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Introduction

I started making character bentos when my firstborn began elementary school in 2011. He had problems adapting to the longer hours at school. He missed me and cried when I sent him to school every day. I started packing him character bentos, along with lunch notes, in order to cheer him up and let him feel my love and presence through them.

I started my blog, www.bentomonsters.com, in August 2011 because I wanted a platform to journal down the character bentos I made for my boys. One day, when they are grown up, I hope that they will be able to look back on the blog and recall the fond memories they had of their character bentos when they were little. Over time, making character bentos has also become a personal hobby, which I enjoy whenever I have pockets of free time. I intend to continue to make character bentos for as long as my boys are willing to eat them.

I’ve always wanted to write a book as I thought it would be the perfect keepsake for my bento making journey. In addition, when I first started making character bentos, most of the character bento making books available were written in Japanese. I’d always felt that it would have been great to have one in English that would cover all the basic character bento making techniques. This is what I’m trying to do now, even though I’m no professional in this arena and am still learning every day! I hope to share with you everything I’ve learnt through trial and error these few years.

This book encompasses all the basic character making techniques needed to get you started, lots of bento designs, complete with step-by-step pictures, as well as bento food recipes to guide you along. I’ve tried to keep most of the designs simple, so it’s easy for you to recreate them. I hope that this book will inspire you to try your hand at making your own character bentos—and I hope you will enjoy the process as much as I do.
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What Is Bento?

Bento simply means “meal packed in a box.” It is very popular in Japan and is in fact an integral part of the culture. Bentos can be bought in many places throughout Japan, including convenience stores, bento shops, railway stations, and department stores. Bentos can also be homemade. In Japan, it is common for children to bring bentos to school and for adults to bring bentos to work for lunch. Over the past few years, bento culture has gained popularity worldwide and there has been a global spread of bento to different parts of the world. It is especially interesting to see how bentos have evolved and adapted in different countries, cultures, and communities.

Character bento, or charaben, is a type of bento that features food decorated and styled to look like people, animals, characters from cartoons, etc. Character bentos started as a way for parents to encourage their picky kids to eat a wider range of foods, especially healthy food. Mothers in Japan often pack character bentos for their children who go to kindergarten.

I believe that in making a character bento, the taste of the bento should not be compromised for its presentation. It is important to prepare a wholesome meal so that the bento tastes as good as it looks. I also believe that making a character bento should not take up too much of your time. As a result, I’ve simplified a majority of the character bentos I’m sharing in this book so that they are quick and easy to create. I’ve also included a recipe section in this book, so you can recreate the dishes that make up my bentos. With a little effort and some creativity, a bento will not only bring a smile to its recipient’s face, but will also become an enjoyable process for the maker.

Whenever you prepare character bentos, it helps to plan in advance what you would like to make. This way, you can have all the ingredients ready beforehand, which will make the job much easier. Bento tools like a nori punch, cutters, or a rice mold are useful and will also save time in character bento making. However, refrain from buying and overloading on too many tools if you are starting out on your bento making journey. Most of the basic tools needed to get you started can be found in your kitchen, such as cling wrap, scissors, knives, toothpicks, etc. It’s better to try your hand at making character bentos first and slowly ascertain what tools you would need the most, before making your purchases.


Bento Boxes

Bento boxes come in all sorts of shapes and sizes. They are also made from different kinds of materials. In choosing a bento box, you will need to look at your meal serving requirements. Generally speaking, for a tightly packed Japanese-style bento (following the rule of three parts grain dishes, one part protein dishes, and two parts vegetable dishes), the number of milliliters (ml) that a box can hold corresponds roughly to the number of calories it holds. As a guide, a child needs a 400–600ml (13.5–20 oz) bento box. A female needs around 600ml (20 oz) and a male needs around 900ml (30.5 oz). This is just a rough guide, and you may need to add more food for those who engage in higher physical activity or reduce food for those with lower physical activity. The chart below shows a more detailed guide according to age.

WOMEN
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MEN
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Bentos are great for portion control. They allow you to choose the appropriate bento box size according to your dietary needs, and all you have to do is pack food in the bento box.

