
“It’s the human approach to food, 
with the struggle and distortion, 
that makes it interesting.”	
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Hiro	Takayama	and	her	husband	Sora	are	the	owners	of	Vegan	
Pudding	&	Co.	After	a	fascinating	journey	that	connects	East	and	
West,	poetry	and	veganism,	they	dared	to	pursue	their	dreams	
and	successfully	launched	what	is	quite	possibly	the	world’s	only	
all-vegan	custard	pudding	store.	
 

Interviewed by Wilco	van	Bemmel	
 

Q:	What	is	the	origin	story	of	your	vegan	food	business? 
 

SORA: When we lived in Japan, I always enjoyed cooking. We travelled 
around the world for a few years to experience the cultures and food. At 
some point, I became vegan and was hoping to find work at a vegan 
restaurant. People recommended us Vancouver, because it’s a vegan-
friendly city. Once we arrived here, I started to work in local restaurants. 
 
I am also a poet, and host readings in the Japanese language. I asked Hiro if 
she could make vegan custard for my events. She created a recipe and 
everybody loved it. They kept asking for more! Our puddings became very 
popular, and one day a local restaurant asked us to make puddings for their 
menu. Then we wondered, maybe we should start a vegan pudding business? 
When a small food space became available, we decided to go for it. 
 

Q:	Was	it	challenging	to	find	the	right	ingredients	to	use? 
 

HIRO: Traditionally, Japanese custard pudding is made with egg and milk. Of 
course we needed to find different ingredients. We experimented with soy 
milk, but something was missing. It just didn’t have enough richness. After 
trying many things, we chose coconut milk, and it works really well. Another 
key ingredient is kabocha squash. It’s so important for taste and texture, and 
gives the egg-like yellow colour to the pudding. We partnered with a local 
organic farm, where we now grow our squash. Over the years, I have really 
become a kabocha expert. Haha! Kabocha pumpkins can be so different in 
taste and starch levels, but I can tell exactly what each will taste like just by 
looking at them! 
 
  



Q:	What	are	some	misconceptions	about	food	and	veganism?	
 

SORA: Many people think that veganism is healthy. Not always! Vegan food 
can – like any other food – just as often be overly processed, and contain 
too much saturated fat and other unhealthy ingredients. That doesn’t have 
to be a problem, but I think people should be more aware of this. 
 
HIRO: Another misconception is that we need to push veganism as being 
the best lifestyle. We don’t think like that. Not everyone needs to be vegan, 
or even all the time. For example, I do eat fish sometimes. We just have to 
make the vegan option available too. And I believe that the most important 
thing is to make it taste delicious! When vegan tastes good, people will 
choose it. In the past, vegan food was perhaps healthy, but not always a 
pleasure to eat or even look at. I think we can do much better now. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Q:	What	new	food	innovations	are	exciting	to	you? 
 

SORA: One food concept I am interested in are oat-based milk alternatives. 
These have the potential to be better for the environment, affordable and 
taste good. What is also really exciting is the emergence of innovative plant-
based milks. These are not based on soy, nuts or oats, but have a range of 
ingredients selected with the help of AI algorithms. I think some of these 
‘milks’ are now approaching 95% of the taste and qualities of dairy. 
 

FOOD LEADERS. 	
Q:	What	is	your	creative	process?	How	do	you	come	up	with	ideas? 
 

HIRO: I get inspired from experiencing food while travelling, and going to 
restaurants to try new dishes. Then I work at home and craft my recipes 
using different techniques and ingredients. Since Sora performs poetry 
once a month, I have a nice group of people to try my recipes with. They 
are true regulars to our poetry evenings, so they feel comfortable to give 
me their honest feedback. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Q:	How	is	veganism	perceived	in	Japanese	culture?	
 
SORA: Historically, Japanese cuisine is very much about eating lots of 
vegetables, with perhaps some chicken and fish. But after the war, 
people’s diets changed and meat became a main ingredient, much like in 
the West. Also, many recipes – even when they are mostly vegetarian – 
make use of bonito fish stock. So it can happen that people think they are 
offering you a vegan or vegetarian dish, but it actually isn’t. 
 
HIRO:	There is also a cultural dimension to this. Western culture is more 
individual, while Asian culture is about harmony. In Asia, people eat 
together and share their food. This is great for the social aspects of food, 
but makes it more difficult to have your own dietary choices separate 
from the bigger group of friends or family. 
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Hiro	and	Sora	
successfully	
introduced	their	
vegan	Japanese	
custard	puddings	
to	their	native	
homeland.	Here	at	
Fukumori,	Tokyo.	
	



FOOD LEADERS. 	
Q:	Speaking	of	AI,	do	you	think	algorithms	and	androids	will	
replace	the	human	role	in	the	food	process?	Is	that	our	future? 
 

SORA: I don't think so. Taste is a very complicated thing. It is about 
sensations, and AI is not best equipped for this. AI is much stronger than 
humans in any kind of calculations, but many people would still want to 
see how a human chef would approach and struggle with a challenge. 
 
I am also electronic musician, and I see a parallel with music. Computers 
can technically make ‘perfect’ music, but we don't experience it as such. 
What is a good pianist? It is not really about perfection. A lot has to do 
with personality, the placement of accents and being slightly out-of-sync. 
Just like with music, we need this human touch and the distortion of 
perfection to make it interesting. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
HIRO: I agree. Maybe in the future AI can produce the perfect squash, but 
even then, I think I would still much rather buy my squash form the kind 
lady than runs her organic farm and grows our produce. It’s these human 
connections that really matter to me.  

     

  [Photo credits: images are sourced from Vega Pudding & Co’s social media] 
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Vegan	Pudding	&	Co	
works	closely	with	a	
local	organic	farm	to	
source	kabocha	
squash,	a	common	
ingredient	in	Japanese	
cooking,	and	the	base	
for	their	puddings	and	
crème	brûlée.	
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