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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK





Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





MY STORY


To tell you about my bento would be impossible without telling you a little bit about myself and the part food has played in my life. There are quite a few things to say, so let‘s get started!


Sweden


It all began in Sweden in the 1970s. My mum, who was living in Sweden with her Bulgarian dissident parents, fell in love with my dad, a Japanese student of Nordic history. They got married and moved to Japan. My mum found being a non-Japanese woman in Japan challenging, especially as my dad‘s family household was very traditional. When she was pregnant with me, she decided to return to Sweden – just a few weeks before I was born.


My first years were spent with my grandparents in the countryside of southern Sweden, surrounded by fruit trees, rose bushes and tiny insects, while my mother retrained as a nurse. My granddad was always doing some sort of building project or cooking up big feasts while my grandmother worked as a doctor in the local hospital. Soon, my Swedish stepdad arrived, and soon after, little brothers.


We then relocated to Norrland. Yep, Norrland. It‘s a sparsely populated region of northern Sweden, full of spruce forests and lakes, with intensely light summers and dark, cold winters. I spent half the year playing in the snow and reading, drawing and making things indoors. The other half was full of bright, long days, mosquitos, endless open nature and foraging for berries with my brothers.


I was one of the rare ‘non- Swedish‘ kids in my school. At this stage, my Japanese heritage and biological father were abstract concepts to me – a far, far away world. As this was long before the internet, I, like everyone else around me, knew very little about Japan – they eat with chopsticks? Geishas come from there, right?
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Getting to know Japan


As a 17-year-old, I went to Japan for a year on a student exchange. Student life in Japan was very different to liberal 1980s Sweden. I wore a school uniform and lessons were delivered with no teacher-student dialogue – just be quiet and do as you‘re told! I felt a rebellious nature bubbling-up in me, something I hadn‘t felt back home.


At lunchtime, we‘d pull our desks together and unpack our bento boxes. Most students would bring one, although there was a cafeteria selling snacks. I got the feeling that if you relied on the cafeteria for lunch, there may be something a little wrong with your family situation. My host family Takaya-san‘s mother would pack my bento in a cute little box every morning. She‘d start with rice: sometimes plain, sometimes seasoned, sometimes shaped into onigiri rice balls. She‘d then add the side dishes (o-kazu) – anything from fish, omelette, meat, beans or vegetable dishes (cooked especially to make bento for the family) to ready-bought sides or dinner leftovers. There would always be some Japanese pickles and seaweeds but rarely plain raw vegetables. She‘d then pack the bento-box in a bento bag, or tie it into a colourful handkerchief (furoshiki) along with a pair of character-adorned chopsticks in their own little carrying case. My excitement of taking all those cute accessories to school every day was immense!


During this time, I met my Japanese dad for the first time. Looking back, I‘m unsure who was more confused by the situation, him or me. Our relationship didn‘t really take off although, many years later, we have reached some sort of peace. Despite that, I was intrigued by the country responsible for half of my roots: its people, the culture and the possibilities it offered away from quiet Sweden. I now knew I was not going to settle back into my life back home.


My relationship with Japan continued as a university student, first on an exchange with my Stockholm University course and then on a year in Tokyo on a scholarship at Sophia University. The Japanese Ministry of Education would be horrified if they knew I spent most of my year clubbing and attending only one of my classes – Japanese language. On the bright side, I was fully immersing myself in Tokyo life, becoming fluent in the language and making lots of Japanese friends.



My relationship with food



While in Japan (and, incidentally, while trying to create some sort of relationship with my father), my relationship with food/eating started to become unbalanced. As a teen in Norrland I‘d been used to eating as much as I wanted and still being the tiniest person in my class. In Japan, I was suddenly taller than many middle-aged men (much to their age-and-genderhierarchical annoyance) and surrounded by diet-obsessed waifs of girls who seemed to survive on sweets alone. Oh and those snacks were amazing too – all the inventiveness of Japanese food culture blossomed in the (high-quality) junk and convenience food that was available at every step in public, at every hour.


