


BiblioASIA 		  Jul–sep 2014

06 07

Vol. 10  /  Issue 02  /   Feature

Belacan naturally became one of the few local food 
items written about in English newspapers, almost 
always because of its potent stink. 

tired city man happens to land at ‘Sandy 
Point’ to reach Tanjong Katong… then a 
whiff comes from the blachang factory that 
makes his hair stand on end, and fills him 
with criminal impulses”.10 

However, newspaper reports, one as 
early as 1874,11 indicate that a few Europe-
ans had a connoisseur’s appreciation for 
this foul-smelling ingredient as suggested 
by its nickname – the Malayan caviar12 or 
the Malaccan cheese, where its best ver-
sions came from.13 Interest in its flavours 
was reflected by an enquiry on how to 
make “blachan toast” in the English news-
papers in 190114 and by the 1920s a greater 
discernment of its varied use in dishes 
was seen: “The balachan [sic] is decidedly 
a delicious compound. It can be cooked 
in various ways, fried simply and mixed 
with chillies, onions, garlic, and aromatic 
herbs of different kinds with prawns, fish, 
crabs… The ‘curry’ so well known in this 
part of the world has got to be flavoured 
with this condiment without which it will 
lose much of its palatable taste. Balacan 
is equal to or superior (to some tastes) 
to any European caviarre [sic]… but the 
taste for it must be acquired. The smell is  
decidedly objectionable.”15 

Belacan is not only a key ingredient 
in Chinese, Malay and Eurasian dishes;16  
newspapers reveal that entire communities 
were named after it or its raw ingredient, 
grago ( or gerago). The Portuguese-Eur-
asian fishermen of Malacca who dragged 
nets to catch these tiny shrimp were 
themselves referred to as grago,17 which 
otherwise was a term of contempt used 
to describe the impoverished segments of 
the Eurasian community.18 At the same time 
belacan-making was so strongly associated 
with the Malays that they themselves were 
often referred to as belacan.19 A popular 
local saying among Malays at the time was: 
“Kalau tidak makan belacan, bukanlah 
orang Melayu” (If you don’t eat belacan, 
you are not Malay).20 The Peranakans too 
favoured the use of belacan in their cookery 
due to the Malay influence in their dishes. 
The fact that newspaper articles of the time 
associate different communities with this 
condiment is an indication how its produc-
tion and consumption cut across racial lines 
even in colonial times. The condiment was 
so much part of the social fabric that the 
communists who were holed up in Malayan 
jungles at the time even purportedly used it 
for the making of bombs.21 

Curry puffs

The curry puff is often considered a lo-
cal invention unique to Singapore and  
Malaysia though variants of it can be found  
in Thailand and the Philippines. The origins 
of the curry puff are clouded, but it is often 
attributed to the European colonial influence, 
its pastry having similarities to the Cornish 
pie or the Portuguese empanada. The curry 
puff’s spicy meat and potato filling point to 
an obvious Indian connection.

A scan through digitised British 
newspapers of the early 20th century 
show that the curry puff and its indubitable 
partner, the sausage roll, were often 
served in cafes in England, Australia and 
India.22 The filling was often cold curry 
leftovers which were then “encased in a 
flakey pastry”,23 sealed into a triangular 
shape,24 then baked. One of the earliest 
references to the curry puff was an article 
in a local newspaper about the snack being 
served to underprivileged children during 
charitable Christmas parties in the 1930s.25 
At these annual parties, the curry puff was 
packed along with other colonial staples 
such as an apple, a tin of milk, chocolates 
and cake and given as gifts during a day out 
with dodgem car riding at the Great World 
Amusement Park. The curry puff was not 
merely poor man’s fare as evidenced by the 
Special Dinner and Dance supper menu 
served at the Adelphi Hotel in 1932, which 
included the puff alongside dishes such as 
Mayonnaise de Saumone, Roast Chicken 
and Roquefort Cheese.26 

The famous Polar Cafe is believed to 
have created the first baked curry puff in 
Singapore. The recipe for the spicy chicken 
curry filling supposedly came from an Indian 
merchant while the flaky and buttery puff 
pastry was a British influence;27 the resulting 
Polar curry puff was a product of the ingen-
ious marriage between colonial and colonised 
taste buds. Founded in the mid-1920s by Hong 
Konger Chan Hinky, who arrived in Singapore 
with little money in his pocket, the West-
ern-style café along High Street sold baked 
goods and ice-cream, which soon became 
popular with the parliamentarians, lawyers 
and the rich who worked and stayed around 
the Supreme Court and Parliament House. 

