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Toe the line between page and plate with 
these culinary interpretations of literary meals. 
by samantha lee | photography by kiyoshi yoshizawa, jambu studio | recipes by christopher tan

ho can forget the square sweets that looked round in Roald Dahl’s Charlie and the Chocolate Factory? Or Proust’s memory-inducing madeleine, and Robert Burns’ lilting ode 
to an unlikely idol in his poem Address to a Haggis? 

Ever since the first writer starved for the sake of 
his art, food — and the art of consuming it — has been 
a source of inspiration, a plot device, and a method 
of revealing character. Conversely, the portrayal of 
food in beautifully rendered prose has the power to 
imbue dishes with rich, new meaning: there’s certainly 
no viewing a haggis the same way again after reading 
about its “honest, jolly face” as a “great chieftain of the 
sausage race”. 

But before we lose you, dear reader, in the ether, 
we’d like to insist that literature could be as down-to-
earth as a bowl of chicken soup. This month, we 
delved into four classics, and surfaced with four 
instantly evocative meals. With the help of Tolkien, Hemingway, Rushdie and Kerouac, we translated text to tablecloths, prose to platters, and retellings to recipes. So, if you’re ever in need of an idea for a dinner party, traipse on down to the library. You never know what you’ll find down the metaphorical rabbit hole…  >

Readable Feasts
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As the great dwarf warrior Thorin Oakenshield 
lay dying in the final few pages of The Hobbit, 
he imparted these important words to a very 
harried little hobbit: “If more of us valued food 
and cheer and song above hoarded gold, it 

would be a merrier world.”
Indeed, the restorative power of food and cheer and 

song is valued in J.R.R Tolkien’s beloved children’s fantasy, 
wherein the well-to-do hobbit Bilbo Baggins is whisked 
off on a dragon-hunting adventure by a rugged band of 
dwarves and is treated to no small number of feasts on the 
way. As Tolkien scribbled away in his professor’s study in 
1932, details from our realm trickled down his pen and 
into the hobbit holes of The Shire. With WWI a recent, 
painful memory, Tolkien poured his wistful longing for a 
merrier world — in this case, a childhood spent in the rural 
English village of Warwickshire — into his made-up one.

No wonder, then, that Bilbo’s hobbit hole is home to 
a pantry stuffed to the brim with British comfort food: 
hams and cheeses, crusty apple tarts, crumbly scones, and 
warm mince pies. And that the safe, simple pleasure of a 
hearthside feast — full of song and merriment and kinfolk 
— is Bilbo’s last comforting taste of home before setting off 
on his very dangerous adventure. 

Make
BilBo Baggins’ shire seed Cake
makes 1 loaf cake
 
225 g plain flour
1 1/2 Tbsp cornstarch
1/2 tsp baking powder
200 g butter
180 g caster sugar
Finely grated zest of half an orange and half a lemon
4 eggs, separated
2 1/2 Tbsp full-cream milk
2 tsp caraway seeds
1 Tbsp coarse sugar

 
1.     Preheat oven to 175°C. Grease and line a 1.2 L loaf tin 

with baking paper.
2.     Sift flour, cornstarch and baking powder into a bowl 

and whisk well to mix. Set aside.
3.     Cream butter, sugar and citrus zests together until light 

and fluffy. Beat in egg yolks and milk.
4.     Add flour mixture to bowl and mix in slowly until fully 

incorporated. Scrape down bowl sides.
5.     Add egg whites and caraway seeds. Beat vigorously 

for 1 min, scraping down bowl sides halfway through.
6.     Scrape mixture into prepared loaf tin. Sprinkle with 

coarse sugar. Bake for 50 to 60 mins, until a cake 
tester inserted in the loaf’s middle comes out clean. 
Cool on a rack. Slice thickly to serve.

“ Now we are all here!” said Gandalf, looking at the row of 
thirteen hoods and his own hat hanging on the pegs.

