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About Robert Danhi

As the “Congqueror of Discrimi-
nating Tastebuds” Robert is the
Executive Chef of Two Chefs on
a Roll, a dynamic company in
Carson California that creates
and manufactures appetizers,
dips, sauces, soups and desserts.
They partner wich restaurant
chains and specialty retailers to
help bring their guests and cus-
tomers the best quality food
possible. He is also an adjunct
faculty member of the Culinary
Institute of America. During
Robert’s full-time tenure he
taught numerous courses in the
Continuing Education depart-
ment and the degree program
including the comprehensive
Cuisines of Asia course. Robert
is still active at the CIA as he
continues to teach for the college
and assists them with special
projects that require his exper-
tise. Chef Danhi 1s an educator
at heart and acts as a consultant
to the foodservice industry. He
can be
rdanhi(@twochefsonaroll.com or
chefdanhi@aol.com.

reached at

Asian Restaurant News A-R-N.net

Understanding a Culinary Identity
To Create Authentic Products
for the Marketplace

- - Tastefully prepared by Robert Danhi

Another customer is looking for that next
big hit — an innovative approach on an
authentic ethnic appetizer. After sifting
through all the most recent data on trends
in the media you ascertain that Vietnamese
is hot. In order to get started you begin by
pulling all of your Southeast Asian books
off the shelf, then you sift through hun-
dreds of internet pages, and finally you go
on a food pilgrimage of Vietnamese restau-
rants that would make the most seasoned
chef’s head spin and belly burst. How do
you decipher all of the data that you have
gathered? Where to begin? Getting your
hands around what is Vietnam’s Culinary
Identity is a daunting task.

To truly understand a region or country’s
culinary arts one should consider all the
contributing factors that form it’s flavorful
cuisine. A country's geography, history,
ethnic diversity, culinary etiquette, prevail-
ing flavors and recipes are the components
that come together to form its authentic
Culinary Identity.

Traditional and authentic have (wo com-
pletely different definitions in my chef’s
vocabulary. Traditional cuisine is how it
has been done in history, the way that the
creators cooked and presented the food.
Authentic cuisine is based on history —
respecting the traditional cuisine and incor-
porating modern ingredients and cooking
techniques to create contemporary foods.
Cuisines evolve over time — what was once
absent, may now being included. Outside
influences can change some of the tradi-
tional elements. Who would have thought

that contemporary Japanese cuisine would
include mayonnaise? Almost every Japa-
nese supermarket carries Kewpie brand
mayonnaise in its plastic squeezable bottle
and Japanese cooks and chefs are using it
across Japan in Japanese food — how can
that not be authentic?  The ingredient,

cooking technique or style of presentation
needs to absorbed into their food culture to
be considered authentic — just because a
Western style fast food outlet is selling a
Grande Burrito in downtown Tokyo does
not mean a burrito is now authentic Japa-
nese food.

Viemamese, as most Asian cultures use several
types of rice

Vietnamese dried seafood
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A young Vietnamese woman sells her aromatic soup on the streets of Ho Chi
Minh City, Vietnam

T e -
Acrating the water for the aguaculture of shrimp, Nha Trang, Vietnam

Indian temples pepper the landscape in Malacca, Malaysia.
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Geography

A country’s geography will help form the definitive pantry of indigenous
products that lay the foundation for its traditional cuisine. “What grows
together, goes together,” echoes in my head as clear as the first time [
heard my chef preach this at culinary school over a decade ago. If only it
was that simple. A chef takes years to understand what ingredients com-
bine to create harmonious flavors. The topography dictates the agricul-
tural landscape, this also has an astounding effect on what type of ani-
mals are native and places limitations on what can be raised efficiently.
Streams, rivers and lakes provide fresh fish and allow for the grand scale
of aquaculture found in places like Thailand. The climate will also help
form what is grown and seasonality of the cuisine. Vietnam’s expansive
coastline supplies a steady stream of seafood. So much so that one would
be hard pressed to create an entire product line of Vietnamese items
without the omnipresent fish sauce - a staple in Vietnamese cooking due
to the ample supply of anchovies used in its production. Just as ingredi-
ents are similar as are the cooking implements that are shared among
neighbors. The wok that began in China has evolved beyond its borders
into almost every country in Asia — it has morphed its size, material and
use within each cuisine yet the basic premise that started it has remained.
China’s fuel poor and labor rich society spawned this versatile cookware
that can be used to stir-fry, deep fry, steam, smoke, poach, simmer, boil
and even roast. India uses small woks to create Appam, a coconut pan-
cake; Malaysian cooks turn out Char Kway Teow, wok charred rice noo-
dles with thick soy sauce; while a Burmese cook may simmer a chicken
curry that is fragrant from cinnamon, curry leaves and allspice. Each cul-
ture stamps their individuality on this one cooking inplement creating
food that is uniquely their own.

Adjacent cultures such as China, Korea and Japan share a sort of sister-
hood; I would consider China the older sibling that has had great influ-
enced Korea and Japan, Ingredients are passed along, albeit customized
to their area — Sai Fun- Chinese cellophane noodles made from mung
bean starch used in soups are simulated in Korea but with sweet potato
starch for Chap Chae, continue to Japan and they have used the devils
tongue plant (Amorphophallus konjac) to create shirataki that is used in
the traditional Japanese Sukiyaki. Similar comparisons can be made with
most neighboring countries —Malaysia and Singapore, Myanmar and
Thailand, or even Pakistan and North Indian cuisines.
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