By the 1980s, frozen versions of this 
baked curry puff were being mass produced 
for sale, and included exotic variations such 
as the black pepper chicken puff. These West-
ern curry puffs were shaped and served as 
pies, with hot meat and potato filling encased 
in flaky puff pastry and eaten in a restau-
rant setting. Today, these trademark snacks 

The original Polar Cafe was located along High Street in the 1920s and popular with those who  
frequented the area. Courtesy of Polar Puffs & Cakes Pte Ltd.

Established in the 1920s, the flaky polar puff can now be found island-wide in convenience stores and 
supermarkets. Courtesy of Polar Puffs & Cakes Pte Ltd.

Founder of Polar Cafe, Chan Hinky, arrived in 
Singapore in the early 20th century, with little  
to his name. Courtesy of Polar Puffs & Cakes 
Pte Ltd.

Belacan is used 
extensively in Malayan 
cooking and gives it its 

distinctive taste. 
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Notes

1   �These items have been selected because of several 
reasons – their pervasive reference in newspapers 
spanning the period studied and their localised 
flavours. Although there are many other dishes such 
as Hainanese chicken rice, laksa, mee siam etc, their 
articulation especially in the English newspapers of 
the interwar period is not extensive. 

2   Butcher, 1979. The British in Malaya, 1880-1941, p.142 

3   Ibid, p. 134

4   �This column seemed to have begun on January 10, 
1935 with a half page but soon expanded to a full-page.

5   �This continued the weekly Thursday column which was 
expanded into a four-page supplement first released on 
January 16, 1936.  

6   �Granted the main targets for the “grow more food” 
campaigns were local farmers, but there are articles 
that appeal to the Malayan to venture growing his 
own food such as vegetables and “Grow More Food” 
campaign, (12 February 1940), The Singapore Free 
Press and Mercantile Advertiser (1884-1942), p. 5 and 
“Changkol For Victory”, The Singapore Free Press and 
Mercantile Advertiser (1884-1942), (10 August 1940), p. 4

7   �“Broadcast talks on wartime cooking”, (15 August 
1941), The Straits Times, p. 12

8   Peet, 2011, pp. 67-68

9   Dateline Singapore, p. 102

10 �“The smells of Singapore.” (1891, July 21). Straits 
Times Weekly Issue, p. 12

11 ��“Malacca.” (1874, August 1). The Straits Times, p. 2

12 �Shukor Rahman. (1973, July 9). “Blachan: where it all 
began.” The Straits Times, p. 14

13 Ibid.

14 �“Blachan toast.” (1901, July 24). The Straits Times, p. 3

15 �“Balachan.” (1925, August 29). The Singapore Free 
Press and Mercantile Advertiser (1884-1942), p. 11

16 �“The belachan trade.” (1924, September 27). The 
Singapore Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser (1884-
1942), p. 12

17 �“Distressful Malacca.” (1910, May 12), The Singapore 
Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser (1884-1942), p. 5

18 �Twentieth century newspaper articles still refer to the 
more economically established local Eurasians as 
“grago” though in a less contemptuous fashion.

19 �“A Kelantan Malay on Asiatics.” (1950, August 3),  
The Straits Times, p. 6

20 �Abdul Ghani Hamid. (2003, July 17). “Belacan dulu, 
belacan hari ini.” Berita Harian, p. 9

21 �“Red camp where blachan bombs were made.” (1971, 
June 30). The Straits Times, p. 19

22 �These include searches in the British Newspaper 
Archive as well as the Australian Trove (http://trove.
nla.gov.au/ndp/del/home).  

23 �“House and Home.” (1914, May 28), Hull Daily Mail, 
England. Retrieved from the Australian Trove

24 �Particularly “The Women’s Page” (1917, June 8). The 
Land, pp. 10-11. Retrieved from the Australian Trove.

25 �Even into the 1960s, curry puffs seemed to be the norm 
for Christmas delights in children’s parties (300 children 
go gay. (1960, December 20). The Singapore Free Press, 
p. 8).