“ Quite a merry gathering! I hope there is something left for 
the latecomers to eat and drink… A little red wine, I think 
for me.” 

“ And for me,” said Thorin. 

“ And raspberry jam and apple tart,” said Bifur. 

“ And mince pies and cheese,” said Bofur. 

“ And pork pie and salad,” said Bombur. 

“ And more cakes and ale — and 
coffee, if you don’t mind,” called 
the other dwarves through      
the door. 

“ Put on a few eggs, there’s a 
good fellow!” Gandalf called 
after him, as the hobbit 
stumped off to the pantries.

“ And just bring out the cold 
chicken and pickles!”

The Hobbit

❛❛

❛❛

seed cake and scones prepared by 
christopher tan | all other food 
items from tanglin market place | 
tea mug from franc franc.

by J.R.R Tolkien 
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F or road-running free spirits Dean Moriarty and Sal Cassidy 
of Jack Kerouac’s Beat bible On The Road, food wasn’t a 
major preoccupation. Paragons of a restless, disillusioned 
post-Depression generation, Dean and Sal — based on 
Kerouac’s own travels with his volatile pal Neal Cassady 

— tumbled across the flat plains and roiling social substrata of 1950s 
America in a frantic quest for spiritual absolution. Their diet was a 
necessarily troubled, liberating soup of drugs, booze, cigarettes and 
carnal encounters, interspersed by casual mentions of body fuel 
grabbed on the go: apple pie a la mode (Kerouac’s self-confessed 
obsession), roast beef sandwiches, ‘hamburgs’, and milkshakes. 

Yet, peer closer at Kerouac’s ecstatic freewheeling prose and the 
brief asides to food fuse into a telling cultural map of the US of A. 
Apple pie and ice cream got “better as [he] got deeper into Iowa, the 
pie bigger, the ice cream richer”; simple diner coffee and toast were 
endured in Montana’s isolated foothills; honey-sweet Californian 
port and mashed pinto beans rolled in tortillas enlivened Fresno’s 
Mextown. In San Francisco, his ‘yea saying burst of American overjoy’ 
spilled over into a rapturous account of the orgy of edible delights to be 
found there (see quote)… food wasn’t Dean and Sal’s main drag but it 
was still a worthy source and subject of their young-blind elation, their 
joyous acceptance of their incomprehensible place in the world. 

eat
Tired fare, third-shifter clientele and middle-of-nowhere locations 
— the American diner either inspires existential introspection 
or affords the gift of anonymity. Fortunately, these upscale 
reinterpretations of the American (culinary) dream invite only lip-
smacking compliments. 

roadhouse
Some things here you’d never find in a real diner: polished wooden 
veneers, a Josper grill and flattering lighting. But everything else 
— the portions, the meat-bias, the ubiquitous eating challenge — 
screams red, white and blue. Overdose on perfectly charred spare 
ribs swathed in a house BBQ sauce or burgers stuffed with juicy 
wagyu patties. The Southwest gets a shout-out too — indulge in Tex-
Mex favourites like grilled fish tacos and sausage burritos. Order up 
their apple crumble with vanilla cream — Kerouac’s fave — to indulge 
your inner fan-girl (or guy).
13 Dempsey Road. Tel: 6476 2922

suprette
With a name (and signage) that calls to mind the saccharine rock ‘n’ 
roll boom in the 1950s, Suprette’s Asian-retro fittings might bewilder 
upon first glance. Peruse the menu, however, and its American roots 
reveal themselves, bright as neon. There’s the diner-friendly hanger 
steak at dinner, while the Stepford wife staple of chicken potpie makes 
its appearance during lunch. But most make their way here for the 
magisterial Suprette Burger, where a moist homemade beef patty and 
gruyere cheese are sandwiched between toasted sesame buns and 
accompanied by a free flow (you heard right) of crispy shoestring fries. 
Kam Leng Hotel Lobby, 383 Jalan Besar. Tel: 6298 8962

