
R E S TA U R A N T S

When I think of ramen noodles, they 
evoke increasingly distant memories 

of my college days, when for twenty five 
cents I could buy a cellophane block of 
hard, dry, squiggly noodles with a foil 
bullion pack which would sustain me 
through another night of studying. Like so 
many, I practically lived on the stuff. It was 
cheap, salty and cooked up in about three 
minutes. So, when a friend recently invited 
me to a ramen lunch at Santouka I paused 
before accepting; my skepticism suspended 
only because he is a well-established 
Singapore “foodie.” Still, I approached the 
half-curtained entry to the tiny restaurant 
hesitantly, preoccupied by visions of plastic 
bowls filled with insipid, watery soup and 
flavorless, stale noodles. I could not have 
been more mistaken.

Located in a remote, waterfront corner 
of The Central at Clarke Quay, Santouka 
is an unassuming Japanese restaurant - 
actually one in a small but highly regarded 
chain scattered around the world. Admiring 
the elegantly simple décor and sweeping 
view of the Singapore River, my dubious 
expectations dissipated when, throughout 
the room, I saw nothing but happy people 
joyously slurping noodles out of large 
stoneware bowls from which floated gentle 
puffs of sumptuous steam. Before I knew 
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it, a similar dish was placed before me, 
along with a small plate of juicy Tokusen 
Toroniku pork cheeks, the warm aroma 
of which triggered an instant Pavlovian 
response.

It is said that the majority of diners at 
Santouka burn the roof of their mouths ever 
so slightly on their first sip of ramen, and 
my experience was no exception. The slight 
singe of my first taste was accompanied by 
a deep, earthy flavor that blossomed into a 

silky richness like I have never before tasted 
in soup. The shio broth in which my tender 
noodles rested was dense and milky white, 
evenly infused with the tiniest spheres of 
bubbly, liquid marrow. 

Despite its salt and pork origin, it was 
not excessively salty or fatty. Instead, its 
slight smoky sensation of savory pork stock, 
blended with the woodiness of shitake 
mushrooms, ginger, garlic and tickled with 
an herbaceous, salty hint, was a masterful 
lesson in texture and balance. The broth, 
so thick and robust, was a chowder-esque 
elixir that I would mistakenly swear 
contained cream and butter. It glistened on 
the slender noodles, so perfectly al dente. 

And, to my breathless surprise, that 
first spoonful, accompanied by a slice of 
impossibly tender pork cheek, summoned 
emotions from the depths of my childhood, 
transporting me to the protective embrace 
of my mother. And that was when any 
preconceived notion from college vanished 
and I realized that ramen - perhaps the 
purest form of Japanese “comfort food” - is 
serious cuisine. 

So just what is it that makes a seemingly 
simple bowl of boiled bone broth and 
noodles so hauntingly memorable? “It’s the 
commitment to precision, patience and a 
lot of time,” explained Chef and Supervisor 
Koji Kanoi in the tiny kitchen that produces 
such big flavors. He’s not kidding. The 
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While offering a careful selection of 
other Japanese items, Ramen is the 
anchor. There are four basic varieties 
offered: Shio (salt flavored); Shoyu 
(soy flavored); Miso (soybean paste) 
and Kara-Miso (a spicy version of the 
Miso). 
And don’t forget the amazing Tokusen 
Toroniku pork cheeks, with its 
unparalleled butter-soft texture. Each 
order is accompanied by Japanese 
green onion (negi), seasoned bamboo 
shoots (shinachiku), shredded black 
fungus, Japanese fishcake (kamaboko) 
and a single pickled Japanese plum 
(umeboshi). Put any or all of them into 
your bowl to make it even better. But 
keep the luscious pork on the plate and 
savor every buttery-soft bite!

Arrive early for lunch or dinner to 
minimize the queue, and ensure they 
don’t run out of what will quickly become 
your favorite noodle soup! 

remarkable broth is the result of roasting, 
boiling, straining and simmering, while 
adding special ingredients along the way. 

It starts with an enormous pot of 
water, exceptional pork bones, herbs and 
several undisclosed spices. “But it’s really 
all in the bones,” Kanoi-san whispered as 
he raised the lid from a pot of bones in a 
rolling boil. And not just any old bones. 
After years of experimenting with many 
sources around the world, Santouka finally 
found the perfect pigs to precede its soup. 
“The marrow is the key and our carefully 
staggered cooking process gently coaxes it 
out and builds the broth,” he explained. 
But when I asked where those exquisite 
bones came from, Kanoi-san just sucked 
a little air through his teeth and smiled 
politely. 

The brilliance that makes this soup so 
indelibly arresting is indefinable. Like the 
elusive “wok hei” (“breath of the wok”) that 
separates men from boys in the kitchens 
of Chinatown, this is a flavor borne out 
of a passion for perfection and a stubborn 
refusal to accept anything less. It’s that sliver 
of culinary magic that carves the chasm 
between the quick-fix ramen of my youth 
and Santouka’s gustatory masterpiece. 
And he wasn’t about let me in on such 
wizardry.

The bones are cooked furiously for over 
five hours, following which commences 
a 16- hour balancing act of adding and 
reducing liquid and simmering under 
precisely controlled temperatures in 
order to reach the perfect combination 
of intensity, flavor and viscosity. “There is 
no room for shortcuts if it is to meet our 
standards,” said the soft-spoken cook from 
Hokkaido. “So today’s soup was started 
yesterday and the soup cooking now will 
be ready tomorrow.” 

The finished pork broth, thickened 
naturally by the luscious marrow, is then 
carefully maintained under meticulous 
temperature control until served. And do 
they ever carry the broth over to a second 
day? “Never.” Kanoi-san frowned at the 
very idea before giving a little shrug. 
“Besides, we never have any left.” 

The remarkable broth 
is the result of roasting, 
boiling, straining and 
simmering, while adding 
special ingredients along 
the way.

The tiny restaurant with the BIG flavors. In the foreground, Santoukas' magic elixir.

Santouka’s main event: shio ramen with 
Tokusen Toroniku pork cheeks on the side.

Chef Kanoi proudly displaying the magic 
bones behind the broth.
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