal many varieties of nutritional
elements are integrated. For instance,
different types of seafood and seaweed,
varieties of soybean products, vegetables,
supplemented by miso, natto and similar
fermented food products contain much
calcium, protein and vitamins which
provide a balanced food lifestyle, no?
Compared to that, the American type of
food lifestyle is a little lopsided because
of all the carbohydrates and fat that it is
comprised of. However, now soybeans are
attracting much attention in America, and
although | do not want to overestimate
their commercial success, their popularity
is rising due to their outstanding nutritional
value. Interest has been sparked in regards
to natto, the fermented food product
version of those soybeans, so that surely
there will be an increase in the future
of the number of people who grow to
like it. Concerning that, one would like
to recommend to Americans that the
rich Japanese assortment of nutritional
elements that are well-balanced in a food
regimen be adopted as a habit, you know.

JRN: | have heard that you have known
about natto for a long time. How was it
that you started eating natto in the first
place? And what was the first impression
that you had (in regards to natto)?

H: | first ate natto about 25 years ago
when | went out to eat at a Japanese
restaurant in San Jose. | saw something
on the menu that | hadn’t seen before,
the words “natto,” and out of curiosity |
ordered it. The waitress said, “You probably
won't like it, | warn you,” but being told
that just made me more curious (laughs). It
was a new experience, but I liked both the
aroma and the taste. After that, whenever

The first Natto factory in America!

Not imported and frozen, but fresh and tasty!
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Japan Traditional Foods, Inc.
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Please visit us at www.gourmet-natto.com
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| saw it on a menu, | ordered it.

JRN: Japan Traditional Foods starting making
natto in California last year. And recently, they
have begun selling “Megumi NATTO.," that is
made from organic soybeans. It seems that you
have tried that natto, in what way did you eat
it? And how do you like the taste of the locally
produced natto?

H: The other day | was offered a sample, and |
ate it with white rice after seasoning it with a
small amount of soy sauce, shoga ginger and
chopped onions. | felt that it was the most
delicious natto of any that have ever eaten up
to now. It had a delicate aroma and bite on
the palate, with a rich flavor and that aroma
was similar to coffee. With a unique stickiness,
it stuck to my mustache (laughs), but | even
enjoyed that.

JRN: Are organic soybeans something that
you are a stickler about? And do you have any
advice as to how Americans should eat natto
to get the most enjoyment out of it?

H: For myself, | have no objections to just
eating it with soy sauce alone and rice. But
since Americans have their own individual
tastes and eating habits, | think that offering
them various styles of preparation is best. |
am one who is a stickler for the producer, the
distribution route and the food quality, so |
choose an organic product that is of a little
higher caliber. In terms of nutrition, there is
not much difference, but as expected one can
appreciate the deliciousness of the crop that is
hand-selected from the raw material and put
under cultivation.

JRN: In the near future, do you think Americans
will be eating more kinds of traditional
Japanese food? Do you have any advice as to
how Americans can be persuaded to eat more
natto?

H: About thirty years ago most Americans felt a
resistance to “ethnic foods!” But presently there
has been an increase in the number of those
who like Japanese food, and in turn they are
passing along that to their children. In that way,
interest (in Japanese food) is spreading. Already,
things like tofu and miso are used in average
American households, so in that way | must
believe that the time will come in the future that
natto will come to be accepted. For that purpose,
first, unless it is known about, nothing will
begin at all. For instance, how about setting up
booths at farmer’s markets? Or demonstrations
at supermarkets? How about contests to see
who can stretch that stickness out the longest?
(Laughs) It would probably also be promising
to target children, you know. | look forward to
seeing what happens.
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Harold McGee writes about the science of food and cooking. In 1984, he
published “On Food and Cooking.” Twenty years later, the revised and enlarged
edition of “On Food and Cooking” was named the best food reference book of
2004 by the James Beard Foundation and the International Association of Cooking
Professionals. In 2005, Bon Appétit magazine named McGee Food Writer of the
Year. In 2008, Time magazine included him on its annual list of the world’s most

influential people.

McGee has written articles and reviews for many publications, appeared on
Public Television’s “Diary of a Foodie,” on the National Geographic Channel, and
CNN, and on National Public Radio. He writes a monthly column, “The Curious

Cook,” for The New York Times.

Natto Spring Roll
Filling:

* 1cup Natto

*50g Bean sprout

* 1 Cucumber

* Shiso Leaf

*1/2 package thmoodles

* Cilantro to ta

Dipping sauce
* Fish sauce to
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Preparation

1. Fully immerse a sheet of a rice paper into the warm water for about 10 - 12
seconds, just until soft (don't let it become too soft; it will continue to soften as
you work). Lay it on the cutting board.

*You will have a bowl that is larger than diameter of rice papers so that you can
completely immerse the skins in water to soak and soften them. Rolls big enough
to hold. Soak one paper at a time, or they will stick to each other.

2. Soak the brown rice noodles in hot water to soften for about 20 minutes. Drain
thoroughly. (How to prepare the noodle depends on the products, see the back of
the package and follow the directions.)

3. Wash the vegetables and cut cucumber into thin slices.

4. Blanch bean sprouts quickly.

5. On a rice paper, lay shiso and a small amount of noodles, vegetables and Natto.
Fold both sides of the paper over the filling, and then roll it up.

6. Combine all the dipping sauce ingredients in a small bowl and sprinkle chopped
cilantro.



