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Preface

For the past five years or so Ole and Klavs have been preoccupied with exploring
various aspects of the texture of food, referred to more formally as its mouthfeel.
This quality has an incredibly important effect on the sensory experience of eat-
ing—whether a particular food is considered interesting, whether its ‘taste’ lives up
to expectations, and whether people like or reject it. Another special focus of ours
has been the fifth taste, umami, described as ‘meaty,” ‘savoury,” or ‘brothy,” which is
also central to our enjoyment of, and craving for, certain types of food. The end
result of our work on these two topics has been the publication of a book devoted
to each subject. Additional research has been carried out under the auspices of
Taste for Life, an interdisciplinary Danish centre that combines the study of the
scientific underpinnings of taste with wide-ranging efforts to disseminate this in-
formation to the general public—from school children to seniors—to emphasize
how healthy food choices can be made more appealing and lead to a better quality
of life.

These two factors relate particularly closely to the consumption of vegetables,
which are a vital component of our diet. Nevertheless, many people will readily
admit that on a daily basis they frequently fail to eat them in sufficient quantities.
We think that the underlying reason is that there is little emphasis on preparing
them in the right way. The secret often lies in ensuring that they remain crispy and
crunchy, have visual appeal, and taste of umami.

These ideas prompted us to turn our attention to tsukemono—pickled foods made
from vegetables and occasionally fruits that are preserved according to centuries-
old traditions in Japan. Our point of departure was twofold. Klavs has extensive
experience with preparing vegetables in high-end restaurants, at innovative gastro-
nomic workshops, and in cooking schools. Ole has a lifelong passion for Japanese
cuisine, coupled with a scientist’s understanding of the chemical and physical prin-
ciples that can influence the texture and taste of raw ingredients. This led us to a
series of experiments in the kitchen and in the laboratory to test classical recipes
for tsukemono, as well as to develop modern techniques for preparing these pre-
serves. We make no secret of the fact that this venture was enlightening and has
been a great deal of fun.

We decided to put our findings, along with the personal experiences we have accu-
mulated over the years, together in book form in the hope of introducing both the
art and the science behind these special pickled foods to a broad international au-
dience. To do so, we are providing recipes and outlining techniques for preparing
them at home using ingredients that are readily available from local sources or in
stores that sell Asian products. But we also go well beyond simply explaining the
secrets of making crisp tsukemono. We have included various aspects of the cultural
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history and traditions that are associated with this ancient culinary art. At the
same time, we have unpacked some of the fascinating science that explains how the
preservation methods work. We will furthermore describe their tastes and the
healthful benefits and basic nutritional value to be found in the various types of
pickles and show how easy it is to serve them on a daily basis to stimulate the ap-
petite or as condiments to accompany vegetable, fish, and meat dishes.

Since the topic of our book is inspired by Japanese cuisine, we have found it natural
and convenient to adopt Japanese expressions for some kinds of tsukemono and the
various techniques used to prepare them. Also, there are sometimes no English
terms that adequately convey their meaning. In cases where there are both English
and Japanese terms for the same ingredient, for example, Chinese radish (daikon),
we have used these terms interchangeably. We have included a glossary of these
Japanese words with English explanations.

Our ultimate goal is to encourage the readers of this book to join us in a small
culinary adventure that will allow us to expand and diversify our consumption of
plant-based foods, which are so vital to our overall well-being. And along the way,
there may be a few surprises. Most of us are familiar with the little mound of deli-
ciously tangy pickled ginger that is served with sushi and sashimi, but how many
have ever imagined that one could eat preserved cherry blossoms?

B Selection of tsukenono.
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Tsukemono
terminology. When
tsuke follows another
word it is changed

to —zuke, for example
in miso-zuke, which are
vegetables marinated
in miso. Tsukemono
are sometimes called
oshinko, konomono,
and okoko—as ko
means fragrant,

the words can all

be translated as
‘things that have a
good aroma.’ These
expressions underscore
the idea that preparing
tsukemono is not
merely a method

for preserving raw
ingredients, but to an
equal extent a way of
creating interesting
new tastes and aromas.

One of the best-kept secrets of Japanese cuisine, which the
wider world has yet to discover in depth, is a range of side
dishes known as tsukemono (DF & D, 1E%). The word,
which is pronounced like ‘tskay-moh-noh,’ literally means
‘something that has been steeped or marinated’ (zsuke
‘steeped’ and mono ‘things’). Most readers are already
familiar with Japanese foods such as sushi, sashimi, ramen,
teriyaki, tempura, and soy sauce. But where do tsukemono
fit in? While they may not yet have appeared over the hori-
zon in Western cuisines, these pickles are just as common a
part of every traditional Japanese meal—breakfast, lunch,
and dinner—as cooked rice and miso soup.

