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Cold season,
Singapore style

Living in the tropics is easy 
for many expats to lose their 
sense of changing seasons. 
Kevin F. Cox drops in on an 
American family who knows 
how to celebrate winter in 
the hottest of summers here.

Eclectic art and collector’s items 
are artfully arranged in the hall

Clay sculpture in the garden
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F inding time for family gatherings is no easy 
task for James and Nicole Brandon. Between 
running their Asian furnishings and décor 
business, Taylor B Fine Design Group, 
designing venues like the new Alkaff Mansion 
restaurant and opening a store in Vancouver, 
the American couple is always on the run. Even 
their 12-year-old daughter, Taylor, helps out at 

the store when not doing her homework or perfecting her already-
fluent Mandarin. “The little time we have together as a normal 
family is so important to us,” says Nicole. This evening they have 
stopped running for a moment to share the sentiments of winter 
with fellow cold-weather friends, Ann Kyle-Wade and her sons, M.C. 
and Ethan, from Toronto, Canada.

The Brandon’s family gathering place is the kitchen—modern 
and sleek in contrast to the rest of their Cairnhill Place shophouse 
adorned with bold colours, heavy fabrics and an eclectic blend 
of Asian and Western furnishings. A large table extends from 
the kitchen wall, which is laid out with white plates on matching 
placemats. “This room is where we live,” Nicole says. 

“So many people put life on hold when they are living abroad,” 
says Nicole. “They’re not sure how long they will be away, or where 
they will go next. So it becomes a waiting game. But they’re missing 
the point of being overseas.” She pulls Taylor close and gestures 
toward the drawn jalousie shutters blocking out the green palms 
and waning sun. The construction noise just next door seems to die 
down. “We create surroundings that feel like home wherever we are 
and embrace that location and culture.” 

For Nicole, who has moved from the U.S. to Shanghai and 
now Singapore, the one thing she misses is the crisp, cold Missouri 
winter. “Our favourite thing to do on a winter weekend was invite 
close friends over to share simple food and laughter,” she explains. 
“Just because we’re in the tropics, why should the tradition change?” 
Tonight, she is preparing hearty pumpkin soup, smoky vegetables 
and peanut butter pie to help re-capture that feeling. Her simple 
comfort food, served in beautiful dishware on a pretty table setting 
with candles along the side, enhances the stylish yet homey mood. 

Nicole incorporates into her food many of the ingredients 

Spacious outdoor patio where 
Isabelle also entertains

which, although common in Asian cookery, are rarely 
used outside of the cold winter months in the US such 
as ginger, pumpkin and allspice. The pumpkin soup, 
steaming and sumptuous, is served in an ornate tureen, 
adding a casual elegance to the simple, three-ingredient 
dish. “This carried us through our winters in Shanghai 
before we moved to Singapore two years ago. It was 
so cold there.” Nicole whispers, ladling portions of 
the thick, amber liquid into bowls and passing them 
around.

After placing a platter of tender green beans on 
the table, she turns to the chicken sizzling in the oven 
and Taylor perks up. “How are they, mum?” The family 
favourite nuggets are a tradition in the Brandon house. 
“We love to make these together,” Nicole smiles, as 
Taylor places the golden chicken on an elegant platter. 
“Getting our hands messy together is a lot of fun, and 
the taste of great chicken makes it even better.”

Nicole presents a white dish of deep brown baked 
beans in the centre of the table and James quickly 

reaches for the serving spoon. “A civil war could have 
been started over the generations-old recipe for these 
beans.” Baked beans are a way of life in all four seasons 
in the U.S. From dinner tables across the land, to classic 
summer picnics and even school lunches, they are a 
true American staple. It’s the smokiness of the bacon, 
however, that adds the wintry flavour profile to them. 
Nicole squints and remarks: “Mum knew how to make 
them perfect.” The recipe is so closely guarded that when 
pressed for the family secret, she shrugs and says: “A little 
of this, a little of that.”

