
If you’ve ever craved 
for a cake larger than a 
cupcake but smaller than 
the ones served at 
birthdays, the Korean 
bento is your answer

WHILE scrolling through YouTube, 
this writer stumbled upon a social 
media influencer attempting a 
“mini” cake. What intrigued us was 
the size. It was larger than a cup-
cake but smaller than a tradition-
al cake. Turns out, they are called 
bento cakes and are immensely 
popular in Korea. 

The term ‘bento’ comes from 
Japan and literally means con-
venience. In the Asian country, 
a bento box is typically a sin-
gle-portion meal that can be 
home-cooked, or purchased at 
restaurants. These are packed 
with meat and rice. Bento cakes 
were created along similar lines,  
but they are a more delicate ver-
sion with pillowy cakes inside. They 
were popularised in South Korea 
and can be found in nearly all Ko-
rean cafés and bakeries. People in 
South Korea are known to send 
these cakes to express their love 
and gratitude.

Just like Korean television 
shows, music, and fashion, 
bento cakes are now taking over 

vegetable raita, pickles, and papad. 
There has been an attempt to en-
sure that the lesser known curries, 
like the coconut-based moilee, have 
their moment in the sun.  

“I am trying to stay away from 
trends and all the boxed-up as-
sumptions of what Indian food and 
culture is about,” he says.

That’s also one of the reasons, 
why Merchant refuses to tone 
down the spice in his dishes, 
unless, of course, the customer 
makes a special request. Even 
then, he doesn’t, before trying to 
first convince them. “Recently, we 
had someone come in, who told us 
point blank that she has ‘zero tol-
erance’ for spice. I went up to her 
with the sauce that I had prepared 
for the jackfruit curry, and which I 
had blended with some spices, and 
asked her to taste it. She had a lick, 
and then some more, before polish-
ing it off. She was taken aback. Until 
before that day, she didn’t know she 
could handle spice,” says Merchant.   

In March, the pop-up launched 
the Golden Quadrangle Series, 

showcasing one dish from the 
North, South, West and Eastern 
parts of India every month. The 
dishes are part of the chef’s spe-
cial menu. They started with the 
crab rasam, a broth-style soup from 
the region of Chettinad, made with 
rasam masala, black pepper, sweet 
red chilli and coriander. This was 
followed by the sorpotel from Goa 
in April, and recently, the murgh 
badaami shorba, a slow-reduced, 
spiced chicken bone broth scented 
with saffron, poppy and almonds, 
from the North.

Jhaveri and Merchant are now 
gearing up to launch their restau-
rant in the next few months. With 
residents at Whittier already able to 
tell the difference between puri and 
papad, their experiment seems to 
be working. The ultimate goal, says 
Merchant, is to bring these lessons 
back home. “Sometimes, I wonder 
how I managed to uproot myself 
from Bombay,” he later confides, 
quickly adding that you have to 
move out sometimes, to appreci-
ate everything you’ve left behind. 
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TO pursue a dream in the midst of 
a pandemic can be daunting. Food 
blogger-journalist Nikhil Merchant, 
who travelled between continents, 
to see his dream through, would 
know. A familiar face on Mum-
bai’s gastronomic circles, Mer-
chant moved bag and baggage to 
Los Angeles, sometime in the fag 
end of 2019. There, in the upmarket 
Whittier, California, he along with 
his childhood friend and former 
South Mumbai resident, Ashwini 
Jhaveri, were to launch the city’s 
first Indian restaurant, when the 
COVID-19 outbreak threw a span-
ner in the works. While they set-

tled for a pop-up on weekends that 
offered a rotating menu of Indian 
snacks and meals, they are now just 
months shy of finally realising their 
passion enterprise, an all-day res-
taurant named Imli.  

Testing new waters as the ar-
chitect and co-creator of Imli was 
a sound decision, feels Merchant, 
who despite a glowing foodie re-
sume, never donned the chef’s hat. 
“I don’t come from a conventional 
food background. This wasn’t the 
line my family expected me to take. 
They wanted me to get an MBA, and 
become an entrepreneur. So, while I 
was passionate about cooking since 
I was 11, I only pursued it as a hob-
by. The thought of doing a hotel 

management course hadn’t even 
occurred to me,” he says over a call. 
Merchant started slow, cooking 
meals for family and friends, while 
researching about food histories. As 
his interest grew, he landed writing 
gigs with publications, and began 
consulting for Mumbai restaurants.

Watching his journey closely 
was his friend Jhaveri, a legal pro-
fessional, who moved to LA in De-
cember 2007 after she was married. 

She had become nostalgic about 
her home city, especially its street 
food. “The food [at restaurants] 
here didn’t strike a chord with me. 
That’s also because it was meant for 
the American palate,” she remem-
bers. On a whim, she reached out 
to Merchant “to pick his brains” 
about starting something that 
would come close to the chaat 
eateries of Mumbai. The idea to 
start a restaurant came up during 

these conversations, says Merchant 
of the project, which has been over 
five years in the making. “I kept 
travelling between Mumbai and 
the US during this time, developing 
recipes, and curating the menu.”