On The Road

… there were seafood places out 
there where the buns were hot, and 

the baskets were good enough to eat too; 
where the menus themselves were soft with 

esculence as though dipped in hot broths and 
roasted dry and good enough to eat too. Just show 
me the bluefish spangle on a seafood menu and I’d 

eat it; let me smell the drawn butter and lobster 
claws. There were places where they specialised 

in thick red roast beef au jus, or roast chicken 
basted in wine. There were places where 
hamburgs sizzled on grills and the coffee 

was only a nickel… that’s my ah-
dream of San Francisco.

❛❛

❛❛

apple pie and hamburger prepared by christopher tan. 

by Jack keRouac 
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A Moveable Feast is Ernest Hemingway’s account of his 
life in Paris in the 1920s and the voracious appetite he 
had for living it. He was then a struggling writer who was 
young and happy and intent on polishing his famously 
lean, terse, athletic prose in the many cafes of the city. He 

gambled on horses and loved his wife and ate well when he could. 
Savouring the belly-warming fare of early 20th century Paris 

was as much an aesthetic ritual for Hemingway as his relentless 
sentence crafting. As he drifted in and out of bistros and 
homes of fellow writers like F. Scott Fitzgerald and Ezra Pound, 
he relished oysters, both the cheaper portugaises and more 
exquisite marennes, with cold glasses of Sancerre. He ate crabe 
Mexicaine with his wife at Les Deux Magots and fried dace-like 
fish called goujon from the Seine and potato salad with cervelas 
(a thick frankfurter-like sausage) at Café Lipp. 

 “If you are lucky enough to have lived in Paris as a young 
man, then wherever you go for the rest of your life, it stays with 
you, for Paris is a moveable feast,” Hemingway said to a friend 
in 1950. The intellectual and artistic stimulations of the City of 
Lights fed Hemingway’s imagination for life. There is no doubt the 
sumptuous spread of good wines and good food did the same too. 

eat
Feasts are, indeed, moveable. For your very own Midnight in 
Paris moment, discover Hemingway’s Paris at these charmingly 
evocative bistros. 

Bistro du Vin 
Here, crimson walls, vintage illustrated posters, and jaunty French 
jazz conjure up the essence of Old World Paris. Handwritten plats 
du jour on the ubiquitous blackboard reveal a good, true selection of 
classic French fare: think slow-braised beef cheek, hearty coq au vin, 
and oven-baked spring chicken with sautéed button mushrooms and 
bacon. There’s also a healthy list of French wines to delve into. 
#02-12 Shaw Centre, 1 Scotts Road. Tel: 6733 7763 
56 Zion Road. Tel: 6836 6313 

Brasserie gaVroChe
There can be no better inspiration than downing an aperitif at the 
very spot Hemingway himself, Henri Matisse, Salvador Dali and 
Marcel Proust sat more than 80 years ago. Sourced from Paris’ 
famed Café de la Paix, the antique bar at Brasserie Gavroche 
gleams with history and possibly the molecules of the most 
creative minds of 20th century Europe. Chef-patron Frédéric 
Collin pairs his admirable attention to authentic detail with food 
that hails, too, from yesteryear. Hand-me-down recipes from his 
Grandpapa Collin cover hearty staples such as duck confit, sole 
meunière, and of course, Hemingway’s beloved oysters. 
66 Tras Street. Tel: 6225 8266

A Moveable 
Feast As I ate the oysters with their strong taste of the 

sea and their faint metallic taste that the cold white 
wine washed away, leaving only the sea taste and the 

succulent texture, and as I drank their cold liquid from 
each shell and washed it down with the crisp taste 

of the wine, I lost the empty feeling and began to be 
happy and to make plans.

