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Spring edition  
On the early hours of 23-Mar, Mr Lee Kuan Yew passed away. The 

visionary man who made Singapore what it is today has left us. Melvin and 

Suan are beneficiaries of the systems, processes and human "software" of 

governance that Mr Lee put in place, one that made the life experiences 

described in the subsequent pages possible for folks of really humble origins. 

Thank you Mr Lee.   

Melvin, Editor 

Avid traveller and history/knowledge buff 

Suan, Editor-in-Chief 

Expert Procurer of fine things and Finance Director at home 

Great quotes to share.  

Travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotry, and narrow-mindedness - 

Mark Twain.  

The world is a book and those who do not travel read only one 

page - St. Augustine. 

Remember to drop us a line at: melsuan0810@gmail.com.   

About this Edition 

As a follow on to the last issue's focus on gourmet Chinese 

cuisine, this issue brings our take on Japanese cuisine. 

Starkly different, this is one of the wonders of living in this 

part of the world where a mélange of different cuisine 

influences converge, particularly in places such as 

Singapore.  

So, we are back again!   

How’s life? 
Well our lunar new year was spent in Tokyo for the usual 

shopping and eating. The yen's depreciated quite a bit and it 

is wonderful to take the opportunity to visit. Suan enjoyed 

her "procurement" of cosmetics and personal care products 

while Melvin had fun taking photos of life in fast and 

furious Tokyo. 

Isn’t this fun? Meeting friends from lands afar 
whenever you transit, chatting or even a quick 

meal to catch up means so much…  

We are expecting to depart on our next journey destination 

in May - this time to the moutains that inspired the movie 

Avatar. That's right we are going to Zhang Jia Jie (张家界). 

It will be a visit to China after nearly 3 years. We'll tell you 

more in the next issue.  

Is it really better/cheaper 

to book via the internet? 
Conventional wisdom suggests that careful booking via the 

Internet will bring substantial savings and convenience. Is 

that myth or reality?  

Many of us have experience booking travel arrangements 

online. Some do it to take advantage of low prices offered 

by airlines and hotels. Yet others have made arrangements 

directly via the Internet that conventional travel agents lack 

knowledge of (especially here in Singapore). 

If anything the statistics on web commerce suggests, the 

occurrence of utilizing internet to make travel bookings 

have increased - especially on the use of blogs and social 

networks.  
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Online Travel Booking Statistics Data 

Number of travel bookings made on the internet 
each year 

148.3 million 

Percent of all travel reservations made on the 
internet 

57 % 

Percent of same day hotel reservations made from a 
Smartphone 

65 % 

Annual Online Travel Sales Online Sales 

2012 $162.4 billion 

2011 $145 billion 

2010 $128.9 billion 

2009 $116.1 billion 

2008 $105.1 billion 

2007 $93.8 billion 

Source: Statisticbrain.com 

Is it true that it is cheaper to book via the Internet with all 

the promised savings from having a full service agency? 

In the world of air ticket booking, it is also important to note 

that online booking for “complex’ routings can be difficult at 

best and a nightmare to change. Budget airlines are a great 

deal for point to point, but try connecting flights and 

booking over the internet and you will wish you had not 

gotten into all that trouble.  

For readers based in Singapore, you will have no doubt read 

reports in the news of failed travel agents - some of which 

had internet offered packages. So it seems that a dose of 

travel insurance is an absolute must when you depend on 

internet booking arrangements.  

What has been our experience with online booking?  

Let’s see, we booked our Caribbean cruise and air ticket from 

Amsterdam to Miami on our own. But we did not compare 

that to an agent… hmmm it is really hard to tell. 

One thing’s for sure, there are some arrangements that you 

can find on your own that travel agents might not know 

about. For example, when we traveled to Finland, it was not 

possible for any agent in Singapore to help us book a winter 

safari. We eventually found one on the Internet and went on 

our reindeer sleigh ride ourselves.  

As for our road trip hotel bookings, we compared sites 

simultaneously (eg Best Western’s own site and a few other 

search engines) and concluded that booking direct with Best 

Western was cheaper.  

Remember to distinguish between travel websites and travel 

search engines. Travel websites frequently limit searches to 

their own databases and most likely attract a online booking 

fee. 

Search engines depend on online advertising and thus search 

widely and mostly do not charge any transaction fee. Be 

aware that you can also be an affiliate which can lead to 

commissions on your own booking! Check the terms and 

conditions.  

One thing about booking online is the fact that you do not 

have a person to speak face-to-face with. This can be a 

harrowing experience should you wish to make an 

amendment or even cancel. Some sites do not support or 

facilitate easy cancelation! 

So the next time you want to book online, consider your 

options and most importantly, make sure you have 

appropriate travel insurance protection.  

� 

The Great Northern frontier 
Alaska is like the final frontier of the star trek movies. Being 

so far up north means access is indeed a challenge. 

Thus when we finished our cruise from Vancouver to 

Anchorage, we decided to extend our stay with a sojourn to 

the northern half of the 50th state of the US. 

