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			Get Ready to Bring Your Lunch!


			It was noon on a Thursday, and I was confronting a familiar dilemma: Do I walk six blocks west to wait in a long line for a yummy but greasy taco, or six blocks east to wait in a shorter line for a slightly less yummy, more greasy taco? Or do I spend my lunch hour driving to the health-food place for a nutritious but pricey salad? This quandary probably sounds familiar. The answer to that seemingly straightforward question—“What’s for lunch?”—involves a daily calculus of health, cost, time, and, of course, flavor. And it’s exceedingly rare to get the math right in a single to-go container.


			But there is a simple solution: Bring your lunch!


			There are so many reasons to BYOL—virtuous ones like saving money, your health, and the environment, as well as the more immediate desire for delicious, well-prepared food—and those reasons grow more conspicuous by the day. With home-cooked meals officially recognized as key to improving our nation’s health, and with the continued elevation of all things handmade, the brown-bag lunch is finally getting the attention it deserves. I hope that this book will be both handbook and cheerleader, guiding you toward making your own portable, workplace-ready lunches from scratch. You’ll start by building a customized mess kit, proceed to lunch-minded grocery shopping, and, finally, prepare delicious entrées, snacks, and staples that won’t break the bank or eat up all your free time. And along the way, you’ll find loads of helpful hints and enthusiastic encouragement!


			The common-wisdom essentials of brown-bagging—smart shopping, planned leftovers, and cooking in advance—are sound, and I cover them in depth, including recipes for dishes that use up typical leftovers and others that are meant to be stashed in the freezer. But the common wisdom could also use a little updating: Leftovers galore can’t always be depended upon, especially if you’re cooking for one or two. And you don’t, in fact, have to be the cook-ahead type—or the cooking type at all—to make tasty weekday meals.


			Whatever your kitchen prowess, you will find strategies to help you approach the midday meal with confidence—the lunch hour, after all, is supposed to be a break, an oasis to refuel and refresh in a busy day, even if it’s at your desk. It’s a meal that should rejuvenate and nourish, not stress you out (your job already does that plenty).


			No matter your schedule, lifestyle, or budget, bringing your lunch will help you take command of your diet and food dollars. By cutting out takeout—or cutting down on takeout—you are guaranteed to eat fewer calories and feel more satisfied and energized through the day (good-bye 2:00 p.m. burrito bloat and hamburger hangover!). When you cook your own food, you can be certain that you are eating fresh, high-quality ingredients prepared with care—or at the very least eliminating mystery meats and the deep-fat fryer.


			You are busy, and busy people have to make tough choices about how to spend what free time they have. But if health, budget, and the quality of the food you eat are anywhere near the top of your list of priorities, spend a little of that time making lunch.


			The Brown-Bagger’s Oath


			I will be considerate of the hive: 


			Not too much garlic. 


			No sardines. No microwave popcorn 


			(unless I made it at home). 


			I will keep the kimchi to myself and never,


			ever reheat salmon in the 


			communal kitchen.


			Throughout the recipes, you’ll see icons like the ones below.  Here’s how to decode them. (And keep in mind that almost any dish can be tailored to your dietary needs with a little creativity and substitution.)
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			Share the Love of Lunch


			Don’t just bring your lunch to work—bring your love of lunch to work! Sharing the brown-bagging experience can inspire you to stick with it, ensure you have company in the break room, get you away from your desk at lunchtime, and lift you out of ruts with new dishes and ideas. And there’s nothing like a little healthy competition to get the creative juices flowing. You might be competing for an awesome piece of lunch gear, a supermarket gift card, or just the thrill of victory. Here are just a few ideas for workplace lunch events—powwow with your coworkers and you’re sure to come up with even more.


			• Midday potlucks: Set up a schedule of regular lunch-hour potlucks around a theme, such as the season, an ingredient, or a holiday.