I had already started to have insecurities about my body since moving out of my slim teenage years and as my cheeks chubbed out I began to feel stressed and ashamed eating the amounts I wanted. While at university, I started dieting, which soon turned into a full-blown eating disorder that stayed with me in shifting form for over a decade. Even though I hid it well, it affected every single aspect of my life, whether or not I realised it at the time.


While becoming more aware of food, my body and human nature, I stopped eating meat. I didn‘t want to feed my body with something that was so similar to myself, that had been killed. I would say I was the only vegetarian I knew in Japan!


When I had finished my scholarship in Japan, I decided to go back to Europe. I settled for London. It was the first place I‘d visited where I‘d instantly felt ‘normal‘. It had the big city buzz like Tokyo but I felt there was so much more potential to find whatever I was looking for here – unlike in Japan where I‘d have to conform to the strict social norm (literally becoming Japanese) or forever be a ‘foreign‘ oddity.


London proved to be a place you can dream up whatever you like – a few months after arriving, I was hand-crafting my own line of clothes (hand-painted underwear!), which I sold at Portobello and Spitalfields markets, whilst working part-time in a health-food shop. I‘d been thrilled to discover that being veggie was pretty normal here, actually there was quite a big ‘green scene‘, which I soon felt at home in. For the next few years, I‘d try every type of food, diet and alternative remedy there was, while reading books on Ayurveda and traditional Chinese medicine (and a fair amount of ‘crystal healing‘ too!). I got introduced to the concept of elements (water, earth, fire, air), which defined the way I look at many things. This deep-dive into the healing potential of food was, of course, driven by me wanting to heal my relationship with it – and ultimately the relationship with myself.


Whilst experimenting with food, I became acutely aware of the different effects it had on my body and how different ways of eating (or not eating) triggered different aspects. Lightness, heaviness, stimulation, suppression, flavours, colour – I was longing for a resolve but the path was long and winding. I was cooking A LOT. Despite my struggle, food still meant home and love. In retrospect, love, trust and respect for myself is what I was desperately looking for. It‘s hard to trust in oneself though, if you don‘t really know who you are!


Eventually I was ready to go back to studying – and this time something I really wanted to do – art related to the body. I completed a degree in Dance and Visual Art and trained in Butoh, a Japanese post-war performance practice. Immersed in art and performance, something shifted. What had needed an outlet had found it. I stretched everything I knew about being comfortable in front of other people, challenging my audience as much as myself. My secret monsters were allowed to surface and you know what happened to the troll, when it saw daylight? Yep, it exploded (according to Swedish folklore!).
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As I was becoming more at home in, and proud of, what my body could do, I also lived with someone who ate three hearty meals a day and never seemed to think much about it (or gain any weight!). Seeing this up close helped too, and gradually, I dared to eat what and when I needed to, to feel energised. I was slowly becoming clearer and more productive. My burning desire to express the strangeness of human nature was fading. As I changed, my friendships and relationships changed too. One day (or very late one night actually!) I met someone who I soon felt I wanted to grow old with. This was Andy, my love and main bento-receiver!


In this new state – simply explained as ‘happy‘ – I moved back to London and spent time nesting while working as a graphic designer (which, somewhere in there with the art and the food had crept in as a bread earner). I missed having my own creative outlet, but I had nothing in particular to say. Until…


Bento Power!


Bento originates from a culture where ritual and presentation plays an important part of daily life, and where a lot of focus and energy goes into producing, cooking, eating and talking about food. A bento is one neatly packed portion of food you take with you to work or school, prepared at home or bought ready-made on your way to work.


When I first met Andy, I was surprised to see him eating out 4–5 days a week, even though he was sporty and enjoyed healthy food. His lunch would either be something beige from his work canteen or a sad chain-store sandwich. How could I rescue him from this de-energising food?


