Miso Confused!








By: Betsy Bearden
As most of you know, I have been a vegetarian for more years than not, and tofu has long been the name of my game. Then how is it, you may wonder, that I am just now getting around to discovering miso? Good question. I have heard of it for years, but I never knew what is was or better yet, where it comes from. It’s always been a mystery to me like, let’s say, those Vienna sausages: you know they exist, but you never had any interest in eating them or finding out exactly what they were.

Several years ago while on a job interview, the owner and I somehow drifted off to the subject of food. Maybe it was lunchtime; I really don’t remember. I divulged to him that I was a vegetarian and had written a very basic tofu cookbook. He found that interesting and told me that he and his wife had just had miso soup for dinner the prior evening. I replied, “Oh, that’s nice. By the way, what is miso soup? I have always heard of it, but I don’t have a clue what it is.” In case you are wondering, I did not get the job. Duh!
Anyway, while running errands one day, my husband and I happened across a talk radio show about cooking. The guest host on the show was taking about miso. Steven remarked to me how much he liked miso soup. It astounds me that we have been together for 32 years and I still learn something new about him all the time! Well, the idea sounded good to me, so there was no question or hesitation as to where we could find miso: Life Grocery in Marietta, of course! 

Well let me tell you something about miso. There are more varieties of miso out there than you can shake a stick at! Choosing miso is a bit like choosing tea, coffee, wine, herbs, or cheese. The complexity (or should I say uber-complexity) of the different varieties, colors, and regions of origination is mindboggling! To begin with, there is red miso, white miso, yellow miso, brown miso, black miso. Oh, it gets better from here:  it can be made from soybeans, barley, rice, brown rice, or any bean, but most notably the chickpea (garbanzo) bean for those who can’t tolerate soy products. Then you progress to the vast array of color hues. How about your light yellow to tan miso, or your red to light brown miso, or pumpkin-colored to caramel-color miso. Sigh. 
We decided to start with a white miso. From my *research, miso is made from rice, soybeans, salt, and a fungus called koji (aspergillus oryzae) to be exact. Koji is used to ferment steamed rice for Saki and miso. First, you cook the soybeans, mash them, add in the koji, and then the seed miso (miso that is already fermented to make the new fermentation process faster). Then you place all this in a salted container, mash it down, add another layer of salt to the top of this, and seal it for anywhere from six months to three years, depending on the type, color, and flavor you are shooting for. 

I have listed the following for your information:

· White Miso: This is produced by using more rice than soybeans. It is highest in carbohydrates, hence sweeter than all.  White miso has a very smooth texture, shortest fermentation time (several weeks to six months) and is used for lighter, mild-tasting foods, marinades, and salad dressings.  
· Yellow Miso: Typically made with soybeans and barley with a smaller percentage of rice. Yellow to light brown in color with a mild, earthy flavor that’s good for slightly heavier foods and marinades, and dressings.
· Red Miso: Generally made with more soybeans than barley, less rice, and is fermented up to three years. Also has higher salt content. The color ranges from deep red to caramel or brown and has a very strong flavor. It’s used in heartier foods such as stews, (miso) soups and glazes.  
In general: The lighter misos consist of more rice, light soybeans, less salt, and are fermented for shorter periods. Conversely, the darker misos are made with darker soybeans, barley, and fermented over a period of one to three years. They are more salty, complex, and are used for heavier, heartier foods. 
It is important to remember that miso is a living food. Never allow miso to come to a boil, as it will destroy the microorganisms and enzymes. To add miso to your stew, broth or soup, remove enough hot liquid and add the amount of miso you are using to the liquid and mix it until blended. Stir back in to your soup or stew at the last minute, and serve. 
Here is wonderful marinade I concocted for tofu, but it can be used for white fish, chicken or turkey. 

White Miso Marinade

3/4 cups prepared white miso

1/4 cup Braggs Amino Acid

1 Tbs paprika

1 tsp. dried lemon thyme

1/4 rice wine vinegar

1/2 cup Braggs Extra Virgin Olive Oil

1tsp sea salt

1 tsp red pepper flakes (optional—may substitute black pepper)

1 tsp black pepper (if not using the red pepper flakes)
This marinade can even be used as a delicious salad dressing in a salad of Romaine lettuce, cucumbers, yellow bell peppers, chopped walnuts, cherry flavored Craisins, chickpeas, and goat cheese. 
Miso is high in protein and low in calories. It is nutrient-rich and an excellent way to flavor foods, sauces, gravies, marinades, and salad dressings. Because of its salt content, it’s a wonderful way to use as an ordinary salt replacement or even as a soy sauce replacement. Experiment and have fun, as it will only do your body good. Perhaps it might be fun to try and make miso at home, but why subject yourself when Life Grocery can supply you with anything your heart desires.

* The Book of Miso by William Shurtleff and Akiko Aoyagi
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