				• ’Wichy Wednesdays and Taco Tuesdays: As a group, pick a dish you like and have each person bring one of the components—tortillas or bread, condiments or salsas, fillings. This works well for pita pizzas, salads, rice bowls—anything that builds on a basic foundation and turns an ordinary lunch hour into a party.


				• Competitions and cook-offs: Who can make the most crazy-delicious sandwich? Who comes up with the cleverest use of leftovers? Whose soup is best? As your CEO knows, a little friendly competition among employees can be a good thing for productivity—and it’s good for lunch, too.


				• Ten-buck challenge: A takeout lunch typically costs about $10. What delectable potluck dish can you make spending no more than $10 on ingredients? Everyone eats, everyone votes. The prize? A crisp Alexander Hamilton, of course.
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			The Mess Kit: Essential Equipment


			The right equipment is crucial for any adventure, and lunch is no exception. Before you set off on your expedition, first things first: Assemble your mess kit. What you need depends to some degree on your workplace’s kitchen setup. Do you need to keep your food at a particular temperature all day? Do you have access to a fridge and/or microwave? It also depends on what you like to eat for lunch. Are you a sandwich-a-day type? Leftovers champ? Salad fanatic? Ideally, your kit will be able to accommodate all these categories so you are free to explore all that lunch can be, but since equipment is an investment (a worthy one!), start with the gear that accommodates your most typical lunch, and build from there.


			When selecting your gear, there are three considerations to keep in mind: safety, portability, and style. Food safety, first and foremost, means keeping cold food cold and hot food hot: below 40°F or over 140°F, per the USDA. Your lunch can stay at room temp for up to two hours (one hour on days over 90°F) and still be safe, but any longer than that and you risk food-borne illness. (For a complete guide to avoiding bacteria and other nasties in your lunch bag, read the USDA guide to safe lunches.) Just because a container or lunch bag has a sticker that says “Food stays hot!” or a picture of a penguin wearing a scarf on it doesn’t necessarily mean that it’s up to snuff. Keep these safe-temperature rules in mind and test the equipment out yourself with an instant-read thermometer if you’re in doubt.


			Safety considerations, as you may know, extend beyond food temperature to the containers themselves. It’s been shown that compounds in common plastics, such as bisphenol A (BPA) and phthalates, leach into food, accumulate in our bodies, and may disrupt our hormonal systems. (This is especially risky for developing bodies, but who wants disrupted hormones?) Lately, manufacturers have been removing some chemicals, particularly BPA, from plastic food containers, but others remain. The research is ongoing, and it doesn’t look good for plastic. Keep this in mind when choosing your containers, and remember that microwaving food in plastic greatly increases the chance of it migrating into your food (and into you). There are so many alternatives to plastic nowadays, keeping your food safe and chemical-free is easy. As a bonus, glass and stainless-steel containers generally last longer (hello, piggy bank) and won’t stain or retain odors. A win all around!


			Portability, obviously, is crucial for your lunch-on-the-go—so take into consideration the size, shape, sturdiness, and weight of your containers. Stainless steel is very light and durable—perfect for salads or dishes that don’t require heating. And if you have the ability to keep a microwave-safe plate, bowl, or mug in your office for heating, even better. (As a bonus, using a proper dish makes your lunch feel like a “real” meal, which is extra satisfying.) Consider, too, whether your containers can go from freezer to fridge to microwave, and if they are leakproof and a cinch to wash. A microwave-safe container for soup is useless if it drains into your bag during your commute. And a lot of small, fidgety parts are a pain to clean, and can get lost easily.


			Finally, don’t dismiss the importance of style. If you’re embarrassed to be seen with your dorky lunch bag, or if your thermos makes you feel like a fourth grader, you will be less likely to bring your lunch. If your bag is chic, and your containers are sleek and grown-up looking, you will want to use them. Fortunately, there are zillions of new lunch products on the market that are as hip or girly or manly or retro as you like. Here are my recommendations—but these are just the beginning. Hit the Web and assemble the mess kit that suits you best—the one that makes you eager to stuff it with tasty food and proud to BYOL.