Although tsukemono are usually made from vegetables,
some fruits, as well as a few rhizomes, and even flowers are
also preserved this way. It is, therefore, more accurate to
characterize them as ‘pickled foods.” This is especially so in
the sense that their preparation makes use of one or more
conservation techniques, involving ingredients such as
salt, sugar, vinegar, alcohol, seasonings, and fermentation
media, in combination with methods including dehydra-
tion, marinating in salt and acidic liquids, fermentation,
and curing. The process of making tsukemono amounts
to more than just a simple way of preserving otherwise
perishable fresh produce.

Tsukemono are normally prepared without any cook-
ing and are eaten cold, so just about anyone can quite
easily make many versions of them at home. Apart from
their nutritional value, their contribution is to stimulate
the appetite, add delicious taste sensations, and improve
digestion, all while remaining an exceptionally elegant
study in simplicity and esthetic presentation. The ordi-
nary lightly marinated cucumber salad that is so common
in many northern European cuisines can be tasty, but it
comes up short when compared to a crisp Japanese kyuri
asa-zuke made with small Japanese cucumbers. And even
though pickled beets are wonderfully sweet and sour,
the taste impressions we get from them are not nearly
as complex as those from shiro-uri kasu-zuke, which are
Asian pickling melons marinated in the lees left over from
brewing sake. Preserved prune plums can be delicious, but
again they cannot really compete with umeboshi, the small
brined plum-like apricots that are placed in a mixture of
plum wine and aromatic red shiso leaves.

When we eat tsukemono all of our five senses are
engaged. The presentation of these pickles is simple and
inspired by Zen esthetics—it combines different colours
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and shapes in a way that delights the eyes. When a piece
of tsukemono moves past the lips and enters the mouth,
the initial impression is a feeling of limpness, but the first
bite reveals a completely different story. Its mouthfeel
is surprisingly crisp and it is so crunchy that the sound
immediately brings our sense of hearing into play. The
taste impressions on the tongue are derived from salt and
acid, as well as umami-rich compounds. Sometimes sugar
and other seasonings that have been used to prepare the
pickles enhance the flavour. Finally, when we chew on the
tsukemono, the sense of smell is engaged as aromatic sub-
stances are released up into, and out through, the nose.
These multi-sensory aspects of tsukemono are an intrinsic
part of their appeal.

‘The Taste and Smell of Home’

In traditional Japanese cuisine, tsukemono are the foods
most closely associated with one’s home. In his compre-
hensive work, Japanese Cooking: A Simple Art, the famous
Japanese food writer Shizuo Tsuji states that for the Japanese
these pickled foods are what bread and cheese are for the
English and bread and wine for the French. The ways in
which they are prepared are steeped in local traditions that
are specific to communities, and even to individual families.
These preparation methods are considered inviolable and
dictate how the resulting tsukemono should taste.

Over the years, tsukemono have taken on a symbolic
value and are regarded as a tangible expression of a moth-
er’s love for her family and concern for its well-being and
good health. They are the very embodiment of solicitude
and are an example of what is known as ofukuro no aji (an
expression that describes the nurturing food prepared by
one’s mother). This is really no different from the nostal-
gia many of us feel for our own mother’s home cooking
and the taste of the comfort food of our childhood.

While tsukemono are evocative of ‘the taste of home,’
their special smell is even more strongly associated with a
household. In a traditional Japanese house, this unmistak-
ably pungent odour has permeated the whole building and
greets one as soon as one opens the door. It is the heavy
smell of miso, fermented rice bran, and the lees from sake
brewing, or the sharp, acidic smell of vegetables in the
pickling crocks. Although this is the so-called ‘smell of
home,” not everyone finds it particularly agreeable.
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B A simple Japanese meal consisting of cooked white rice, miso soup,
green tea, and a small assortment of tsukemono.

Tradition and Renewal

The population shift from the countryside to the urban
centres that started during World War II has had a pro-
found impact on many aspects of Japanese life, includ-
ing its culinary culture. Globalization and the adoption
of Western fast foods has led to a decrease in the con-
sumption of tsukemono and, to an even greater extent,
undermined the tradition of making them at home. Most
of these pickled foods are now produced in factories
and their popularity has been on the wane since 1991.
Whereas they were once an important and integral part
of a meal, many now think of them as optional. There
has also been a movement away from the more tradi-
tional and stronger tasting varieties in favour of lightly
marinated vegetables with a lower salt content and a less
complex taste.

