Cuisine

Makan
Mania
Singapore
and her founder’s
favourite dishes

Singapore celebrates the
50th anniversary of its
independence on August 9.
A search for her founding father’s
favourite makan, or foods, highlights
the island’s diverse cultural influences.
Text and photographs Arwen Joyce
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cross a display case of curries and
stir-fried vegetables, cooks and
servers yell out orders in Malay and
Hokkien. This is Glory Catering, a family-run
eatery in Joo Chiat, a Peranakan enclave in
the east of Singapore, serving no-nonsense,
full-flavour Nonya comfort food.
Centuries ago, wealthy Chinese traders
in the Straits Settlements adopted local
customs and married into prominent Malay
families. The Peranakans, or Straits-born
Chinese, developed their own style of
dress, customs and cuisine, the latter
arising when Peranakan women, or Nonya,
combined Chinese, Malay and Indonesian
ingredients, spices and cooking techniques.
At Glory, jars of homemade sauces and
plastic tubs filled with crunchy snacks
cover every shelf. On the pavement
outside, Nonya dumplings, a portable
meal of glutinous rice and pork wrapped
in a bamboo leaf, hang on a cart to
tempt passers by. The sight conjures up
images of the city’s earliest days. In 1882,
Sir Stamford Raffles’ plans for colonial
Singapore mandated covered walkways
of about five feet that were soon filled
with traders selling snacks and wares in a
similar style.
The proprietress prepares my bowl of mee
siam by adding a scoop of stir-fried tofu, a
hard-boiled egg and a smattering of spring
onions to a bowl of rice vermicelli. The
noodles are submerged in a tangy, vinegary
soup flavoured with tamarind, fermented
bean paste and dried shrimp, punched up
with a healthy dollop of chilli paste.
This quest for mee siam began as a tribute
to Singapore’s founding father and most
influential statesman, Lee Kuan Yew, who
passed away in March this year at the age
of 91. His sister Monica recalled how much
he loved the mee siam, gado gado, satay
and rojak their mother made when they
were growing up not far from here.
My taste buds still tingling from the last
spoonful of mee siam, I leave behind Glory
Catering in Joo Chiat in search of Lee’s
next favourite dish.
t Left: A woman sells Nonya dumplings, a local
delicacy, from a cart outside Glory Catering on East
Coast Road.
Top: Tables at the Lau Pat Sat Festival Market, next to
Satay Street.
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The great peanut sauce debate
Within view of the golden domes of
Singapore’s Masjid Sultan mosque at
Kampong Glam, I dip a spoon into a dish
smothered in creamy peanut sauce. I have
come to Pondok Jawa Timur, a small,
sparingly-decorated Indonesian restaurant
whose refinement stands in stark contrast
to the comfortable chaos of Glory Catering,
because the chef makes four different
kinds of peanut sauce in-house daily. Any
restaurant that’s serious about its peanut
sauce must make a good gado gado.
The dish is generally described as an
‘Indonesian salad’ so I’m surprised to find
that the peanut sauce is hot and more
like a thick curry than a salad dressing.
Underneath it are blanched green beans,
cucumbers, bean sprouts, fried tofu,
new potatoes and chunks of lontong, or
steamed rice cake. The plate is finished
off with a wedge of hard-boiled egg,
a sprinkle of fried shallots and a side of
spicy chilli sauce. Puffed crackers made
from the seeds of the melinjo plant add a
satisfying crunch.
As I polish off the salad, Jason, the
restaurant manager, points out that
the gado gado Lee Kuan Yew’s mother
made was probably the Malay version,
which evolved over the centuries from its
Indonesian ancestor. Both dishes use the
same basic ingredients, he explains, but
Singaporeans generally prefer a crunchier,
milder peanut sauce. I am satisfied with the
classic east Javanese version of the dish
but accept that it may not be what Lee’s
sister had in mind.
Kampong Glam was once a textile district
and countless cloth shops still line its main
streets. Normally I would browse through
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stalls on the pedestrian-only lane near the
mosque but today I head downtown with
just one thing on my mind: satay.

p Top (left and right): A serving of mee siam and a
plateful of gado gado, two local dishes prepared in two
different styles.
Below: The Masjid Sultan mosque at Kampong Glam.