			
Leakproof Containers


			Whatever your lunch of choice, airtight leakproof containers are your go-to. Glass containers with locking lids will go from freezer to fridge to lunchbox to microwave without a hitch, while stainless-steel containers—lightweight and durable—are ideal for salads, sandwiches, and other cold foods. Here are my recommendations for the best leakproof containers on the market.


			Glass


			Stock up on portion-size glass containers and you are ready to freeze soups, stews and casseroles, and reheat them, all in the same container. Glass is safe, recyclable, doesn’t retain odors, and is easy to clean. Look for containers with lids that “snap” and you won’t have a leaky surprise in your lunch bag. Pyrex Snapware comes in a variety of sizes and shapes, including a 16-ounce rectangle that’s ideal for servings of enchiladas and casseroles. The Korean brand Glasslock produces a range of high-quality leakproof and oven-safe glass containers, including lunch-size bowls and cubes with super durable lids. (Bonus: They will replace lost or damaged lids for free!) I love the 12.8-ounce bowl for soup. Another glass brand to check out is Wean Green—their lids are offered in cheerful, bright colors and the containers are all perfectly sized for lunch. 


			Canning Jars


			Wide-mouth canning jars (aka Mason jars) are freezer-safe and microwave-safe, easy to eat out of, and cheap. Thanks to their ring lids, they are also leakproof. The most common brands, Ball and Kerr, come in a range of sizes. Try 4-ounce jars for dressings and dips; 8-ounce for yogurt, fruit cups, and sides; and 16-ounce for soups and even salads. The Ball Collection Elite Pint is the perfect size and shape for lunch boxes. The ingenious BNTO by Cuppow is a recycled plastic 6-ounce insert that turns any wide-mouth canning jar (16 ounces or larger) into a compartmented “bento jar.” Try it to keep dip or dressings and veggies or yogurt and granola separate and crunchy.
			

			Hinged Hermetic Jars


			Though you may not recognize their technical name, these leakproof glass bottles, with metal “swing caps” that lock tight, come in many sizes and shapes and are as useful as they are pretty. (Though they are not, alas, microwave-safe.)


			“Upcycled” Jars


			You probably already have most of the bottles and jars you need for lunch—just check the fridge. Small condiment jars are the perfect size for yogurt, fruit cups, and dips. Glass peanut butter jars are wide-mouth and many are leakproof (though most glass jars, except canning jars, are not heatproof, so be cautious!). Soak the jars in hot water before use, and the labels will usually slide right off.


			

				Salad Dressing on the Go


				If you like tender lettuces and delicate toppings for your lunch salad, you’ll need to carry your dressing alongside for last-minute tossing. Try the ingenious Dressing 2 Go, a squeezable 2-ounce silicone bottle, the sauce cups from Monbento, or Wean Green’s 4-ounce Wean Cubes. Small (4-ounce) canning jars also work well, as do upcycled baby food jars, if you have them around, or those mini jam jars (think hotel room service). Travel-size bottles will also do the trick, such as 2-ounce Nalgene bottles or silicone GoToobs.


			
			

			Stainless Steel


			As light as plastic but more durable, stainless steel won’t discolor or leach into food—it truly is the material of the future. Downside: It’s not microwave- or oven-safe, so it’s best for cold foods. LunchBots makes a leakproof Clicks line with snap-tight lids and rectangular shapes that come in small, medium, and large. Canadian brand Steeltainer also offers snap-tight lids, a range of sizes, and a unique and stylish white or blue plastic shell. I love the look and simplicity of the U Konserve stainless line, with lids in a rainbow of grown-up colors like olive, slate, and saffron. The geniuses at Innate MC2 took on the soup issue and came up with a spill-resistant (though not leakproof  ) silicone lid for their stainless-steel container that pops out into a microwave-safe bowl.
			