In the US, Indian cuisine is 
synonymous with butter chicken 
and chicken tikka gravy, which 
are, if anything, interchangeable, 
feels Merchant. When he came on 
board, he was happy to start with 
a town like Whittier that had little 
or no exposure to Indian food. The 
challenge here was to acquaint the 
locals with the cuisine, about which 
many of them had no clue, except 
that it was “too spicy”. “It was my 
prerogative to paint a perfect pic-
ture for them.”  

“When the pandemic happened, 
construction of our restaurant took 
a hit. In the same building, where 
we had bought a space, was a brew-
ery, which had opened in January 
2020. It had managed to survive, 
as they were allowed to do take-
aways,” says Merchant. At some 
point, the brewery owner reached 
out to Jhaveri and Merchant, asking 
if they’d like to collaborate and do 
a weekly pop-up. 

The menu at this pop-up in-
cludes experimental street style 
offerings, with favourite Bombay 
eats like rasta sandwich, kheema 
pav, sev puri, aloo chaat and chick-
en frankie, it also has a “chai bar”, 
where you can pick from filter kaa-
pi, and masala, elaichi and pudina 
chai to enjoy with the buttery, and 
slightly sweet Shrewsbury biscuits 
and puff pastries. For those crav-
ing a hearty main course, there 
are “family style” meals—shrimp 
moilee (the vegetarian option is 
jackfruit and cauliflower moilee), 
Goan prawn curry, achari murg, 
and also desi thalis, comprising pa-
neer makhani, dal makhani, mixed 
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Mumbai food blogger and consultant Nikhil 
Merchant joins friend to bring Indian street 
food and curries to Whittier, where locals know 
nothing of our cuisine, except that it’s spicy
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Nikhil Merchant, 
who has worked 

as a food blogger 
and restaurant 

consultant in 
Mumbai, is 

donning the 
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the first time 
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Merchant and Ashwini Jhaveri, co-owners, say their dream restaurant has been 
five years in the making

The murgh badaami shorba, a slow-reduced, spiced chicken bone broth scented 
with saffron, poppy and almonds, is part of the chef’s special menu
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the Internet. These are also known 
as lunchbox cakes because they 
are only three to four inches in  
diameter and fit perfectly in com-
pact lunch boxes. They’re mess-
free, and enough to satiate a 
sweet craving. 

The Lil Whisk is an online cake 
shop run by baker Shilpa Khuran-
na and her daughters Disha and 
Reeth, who began making bento 

cakes after realising that despite 
the global popularity, they weren’t 
widely available in India. Today, 
they specialise in making “COV-
ID-inspired” bento cakes with mes-
sages such as “wash your hands,” 
“wear your masks,” and “stay pos-
itive and “test negative.” Currently, 
they offer nutella chocolate, Bel-
gium dark chocolate, blueberry, 
lemon, and chocolate vanilla fla-
vours. “When customers reach 
out to us, we  send a form where 
they need to specify the colour, 
design, and specifications [of the 

cake],” says Disha, whose cakes are 
priced at R450 onward. 

Baker Nausheen Dalvi, who also 
specialises in bentos, says quite 
often cakes go in waste because 
they are too large for one person. 
In such cases, these lunchbox cakes 
are an excellent option because 

they minimise waste and sati-
ate a sweet craving. Dalvi runs  
the 180 Degree Celsius cake 
shop on Instagram,  and began 
making bento cakes with this 
thought in mind.

Bento cakes are typically 
known for their minimalistic de-

signs and messages. Priya Shah, a 
cake artist who runs Another day, 
Another Bake, specialises in making 
bento cakes with intricate designs. 
According to Shah, the cakes are 
quite simple to make. “It’s usu-
ally prepared with buttercream 
or whipped cream, never fon-
dant. There are numerous frost-
ing options for these mini cakes,  
and if you’re skilled at piping letters, 
you can even write a small message 
on top.”
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It’s usually prepared 
with buttercream or 

whipped cream, never fondant. 
There are numerous frosting 

options for these mini cakes, and 
if you’re skilled at piping letters, 

you can even write a small 
message on top

Priya Shah

TO ORDER: @180degreecelsius, 
INSTAGRAM ; 

@thelilwhisk, INSTAGRAM 

@anotherdayanotherbake, 
INSTAGRAM

Founders of the Lil Whisk, Disha Khuranna with daughters Shilpa and Reeth

← Nausheen 
Dalvi, owner 
of 180 Degree 
Celsius, offers 
bento cakes 
in red velvet 
and chocolate 
flavours

Recently, we had 
someone come in, who told us 
point blank that she has ‘zero 
tolerance’ for spice. I went up 
to her with the sauce that I 
had prepared for the jackfruit 
curry, and which I had 
blended with some spices, 
and asked her to taste it. She 
had a lick, and then some 
more, before polishing it off
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The menu has everything from “street” style offerings, like rasta sandwich and 
sev puri, to special “family style” shrimp moilee, and achari murg