The answer came during our first trip to Japan together. We spent a week on Yakushima, a mountainous island covered in ancient cedar forest where we found a family-run shop making the most incredible, rustic bento which we took with us on our forest hikes. These bento, along with remembering the ones my host family Takaya-san‘s mum would prepare for my school lunches, made me ask Andy that if I made packed lunch a bit Japanese-ish, in a stylish container, would he take it to work? He said yes! And I did too ;) And so, armed with a few cute purchases, I started making bento as soon as we were back in London.


I love the concept and structure of bento – a box of delicious treasures to look forward to at lunch. What I don‘t love so much about typical Japanese bento is that it‘s heavy on meat and deep-fried food and stingy on veggies. Recipes usually involve hard-to-find Japanese ingredients, lots of sugar and too many processed ingredients to make any sense. They are also time-consuming to make! So, how are my bentos different? And why did I start making them?



Shiso Delicious



Here I‘ll start with a confession: the longest I‘ve ever worked in an office is only about two months! Seeing what my colleagues ate there was a real eye-opener. I realised people were surviving on lifeless food day in and day out – food that might fill a gap temporarily, but that would not sustain anyone long term. It seemed like a ticket to not being able to perform your best and creeping health issues. Plus, the amount of plastic packaging flooding the office bins at lunch hour was enough to have me running for my packed lunch!


I started making my own packed lunch then (and even had my first ideas of writing a book, to help people like my colleagues!), but they were not so much bentos, as clip-lock boxes with combinations of raw vegetables, pulses, nuts and killer dressings that I‘d put in my box, give a shake and let it marinate in the fridge overnight (and bring with a packet of oat- or rice cakes).


Shortly after this office stint, I met Andy.


Making bentos has became a daily gift to Andy (and to myself when I make one for me too) and an investment not only in our health but also our bond as a family. Taking some time out to create something that brings a little ‘home‘ into our work days casts a protective, magic veil over our health. All while contributing less to the crazy plastic waste situation that we are in right now! I feel that anyone with a busy, modern life can do with more of this.


So what does Andy say? He has never felt more energetic. He no longer experiences ‘that afternoon slump‘, his skin and eyes are clearer and, from a medical perspective, his cholesterol level, which was high around the time I started making him bentos, reduced to normal in two years. I cannot, of course, promise this will happen to everyone who starts eating healthy homemade lunches, but I can see how it‘s improved Andy‘s life and it has mine, too. He‘s now so used to eating well for lunch he will make his own bento when I don‘t have time and many of his work-mates have started bringing their own lunches as well. This makes me really happy.


During a second trip to Japan with Andy, this time to visit my father, I fell in love with Instagram. When travel photos stopped being exciting, I started uploading pictures of our meals. I had no idea at the time that there were online communities, or which hashtags to use. I was just excited to create something of my own every day that I could show in a public space with just a few taps of my fingers! It wasn‘t long until I found myself in a creative, inspiring community of people as deeply into healthy food and visual beauty as myself. I had found a new home, and a new training area, stage and audience, too.


When we were in Japan I bought a packet of shiso seeds to take home to London. While uploading my food snaps to more and more followers I was growing shiso like mad in our little London garden. Shiso is a herb with big, pretty fringed leaves, related to both mint and basil, uniquely tasting of ‘Japan‘. You may know it as a garnish for sashimi – next time try eating it! To me it had always been one of those ingredients I loved but could never find over here, so to be growing my own – with seeds from my father‘s distant land – was an incredible feeling. When I needed a new name for my Instagram account and website, Shiso just had to be in there – Shiso Delicious was born!



Bento Babies



It‘s time for bento to fly into the world! To bounce into your lunch, breakfast or even dinners, sneakily getting past dull ingredients and complicated methods and filling you with bento power! I‘m excited to share the ideas, methods and tricks I‘ve developed over the past years, that enable me to bento every day. I am super grateful for each and every one of you who read, look at and take something from my quest for better food, less waste and more beauty and love for you, me and our earth. Without your support my mission would never be. So fly, bento, fly!


Sara x
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BENTO RITUAL


What is a Bento?