			Tiffin Tins


			It must be mentioned that traditional stainless-steel tiffin boxes—also called dabbas in India, where they originated—make for pretty great lunch transport. Yes, people might stare on the bus (perhaps less so if you hide your tin in a clever fabric carrier), but never mind—you will appreciate what generations of Indians have long known: The portion-size stacking tiffin containers with lock-tight lids are a fantastic solution for on-the-go meals.


			
Plastic


			If you just aren’t ready to kick the plastic habit, there are some products worth seeking out. Make sure you invest in containers that are labeled free of BPA and phthalates; those numbered 1, 2, 4, and 5 are considered the safest. No matter what the label says, never microwave food in plastic, and it’s best to avoid the dishwasher, too, which degrades plastic, making it more likely to contaminate your food. We do live in the age of plastic, however, so if you must, consider these.


			The Aladdin 24-ounce leakproof To-Go container is divided into two compartments, one large and one small, perfectly sized to keep sauces, dips, or dressings separate (I particularly like the container for the Salmon & Swiss Chard Summer Rolls) and to keep tuna salad away from the bread until you’re ready to eat. The solid-black Monbento food bowl is freezer-safe, double-walled, and completely modern, and you can’t get much more stealth than this ingenious nesting food jar from Zojirushi. Called Mr. Bento, the set includes an insulated stainless-steel outer jar filled with three BPA-free food bowls inside, plus a discreet carrying pouch.


			
Insulated Food Jars


			To keep hot food hot and cold food cold, you need an insulated—ideally, vacuum-insulated—food jar. Unlike your typical thermos bottle, a food jar has a squat shape and wide mouth, specifically designed for storing and serving food, not beverages, and keeping it at the right temperature for several hours. For hot foods, you must preheat the container with very hot tap water for a minute or two and make sure the soup or casserole is also very hot before filling the jar. Remember, food can safely stay at room temperature for up to two hours, so if your insulated jar maintains temperature (below 40°F or over 140°F) for only two hours, that means your food is safe for a total of four hours, max. Products make big claims—but just because food “seems warm” doesn’t mean it’s necessarily safe.


			The go-to brand for generations of lunch toters, Thermos makes several models of food jars. Try the FUNtainer, which maintains temperature for over four hours (that means the food is safe for six) and comes in playful bright colors. Thermos’s sleek basic vacuum-insulated food jar comes in 10- and 16-ounce sizes, in stainless steel and a chic color palette. In tests, it kept food below 40°F or over 140°F for more than three hours, boasting five hours of safe keeping without refrigeration. If you prefer a more rustic, retro camping look, the Thermos 16-ounce food jar with cup and spoon performs comparably—providing over eight hours of safety for cold foods—and comes in a range of colors, including matte black and a hard-to-resist, shiny red.


			For rugged good looks and vintage nostalgia (they’ve been producing insulated containers since 1913), Stanley is the brand to beat. I am a sucker for their dappled, sage-green hammertone finish and retro design, even with newfangled items like the insulated food jar. The 10-ounce Adventure jar, the perfect size for lunch, is very light and has charm to spare. It’s a good choice for cold foods, giving you a safety window of about five hours; I don’t recommend it for soup. The 17-ounce food jar, with a lid that doubles as a 12-ounce bowl, performs better with hot food, keeping it piping for two full hours, and safe for four. It comes in dapper navy and red as well as the signature green. If you really need to keep soup hot all day, go classic with the all-steel Stanley vacuum bottle, beloved by workers for a century.


			British design firm Black and Blum makes several ingenious items for the lunch box, including a modern, designy take on the insulated food jar. Their 17-ounce stainless Thermo-Pot, complete with leakproof cork lid and magnetically affixed spoon, keeps hot food at temperature for a respectable four hours, and safe for six. It holds quite a lot of soup and has a broad 3½-inch mouth and an oversized, bean-pot shape—ideal for those with larger appetites who don’t mind toting a rather brawny container.


