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Introduction

Like itsu, this book has been years in the making. We hope you find it inspirational and practical in equal measure!

The early pioneers of Pret A Manger are the creative force behind itsu. We opened our first award-winning restaurant on Brompton Cross, Chelsea, London in 1997. Years of listening and reacting to customers encouraged us to battle on and build a new type of food place dedicated to skinny but delicious food.

Over time, with untold hard work and passion, we morphed into an extremely busy, lighteningly fast take-out place with thousands of discerning, loyal customers. We have managed to open a further 50 itsu shops so far, many with lots of seats.

We still run our conveyor-belt restaurants with pride; we now call them itsu [dining] to distinguish them from our shops.

We have, almost by accident, become the world’s first EAT BEAUTIFUL healthy fast-food bar... light, green and good for you. Apparently the secret to Pink Floyd’s breathtaking music is as much about what they left out as what they put in, a bit like itsu: less fat, more bounce.

itsu pays homage to the remarkable cuisine of Japan, Korea, Vietnam and Thailand – restaurant food, street food, chefs’ food, home-cooked food – and many of the recipes that we serve in our shops and restaurants appear in this, our first cookbook. The recipes are light – all under 300 calories per person – and packed full of essential nutritional goodness.

Thank you to all our customers, inspiring management and amazing staff for making itsu possible.

Endless gratitude to Blanche Vaughan, Celeste Tobias-Metcalfe, Pippi Brereton, William Da Silva, Tania Betley and Nicola Formby for making this book a reality.
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Founder of itsu, co-founder of Pret A Manger
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How to eat the itsu way

If you care about your body, you’ll care about what you eat. At itsu we know that fabulous-tasting food can be good for you, too, and the totally delicious recipes in this book prove our point.

Our formula is really simple: healthy + delicious = itsu. We take unprocessed raw ingredients that are naturally high in flavour while being low in saturated fat and calories (rather than artificially manipulated to be so), cook them simply and quickly, and serve them fresh.

The good news is that, even if you don’t eat or cook the itsu way every day, you can still adopt the underlying principles and make significant changes to your health while keeping your tastebuds happy too. Here’s how to incorporate some healthy eating into your life...

Embrace the Asian influence

The Japanese diet contains lots of heart-healthy oily fish, plenty of high-protein, isoflavone-rich soya foods (some researchers believe that isoflavones help balance female hormones) and a smattering of iodine-packed seaweeds that can promote a healthy metabolic rate. So whether it’s swapping a burger for a salmon steak, helping yourself to a bit of nori-wrapped sushi for lunch, or popping some edamame beans into your salad, there are many ways you can and should incorporate an Asian theme in your diet.

A touch of hara hachi bu, which means ‘belly 80 per cent full’, is another Japanese habit that’s well worth adopting. The idea is to stop eating before you’re fit to burst, which can only be a good thing for your waistline and overall well-being.

Eat good fat

Having a healthy fat intake doesn’t mean depriving yourself of every high-fat food, but it does mean moderating how much you consume and choosing the healthier types when you do indulge. This means that, while you might choose to eat less butter, cream and red meat, you can enjoy healthy quantities of lovely nuts and seeds, oil-based dressings, avocados and oily fish. By doing so, you’ll be reducing your intake of saturated fat, which can contribute to clogged arteries, while ensuring you get enough of the fats that are actively good for your heart. Plant and marine oils also provide the essential fatty acids that help nerve cells to communicate with each other and keep your skin healthy, thereby beautifying you from the inside out.

Moderate those carbs

When it comes to carbohydrates, it’s good not to make them the focus of every meal (although current UK government advice says otherwise, which many consider outdated). But it’s also good not to be completely carb-phobic (in an equally old-hat Atkins-esque sort of way). Instead, and in keeping with the itsu philosophy of food, the focus should be on having no more than fist-sized portions of nutritious carbs, such as noodles, beans, pitta bread, wholewheat pasta and brown rice. By doing this, and by avoiding too many high glycaemic index (GI) foods, such as sugars and refined starches, which give you a quick energy boost followed by an equally rapid slump, you’ll avoid constantly flash-flooding your system with high levels of glucose and insulin. The happy result? You will decrease your risk of diabetes and heart disease, and find it easier to manage your weight.
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Choose satisfying food

Managing your weight is all about feeling fuller on fewer calories and triggering the body’s satiety signals, which is exactly what the recipes in this book achieve. Half the secret lies in eating mountains of crunchy and delicious vegetables, salads and pulses that score low on the energy-density scale (a fancy way of saying that they provide lots of stomach-filling bulk but few calories). The other half of the secret is in having a good helping of lean protein, such as chicken, prawns, eggs or edamame beans, which we all tend to agree transform a less-than-filling snack into a proper meal. There’s a good reason for this, as protein has been scientifically proved to be the most satisfying nutrient. It’s the perfect excuse for tucking into some of your favourite foods.

