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Move Over, Vinaigrette
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PONZU, an all-purpose sauce from Japan, is the rough equivalent of vinaigrette. But bottled ponzu, which is what you will find in Japanese markets, is to real ponzu as a supermarket brand is to real vinaigrette: a pale shadow. 

Real ponzu is delicious. With soy sauce and citrus as its base, and a few other esoteric but readily available ingredients chipping in, why wouldn't it be? Though the sauce is quickly made, at its best it is complex. Simply throwing together some soy, lemon and ginger and calling it ponzu, as most restaurants do, is not the answer. 

I began to learn what ponzu was on a visit to Japan a couple of years ago, and have since improved my technique, largely through swapping recipes with a few other fanatics, in particular my friend Daniel Del Vecchio, a chef. I am enamored of the refined recipe here. 

In Japan, ponzu is usually made with yuzu, a citrus fruit that is rarely found here and is outrageously expensive when it is. A combination of lemon and lime juices substitutes well. You can vary these to taste; I prefer a bit more lemon than lime. Still, this does not make an acidic-enough mixture, and a touch of rice wine vinegar is needed. Balance is provided by mirin, a sweet sake used for cooking. 

The subtle underlying keys are kelp (dried seaweed) and dried bonito flakes (bonito is a relative of tuna). When you add these two ingredients the mixture becomes smoky and rich. Without them, it is just sweet-and-sour soy sauce. 

All these ingredients are sold in almost every Asian market and will keep in your pantry for months if not years. I cannot find much difference in the quality of different types of mirin, rice vinegar and kelp. In Japan, large bonito flakes are preferred to small, but there, you can buy the flakes freshly shaved. As always, however, it is worth buying good soy sauce. The standard brands (Kikkoman, Yamasa, San-J and so on) are fine, as is any soy sauce that lists as its ingredients only soy, wheat, salt and "culture," the yeast that makes the mixture ferment. 

Homemade ponzu will keep for several days with no loss in quality. Put it to work as a dip for seafood of any kind, as a marinade or sauce for chicken (roast chicken with ponzu splashed over it is fantastic) or, mixed with a little bit of oil, as a great dressing for salads or vegetables. Like vinaigrette, there is seemingly no end to its uses. 

Recipe: Ponzu Sauce

	


ime: 15 minutes, plus 2 hours' resting

 2/3 cup fresh lemon juice, more to taste 
 1/3 cup fresh lime juice, more to taste 
 1/4 cup rice vinegar 
1 cup good-quality soy sauce 
 1/4 cup mirin (or  1/4 cup sake and 1 tablespoon sugar) 
1 3-inch piece kelp (konbu) 
 1/2 cup (about  1/4 ounce) dried bonito flakes 
Pinch cayenne. 

In a bowl, combine all ingredients. Let sit for at least 2 hours or overnight. Strain. Just before using, you might add a small squeeze of fresh lemon or lime juice. Covered and refrigerated, ponzu will keep for at least several days. 

Yield: 2 1/2 cups.