Here is a guide to most of the bento boxes I used in this book:

PLASTIC BENTO BOXES

Plastic boxes should be BPA-free. If you need to reheat your bento box, make sure your bento box is microwave safe.

[image: images]

Bento boxes can come with compartments. This ensures that food does not touch and makes packing easy.
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If you are packing something with sauce, you will need an airtight box to prevent the sauce from spilling.
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Boxes with attached lids are suitable for younger kids, especially if you have an absentminded kid. You will not have to worry about your child forgetting about and leaving their lids at school.

[image: images]

Bento boxes with cute characters are more attractive to kids.
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Some bento boxes come with built-in gel lids. If you freeze the gel lid overnight, it will keep your bento cool until lunchtime.
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Foldable sandwich boxes can be folded up after lunch, thus saving space. They also save space when they are being stored.

[image: images]


Where to get them: www.bentousa.com, en.bentoandco.com, us.monbento.com/en, www.easylunchboxes.com.




MAGEWAPPA (BENTWOOD) AND WOODEN BENTO BOXES

These boxes are very beautiful and are great for packing rice. The wood allows the rice to breathe and makes plain rice taste wonderful. Food might stain the wood, so it’s better to line the boxes with wax paper or food cups when packing. These are costly and might be more suitable for older children who can take better care of their belongings.
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Where to get them: en.bentoandco.com



METAL BENTO BOXES

Metal bento boxes are mostly made from aluminum and stainless steel. They are very durable and easy to clean. Metal does not absorb the flavors and odors of food like plastic does; however, do note that metal containers are not microwavable, although high quality ones may be heated up in ovens. Most aluminum bento boxes have loose, unsecured lids, held together using a band. Because of this, you should only pack drier food in these boxes.

[image: images]

If you need a leakproof metal box, look for stainless steel bento boxes that come with a silicon seal inside the rim.
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Where to get them: en.bentoandco.com, www.bentousa.com, www.black-blum.com



THERMAL CONTAINERS

Bentos are traditionally eaten at room temperature. If you prefer a warm lunch and have no heating facilities available at lunch time, a thermal food jar will be a good choice. However, do take note that food continues to cook in thermal containers, so choose food that benefits from slow cooking. Suitable items to pack include stews, soup, curries, or rice. For young kids, do take extra precaution by informing their teachers to help them to open the jar, in case the hot contents spill out.
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Where to get them: www.bentousa.com, en.bentoandco.com




Bento Making Tools

CLING WRAP

This is an important tool to help you make rice balls. Using cling wrap prevents rice from sticking to your hands. With the help of cling wrap, you can easily mold rice into different shapes. Learn the basic technique on shaping rice using cling wrap (p. 13). When wrapping rice or eggs with nori, wrapping it with cling wrap will also help the nori to adhere to the rice or eggs. You can get cling wrap at any grocery store.
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NORI PUNCHES

Even though you can cut out most decorative shapes from seaweed, also called nori, using a pair of scissors, a nori punch is useful for cutting out smaller and more precise shapes like circles and ovals. Nori punches are specifically designed for cutting sheets of nori.

[image: images]

Paper punches, found at craft stores, can also be used to cut seaweed.
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When choosing nori, get unseasoned nori as it can keep better after opening. Choosing a thicker, better quality nori will give you a darker, almost black cutout, whereas thinner nori sheets tend to give greenish cutouts. After opening a packet of nori, you can cut it up into smaller pieces and keep it in an airtight container with a desiccant.


Where to get them: www.bentousa.com, en.bentoandco.com, craft stores



TWEEZERS

Tweezers with sharp tips are useful in handling and adjusting more intricate bento details. Some tweezers are made especially for bento making. You can also use tweezers made for bead craft.
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Where to get them: www.bentousa.com, craft stores



SCISSORS

A pair of small, sharp-tipped scissors is an essential item in character bento making. It will help you to make precise cuts of small decorative parts.
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Where to get them: www.bentousa.com, craft stores




CUTTERS

Even though most decorative parts in character bento making can be cut freehand, using a cutter makes the job faster and easier. Cutters come in different shapes and sizes.