Eat a rainbow

Brightly coloured fruit and vegetables are particularly important sources of the antioxidants that can mop up cell-damaging free radicals. And those lovely shades of orange, red and purple are so gorgeously vibrant – one of the reasons many itsu dishes look so beautiful – that they’ll cheer you up by just looking at them. In short, don’t stop at just eating your greens: try to eat a rainbow of goodness too.

Sprinkle some seedy goodness

You’ll notice that many itsu recipes include a little sprinkle of super-healthy seeds. That’s because they not only add some crunch but, from a nutritional perspective, they punch well above their very meagre weight. As a rule, seeds are good at making up the shortfall of valuable minerals that can sometimes be difficult to obtain in sufficient amounts from other sources. From the itsu storecupboard, just 1 tablespoon of sesame seeds provides around one-tenth of the recommended daily allowance (RDA) of magnesium, while 1 tablespoon of pumpkin seeds supplies a similar amount of the zinc RDA. Other great salad and soup sprinkles that can effortlessly increase your nutritional intake include finely chopped Brazil nuts (rich in selenium and magnesium), pine nuts (high in zinc) and hemp seeds (loaded with magnesium and iron).


[image: image missing]


And a little bit of what you fancy...

Last but not least, the itsu philosophy allows for some decadent treats. A little bit of what you fancy can only do you good. Using better ingredients with more intense flavours is the key to doing this well. For example, good-quality chocolate (containing 70 per cent cocoa solids, as opposed to about 20 per cent in ordinary milk chocolate) offers a more satisfying hit, so you can eat less while losing none of the enjoyment. Savour every mouthful, and remember that small can be beautiful.

Our recipes

If you’ve enjoyed eating at itsu when you’re out and about, this book now gives you 100 ways to recreate that dining experience in your own home. All the recipes within these pages – many of them itsu classics – are under 300 calories per serving, and the vast majority are low in saturated fat. Whether you’re looking to feel more energetic, lose a few pounds (the recipes will fit neatly into a 5:2-style fasting regime), or just feel a bit brighter and lighter, eating well has never been easier or tastier.

Glossary of terms & ingredients


Bonito flakes (katsuobushi) – these are shavings made from dried, smoked fillets of bonito fish, which looks like tuna but is actually related to mackerel. Bonito flakes can be bought in airtight containers and are used for making dashi, or to sprinkle over food as a flavoursome seasoning.

Dashi – a Japanese stock made from kombu and bonito flakes that are steeped in boiled water. Dashi plays a very important part in Japanese cooking and is used in a wide variety of dishes, including soups, sauces, dips and omelette mixtures. You can make your own dashi stock, or buy instant dashi in sachets from Japanese food shops or online.

Edamame – small green soya beans bought in or out of the pod. They are available fresh or frozen from large supermarkets. High in protein, these beans can also help to regulate cholesterol levels.

Furikake – a Japanese seasoning made from black and white sesame seeds, ground nori and dried red shiso leaves. Delicious sprinkled over everything from rice to cooked fish or salads.

Ginger – fresh or pickled, this warming spice has traditionally been used to boost circulation, ease joints and aid digestion. In Japan people like to eat pickled ginger between mouthfuls of sushi to cleanse the palate. Pickled ginger is readily available in most supermarkets – good brands to look out for are Clearspring and Yutaka.

Glass noodles – made from rice, these dried noodles have a translucent quality, hence their name. They come in various thicknesses, and our recipes use fine ones (resembling angel hair pasta) or flat ones (resembling tagliatelle).

Glycaemic Index (GI) – a measure of how quickly a carbohydrate-containing food raises blood sugar levels. High GI carbs are rapidly broken down and assimilated, giving a big spike in sugar levels that may be followed by a slump; lower GI carbs are generally thought of as healthier because they give steadier sugar and energy levels and may fill you up for longer.

