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The first cooking trick | ever picked up, when | was about eight years old, was to mix in apinch of "vetsin"
to any entrée just before it is to be served. This magic ingredient of pure white crystals made an enormous
difference in flavor that even as a child | could discern. Y ears later, | learned what this "vetsin" stuff was;
monosodium I-glutamate (M SG).

MSG may be the most widely used flavor enhancer after salt and pepper. Annual worldwide demand is about
1.1 million tons. About 70% of the demand comes from Pacific Basin countries. The rest comes from South
America (about 15%) and Europe and North America (about 15%). MSG is produced by fermentation.
Certain bacteria convert molasses or starch hydrolyzate to I-glutamic acid, which is neutralized with sodium
hydroxide to form MSG.

The flavor-enhancing property of MSG was discovered in 1908 by Kikunae Ikeda, a chemistry professor at
Imperia University of Tokyo and founder of Ajinomoto. He isolated the substance in a seaweed that for
centuries Japanese cooks had been using to make food taste better and found that it was |-glutamate. MSG
first cameto market in 1909 under the trade name Aji-No-Moto.

I keda suggested that free |-glutamate elicits a taste that is distinct from the four known primary tastes: sour,
sweset, salty, and bitter. He proposed calling this fifth taste "umami," after the Japanese word "umai," which
means delicious. The best equivalent English word is"savory," as exemplified by protein-rich foods such as
meats and cheeses. He reported the discovery and his hypothesis about afifth taste in 1909.

Acceptance of umami as a basic taste came only decades after Ikeda laid out his hypothesis, after other
umami substances were identified--inosine 5'-monophosphate (IMP) and guanosine 5'-monophosphate
(GMP)--and taste responses were investigated in humans and animals. Identification of |-glutamate taste
receptors in 2000 finally dispelled any lingering doubts.

On its own, MSG doesn't have much taste, but its effect is noticeable when added to soups, stews, and snacks,
among other foods. Synergisms between MSG and IMP or GMP are known. Adding a pinch of MSG to food
containing these nucleotides enhances the umami taste up to eight times the original. Food products claiming

"No MSG" may contain disodium salts of IMP and GMP as aternative flavor enhancers.
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