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Poke on the go
The hottest Hawaiian food export yet 

touches down in the equally sunny island 
nation of Singapore with a fresh twist 

When people started to tattoo images 
of kale on their biceps, celebrities from 
Beyoncé to Lena Dunham plastered 
the word across their sweaters, and 
parents named their firstborns after 
the nutritious and hardy produce, it 
was only a matter of time before the 
almighty vegetable that’s recently 
dominated the culinary narrative 
began to lose some of its sheen. 

But fear not. There’s a new four-
letter dish in town that’s riding the 
bowl-food wave into the hearts and 
stomachs of health-conscious diners. 
Meet poke: it’s easier on the eyes, 
bursting with a multitude of colors 
and flavors, and a far more satisfying 
lunch option than a stalk of cruciferous 
greens. Although the dish originated as 
a humble food staple in Hawaii, spots 
around the mainland – from Sweetfin 
Poké in Los Angeles to Chikarashi in 
New York City – have been putting 
their stamp on the cuisine. 

Two enterprising Singaporean 
siblings, Vannessa and Joey Lee, are 
hoping their take on the dish will help 
shake up the food industry. Armed 
with impressive résumés – 24-year-
old Vannessa has a background in 
advertising and branding, while at 22 
Joey is already a former food editor 
and accomplished home cook – the 
pair opened the 60-seater A Poke 
Theory in the Telok Ayer area to an 
overwhelmingly positive reception. 
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“Initially, we faced a lot of 
skepticism,” Vannessa reveals. “Some 
people just saw us as two young 
entrepreneurs going about another 
naive venture. It was only when we 
had lines out the door during our first 
three days of operations that they 
looked at us differently. We’ve already 
had investors approaching us about 
funding our next expansion.”

Given Singaporeans’ fondness for 
Japanese flavors, Joey reckons that 
poke, which he views as a derivative 
of the well-loved Japanese chirashi 
dish, is an easy sell here – albeit with 
some modifications. “Traditional poke 
uses only tuna, but salmon is the most 
popular raw fish here by a long shot,” 
Joey says. “So I knew I had to devise 
marinades that’d pair well with salmon 
and incorporate it into our recipes.”  

A Poke Theory’s four main poke 
options are shoyu tuna, spicy garlic 
sesame tuna, avocado miso salmon and 
spicy mayo salmon, served atop a base 
of signature sushi rice or lemon herb 
quinoa. Customers can also choose 
from a slew of house-made toppings, 
including spiced cashews, crispy 
salmon skin, pomegranate seeds and, 
yes, kale chips. “This allows for endless 
flavor combinations on a wallet-

friendly budget,” Joey says. “Forget 
boiled peas and stringy chicken breast! 
We’re out to show that healthy food 
doesn’t have to be boring.”

But Vannessa and Joey are also 
conscious of balancing their penchant 
for experimentation with preserving 
the integrity of the traditional dish. 
Joey recalls that a few Hawaiian 
customers once thanked him profusely 
for serving them a basic bowl of shoyu 
tuna poke without any additional 
ingredients, akin to how it’s served in 
Hawaii. “That being said, the addition 
of fruit like pineapple or mango injects 
a burst of flavor that pairs nicely with 
the fish,” Joey says. “We subtly hint at 
the former by having some of our staff 
don pineapple earrings.”

So is poke here to stay, or will 
it soon join kale, cupcakes, bacon 
and avocado toast in the dark well 
of former food trends? Joey reckons 
that poke’s ability to provide a 
simultaneously nutritious and delicious 
bite will ensure its longevity. “The 
modern consumer has a discerning 
palate,” Joey says. “Healthy food’s 
been catching on, but when someone 
rolls out a dish that is spot-on in taste 
and wholesome, that really hits home.” 
apoketheory.com – Rachel Eva Lim

Poke began as a quick 
and easy way for Hawaiian 

fishermen to make a 
snack out of their daily 

catch. Scraps of fish were 
seasoned with seaweed, 

sea salt and crushed 
kukui nut and allowed to 
sit for a moment before 

consumption to allow the 
flavors to blend together. 
Over the years, Japanese 
and Chinese influences 
led to the incorporation 
of ingredients like shoyu, 
sesame oil, green onions, 

furikake seasoning and fish 
eggs into the dish. Today, 

chefs around the world 
continue to reinterpret 
poke in a manner that 
pays homage to the 

original while tailoring 
their version to suit local 

palates, achieving different 
flavor profiles as they 

go along. For example, 
the yuzu citrus fruit and 
mirin rice wine favored 
by Japanese chefs cut 

through the richness of the 
fish, pea shoots and red 

onions provide a satisfying 
crunch, and the addition 

of sea urchin and avocado 
cubes add to the dish’s 

velvety mouth-feel. 

 Honolulu

History 
of poke

“Some people 
just saw us 

as two young 
entrepreneurs 

going about 
another naive 

venture” 
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