			Known for their stainless-steel water bottles, Kleen Kanteen also produces a line of sleek vacuum-insulated canisters in lunch-friendly 1- and 2-cup sizes. They are best for cold foods, keeping them at temperature for three-plus hours, and safe for nearly six. If insulation isn’t a concern, Kleen Kanteen’s single-walled steel canisters are lightweight and supremely portable.


			Reusable Options for Snacks and Sandwiches


			For an earth-friendly lunch, and to stretch your mess-kit dollar, consider reusable options in place of single-use plastic bags and plastic wrap.


			
Moisture-Proof Bags and Wraps


			LunchSkins snack and sandwich bags have a lot going for them: They are durable, easy to wash, don’t retain odors, and come in a range of totally appealing patterns. Same goes for Itzy Ritzy bags, which are made from similar materials but feature a zipper closure, rather than Velcro. The Blue Avocado sandwich wrap accommodates wraps, subs, and petite ’wiches, is made of 50 percent posconsumer recycled plastic bottles, and conveniently doubles as a place mat/crumb catcher. The downside for all three: plastic-derived linings.


			Plastic-Free Options


			If you’d like to minimize your food’s contact with plastic, or if you’d just like to stop buying and throwing out disposable zip-top bags, there are several all-fabric sandwich wraps and bags on the market. Crafters sell them on Etsy, and companies like Eco Ditty offer 100 percent organic cotton. Cloth bags can’t be just wiped down after use, but they are machine washable. Buy a few so you can launder them regularly. You might also consider Abeego—hemp pouches and wrappers lined with beeswax, which are moisture resistant and will last over a year with proper care.


			Split the Difference


			Though technically a plastic product, uncoated nylon is very stable and doesn’t react with food except at extremely high temperatures. Try the Reuseit brand of snack and sandwich bags, which are made of durable 100 percent nylon and come in grown-up colors like black and dark pink.


			Forget the Bags and Wrap Altogether


			Your snacks and sandwiches will get extra support transported in rigid containers, which are generally longer lasting and easier to clean, to boot. Every brand of airtight container (see above) has sizes suitable for sandwiches, and it’s easy to stash a small container of mayo, spreads, or other wet ingredients alongside. Check out Black + Blum’s colorful aluminum sandwich box, with its bamboo lid that does double duty as a cutting board, perfect for sandwich assembly. For snacks, consider the clever Kinderville silicone snack pouch with tab tops or the To-Go Ware 4-ounce Sidekick made of lightweight stainless steel.


			
Bento Boxes


			Containers with little divided compartments are all the rage, and they’re terrific for more than just snacks and artful Japanese finger foods. Keep one on hand for Pantry Mezze, a last-minute-lunch solution par excellence. Larger bentos are also a terrific way to keep sandwich fixings separate—wet from dry—and dips and dipping sauces isolated until you’re ready for them. There are countless bento options on the market, but here are a few of my picks.


			Life Without Plastic’s container with removable dividers is one of the few leakproof stainless-steel bentos on the market. Those removable dividers make this truly multipurpose—a bento when you want it, a regular airtight container when you don’t. Note, though, that since the dividers “float,” dressings and sauces will spread around inside the container. This one is best for ingredients that stay put.
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" YOUR LUNCH HOROSCOPE

What's in the stars for your midday meal? Match your lunch personality to the “signs” below,
to find the recipes in this book that suit you best. | see a delicious future ahead!

WHITE RABBIT

“I'm late! I'm late!” These

lunches come together in

mere minutes.

* Prosciutto & Provolone
Sandwich with Fig Jam

* Smoked Salmon “BLT"

* Lemony Chicken-Noodle
Soup

* Bowl of Plenty

CARBOPHOBE

Sandwiches are out,
but that leaves so much in!