Some cutters are specially designed for bento use. These cutters are more suitable for cutting softer ingredients like ham, bread, and cheese.
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Cutters used for cutting vegetables are great for bento. These cutters can be made of metal or plastic. The cutters are more durable and can cut harder and thicker ingredients like carrots before they are cooked.
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Sandwich cutters, which are bigger in size, are used for cutting bread into fun shapes. Some of them come along with a stamper, which can be used to make imprints on the bread. There are also sandwich cutters with molds—these seal up the edges of the sandwich so its fillings inside will not fall out.

[image: images]

You can look for cutters in bakeware stores too. These cutters, which come in plastic and metal, are originally designed for cutting cookies and/or fondant, but they can double as bento making tools.
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Everyday household items can also be used as cutters. Keep a variety of different sized straws, snip them short, and use them to cut out circles. You can use them to cut out ovals too, simply by squeezing the straw into an oval shape while you make the cut. The front of round piping tips and the back of all piping tips can double up as circle cutters too.
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Where to get them: www.bentousa.com, baking supplies stores




BENTO PICKS

Bento picks are a quick way to decorate bentos. They add an instant touch of cuteness to the food. There are lots of varieties out there and you will be spoiled for choice. They are functional as well, and are used to skewer foods like meatballs, edamame, and fruits.
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You can make homemade picks with the help of decorative washi tape (also available in scrapbooking sections at Michaels or Walmart) and toothpicks.
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You can also check out baking supplies stores for cupcake toppers to decorate your bento. Do note that these toppers tend to be larger in size compared to bento picks.
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I like to store my bento picks in plastic boxes with compartments. It’s easier to organize, and it helps when I need to pick out the ones I want to use.
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Where to get them: www.bentousa.com, en.bentoandco, baking supplies stores



WAX PAPER

Wax paper is useful in lining wooden bento boxes and sandwich boxes. It can also be used to wrap sandwiches and separate foods in the bento box. It come in a variety of prints and designs. You can match the wax paper with the theme of your bento.
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Where to get them: www.bentousa.com, en.bentoandco.com



CUTTING KNIVES

These are used to make precise cuts on ingredients. They are especially useful for cutting out food from a template (p. 17). These knifes are usually used for arts and crafts projects.
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Where to get them: craft stores




RICE MOLDS

Rice molds come in a variety of shapes, from traditional shapes like circles and triangles to more specific images of animals and flowers. Rice molds make it easy to mold rice into different shapes and are useful for beginners. They are also useful when you need to make a large quantity of rice balls and you want to be consistent with your sizes and shapes.
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Where to get them: www.bentousa.com, en.bentoandco.com



FOOD CUPS

Food cups help to keep the rice and side dishes in your box separate, so they don’t mix with each other. It also helps to prevent the food from staining your bento box. Food cups can be made from silicon or plastic and are reusable. Good quality silicon food cups can be used in the oven, microwave, steamer, or freezer as they can withstand extreme temperatures such as a high of 446°F (230°C) and a low of -40°F (-40°C)—but please read usage instructions as this may vary.
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Food cups can also be made from paper and aluminum. These are not reusable.
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Where to get them: www.bentousa.com, en.bentoandco.com



SAUCE BOTTLES/CONTAINERS

Sauce bottles are usually used for soy sauce, while containers are used for sauces like ketchup, mayonnaise, or salad dressing.
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Where to get them: www.bentousa.com, en.bentoandco.com, us.monbento.com/en, www.easylunchboxes.com



BARANS

These are used to keep side dishes separate, and are more useful for dry foods, as food with sauce can still flow underneath them. Barans come in different designs and can be used to decorate your bento box as well. They can be made from plastic film sheets or silicon.
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Where to get them: www.bentousa.com, en.bentoandco.com




EGG MOLDS

Eggs can be molded into different shapes when they are still warm. Egg molds come in different shapes and designs. Place a hot/warm boiled egg into the egg mold and immerse the mold in cold water until the egg has cooled down. This will give you a molded egg.
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Where to get them: www.bentousa.com, en.bentoandco.com, us.monbento.com/en



GEL PACKS

Gel packs are used to keep your lunch cool until lunchtime. When you pop them in the freezer overnight, the gel will turn to ice and you can place them on top of your bento box. Be careful not to make any holes in them—discard them if that happens. Do not let the gel pack/ice pack come into direct contact with the food.