With bringing your own lunch and meal-prep becoming so popular you could wonder whether just putting your food in a bento box makes it a bento. Yes and no! To me, the bento format is flexible to include any food you like, but looking at its Japanese origin, there are a few things that make a bento what it is.


The food


A bento is based on the Japanese everyday meal. That is, rice bowl in one hand, eating it chopstickful by chopstickful together with bites of many small dishes, served in many small bowls. Each dish is made to taste, look and feel different, while still complementing each other, and the rice. The very simplest example is one bowl each of rice, miso soup, grilled fish and pickles to eat with the rice. Even though there are a few elements, each can be made very simply (and often appreciating the natural form and flavour of each main ingredient). But yes, as you may have guessed – there‘s a lot of washing up to do!


A bento is the boxed-up version of this way of eating. Rice, yes, because it is the Japanese (and Asian) backbone, and many small dishes, yes, because that is how the rice is made interesting to eat. Food history tells us that while my ancestors were hard at work harvesting crops from the land, grains were the overwhelming bulk of their diet. Other dishes would have been accents, treats of whatever was available at the time.



The way of packing



So, we have rice, we have small dishes. Now is it a bento? Almost there – we need to pack it in a box (more about the box itself soon), another thing that makes it a bento! In Japan, visual presentation is very important, in food and in culture, in general. As with many other activities, packing bento is rooted in practicality and blossoms in attraction.


If you‘ve seen Japanese-made bento box containers in real life, they may have seemed small, and this is not just to do with portion size. The food is packed snug, like an edible puzzle, a game of colourful tetris, and the size of your box reflects this. You want to maintain that feeling of sitting down, with all your little dishes and rice, in your bento meal too. The components are neatly grouped, using separators if needed (I like using bits of salad leaves) so that when opening up your bento at lunchtime, it looks the same as when it was packed at home.


Packing like this also means less space for air in your box, so the food stays fresh for longer. This is important as bento is made fresh each morning, and once taken to work or school, it is not put in the fridge, but kept and eaten at room temperature. Typical bento dishes are designed with this in mind though, so no need to worry about food safety!
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The accessories and ritual around it



The clever little bento is doing a day‘s work, just like you.


Once bento is filled with nourishing food, it gets wrapped in a pretty cloth, or a dedicated bag, which makes it present-like as well as hygienic.


Unwrapping at lunchtime, there‘s a double sense of present. ‘Now my lunch starts and I will take the time to enjoy it.‘


While eating, you can use your bento-wrap as a mini-tablecloth.


Packing everything up once you‘ve finished eating is an important part of the ritual. Neatly pack it up as it came; cutlery, bento box, bento-wrap.


Ready for the journey home!


At home, bento will have a shower and a rest, before being filled up for another day.


PACKING A BENTO BOX


My bento has less small dishes, more greens and often more raw components than typical Japanese bento, so the way I pack it is adjusted to this.
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1. Start with rice/grains in one end of the box (or, if using a double-decker box, you could fill one box with rice and the other with the fillings). Pack the grains all the way to the top edge of the box, so they don‘t move around in transit. I like to make a small slope at the end of the rice, and add juicy fillings on top which flavours the rice. You can, especially if you use a narrower, deeper box, or a round box, make a bed of rice and place your fillings on top.
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2. Here is my Shiso-trick for getting leafy greens in, I make a comfy, pretty bed for the rest of the fillings from salad greens. Before placing them in your box, you can shred the lower half of the salad leaves (the less visual part) and use that as your bed, and save the pretty top parts to frame your creation, or use as separators between fillings.
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3–4. Next, put proteins in, and fruit/ veg which are bulky and should fill up the space. If there‘s still space to fill, use raw fruit and veg cut simply to complete your puzzle.
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5. Finish with sprinkles/boosts. Here‘s a chance to balance your bento – if there‘s not already a lot of protein or fat in your bento, add a few generous spoonfuls of seasoned nuts and seeds or gomashio (sesame salt). If the bento is already looking very filling, add something for colour and freshness, like tangy pomegranate seeds or herbs. If the bento is lacking in flavour or nutrients, add some of the liquid seasoning potions or furikake – seasoning and nutrient sprinkles.