 First off we flew from Anchorage for just over an hour 

before landing in the city of Fairbanks. The only major city 

in the northern half of the state, it is really wilderness 

country from here on up. 

 

River boating on the Chena river 

The area is home to the Athabasca peoples, roughly related 

to the tribes from north Asia. They live in villages all along 

the various rivers even to this day, fishing for salmon and 

trout. 

We took the river discovery boat that sailed up the Chena 

river where we disembarked to feel how a typical village 
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D I D  Y O U  K N O W ?  

80% of the wild caught salmon on North America comes 

from Alaska. Well overfished and harvested in the early 

20th century, today more than 125 million salmon are 

caught or harvested in the world! 

F I V E  F I N G E R S  T O  

R E P R E S E N T   S A L M O N  

S P E C I E S  

� Chump salmon (thumb) 

This species has the least desirable economic value to 

fishermen and consequently least fished for. A traditional 

source of dried salmon, it is plentiful in Alaska, it is also 

called Dog salmon. In Alaska we were told that is exactly 

what the natives do - feed them to the dogs.  

� Sockeye salmon (index) 

Also known as red salmon or blue back salmon, this is the 

species that die after spawning. Mainly used for canning, 

~30 million are fished every year in Alaska alone!   

An interesting nugget of information: this species can 

travel as far as 900 miles inland to a lake in Idaho. THE 

interesting thing is : this lake is 6500 feet above sea level! 

 King salmon (middle) 

Actually, it is called the "Chinook" salmon - being the 

largest of species in the pacific. It also have other names 

(Quinnat, Spring and Tyee salmon).  

This species is highly valued for its dietary nutrition 

content and today is one of the most commercially 

produced in vast aquaculture farms of New Zealand.  

 Silver salmon (ring) 

Called Coho as a species, it has silver sides when living in 

the Ocean - hence the name. Interesting to know that it is a 

game fish in the summer to autumn seasons. Its 

importance to the native Alaskans is such that it has 

become a symbol of a number of tribes! 

 Pink salmon (pinkie) 

As the name suggests, this is a little fish - well not so little 

at average of 2.2kg fully grown, but the smallest of stature 

of the pacific salmon species. It is also the most abundant, 

with the industry in Alaska netting >100 million per year! It 

is also widely farmed.  

would be like. Along the way, we saw boat plane take off or 

land. It seemed like each house along the river had its own 

plane! 

We were told by the locals that land transport in these parts is 

extremely rare, and that planes are an essential mode to get 

around. 

 

Wilderness of Denali 

And it is easy to understand why. With vast tracts of forests 

gazette as national parks such as Denali, it is easy to understand 

that an intricately maintained system of roads is not feasible 

except in some major urban centers.  

But coming to Alaska is all about the wilderness and 

contributing to an economy that helps preserve it, rather than to 

exploit it through natural resources exploration.  

We breathed the fresh air of the mornings while in Denali, took 

short drives into the park, viewing the indigenous inhabitants 

such as the brown bear and lynx! 

 

Mt McKinsey (not the consultants) 

On a clear day, you can even see Mount McKinsey in all its 

majesty!  

When you come to Alaska, one of the must do’s is to visit a dog 

musher camp. Before the advent of motorized forms of 

transport, the people of this region used dogs to pull sleighs 

across great distances. 
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Fresh fish and crabs, what a wonder combination! Alas we 

had to make our way back to Anchorage. And the 

ecologically friendly way to get from the major urban centers 

would be – by train! 

Glass domed train cars meant that we could see all the 

glories of the great forests that ring the railway on both sides. 

We took 4 hours to traverse through the national park on the 

way to Talkeetna, a small frontier town, where we 

experienced our first earthquake. We were in a wooden 

house store when it occurred.  

The whole house shook and many things fell off, but then 

we were told that it was just a “5.9”. Wow, now we can add 

“surviving an earthquake” to our list of achievements. 

 

Wilderness Express rail trip 

Travelling to Alaska during the Summer time is the best. The 

weather is warmer, the flowers are blooming. A wide variety 

of fresh produce is available. Best of all the views are 

magnificent! 

It is easy to fall into the charms of Alaska with its slower 

pace and simpler life. Beware though of its allure like that of 

Don Juan. For we made acquaintances with shop keepers, 

whose winter job include trapping beavers and otters for 

their hide. They run businesses selling their wares to tourists 

like us in summer. 

Not quite the usual career choices facing most people in 

Singapore huh? That’s the great northern journey we took to 

one of the last real frontier on Earth. 

� 

Food culture of Japan 
In the land of the rising sun, the preparation and 

presentation of food has become almost ritualistic, with 

often the slightest misdemeanor being punished by instant 

customer boycott. Indeed, competition is so intense that the 

Japanese food retail market has been dubbed as one of the 

We visited a dog pound where more than 20 dogs were 

housed in a large open area – remember that these dogs need 

large open places like dogs anywhere else. 