❛❛

❛❛

cervelas and potato salad prepared by 
christopher tan | all other food items 
from tanglin market place | piazza silver 
serving plate, de buyer mineral iron pan, 
cerabo essentials mustard pot and cole & 
mason salt and pepper shakers from tott. 

by eRnesT Hemingway
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1 kg ripe, flavourful tomatoes, washed
1/2 tsp salt
90 g jaggery (unrefined Indian cane 
sugar), finely chopped
3 Tbsp oil
1 Tbsp julienned peeled ginger
3 cloves garlic, peeled and cut into 
slivers
3/4 tsp black mustard seeds
1/4 tsp fenugreek seeds
1/4 tsp cumin seeds
2 tsp coarse chilli powder
2 Tbsp vinegar
1/2 tsp coarsely ground  
black pepper

1. Halve tomatoes and scoop out 
seeds and jelly into a bowl. Cut 
each tomato half into 4 pieces, 
trimming off any white pith, and 
place in a large mixing bowl.

2. Strain tomato seeds, pressing 
hard to extract all the liquid. 
Discard seeds and add liquid to 

the bowl of cut tomatoes. Add 
salt and jaggery, mix well, cover 
and let stand for 2 hrs, stirring 
occasionally.

3. Heat oil in a wok or large pan 
over medium heat. When very 
hot, add ginger and garlic and 
fry for 1 min. Add mustard, 
fenugreek and cumin and stir 
for 30 secs more, then add chilli 
powder and stir for 15 secs.

4. Pour tomatoes and their juices 
into wok. Add vinegar. Bring 
to a simmer and cook, stirring 
frequently, for 20 to 30 mins, 
until juices are very thick and 
mixture resembles a conserve in 
consistency. Stir in black pepper. 
Adjust seasoning with more 
sugar, salt or vinegar as needed.

5. Pour into a clean jar, let cool 
completely, then cover and store 
in the fridge. Pickle keeps for 
about 2 weeks. 

There is also the matter of the 
spice bases. The intricacies of 
turmeric and cumin, the subtlety 
of fenugreek, when to use large 
(and when small) cardamoms; 
the myriad possible 
effects of garam masala, 
cinnamon, coriander, 
ginger… to pickle is to 
give immortality… fish, 
vegetables, fruit hang embalmed in 
spice and vinegar; a certain alteration, 
a slight intensification of taste, is a small 
matter, surely? The art is to change 
the flavour in degree, not in kind; 
and above all to give it shape 
and form — that is to say, 
meaning.

Midnight’s     
      Children

by salman RusHdie

❛❛

❛❛

P ickles bookend the epic tale of Saleem Sinai, olfactorily-gifted 
protagonist of Salman Rushdie’s post-colonial tome Midnight’s 
Children. For Saleem, the wild florid piquance of Indian foods 
— like the “fish salans of stubbornness” and the “curries and 
meatballs of intransigence” — has the power to embalm emotions, 

mould memories, and tattle tales. 
Saleem’s story is the story of India. Begun on the stroke of midnight on 

15 August, 1947 — the day of India’s Independence — his life mirrors the 
tumultuous modern history of the subcontinent, tracing the course of national 
conflicts, civil unrest, domestic feuds, and even a Bollywood scandal. 

It’s a big story; one that Saleem enlists the age-old method of pickling to tell. 
Pickling, an emblematic facet of South Asian cuisine, invokes spices like asafetida, 
red chilli powder, turmeric and fenugreek in a salty brine to elevate the flavour 
of mangos, chillies, lemons, lime; even fish. A simple ingredient is miraculously 
transmuted into an intensified, immortal version of itself. 

It’s an apt metaphor for the act of writing: an individual’s life given meaning 
and potency by bottling it in the eternal glass jar of words. For Saleem, the 
elemental process of pickling represents the preservation, in writing, of truth. 
Truth — waiting to be unleashed, sour, biting, hot, upon the wavering conscience 
of a young, mighty, struggling nation. 

Make
saleeM’s toMato piCkles of truth
makes about 400 ml 
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