Furoshiki – bento wrap



Being introduced to bento by my host-mum while in Japan as a teen, I was also introduced to wrapping and transporting my bento in a dedicated cloth (furoshiki) or a soft fabric bag.


Furoshiki is a square, thin, strong cloth (between 40–60cm square), often in a beautiful colour, which goes back to the days when there were no plastic carrier bags and you needed something to carry your shopping in. Remember what I said about the aesthetics of Japan being strongly rooted in practicality! The zero-waste movement (creating a minimum of waste in your personal life) has picked furoshiki up as a reusable, plastic-free way to carry and organise belongings – just as originally intended.


This wrap/bag is just as essential as the box itself, to stop your bento going naked into your work bag! A large fabric napkin (like the linen one in the images, and overleaf), or a fabric tote bag (pictured overleaf) will do just fine, just keep it exclusively for your bento box and wash it regularly.



Bento Box



Your bento box doesn‘t have to be fancy at all – I started with a simple clip-lock container – but eventually you may want to upgrade to a ‘real‘ bento box. Whatever you use, your box needs to be:


• The right size to hold the portion you want. It‘s important that the contents fit snugly as explained.


• Easy enough to transport, standing up, inside your work bag (to stop your edible jigsaw getting messed up). A double-decker (two-tier) box can be great for this as they stack high and narrow.


• Good looking. Part of the fun of a bento is that it should make you happy to look at as well as eat!


• Optional: Leak-proof. You‘d be surprised how many bento boxes made for the Japanese market are not, as typical bento food is made not to be wet.


Find your own bento box size by filling an eating bowl you know holds a good portion for you with water, then tip the water into a measuring jug. Good bento boxes and storage containers should state their volume.


Bento boxes come in stainless steel, plastic, or wood, either as single boxes or as double-deckers. Mostly, food for bento is designed not to be too wet, so you can get away with a non-leak-proof box depending on the food you pack (or pack wet foods like dressings in a separate container). In this book, I state when a particular recipe needs to be packed in a leak-proof box.



Cutlery



Packing your own cutlery means you will be prepared whatever happens, and never have to rely on single-use ones! I prefer cutlery made from wood or coconut husk, as they‘re light and can be packed as they are as they won‘t scratch the box or accidentally stab something in your work bag.
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Unwrapping at lunchtime, there‘s a double sense of present. ‘Now my lunch starts and I will take the time to enjoy it.‘
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KITCHEN TOOLS


Tools to make Bento


Apart from a bento box and bento carrying wrap/bag I use a few simple, multi-use, good-quality tools. See Resources for the brands I use, and where to find them.


1. A sharp knife and a good, clean cutting board


Cutting veggies into bite-sized, good-looking chunks is so much more fun, and faster and easier with a good knife (pictured). If you don‘t already have a decent one, it doesn‘t have to cost that much and will really level up your cooking for years to come. I prefer bamboo cutting boards (pictured), and I keep them all, apart from one, free from onion or garlic. This means that every cut veggie keeps their own flavour.


2. Glass jars, storage containers and materials


I use non-reactive materials like glass, enamel and stainless steel both to prepare and store bento dishes. You can put ingredients straight into a glass jar (pictured), shake to combine, pack a portion for your bento then store leftovers in the fridge. I use repurposed, tiny glass jars and small custom bento containers (pictured) for dressings and snacks.


Sturdy plastic bags, like ziplock freezer bags, are practical for quick-pickling, but of course they add more plastic to our seas, so I wash and reuse my bags (just like my grandmother).


I use baking paper both to prepare and store food, and to make little envelopes to pack nuts and sweets into a bento.


