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HOW I LEARNED TO LOVE NATTO
STORY BY RACHEL KWOK  •  PHOTOS BY DANIKA MCDOWELL

A
LVARO TEARS OPEN THE PACKAGE OF NATTO, 
releasing a cloud of ammonialike aroma. He has already 
scrunched up his face. “Are you sure about this?” I ask, 

my courage evaporating. “Wakaranai,” he admits with a fleeting, 
mischievous smile. I don’t know. Alvaro adds mustard and a splash 

of soy sauce to the bowl, the contents of which now resemble a 
network of fine threads constructed by a hungry spider. I begin to 
think I’m the prey—a self-proclaimed adventurous eater. My heart 
pounds, and against my better judgment I believe in that one rule: 
everything tastes better with cheese and on toast.
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Turns out I was wrong when it comes to natto. I nearly threw up.

Made from fermented soybeans, natto has a gluey texture and a 
potent, pungent odour. Despite its questionable texture and smell, 
natto has been—and remains—at the centre of Japanese food and 
culture. When I was an exchange student in Tokyo, I lived in a 
guest house with foreign students and local residents. That is where 
I met Alvaro, originally from Spain, and where I became acquainted 
with natto. For the longest time, the pleasure of eating natto was 
a mystery to me. Many Japanese savour it for breakfast, and when 
my Japanese housemates prepared their miso soup and steamed rice 
with natto, like a suspicious detective I would squint and study 
their expressions in the hope of unlocking the secret.

After our first foray, Alvaro gave natto a few more tries and eventu-
ally labelled it a mistake that is best avoided. But I grew more and 
more curious. I wondered, is natto really an acquired taste? Or is it 
just a misunderstood ingredient? Months went by until my stubborn, 
hopeless quest for natto appreciation finally came to a conclusion. 
After many reluctant swallows of natto in different forms—with rice, 
on mochi, and in pasta—I found a way to eat, and appreciate, it.

My food epiphany came in a bowl of cold udon. Skeptical at first, 
I was beyond surprised to find that the dreaded cobwebs of sticky 
natto disappeared in the cold udon broth. Natto’s natural gooeyness 
added to the slippery texture of the white udon noodles, the briny 

flavour of the tsuyu broth, and the bitter zing of grated daikon. It 
all mingled into a marvellous summer dish. Finally I was able to 
taste natto’s slightly nutty, strong-cheeselike flavour without being 
distracted by its pungent odour. As I slurped noisily, I couldn’t 
believe it. Not only was natto edible but I actually liked it!

After returning to Vancouver, I found myself wandering the aisles 
of Japanese supermarkets, looking at the various types of natto, 
hoping to recreate that udon experience. Among the Styrofoam 
packages, one plastic container stood out. It was labelled, “locally 
produced and organic,” and it is how I met the natto expert, Manto 
Nakamura, of Natto King Kitchen Works, a local producer of 
organic fermented soybeans.

I tagged along while Nakamura delivered natto to Konbiniya Japan 
Centre on Robson Street. In his black zip jacket, with grey-streaked 
hair parted down the middle and thick glasses, he looked fit and 
trim, and reminded me of the father on a Japanese TV show I used 
to watch. As Nakamura explained how natto is made, I began to 
understand why I loved natto with cold udon noodles. “With heat, 
natto grows richer in taste and stronger in smell.” Conversely, cold 
temperatures and the addition of watery condiments have the oppo-
site effect. Because temperatures affect the activity of the natto yeast, 
which is used to ferment the soybeans, the final taste and smell can 
change depending on how it is prepared and kept. That’s why my P
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Manto Nakamura 

knows his natto
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toasted natto with cheese was certain failure for a beginner!

Natto King produces 100 kilograms of fermented soybeans on a 
monthly basis. But who buys it? Half of Nakamura’s customers are 
Japanese housewives and foreign students living in Vancouver. Th e 
other half are Canadians who might be Japanese-food enthusiasts or 
adventurous eaters, and those who are introduced to natto through 
word of mouth. Nakamura plays his role: he teaches soccer at com-
munity centres and has swayed many of his students to try natto.

Like many Japanese ingredients, natto has been reinvented 
and integrated into other cuisines. Recent demand for healthy 
choices has greatly contributed to its popularity and presence in 
Vancouver. It is high in protein, rich in fi bre, and a good source 
of iron and other minerals.

Th e next time you visit an izakaya or sushi bar in Vancouver, 
read the menu closely. You might be surprised to discover natto 
don (natto with green onions and steamed rice) or natto sushi. 
However, if you’re new to natto, an easier introduction would be to 
try it in dishes with slippery or sticky elements. I suggest incorpo-
rating natto with your okra salad, adding grated yam and season-
ing it with a light vinaigrette. An alternative (and also my personal 
favourite) is natto udon: natto with tsuyu sauce and a raw egg, 
topped with chopped green onions or other cold vegetables. Th ese 
recipes will help you build an acquired taste for it. Keep trying, and 
you might slowly fi nd yourself falling in love with it, just like I did.

Rachel is a freelance writer and marketing specialist who eventually 
majored in speaking Japanese (and eating, with a concentration in natto). 

Photographer and stylist Danika McDowell enjoys exploring 
healthy, sustainable food systems while strengthening her con-
nection to the people who grow her family’s groceries. Visit her 
blog Th eEatisOn.com and her portfolio danikasea.com P
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Growing over 750 different varieties of vegetables, fruits and herbs 
on 30 acres of fertile farm land in the beautiful Fraser Valley.

604.846.6006