[image: images]


Where to get them: www.bentousa.com, en.bentoandco.com




Bento Making Techniques

COLORING RICE

There are many different ways to color rice. The most convenient way would be using deco-furi, sushi mix, or sakura denbu, which are rice seasoning condiments that also add color to the rice when mixed in.

[image: images]

When mixing deco-furi with rice, do it while the rice is still hot or warm. The more deco-furi added, the brighter the color will be. Please note that deco-furi will make the rice salty, so avoid adding too much. Another good way to use deco-furi would be to wrap a plain rice ball inside an outer layer of colored rice. This way, the rice won’t be too salty but the color will still be vibrant.

Sushi mix and sakura denbu can be used to color rice a sweet pinkish shade.

[image: images]

A healthier option would be to color your rice using natural food ingredients. You will be surprised at the beautiful colors you can achieve just by using natural foods.

To get you started, here is a list of ingredients that can be used to produce certain colors to dye your rice. This list is non-exhaustive, and with experimentation you may discover more natural food dyes. As a general rule, fresh ingredients can be boiled or steamed, then mashed to produce the dye.


RED

[image: images]

PINK
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BROWN
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GREY
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GREEN
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YELLOW
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PURPLE
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BLUE
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ORANGE

[image: images]


SHAPING RICE USING RICE MOLD

There are many different types of rice molds available, but the method to use each of them is similar. The type of rice that is most suitable to be molded is short grained rice, as it’s sticky when cooked and it holds its shape well. For this demonstration, I used a penguin-shaped rice mold to shape my rice.

[image: images]

1.  Dip the rice mold in water before using to prevent rice from sticking to mold. Fill the mold with rice. If you want fillings in your rice, fill in half the mold with rice first, add the fillings, and finally top the mold with more rice.

[image: images]

2.  Press the lid on tightly.

[image: images]

3.  Remove the lid, turn the mold over, and tap lightly so that the rice will fall out. Your rice is now ready to be used.

[image: images]

4.  Some rice mold sets, like the one I’m using, come with a seaweed cutter. Simply place the seaweed on the cutting mat provided in the set and press on the cutter to cut through the seaweed.
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SHAPING RICE USING CLING WRAP

Cling wrap is the most versatile way to shape rice. It gives you more flexibility compared to a rice mold. Once again, short grained rice is preferred as it holds its shape better.

[image: images]

1.  Place cling wrap on your palm and scoop rice on it.
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2.  If you want to add filling, scoop filling onto the center of the rice. Skip this step if you want to leave your rice plain.

[image: images]

3.  Bring the ends of the cling wrap together. Twist the ends to tighten as you shape the rice into a compact rice ball.

[image: images]

4.  Use your hands to mold the rice into different shapes while it is still wrapped in the cling wrap.

[image: images]


MAKING EGG SHEETS

An egg sheet is, essentially, a colored sheet that is made from eggs. Egg sheets can be cut using a scissors or a knife to form character shapes (p. 17) or to be used to make various decorations like sunflowers, blankets, and raincoats. To make colored egg sheets, use gel-based food coloring as they will not thin your egg mixture. You can make egg sheets in advance and freeze them—just sandwich the egg sheet with cling wrap and put it in a ziplock bag.

[image: images]

YELLOW EGG SHEET


INGREDIENTS

1 egg

½ tsp cornstarch

1 tsp water




METHOD:

1.  Beat egg with whisk or fork in a bowl.

[image: images]

2.  Add ½ tsp cornstarch to 1 tsp water. Add the cornstarch mixture to the egg.

[image: images]

3.  Strain the egg mixture. This step is very important to get rid of the bubbles so that we can get a smooth egg sheet.

[image: images]

4.  Use a tamagoyaki pan or a rectangular pan to create your rectangular egg sheet. Put a little cooking oil in and wipe the surface with kitchen towels.