Wax wraps are beeswax-infused natural cloths that I use as a sustainable alternative to clingfilm. Maybe our grandmothers used something similar! They last for ages and are easy to find online (Resources). They are great to wrap onigiri, onigirazu and sandwiches in, too.


3. Rice cooker


This may be the one tool that has enabled Andy and I to keep making daily bentos over the past years. To anyone wanting to eat more rice (other grains can be cooked in a rice cooker, too) they remove a huge chunk of time and concern. Your rice never burns and there‘s no waiting around. Just load washed rice and water, turn on (or turn the timer on) and come back to freshly cooked rice when it suits you (always perfectly cooked if you follow the rice/water ratio). Pictured is my ancient but still impeccable little rice cooker. I recommend getting the smallest cooker you can, even if you are a family. It will take up less space in your kitchen and even my tiny ‘1–2 person‘ one cooks enough for 4–5 people in one go.


4. A mandolin and/or julienne slicer


These are used a lot in East Asian cuisine and will make preparing raw vegetables a lot faster and more efficient. More fun too! I really recommend getting one, again this is another tool that will really up your bento/cooking game! If you buy just one, buy a mandolin (pictured) and choose a compact design with the least possible parts. My favourite julienne slicer is a simple heldheld Thai one (pictured).


5. Box or microplane grater


Essential for finely grating ginger, which is used a lot in my recipes (pictured).


6. Not 100% essential, but will make your life a lot easier:


Salad spinner – I use my sturdy ‘herb‘-spinner both for leaves and to instant-dry noodles.


Egg slicer – speeds up adding overnight eggs to your bento.


Handheld julienne slicer – I use a simple Thai papaya salad slicer to make courgetti, so much easier to use and clean than any multi-part ‘spiralisers‘.


Japanese vegetable brush ‘Tawashi‘ type – natural fibre bristle, clever simple shape, the best!


__________
TIP:


To wash and re-use your plastic bags, fill the bag with a little hot water and a drop of washing-up liquid, trap the air inside and give it a really good shake. Rinse out and hang upside down to dry – I stick mine wet to my kitchen cupboard doors where they will stay until completely dry.
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SUSTAINABLE


Having experimented with all kinds of ways of eating, and gone through challenges around it when younger, what is my food like today? What is essential? Apart from being delicious, it‘s simply ‘sustainable‘. And this is on every level:


Is it sustainable in how it makes me feel ?


I worked hard to find a balance and now that I have it, I value it so much and I‘m not going to lose it! Can I eat like this day in day out and feel ‘good‘? Can I have clear, even energy and mind (well, most of the time!), feel satisfied, not have crazy mood/energy swings or gain unnecessary weight? By the way, ‘having balance‘ to me includes accepting not being perfect.


Is it sustainable to make 365 days a year, for years to come?


Many of us have been there – trying to eat in a way which will never work long-term because it‘s either too complicated, too expensive, too time-consuming, too alienating, or all of these! Included in this, is understanding that both my body and situation will always keep changing and that I need to stay alert and adjust as I go.


Is it sustainable to my environmental awareness?


Nothing is black and white here. Maybe it‘s less about ‘feeling responsible‘ for me and more about just feeling the general state of our earth and of us here on (with!) it. Feeling this makes me want to do what I can to counteract what‘s destructive, in any way, big and small.


One of my ways is to work towards the future I would like to see. Another is to reduce that personal waste-mountain I, and everyone else, builds over a lifetime. All whilst saving money so I can choose better-quality food!


Reduce, select, bring and make your own


Only around 10% of everything which is recyclable actually ever gets recycled (globally). Bringing our own food (Bento Power!) and our own reusable containers for drinks is a given. I can‘t avoid plastic packaging completely but I weigh a few things up when I choose it:


What‘s its ‘volume-timespan‘ ratio? Is there a lot of plastic for something that will be consumed in one go? (A film-covered tray of ready-made falafels.) Or is it something quite economically packed, that I will get many meals out of? (A bag of dried chickpeas.)


Is there a glass- or metal- packed version of that food? (Then I‘ll have that please!)
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