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INTRODUCTION

cute cooking




“If you are what you eat, you’d better be cooking cute.”




It’s hard to spend a day in Tokyo with-
out hearing someone squealing “Kawaii!”
(“That is so freakin’ cute!”) And it’s well-
nigh impossible to figure out what she’s
gushing over—because the city is a veritable
 Kawaii-Land. You’ll find giant heads with dilated pupils splashed all over ATMs, taxis, mailboxes, even condom wrappers. Underground, an adorable penguin persuades commuters to buy a Metro card. Look up and you might see the Pokémon Jet roaring through the sky.

The word kawaii first became prominent in the 1970s along with childlike fashion, a cutesy handwriting style called burikko-ji, and Hello Kitty (born in 1974 and likely to outlive us all). Cute character design now permeates every aspect of Japanese culture. Most recently, it has seeped into home cooking; Mother wakes at dawn to transform a few strips of ham, cheese, and seaweed into the spitting image of Super Mario or Totoro—all in the hope that Junior will smile when he opens his bento box.

Today, cute cooking is a full-blown craze that has captivated pop culture bloggers such as me. On




my last trip, I picked up a dozen specialty “mooks” (magazine-books) and filled a basket with colorful bento equipment. While the recipes delighted and inspired me, the ingredients—natto, seaweed, fish balls, red bean paste—weren’t always my cup of tea.

So my motto became “Think outside the bento box.” Why not apply Japanese decoration techniques to more familiar foods, such as mac and cheese or tuna salad? The more I experimented, the more I realized that cute cooking wasn’t about the end picture. Taste remained my top consideration, but I was now planning recipes around kawaii: I saw zucchini slices as mouse ears and chives as whiskers. I thought about color (green tea powder for frogs), cheekiness (carrot muffin bunnies, burgers shaped like cows), and the distinctive properties of food (cheese can be shaped, dough can be layered). It was like falling through the oven into a fun new world of cooking.

The most successful charaben (char-
acter bentos) usually abide by two
 constraints, which I’ve brought to my
 Westernized creations. First, the decorations
 are not too fussy. Intricate food sculptures may be impressive, but they’re not made on a regular basis
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or meant to be eaten. My recipes rely on simple shapes that anyone can reproduce in thirty minutes, max—even if you failed art class. The aim is to enhance the dish, not overwhelm it to the point that it’s unrecognizable.

Second, the recipes are balanced and nutritious. Like the mothers who pack bentos for their children, in these recipes I strove for a good mix of produce, whole grains, protein, and healthy fats. No candy, cake mix, or artificial coloring here. Japan’s sushi and bento masters have proven that we can make astonishingly cute dishes out of whole foods alone.

Even with these considerations, I’ve discovered that pretty much any dish can receive the kawaii treatment. Cute Yummy Time includes recipes for every meal of the day as well as special occasions. Instead of categories for lunch and dinner, I use the terms “To Go” and “To Stay.” The former refers to foods that are easy to pack up, such as sushi and salads; the latter consists of dishes best eaten hot out of the oven or skillet, such as lasagna. I think these terms are more helpful because workplace microwaves have altered the lunch/dinner distinction, and because nutritionists recommend eating lighter meals in the evening.

I love cute cooking because it is so accessible—it was developed by Japanese home cooks and doesn’t require special equipment or training. It isn’t just for the kids; many grown-ups are conscious about healthy eating, so why not have fun in the kitchen? And what better way to shine at a potluck or dinner party than by bringing out a happy penguin cheese ball?




So be bold; be adventurous; I promise that your creations will improve with each try. When conceptualizing a new recipe, I suggest that you map out the general method but leave room for spur-of-the-moment changes. Often, I’ll be in the midst of cooking when inspiration hits: an orange slice can be the mouth; cinnamon sticks can be horns! It’s helpful to have a good stock of ingredients on hand, especially herbs, spices, and sauces. Never forget to think outside the bento box: characters can be three-dimensional and go beyond the rim of a plate. Lastly, if you’re stuck for ideas, take a glance at Japanese comics (manga) and cartoons (anime); there’s a wealth of kawaii material on the Internet.

Hobgoblin Cupcakes may disappear in minutes, but the lasting delight of cute cooking stems from the process. All of a sudden, the grown-up chore of food preparation turns into an impromptu art project and adventure. Breakfast, lunch, dinner . . . scrap it. From now on, let’s call all of our meals Cute Yummy Time!




Kawaii 101

Kawaii is . . .




• pronounced “ka-why-ee,” as in Hawaii;

• adorable, cuddly, sweet, harmless, innocent,
 simple, gentle;

• the uniquely Japanese concept of cuteness that
 is a national fixation; and

• also popular in developed Asian countries, mak-
ing inroads into Western culture.
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You know something is kawaii when . . .




• you can’t stop yourself from putting your hands
 to your chin and squealing, “Awww!”;

• you’ll drop everything to protect and soothe the
 helpless being; and

• you’re reminded of the comfort and warmth you
 felt as a child, snuggling your favorite toy.




The K-word can refer to any cute creature or object—my cat, Basil Farrow, for example—but kawaii character design is a distinct style. Hello Kitty and Pikachu fall under this umbrella; Mickey Mouse and Bugs Bunny do not.

Here are some examples of kawaii animal heads, faces, bodies, and decorations. You can mix and match the features to make new characters.




HEADS




FACES




BODIES




DECORATIONS
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Ingredients

Here are some kawaii faces made from whole foods. Can you guess the ingredients? Hint: There’s no candy or junk food on these plates!




