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FLAVOR & THE MENU: In your line of work, you
must be asked to predict or adapt the “next culinary
hit” all the time. What do you tackle first? Do you
consider the latest trendy ingredients and culinary hot
spots on the globe?

CHEF DANHI: Let’s first debunk this “rrendy” term. 1
prefer to use the term “celebrity ingredient.” And just
like a human celebrity, some of these ingredients last
longer than others. With people, staying power is
usually due to real talent, and in the case of ingredients,
we have to consider accessibility; interesting is good,
bizarre is not. Flexibility is also important. [ like to look
for ingredients that can be used across the menu. And,
of course, 1 consider availability; if only the small niche
restaurant in northern California can get it, an
ingredient will never gain celebrity status.

I find celebrity ingredients fall into several
categories. First, there are those that are truly new, like
Ajinomoto’s Activa. This is a binding ingredient that
some of the more technically inclined chefs, like Wylie
Dufresne of New York’s wd-50, are using to create

things like shrimp pasta, or pasta made entirely of
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shrimp. Activa uses transgluraminase, which was
actually developed 20 years ago as a way to bind meat
and create that desired “bounce” in sausages. Approved
in the United States for food manufacturers in 1998, it
is just now getting into the hands of restaurant chefs,
allowing them to make casing-free sausages and even
wrap that beef medallion with bacon and not need a
toothpick to hold it together.

I think that as chefs and manufacturers become closer
kin, techniques used in quantity food production will
begin to migrate more and more into foodservice.
Transglutaminase allows the chef the ability to create
unlimited roulades and bind different varieties of seafood
and land animals into one dish — literally. For instance,
what if you took slabs of salmon and runa and laminated
them to creare a layer fish? The possibilities are endless.

Second are the ingredients that high-profile chefs are
making popular, like fennel pollen and smoked paprika,
which have come from an interest in Mediterranean
cooking, and especially the ingredients of Spain. Often,
these “trends” are sparked by a single chef’s interests or
travel, and they catch on slowly, through food writers,

conferences, gourmet purveyors, media coverage, etc.
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