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Vanilla, Chocolate, & Strawberry:
The Story of Your Favorite Flavors
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Introduction

On a summer evening, when you and your
family walk into an ice-cream shop, you’re
faced with dozens of luscious flavors: everything
from bubble gum to passion fruit, from mocha
fudge to blueberry cheesecake. The choices
seem limitless. There are three flavors, though,
that are sure to be on the menu. They are old
standbys, the all-time favorites that people
come back to again and again, no matter what
the current food fads are.

Vanilla, chocolate, and strawberry-every-
one recognizes these flavors. They are very dif-
ferent from one another, yet they have a lot in
common . They have been enjoyed by some soci-
eties for more than 500 years, but they
exploded in popularity during the 18th and 19th
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centuries. At one time, each of these flavors
was mistakenly thought to be an important
medicine .

Vanilla, chocolate, and strawberry are
such common tastes that few people give them
much thought. Do you know where these flavors
come from? Do you know how they got their
names, how they’re prepared, and how they
were originally used? What makes them taste
the way they do, and how have they changed
and been imitated over the years? Most people
don’t know the answers to these questions. Fla-
vor is something we tend to take for granted.
We’re glad it’s in the food we eat, but we don’t

worry about what causes it or how we recognize it.

Chemical compounds are made up of basic
elements combined in particular proportions. Salt,
for example, is a compound made up of one atom
of sodium (written as Na by chemists) and one
atom of chlorine (Cl). Chemists write salt as
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Introduction
. R
table sugar  NACl. The white sugar

(C:H204) we eat, called sucrose
[

by chemists and written
Ci2 Hx» Oy, is a com-
pound made up of 12
atoms of carbon (C), 22
atoms of hydrogen (H),
and 11 atoms of oxygen
(0O). Chemical com-
pounds may have pro-
perties that are very dif-
ferent from the elements they are made of. For
example, water (H,O) is a liquid, although it is
made from hydrogen (H) and oxygen (O), which
are both gases.

What Is Flavor?
Many people would say that flavor is the

way something tastes. That definition is only
partly correct. When you have a head cold,
have you noticed how “flat” food tastes? Have
you ever held your nose in order to swallow a
nasty-tasting medicine? If so, then you realize
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that the sense of smell has a lot to do with what
we usually think of as taste. In fact, flavor is
the combined sensation of a food’s taste and
odor, as they are perceived by the eater.

Humans are much more sensitive to smell
than they are to taste. While we can perceive
only four basic categories of taste-sweet,
salty, sour,and bitter-we recognize and remem-
ber thousands of different odors. What’s more,
we can detect aromas even when they are pre-
sent in very small amounts. Mosl experts agree
that smell contributes more than taste does to
our perception of flavor. The texture and tem-
perature of a food also significantly affect its
flavor.

Humans perceive flavor by means of spe-
cial nerve cells called receptors, which transmit
nerve impulses, or messages, to the brain. The
receptor cells that are responsible for taste are
known as taste buds or papillae. They are locat-
ed mostly on the tongue. The receptor cells

responsible for smell, called olfactory receptors,

7



ZARKAG R A A BT H A LR oA
BRG*kFZ, FEE, vk ZRAZHEZ
e — AR e RER ARG EESY,

AR st T Akt e af TokiE B8 AR
%, BEMAESHERARA G Rk —
.. BAE—— RIS BT
£ LT R B8 Aok, FRsbzsh, Brig &k
R, RMLEHNE Rk, KESFRHER
FEERNA T ookeg#a o, sk A%
RWAREXRF S, —HREWHOREFBER
RIF e £ B o) ook,

AR it — o B0 S kA 2
W, RERENEYH, XELE, k#
B ok, Gk A A 6 %4k fn ] ok B
Fiko EMEESHFLAE XL, 5 %A
KT RME BRI, KEETHA

8



Introduction
are located in the lining of the nose and the
back of the nasal cavity. When you eat, the
taste buds on your tongue are stimulated by
chemical compounds in the food.

As food is chewed, it gives off vapors and
molecules of gases in the mouth. These gases
pass through the pharynx, a flattened tube lead-
ing from the back of the mouth into the nasal
cavity. There the gases stimulate the olfactory
receptors .

Humans have thousands of taste buds and
olfactory receptors in their noses and mouths.
These specialized cells are stimulated when we
smell and eat food, and they respond by send-
ing a complex pattern of nerve impulses to the
brain. The receptor cells are not all alike.
When food is placed in the mouth, some cells
might increase the frequency of nerve impulses
they send to the brain, while others decrease
them. The brain translates this coded pattern of
impulses received from all the different receptor

cells into a perception of flavor.
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When we put food in our mouths, chemical
molecules responsible for smell and taste stimulate
the taste buds and travel up the pharynx to stimulate
the olfactory receptors. We perceive these sensations
together as flavor.

No one is sure how receptor cells interact
with chemicals in foods. While many theories

are being investigated , common phenomena
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