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Asian restaurants think inside

the bento box for tunch

By Maria C. Hunt

FOOD WRITER
f vou think the word “lunch”
means something meaty sand-
wiched betweentwo slices of
bread, then perhaps it's time o

upgrade to the bento box.

I Japan, benio is aboxedlunch
meant to be eaten anywhere. In kind of
the same way paelia refers to both the
pan and the seafsod dish inside, 2 benio
is both the box and the food it contains.

Bento boxes sren’t uncommon at

little places ajonig Convoy Street that
offer $7 lunch deals. But they go up-
scale at Roppengi and Cafe Ja
LaJolla restaurants that specialize in
Asian fusion cuisine.

SIgo,

The cool thing about their boxes
is that if you're in a urry, you don’t
have to scan a long menu filled with
complicated names to figure out
what vou want for lunch. The chef
puts it all together for you in the
bento box.

The bento boxes at Cafe Japengo, upscale versions of traditionat Japanese boxed lunches, are

good options for people who don’t have time to peruse the fong menu.

Sugar-spiced prawns are part of the Tenga benta Box, cme of four versions offered at
Cafe Japenge in The' Aventine. Zarnie Grafion | Union-Tribune protus

At Cafe Japu go, the bento boxes, priced
from S20 to 525, offer an abundaunce of food
that's.as beauiifulas it is satisfying. No mat-
ter' which of the four selections you order, the
meal starts with.a pile of steamed edamame
and & fragrant, comforting bowl of miso soup
flecked with scallions and tofu. But I wouldn't
astvise fitling up on either of these: there'sa lot

of food on the way

The \zegnmnm box offers a stack of grilled
pep mushrooms and zucchind in 2 spicy
green s.auce; a pile of cold soba noodles
dressed in sesame oil and 2 hint of peanut;
and a rice cake in a sweet suy sauce balanced
by lightly bitter broceolind. And Floved the
creamy-centered avecado sushi rolt with cur-
ried dipping savece.

The Japengo Signature box is another good
choice, Among the delights were a shrimp

napolecn iaytred with avocado and grapefiruit;
sweet and spicy barbecued salmon on mango
salsay and tender duck breast char-su over
naodies. 3

There's also a Sushi hox filled with yellowiail,
dhi tuna, sweet shrimp and two halfrolls; and

Tengu box thai balances light sashimi with
suga: ~spiced shnmp and a fried California roll,
Hyou like that sort of thing.

1 sat ai the bar, where head bartender Krys
Jones kept me entertained talking about great
wines. Fwas in and out of the restaurantin 45
minutes.

Just ke its crosstown rival; Roppongi has
dreamed up four styles of bento boxes to suit

-different tastes. Their boxes, comprised of

smaller versions of dzshes on the meny, offer
4 quick lunch option. The vegetarian box is
$12.95; the rest run $16.95.

“Fhe Niku meateaters’ box features flank
steak slices miked with macarord salad; a
hoisinglazed pork chop; and a peanut-glazed
chicken sate skewer on a bed of crispy fried
potato strands. White rice and a seawced salad
round out the meal,

The Sakana seafood sampler is built around
atarge piece of brotled eel coated with a sweet
glaze. It wastasty but too rich for me aiter a few
bites. So [ stuck fo the ahi poke on a wenton
chip, a tempura shrimp, cucumber and seaweed
salads and pieces of California rofl.
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