[image: images]

5.  Pour a thin layer of mixture into the pan right after you put the pan on the stove. Turn on the stove at low heat.

[image: images]

6.  Once the top layer starts to harden, turn off the stove and let the egg sheet continue to cook for a while. Remove and transfer to a plate or cutting board using a spatula. If the egg sheet was cooked in a round pan, trim off the edges to form a square.
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WHITE OR COLORED EGG SHEET


INGREDIENTS

2 egg whites

½ tsp cornstarch

1 tsp water

Gel-based food coloring




METHOD:

1.  Beat egg whites with whisk or fork in a bowl.

[image: images]

2.  Add ½ tsp cornstarch to 1 tsp water. If you would like to color the egg sheet, add the coloring to the cornstarch mixture. Add the cornstarch mixture to the egg.

[image: images]

3.  Strain the egg mixture. This step is very important to get rid of the bubbles so that we can get a smooth egg sheet.
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4.  Put a little cooking oil on a tamagoyaki pan. Use kitchen towels to wipe the surface.
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5.  Pour a thin layer of mixture into the pan right after you put the pan on the stove. Turn on the stove at low heat.

[image: images]

6.  Once the top layer starts to harden, turn off the stove and let the egg sheet continue to cook for a while. Remove and transfer to a plate or cutting board using a spatula.

[image: images]




COLORING HARD-BOILED EGGS

Hard-boiled eggs can be used to decorate your bento or made into different characters and designs. They can be colored by soaking them in water that has been dyed with either artificial food coloring or natural ingredients. Here, I will share some ways to prepare different colored dye solutions using natural ingredients. The stronger colors, like beets and turmeric, set pretty quickly, but you’ll want to keep the others soaking longer to achieve a brighter color.

[image: images]

Bring water to boil. Place room temperature chicken eggs in the pot and boil for 6–7 minutes. Reduce the time if you are making hard-boiled quail eggs. Remove hard-boiled eggs and peel them. Immediately, place them in the dye solution and soak until you get your desired color.

PREPARING DYE SOLUTIONS

•Purple–red: Boil beets and puree them. Strain and reserve liquids.

•Light pink: Use strained beet juice straight from the can or water leftover from boiling beets.

•Yellow: Mix turmeric or curry powder with hot water.

•Green: Mix green tea powder, also called matcha, with hot water.

•Brown: Add soy sauce to water.

•Blue: Shred red cabbage and boil it in water. Strain and reserve liquids.

•Purple:  Use purple grape juice that you can find on the shelves in any grocery store.

•Orange: Mix turmeric powder with hot water. Slowly add strained beet juice until you get a dark orange color.


CUTTING CHARACTERS FROM A TEMPLATE

Some of the ingredients you can use for this method are cheese, ham, egg sheets, bread, and aburaage (a product made from soybeans).

[image: images]

1.  Draw or print out the design you want on a piece of paper. Trace out the picture using parchment paper.
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2.  Decide on the different layers you want for your character (layers will make them “pop up”) and trace them out on parchment paper as well.
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3.  Cut out the different parts on the parchment paper using scissors or a cutting knife.

[image: images]

4.  Lay out the paper cutouts on your food ingredients. Using a cutting knife, cut along the outline of the paper. If you are making cutouts in cheese, a toothpick can be used too.

[image: images]

5.  Assemble the different layers you have cut out to complete your design. Add further details, such as the eyes, nose, and mouth, using nori cutouts.

[image: images]


Bento Packing Basics

Bento should have a good mix of carbohydrates, proteins, fruits, and vegetables. Bento is usually eaten at room temperature, so the food that you pack in it should still taste good when slightly cold.

When packing food that may have to sit at room temperature for some time before it is eaten, it is crucial to follow proper, safe bento-packing practices. Wash your hands to ensure they are clean before packing. Try to handle the food with your bare hands as little as possible—use chopsticks and other utensils to arrange your food. Make sure food has fully cooled down before closing the bento lid. In warmer weather or for food that might spoil easily, be sure to use a gel pack (p. 9).

In order to prevent the bento contents from shifting during transport and ruining your efforts, make sure that the food is packed tightly without any gaps in between. Some examples of food that are well suited to fill small gaps in your bento box are broccoli, cherry tomatoes, rolled up ham, sausages, grapes, and strawberries. We call them bento fillers.
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