You will notice that most of the musher dogs are not 

huskies. In fact, it does not matter what breed they are, so 

long as they meet the requirement for strength, stamina, 

personality and affinity to work with people. 

 

Happy musher dog 

Of course, no trip for us goes on without a sample of the 

local cuisine. 

In the cold northern seas, fishermen brave the oft 

treacherous waters to bring back a catch of giant crabs. 

These magnificent crabs grow to enormous size. As in 

Hokkaido, these are served charbroiled with butter and they 

taste heavenly. 

Depending on the season, the catch is controlled to ensure 

that this valuable resource is not overfished, though that is 

actually debatable.  

Yet another precious resource is salmon and trout. 

Possessing some of the most productive rivers in the world, 

the Athabasca people has long depended on the river, 

smoking Chump salmon for their dogs and reserving the 

Sockeyes, King and Silver salmon for their great taste. 

 

Giant Alaskan Crab meal 
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most intense in the world. But that’s all wonderful for us – 

the consumer. 

In this article, we will delve into a few types of dishes that 

Japanese cuisine is well known for. 

 

Sashimi from Crab 

Do you like raw food? In most cultures, the concept of 

eating uncooked food seems alien, save for some pockets in 

Africa and South America – where traditions remain.  

The preparation of raw food in Japan has reached such a 

level that there are actually examinations to determine if you 

are really qualified.  

The name by which you would be familiar with this form of 

food preparation in Japan would be “Sashimi”. In definition 

by dictionaries or by food commentaries, they refer to “very 

thin bite-size slices of fresh raw fish”. Do you know that 

Sashimi can also come in the form of red meats such as 

horse? Yes, they do! 

In fact, sashimi has developed from the original form of 

fresh fish slices to food as diverse as sea crabs and eel 

(although you can argue if an eel is a type of fish). 

 

 

Unagi set meal 

Then there is the unique set meal – sometimes known as 

“Bento” - a single portion takeout or home-packed meal 

served both as a takeaway or dining in.  

Some Bento sets can be really expensive, depending on the 

ingredients used. A traditional bento consists of rice, fish or 

meat, and one or more pickled or cooked vegetables. 

However, you can see in the picture above that Eels are 

served and they can cost more than ¥5,000. 

In the last few years, a new fad has developed in which very 

elaborately arranged Bento in the style called kyaraben or 

"character bento". Kyaraben is typically decorated to look 

like popular Japanese cartoon characters (anime), characters 

from comic books (manga), or video game characters 

 

Mountain Vegetables Tempura 

Of course you will be familiar with the deep fried dish of 

seafood or vegetables. Battered in a flour + water mix with 

no use of bread crumbs, this is a popular dish. 

Believe it or not, this form of food preparation was 

introduced to Japan in the mid-sixteenth century by early 

Portuguese missionaries and traders. We found this in 

Wikipedia and it was attributed to Takashi Morieda who 

wrote “Tracking down Tempura”. 

Today, it has moved from what would have been batter fried 

sea food (fried calamari comes to mind) to wild vegetables 

that can be found in abundance in the mountains of Japan.  
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Large King Crab 

The Japanese people have a penchant for sea food. As an 

island nation with a mountainous core, it is not surprising 

that they have developed a great affinity to fishing.  

Some of the hardest fishing is in the north pacific. But the 

rewards that come with it are great – as you can see in the 

picture above with the large King crab from the cold waters 

off the seas south of the Aleutian Islands or Alaska. 

They are particularly popular during the winter season when 

they are harvested and cooked in “steamboats” of hot broth. 

It makes for a delicious meal in the midst of winter! 

This is a short season for enjoying this delicacy and prices 

has been climbing due to overfishing, warmer waters, and 

increased fish predation.  

We have to say that after reading National Geographic, we 

appreciate the risks that the fishermen take. It is said that an 

average of one fisherman die weekly during that short 

season. 

 

Charcoal Soba 

Rice is not the only staple carbohydrate for the Japanese 

people. As with the peoples on the mainland of Asia, they 

have developed the art of making noodles from wheat. 

However, the art of noodle making has progressed in Japan. 

One such innovation is the Soba (thinner) and Udon 

(thicker). Both are made from Buckwheat that can be 

harvested 4 times a year. It is popular and inexpensive and 

easily available as a form of a local “fast food” all over Japan. 

In some places, the locals have perfected their art to infuse 

various elements to produce unique dishes such as 

“charcoal” soba. 

 

Countryside set meal 

So there is a culinary experience to be had while in Japan, 

especially when you are driving in the rural parts of the 

country (which is getting rare).  

It is indeed a gastronomic experience for us as we have 

tasted Japanese cuisine all these years. The immense pride 

that goes into the preparation and presentation of food in 

Japan is indeed praiseworthy. So when you next visit Japan, 

take time to admire and appreciate the efforts taken by the 

Japanese into preparing your food.  

♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥ 

What’s in our next issue? 
In our next letter it is time to revisit the near east, Turkey 

that is rich in history and culture. Until then, 

 

Lots of hugs and kisses from the both of us! 