The conversation flows freely throughout the 
evening. The boys reminisce about ice hockey, cold 
Toronto winters and skiing in the Canadian Rockies. 
Taylor murmurs about hot chocolate on a snowy day and 
the adults wax poetic about picking autumn apples and 
slipping into thick sweaters. And as the families savour the 
hearty meal, the feeling in the house morphs from stylish 
tropical shophouse to a cozy winter haven in a distant 
place they each, in their own personal way, call home. e

Quote? Quote? Quote? 
Quote? Quote? Quote? 
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2 tsp dried basil
2 tsp dried thyme
2 tsp paprika
½ tsp salt 
½ tsp pepper
¾ cup butter, melted
1kg boneless, skinless chicken breast, cut 
into 5cm pieces

honey mustard dipping sauce (optional)
125ml honey
125ml Dijon mustard
1 tbsp cider vinegar

• In a shallow bowl, combine bread 
crumbs, Parmesan cheese and seasonings.
• Pour melted butter in another shallow 
dish, suitable for dipping cut chicken 
pieces in.
• Dip chicken in butter, then roll gently in 
breadcrumb mixture to coat lightly.
• Place on lightly greased 15x10x1 baking 
pan and bake uncovered at 205ºC for 15 
to 20 minutes or until juices run clear but 
meat is still tender.
• Prepare dipping sauce by combining 
ingredients in a small, heavy saucepan 
and bring to a boil. Cook for 1 minute over 
medium heat, stirring constantly until 
smooth and thick.

ALL-AMERICAN SMOKY 
BAKED BEAN CASSEROLE 
Serves 6 to 8  Prep time 10 minutes
Cook time 45 minutes

A classic home-style essential in America. 
It’s the smoky bacon mixed with the tangy 
and sweet flavourings that make this one 
of the ultimate winter comfort foods.

7 to 9 slices hardwood smoked bacon 
(preferably applewood smoked but any 
hardwood will suffice)
1 medium white onion, diced
4 x 400g cans plain baked beans, 
including liquid
2 tbsp tomato ketchup
2 tbsp yellow mustard
125g brown sugar

• Slice bacon into rectangular strips, 

savoury flavor.

500g fresh green beans
6 to 8 slices pancetta, diced finely  
(can be substituted with bacon, but it will 
impart a smokier flavor to the dish)

• In boiling water, blanch the beans for 30  
to 45 seconds. Plunge in ice bath to cool 
immediately.
• Cook the diced pancetta until slightly 
crispy, but not too hard. Reserve the fat.
• Gently fold the beans, bacon and desired 
amount of fat together in a baking dish, 
getting a thin, even sheen on the beans.  
• Be careful to not break the beans.  
(note: control the amount of fat on the 
beans by using just half the fat and 
adding more if needed)
• Bake the beans, covered at 175°C oven 
until tender for about 1 hour.

MuM’S PEANuT BuTTER PIE 
Serves 8  Prep time 20 minutes
Cook Time 10 minutes + 2 hours chill time

You’ll feel like a kid with this lighthearted 
dessert. Dress it up with delicate dollops 
of whipped cream and a sprig of mint.

pie crust
300g crushed Oreo cookie crumbs (or 

1 medium red onion, sliced thin
150g high quality blue cheese, crumbled
225g fresh organic raspberries
100g pinenuts
250g shredded roasted chicken (optional)

raspberry/maple vinaigarette
2 tbsp sugar-free raspberry jam
3 tbsp pure maple syrup
60ml balsamic vinegar
125ml extra virgin olive oil
salt and pepper to taste

• Toast pine nuts in a dry skillet until just 
lightly browned, set aside to cool.
• Gently toss greens, onions, cheese, 
raspberries and chicken (optional) 
together (taking care not to bruise the 
berries).
• Prepare vinaigrette by whisking all 
ingredients together until emulsified.
Toss dressing in salad and sprinkle pine 
nuts on top.