* Steak Salad with Snap
Peas & Radishes

* Salmon & Swiss Chard
Summer Rolls

* The Fabulous Frittata

* Sweet & Smokey Turkey Jerky

HUNGRY
HERBIVORE

No animal products?
No problem.
* Kale Salad Agrodolce
* Peanut Butter &

Chocolate Chip Cookies
* Chilled Zucchini-Mint Soup
* Tofu Muhammara

BREEDER

You've got lunch to make,
and not just for yourself.
* Pita Pizzette

* Tart Up Your Tuna

* Every 'Wich Way

* Pantry Mezze

MOTHER HUBBARD

Cupboards almost bare? You
still might have the makings
for lunch.
* Pantry Mezze
* The Fabulous Frittata
* Noodle Salad with
Peanut Dressing
* Every 'Wich Way

T-REX
Would you like some
meat with your meat?

* Beef Stroganoff

* Meat Sauce Chili

* Pork Tacos with
Pineapple Salsa

* Turkey & Roasted Pepper
Mini Meat Loaves

NIGHT OWL

Not a morning person?

Here are some lunches you

can make the night before.

* Mediterranean Chickpea &
Tuna Salad

* Enchiladas Verdes

* Ratatouille

* Rice Salad with Nuts
&Fresh Herbs.

MENU HOARDER

You love to eat, but hate to

cook. No stove required.

* Fennel & Spinach Salad
with Figs & Blue Cheese

* Prosciutto & Provolone
Sandwich with Fig Jam

* Deli Counter Bénh Mi

* Pantry Mezze

WEEKENDER

You like to bring lunch . . . to
the park on a sunny Saturday.

* Zucchini & Carrot Ribbons.
with Miso Dressing
* Ratatouille

* Chile & Cherry
Brownie Bites

* Green Pea Hummus.

HOMESTEADER
You sewed your own
lunch bag.

* Gingery Pecan-Cranberry
Granola Bars

* Homemade Mayonnaise

* Sweet & Smoky Turkey Jerky

* Chicken or Vegetable Broth

* Beans

WEREWOLF
Once a month, when the
moon is full . .. you turn into
a full-on cooking maniac.
* DIY Frozen Burritos
* Easy Empanadas
* Pea Soup with Sausage

& Marjoram
* Whole Wheat Mac & Cheese
th Herbed Walnut Toppi

WEIGHT WATCHER

Calories count—you keep it

light.

iso Soup with Spinach,
Tofu & Ginger

* Vietnamese Lettuce Wraps

* Golden Beet & Carrot
Cold Borscht

* Spicy Kale Chips
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THE HEALTH + FITNESS CASE

According to a government study, the average American
gains about a pound a year between the ages of 20 and
60, thanks mostly to the fact that we eat 280 percent
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SERVING SIZES

Restaurant food, especially fast food, is the leading culprit of our

overconsumption of “bad” calories and underconsumption of fruits,

veggies, and whole grains. Studies routinely show that portion sizes

in restaurants are larger than USDA-defined serving sizes, often

double or more. (You won't hear Outback trumpeting a “3-ounce USDA
sirloin special,” though that is, technically, one serving of steak.)

RESTAURANTS

Salads make up a mere 5 percent of restaurant main course orders, and fewer
than one in ten Americans gets the recommended daily amount of fruits and
veggies. As Michael Pollan writes in Food Rules, “Cooking for yourself is the only
sure way to take back control of your diet.”

S

THEDOLLARS + CENTS CASE

Bringing your own lunch costs, on average, approximately $5 in ingredients—a little more for a fancy
salad, a little less for a simple sandwich, and way less for a hearty soup. Compare that to

the roughly $10 that same meal will cost you at a restaurant—a little less at a fast-food

joint and a lot more at a sit-down bistro—and you are looking at an annual savings of

at least $750 if you bring your lunch three times a week. Put that

money in a savings account or IRA and you would accrue

$3,000 in just four years—plus interest! .
BRINGING

COSTOF THE
YOUR OWN SAVINGS PER SAVINGS

SAME MEAL IN
LUNCH RESTAURANTS YEAR OVER 4 YEARS
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