Blueberries/peanuts,
 raspberries/almonds,
 pumpkin seeds/
pistachios, dried
 cranberries/pecans




Kiwi, raspberries,
 apples




Squash, carrot,
 arugula, onion,
 avocado, red
 cabbage




Apples, flaxseeds,
 blackberries




Cucumber, onion,
 spinach, snow peas,
 tomato, radish




Red lettuce, spinach,
 nori (dried seaweed)
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All of my recipes use inexpensive ingredients that are available in most Western supermarkets. I went for the most nutritious options, such as whole wheat bread and pasta. A few notes on choices and substitutions:




• Whole wheat pastry flour (WWPF): More nutritious than white flour (because it contains the bran and germ), but less dense than regular whole wheat flour (resulting in lighter baked goods). If you can’t find WWPF, substitute 50 percent whole wheat flour and 50 percent unbleached all-purpose flour.

• Sugar: I highly recommend stevia and agave, two natural, low-calorie sweeteners that help regulate blood sugar levels. Since the substitution amount varies by brand, I listed the measurement for sugar; however, I used stevia in




every recipe that called for a sweetener. If you use agave, you may have to slightly reduce the amount of liquid in the recipe.

• Flaxseeds: To extract the omega-3s and nutrients within, flaxseeds must be freshly ground. I do not recommend pre-ground flaxseeds, which lose much of their nutrition through exposure to air and light.

• Dairy: Fat-free milk and yogurt were used in these recipes, but you can substitute dairy products with a higher fat content for a creamier texture and richer flavor.

• There’s no need for artificial dyes, when natural foods provide a full palette of colors.




Here are some herbs, spices, and sauces that you can use to color rice and egg whites.
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Tools

None of my recipes require special kitchen equipment other than a sushi mat, which you can easily find in kitchenware and Asian specialty stores.

COOKIE CUTTERS

I used a bento set from Japan with shapes for cutting out facial features; however, basic round and heart-shaped cookie cutters will give you the same precise cutouts. For small round eyes, try using the end of a straw. For circles and semicircles, you can trace the rim of a bottle cap, saltshaker, or mug. The top edge of a heart-shaped cookie cutter is useful for cutting W-shaped animal mouths. You can find animal-shaped cookie cutters in kitchen supply stores, or cut out the heads and bodies by hand.

BENTO EQUIPMENT

Specialty egg and ice cream sandwich molds are inexpensive; they can be bought online or in Asian specialty stores. Cute toothpicks, bowls, and plastic cutlery may also be found in discount Asian marts.




Essential tools for cute cooking




USEFUL EQUIPMENT FOR FOOD DECORATION

You may want to gather the following equipment when you begin to make some of the recipes in Cute Yummy Time:




• Tweezers, for arranging small pieces of food

• Q-tips, for cleaning drips

• Scissors, especially for cutting out templates and nori (dried seaweed)

• A small paring knife or razor blade, for cutting precise shapes

• Parchment paper and a pen, for drawing tem-
plates




Cute toothpicks and bento decorations from Japan
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STEP-BY-STEP DEMONSTRATION

How to Make a Bear’s Face Out of
 Rye, Ham, and Salami




1. Prepare your workspace: a cutting board, toothpicks, various knives, cookie cutters. Plan the design on parchment paper. A slice of rye bread forms an excellent flat background. Try to use the natural shapes of food, such as a round salami slice for the face.

2. Cheese is an excellent surface for cutting out features. Round cookie cutters easily form ears and a snout.

3. Red lettuce is my favorite ingredient for making eyes and noses. A toothpick helps push out the lettuce from the cutter or the end of a straw.

4. The top edge of a heart-shaped cutter forms a perfect W-shaped mouth.

5. Use a toothpick to push the elements into place.

6. Small crosses, flowers, stars, and hearts add extra cuteness.

7. Finished. Total time: about 10 minutes.
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Some Basic Recipes

Here are some basic recipes you may need for kawaii. Consider these the building blocks from which you can let your imagination soar.




steel-cut
 oatmeal

These oats take longer to cook than regular oatmeal, but the nutty taste and chewy texture make them worth the wait. And since they’re unprocessed and contain the whole groats, steel-cut oats are high in fiber and low on the glycemic index. Makes 4 to 5 servings

4 cups water

1 cup steel-cut oats

¼ teaspoon salt

Bring water to a simmer in a large saucepan over medium heat. Slowly add the oats and reduce heat to medium-low. Simmer uncovered for 20 minutes, or until most of the liquid is absorbed. Add salt and stir occasionally until the oatmeal is tender and chewy, about 10 minutes. Remove from heat and let stand, uncovered, for 5 minutes. Serve immediately.




baked egg sheets

Egg sheets are as versatile as construction paper. You can dye them any color of the rainbow—using all-natural ingredients—and then cut out the components of a cute animal.	Makes 1 large (¼- to ½-inch-thick) egg sheet

Yellow: 6 eggs, or 1½ cups egg whites and 3
 tablespoons yellow curry powder or saffron

White: 1½ cups egg whites

Brown: 1½ cups egg whites and 3 tablespoons soy
 sauce

Orange: 1½ cups egg whites and 4 tablespoons
 shredded carrots

Red: 1½ cups egg whites and 4 tablespoons beet
 juice or 3 tablespoons ketchup or paprika

Green: 1½ cups egg whites and 3 tablespoons avocado

Purple: 1½ cups egg whites and 4 tablespoons red
 cabbage

Blue: 1½ cups egg whites and 4 tablespoons red
 cabbage and ½ teaspoon baking soda

Preheat the oven to 350°F. Line a medium (9- to 12-inch-square) baking pan with parchment paper. Whisk together the eggs and desired ingredients. Pour the mixture into the pan and bake for 10 to 15 minutes, or until the eggs are set and lightly browned. Invert the pan onto a flat surface and peel off the parchment paper. Let cool before cutting.
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