Fanning the flames
The flames lick Ibrahim’s wrists as he
bastes and then flips sticks of chicken and
beef. He feeds the flame with a straw fan
and smoke billows up from the grill. The
aroma wafting from Ibrahim’s grill at Satay
Power 6, and from all of his competitors on
Satay Street, does the trick and the nightly
crowd begins to gather.
Plastic chairs and folding tables soon pack
Boon Tat Street and runners with menus
approach passers-by. Ibrahim estimates
that he cooks 1,500 sticks a night, every
night of the year. When asked how he will
be celebrating on National Day he says
with a smile, “You’re looking at it.”

The chef at Pondok Jawa
Timur in Kampong Glam
makes four different kinds
of peanut sauce in-house
daily. Any restaurant
that’s serious about its
peanut sauce must make
a good gado gado.

Satay Street sits beside Lau Pa Sat Festival
Market, Singapore’s oldest hawker centre
and a national landmark. It was built in the
19th century as part of the city’s efforts
to corral unregulated street food vendors
and moved to its current location, among
the skyscrapers of the downtown business
district, in 1894.
Despite receiving fresh flooring, improved
ventilation and more seating and boasting
of Costa Rican, Turkish and Korean
cuisines, Lau Pa Sat’s original vaulted
ceilings, cast-iron columns and Victorian
clock tower remain as do its line of stalls
hawking satay.
Lee Kuan Yew did not often visit hawker
centres. Not because he didn’t love the
food but because he would have been
mobbed by supporters and didn’t want to

disturb other peoples’ meals by causing
a scene. One can imagine though, how
satisfying it would have been for him to
sneak down to Satay Street for a quick bite
though...

A family affair
The next afternoon, an alluring mix of
white jasmine and ylang ylang wafts over
me as I step into a gleaming glass box
floating in Marina Bay. The Fullerton Bay
Hotel and its tearoom, The Clifford Pier,
are a short stroll away from Lau Pa Sat but
a world away in terms of ambience.
When the original Clifford Pier opened in
1933, floating hawkers sold their wares out
of sampans to traders and dockworkers.
Today, an elegant restaurant celebrates
the hawker heritage of its namesake with
modern takes on classic Singapore dishes.
alphonsusjimos/Shutterstock.com
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q Below (left and right): The menu for the Singapore Heritage Afternoon Tea at Clifford Pier was prepared by Lee
Kuan Yew’s niece; One of the many boutiques and clot shops that line the streets of Kampong Glam.
Above (right): Rojak, meaning mixture in Malay and Thai, is a dish prepared with tropical fruits.
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One reason I’ve come here is because
Lee’s niece, Shermay Lee, designed
The Clifford Pier’s Singapore Heritage
Afternoon Tea menu. Another is that
they make a beautiful sharing-size plate
of rojak, Lee Kuan Yew’s most favourite
dish. The five-star kitchen sends out a
beautifully presented tropical fruit salad
tossed in a sweet, black prawn paste and
topped with chopped peanuts. The dish
contains accents of bright pink torch
ginger flower and chargrilled cuttlefish.
Using essentially the same ingredients

as any hawker stall, the chef manages to
elevate rojak to a new plane.
The dish suddenly becomes a metaphor
for the progress Singapore has achieved
while still holding fast to its cultural roots.
In addition to his pursuit of economic
development, Lee believed strongly in
building a harmonious multi-cultural
society. Chinese, Malay, Tamil and
Eurasian influences are all woven into the
city’s fabric and each have influenced
the others. Taking my last bite of rojak,

p Above: The aroma of satay draws crowds at dusk to
the Lau Pat Sat Festival Market.
Below (left): Lanterns put up as part of Singapore’s
50th National Day festivities.

which means ‘mixture’ in Malay, I am
reminded that Singaporeans use the term
colloquially to describe their unique multiethnic society. For more reasons than one,
eating rojak on National Day, may be the
most fitting tribute to Lee Kuan Yew of all.

Fact file
Getting there
Jet Airways operates daily flights to
Singapore from Delhi, Mumbai and
Chennai.
Accommodation
Singapore has a variety of hotels from
the beautifully designed, five-star
Fullerton Bay Hotel (fullertonbayhotel.
com) downtown to unique budgetfriendly options like The Pod (thepod.
sg) in Kampong Glam.
Where to eat
Glory Catering: 139 East Coast Road
Pondok Jawa Timur, 737 North Bridge
Road
Satay Power 6: Lau Pa Sat Festival
Market
The Clifford Pier: 80 Collyer Quay
For more information
Log on to www.yoursingapore.com.
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