This development has taken place in parallel with
another, more striking change in Japanese food culture,
namely, that households no longer make dashi on a daily
basis. It takes time to make dashi from scratch and time is
a precious commodity in a modern society. Dashi, which
is a broth made from seaweed (konbu) and a preserved
fish product (katsuobushi), is ubiquitous in the Japanese
kitchen. In fact, umami, the special savoury fifth taste, was
originally identified by analysing dashi. It is used not only
in soups but can also be regarded as the focal point around
which all Japanese cuisine revolves. It is difficult to picture
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a real Japanese meal without cooked rice, dashi, and tsuke-
mono, although the broth is now usually made from store-
bought powders to which water is added.

The art of canning and pickling, which had virtually
disappeared from many Western food cultures, is now
enjoying a bit of a revival. This is also true of tsukemono
in Japan, where there is a nascent, if somewhat nostal-
gic, movement to make them, once again, at home. And
as has happened with other foods that have been mass-
produced, the preferred taste of the tsukemono has under-
gone a change. The factory-made products with a variety
of additives now on the market have a milder taste. As
a result, many people find that those made according to
the traditional preservation techniques have much stron-
ger and more lingering tastes, which are quite different
from those to which they have become accustomed. This
is especially true of the intense taste and pungent odour
of fermented products such as kasu-zuke and miso-zuke,
which are made with sake lees and miso paste, respectively.

B Pickling and fermentation of vegetables in crocks and jars, stored
in a cold, dark place.

An analogy can be made with one of the most tradi-
tional foods found in Nordic cuisine, marinated herring.
In former times, the herring were prepared in the old-
fashioned way—ungutted, whole fish were placed in a
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barrel with layers of salt and left for several months. The
intestinal enzymes of the fish fermented and tenderized
the flesh and it took on a strong, yeasty taste. Now they
are usually made in factories that have introduced other
ways of curing herring more cheaply and much more
rapidly. The fish filets are marinated in a strong vinegar
mixture, leaving the pieces firmer, but with a sharper, sour
taste. Most consumers now prefer this taste, adopting it
as the norm, and herring prepared in the traditional way
have fallen out of favour.

Some Western food enthusiasts are once again turn-
ing to fermentation using natural lactic acid bacteria to
preserve vegetables and fostering an appreciation of the
resulting unique tastes and aromas. Many of the tech-
niques involved in preparing tsukemono can be adapted
for use with local ingredients that are readily available in
other parts of the world. A more extensive knowledge of
the Japanese preserving methods can serve as an addi-
tional inspiration for this revival and inform the evolution
of what was until recently considered a ‘lost art.’
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Vegetables and Tsukemono—Made for Each Other

Every food culture in all parts of the world, regardless of
its ethnic background, turns to the local plant kingdom for
many of the ingredients that make up the daily diet. This
is where we find fruits, vegetables, tubers, rhizomes, berries,
nuts, seeds, legumes, and cereals, as well as large and small
herbs. Vegetables, as such, are not a well-defined botanical
category and we tend to classify raw ingredients from plants
according to how they are used as food rather than on their
genetic makeup and morphology. This is why we often refer
to mushrooms, large seaweeds, and some fruits as vegeta-
bles—think of champignons, kelp, and cucumbers. Similarly,
rhubarb is a true vegetable that we think of as a fruit.

Of the hundreds of thousands of different species
of plants found on Earth, there are about two hundred
that are regarded as vegetables. It is thought that humans
started to cultivate plants at least 10,000 years ago and
that the first domesticated vegetable was a type of marrow
that was grown in the Middle East. The vegetables that
we eat today have evolved and been improved by selective
breeding over thousands of years to such an extent that
they bear little resemblance to their ancestors that grew in
the wild. As a result, those that are inedible or poisonous
have largely been eliminated from our diet and the individ-
ual vegetables themselves are both larger and more nutri-
tious. Unfortunately, in the past few decades the advent
of agribusiness-style market gardening on an industrial
scale has promoted the production of vegetables that grow
quickly, contain more water, and are less flavourful.

Only some vegetables can be eaten raw and many are
very perishable once they have been harvested. The ques-
tion then arises as to how to make prepared vegetables
more appealing and this is where storage, preservation,
and the culinary arts come into the picture. But before
turning our attention to how tsukemono can help us to
overcome these challenges, let us digress briefly to con-
sider why solving them is of increasing importance.

Moving toward a More Plant-Based Diet

Plant-based food plays a very prominent role in the cui-
sines of many parts of the world. But in others, includ-
ing our own, where there is fairly ready access to meat
it is either not particularly deeply embedded in the food
culture or undervalued. It is to readers where the latter
holds true that this section is addressed.