Japanese rice – see Sushi rice.

Kombu – a dried dark green seaweed that may be reconstituted in water. It is a good source of minerals, especially iodine, and adds umami flavouring to soups and stocks.

Maki – rolled sushi. See how to make your own.

Matcha – a powder made from ground green tea leaves; it is used in tea ceremonies or as a flavouring to make mochi (pounded sticky rice sweets) and green tea ice cream.

Mirin – low-alcohol sweet rice wine (usually 8–10 per cent proof) used only for cooking. It is pale, with a slightly syrupy texture.

Miso – a paste made from fermented soya beans, this is used for everything from soups and dressings to marinades, dips and even puddings. There are many types of miso: white (shiro miso) is the most commonly used and has a soft, sweet flavour; red or dark (aka miso) is richer and saltier; miso made from brown rice (genmai miso) is a recent development, and well worth trying.

Noodles – see Glass noodles, Soba noodles and Udon noodles.

Nori – dried seaweed sheets used for wrapping sushi such as maki. It is highly nutritious, rich in protein, vitamins and minerals, including iodine. Nori is also delicious torn up or crumbled and sprinkled over food as a seasoning. Alternatively, blitz a sheet in a food processor or blender and add the flakes to toasted sesame seeds to make your own furikake.

Oil – the most commonly used oil for cooking in Japan is rice bran oil, but this is hard to find in the UK, so groundnut, sunflower or rapeseed oils can be used instead. Light olive oil or a vegetable oil are often used for dressings, but sesame oil, rapeseed, grapeseed and hemp oil may be used too. Using a variety of oils in your diet means that you will get a good balance of healthy fats and antioxidants, such as vitamin E.

Potsu – the generic word for a sauce or sauced dish.

Rice – see Sushi rice.

Rice vinegar – made from brown or white rice, rice vinegar is essential for seasoning sushi rice and is used in many dressings and sauces. It has
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Storecupboard essentials
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	Rice vinegar – Yutaka, Clearspring and Waitrose are all good brands.

	Miso paste – Clearspring make a good white miso paste. See here for varieties available in the supermarket.

	Fish sauce – we recommend Squid brand or Waitrose’s own.

	Kombu – Large thick strips of dried seaweed. Used to make dashi stock as well as a seasoning for dressings and sauces. Available online or from Japanese food shops.

	Wasabi – powdered; look for Clearspring or S&B, available from specialist Japanese food shops and websites.

	Wakame – this dried seaweed may be hard to find in supermarkets, so look online or in Japanese food shops for the Wel Pac brand.

	Tofu – it’s useful to have both soft and firm varieties in your storecupboard.

	Bonito flakes – flakes of smoked, dried fish used to season stocks and sauces. Available in airtight bags, which store well. Buy them online or from Japanese food shops.

	Sushi rice – a short-grain rice. Look for a ‘premium quality’ brand labelled as sushi rice.

	Pickled ginger – Clearspring and Yutaka are both good brands.

	Mirin – sweet rice wine vinegar; Waitrose’s own brand is good.

	Soy sauce – we recommend the Kikkoman brand of both soy and gluten-free soy (tamari).

	Toasted sesame seeds – if you can’t find these, it’s easy to toast ordinary sesame seeds in a hot, dry frying pan.

	Nori – dried seaweed sheets made by Clearspring are available in large supermarkets.

	Crystal roll wrappers – rice paper for spring rolls (also known as spring roll or rice wrappers) available from Waitrose, Asian supermarkets or online.
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Notes:

Unless stated otherwise in the recipes:


	All calorie counts and fat content figures are per serving.

	All spoon measures are level.

	All eggs are medium.

	All vegetables should be peeled, as necessary.

	All herbs and leaves should be washed and trimmed, as necessary.

	Chillis can be used with or without seeds, depending on how spicy you like your food.

	Standard bunches of herbs are 20g, small bunches are 10g, and large bunches are 30g.



This book contains some dishes made with raw or lightly cooked eggs. It is prudent for more vulnerable people, such as pregnant and nursing mothers, people with weakened immune systems, the elderly, babies and young children, to avoid dishes made with uncooked or lightly cooked eggs.
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