26 �Advertisement – “Adelphi Hotel – Special dinner and 
dance.” (1932, January 22). The Singapore Free Press 
and Mercantile Advertiser (1884-1942), p. 1 

27 �Brazil, David. (1991). pp. 14-15 

28 �Drabble, Derek. (1950, February 23). “A Tamby takes it 
easy – with a curry puff”, The Straits Times, p. 12. 

29 �“Ms Violet Oon says.” (2006, April 17). The Straits 
Times, p. 4. 

30 �Neo, Linda. (1980, July 12). “Curry puffs 
from old man Chang in Albert Street.” The Straits 
Times, p. 7. 

31 Ibid.

32 �“Stroll down Kali Pup lane.” (1982, December 26). The 
Straits Times, p. 16

33 �Lim, Richard. (1997, December 7). “The Ah Beng in all 
of us.” The Straits Times, p. 2
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known as “Polar puffs” come with a variety of 
fillings and are sold everywhere in Singapore, 
including petrol stations, convenience stores 
and supermarkets. 

Like the samosa in India which can 
be either baked or fried, there are two ver-
sions of local curry puffs – a baked version 
made of puff pastry and offered at Western-
style cafes and a fried version encased in 
shortcrust pastry and sold as streetside 
fare, especially popular among the Muslim 
community. Straits Times writer Derek Drab-
ble’s 1950 caricature of an Indian Muslim 
thamby (meaning “little brother” in Tamil), 
Adam Ghat, shows him serving curry puffs 
and other streetside delights such as “gluey 
kaya jam”, “pisang mas” (fried banana frit-
ters) and “Bengali roti buns” (bread rolls) 
along Finlayson Green to office workers of 
various races, including Indian, Malay and 
Chinese.28 This Malay version of the curry 
puff – a deep-fried crescent-shaped dough 
crimped and stuffed with a spicy sardine or 
potato filling and served with a sweet chilli 
dipping sauce – is today known as epok-epok.

Old Chang Kee probably has rede-
fined and popularised what is today 
considered a quintessential traditional  
Singaporean food. Transforming the Malay 
epok-epok into a popular fast-food snack,29 
this Chinese version is chockfull of mildly 
curried potato and chicken mixture stuffed 
with one-half of a boiled egg. The pastry is 
a rich buttery base that is rolled out with an 
empty beer bottle, cut out into circles and 
then stuffed with the filling – a secret mix 
of diced chicken stewed in coconut milk, 
spices and curry powder. Sealed into a  
crescent-shape and crimped at the edges,  
the puff is then deep fried to a golden 
brown.30 It was Old Chang Kee’s move 
into modern franchising and distribu-

tion regionally in the 1990s, then world-
wide soon after, that has made this but-
tery shortcrust pastry into the trademark  
Singapore curry puff as we know it today. 

Linda Neo’s article31 details how in 
the 1980s, Old Chang Kee’s founder, Chang 
Swang Boo, had assistants bring his pre-
pared curry puffs from Albert Street around 
the corner to MacKenzie Lane where they 
were deep fried on the spot for  waiting 
customers. These curry puffs were there-
after associated with the Rex cinema along 
MacKenzie Lane, thus earning it its early 
nickname – Rex curry puff. With two other 
curry puff competitors coming on board, 
MacKenzie Lane soon came to be called  
Kali Pup lane – a play on the Chinese mis-
pronunciation of the words curry puff.32 

Kali pup also became ingrained in the 
local psyche when Elvis Presley’s signature 
pompadour hairdo of the 1960s became 
known as the kali pup hairstyle,33 a refer-
ence to the turned-up (and heavily greased) 
fringe that invariably reminded locals of their 
favourite local snack.

In exploring iconic local dishes, news-
paper articles help paint a multi-dimensional 
picture of local dishes and their consump-
tion over time. In the case of belacan, these 
articles reveal how local flavours influenced 
dishes across racial boundaries, signaling 
the blurring of lines between communities. 
Similarly, the humble curry puff is truly an 
East meets West success story, drawing 
influences from both India and Britain before 
being adopted and then adapted by cooks 
in Singapore and Malaysia. Food is a can-
vas upon which cultures and communities 
are able to create new narratives, drawing 
together and integrating different peoples 
and races, and making Singapore a true (and 
tasty) melting pot in the process.

Workers filling and sealing curry puffs to be baked and sold. Image from currypuff.com, all rights reserved.

Established in the 1980s, Old Chang Kee is 
now a household name and is best known for 
its curry puffs. Courtesy of Old Chang Kee Ltd.