GREEN BEANS & PANCETTA 
Serves 6 to 8  Prep time 10 minutes
Cook time 1 hour

Barely glistening with the fat from the 
pancetta, the seasoning is naturally 
infused by baking, requiring nothing 
more than the two ingredients for a deep, 

PuMPKIN GINGER  
WINTER SOuP
Serves 6  Prep time 15 minutes
Cook time 1 hour 30 minutes

The fragrance of this rich, thick soup will 
evoke warm winter thoughts no matter 
what the actual temperature is outside.

1 litre chicken stock or broth
1 small pumpkin peeled and seeded, cut 
into small chunks (about 6 cups)
3cm length of fresh ginger, peeled, 
smashed and chopped or grated
salt to taste 
allspice or nutmeg to garnish & perfume

• In a heavy pot bring chicken stock to a 
boil.
• Boil the pumpkin gently until tender—
about 30 minutes.
• Then add the ginger to the stock, 
stirring well to incorporate throughout. 
Continue cooking at a gentle simmer 
for an additional 30 to 45 minutes until 
pumpkin and ginger is very soft.
• With an emersion blender, puree the 
mixture until both the pumpkin and ginger 
are smooth and incorporated throughout 
and the liquid has thickened.
• Add salt to taste.
• Sprinkle with a light dusting of allspice 
or nutmeg for garnish.

Tip: Should you not get the desired 
thickness of the soup after puréeing, 
pour the soup back in the pot and simmer 
gently for another 15 minutes to reduce.

BAKED CHICKEN NuGGETS 
WITH HONEY MuSTARD 
DIPPING SAuCE 
Serves 6-8  Prep time 15 minutes
Cook time 20 minutes

The delicate flavours of the spices and 
cheese enhance the flavour of the chicken.

nuggets
250g dry bread crumbs
125g grated Parmesan cheese

about 2.5cm by 1 cm. Fry in dry sauté 
pan until cooked but tender—do not 
cook until crispy. Remove bacon but 
reserve half of the bacon fat in pan.
• Sauté the onion in the reserved bacon 
fat until tender and translucent.
• Combine beans and diced onions in 
large bowl.
• Add brown sugar, ketchup and mustard 
to beans and incorporate (note: if the 
mixture tastes too tangy, add a little 
more brown sugar or ketchup to taste; 
if too sweet, add more yellow mustard 
to taste).
• Pour bean mixture into a 9x13 baking 
dish and place bacon strips around 
the surface, pushing slightly into bean 
mixture so that it is partially, but not 
fully covered.
• In a 180°C oven, bake covered for 
20 minutes, then bake uncovered for 
another 20 minutes to finish.

MARTHA’S VINEYARD 
RASPBERRY/MAPLE SALAD 
Serves 6 to 8  Prep time: 10 minutes
Cook time 5 minutes

Add sliced rotisserie chicken to it and 
this salad can be a meal in itself. It 
delivers a refreshing balance of crisp 
greens, fruity raspberries and salty blue 
cheese.

salad
100g pine nuts
500g to 600g mixed field greens
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other chocolate sandwich cookies),  
finely ground
60ml melted butter

filling
250ml creamy peanut butter
225g cream cheese
250ml heavy whipping cream
225g granulated sugar
60ml butter, melted
1 tsp vanilla extract

• To make crust, crush cookies in food 
processor or by hand into small, course 
grains. Reserve a small amount for 
garnish.
• Combine cookie crumbs with melted 
butter in a bowl, mixing well.
• With fingers, press crumbs evenly in the 
bottom and up the sides of a 9-inch round 
pie pan. Smooth the crust surface with 
the back of a spoon.
• Brown crust in 180°C oven for 5  to 10 
minutes. Let cool.

• To make filling, fold all ingredients 
together, incorporating fully until creamy 
and smooth. 
• Spread filling evenly on pie crust, 
smoothing out the surface.
• Sprinkle reserved cookie  
crumbs on surface.
• Refrigerate for at least 2 hours to set. e


