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Everything you've been hearing about the

Sampling fresh
ingredients at Quan
An Ngon. Below: The
restaurant’s noodles

in anchovy broth.

food in Vietnam is true: it’s complex, it’s

evolving, and it’s one of the most exciting cuisines on the planet. By Laurel Delp

ON SAIGON’S Pasteur Street, Quan An Ngon is like an anthill, in
constant motion. Outside the restaurant’s colonial-style entrance,
would-be diners gaze into the amber-lit interior, hoping a table will
empty. Inside, waiters race by one another while the lucky patrons
dig chopsticks and spoons into heaping platters and bowls of food,
glorious Vietnamese food.

Because I first visited Vietnam as a child and then lived in Saigon
(known today as Ho Chi Minh City) as a teenager, the sophistica-
tion and vibrancy of Vietnam’s cuisine
completely captivated me long ago. The
country’s traditional cooking is subtle,
the ingredients fresh, the individual fla-
vors bright and distinct, not typically
buried in heavy mixes of dried spices or
pastes. More than a millennium spent
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under Chinese rule, plus many centuries alongside the Indian-
influenced Champa empire and nearly 100 years of French colo-
nialism, left its mark. But Vietnamese cooks have absorbed these
influences and reinterpreted them. The result is utterly singular.
It’s been more than six years since my last visit, so I've planned
this trip to hit the best of what the city has to offer food lovers right
now. Quan An Ngon (160 Pasteur Street; 011-84-8-3827-7131) is the
ideal first stop for me to rekindle my affection—or for a newcomer
to gain a ground-level feel—for the local

flavor. The restaurant is an ingenious
creation. In 2001, the Vietnamese own-
ers ate their way through the offerings of
Saigon’s hundreds and hundreds of street
vendors, who produce not junk food but
the classic dishes that emanate from all
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over the country. They gathered the best
of them together in an outdoor courtyard
across from the Reunification Palace and
gave them an opportunity to cook with

the freshest ingredients in a clean, mod-
ern setting. Eight years later the restau-
rant relocated to Pasteur Street; the new
building is chic (with cotton drapes and
fabric-shaded lanterns) and has two sto-
ries, but the lines of Vietnamese, return-
ing Viet Kieu (“overseas Vietnamese”),
expats and a handful of tourists still vie
for tables as though they’re attempting to
get backstage at a rock concert.

As 1 pick up the first spring roll and dip
it into my bowl of nuoc cham, a condi-
ment made with fermented fish sauce,
lime and chiles, the aroma brings back a
clear sense memory. It’s the early 1960s,
I'm sixteen, a senior at the American
Community High School in Saigon, and
the powers that be have decided that it is
safer for us to ride to school on city buses
(the U.S. military buses we've been using
have grenades lobbed into them periodi-
cally by Vietcong guerrillas). Each spring
morning, I stand alone in the dark on the
tree-lined street where we live, waiting
for the rattling dragon-decorated bus to
materialize out of the dense fog and for
the two GIs who man the doors—not
much older than T am—to swing off, M16s
in trembling hands.

The balcony and ground-level dining room
of Ngon, the best place in Saigon to taste
refined versions of street food.

But the sharpest memory of those
mornings is the pungent odor of fish
fermenting in barrels behind a house
nearby. Nuoc mam, or fish sauce, is the
core of Vietnamese cuisine, used in cook-
ing or mixed with garlic, sugar or rice
vinegar or perhaps chiles and lime juice
to create nuoc cham. No meal in Vietnam
is complete without a side bowl of nuoc
cham, and whenever I catch a whiff of the
sauce, it takes me back in time.

These days in Saigon, it’s possible to
have good Italian, French or Indian food,
of course, but Vietnamese restaurants—
fueled by the demand for ever-better
cuisine from foreign businesspeople and
Viet Kieu from Australia, the States and
Europe—most often set the bar. At Ngon,
I taste delectable banh khot, tiny shrimp-
dotted rice-and-coconut-milk pancakes;
banh tom Ho Tay, a northern pancake not
quite enclosing whole crispy shrimp;
and muc chien gion, rice with fried squid
marinated in rice vinegar. Every flavorful
bite reminds me of the time I spent here,
and I eat until I'm full. Normally, I'd walk
the short distance back to my temporary
home at the new InterContinental Asiana
Saigon (doubles from $195; corner of Hai
Ba Trung Street and Le Duan Boulevard;
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011-84-8-3520-9999; intercontinental.com),
but no one walks more than a block in
Saigon. It’s too hot.

Lately, friends have been telling me
about an exciting young chef-restaurant
owner who has been creating modern
Vietnamese and fusion cuisine. So the
next day I make my way to Xu (75 Hai Ba
Trung Street; 011-84-8-3824-8468), a styl-
ish second-floor restaurant with a bar
and a café downstairs. Bien Nguyen, Xu's
thirty-two-year-old Australian-born Viet-
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FAST FACT
_' Saigon is one of the
world’s most rapidly
growing cities. New
wealth has fueled
its culinary
movement.

namese owner, is regarded as one of the
most talented chefs in Saigon today (he’s
been invited to cook at the James Beard

Foundation, in New York).

At Xu, familiar Western dishes are im-
bued with Vietnamese ingredients, like
pork belly braised in coconut milk or
arancini infused with rau ram, the lemony-

flavored local coriander. Vietnamese dish-
es are presented with artistry, served in
small portions rather than the usual
family-style. I order a dizzyingly tasty
Vietnamese sea-bass seviche, the rich,
oily fish brightened by lemongrass, gin-
ger and cilantro, and introduce myself to
the affable chef. “I'm trying to encourage
young Vietnamese to develop the habit of
dining out,” Bien says as I tuck into his
creations with enthusiasm. Expats im-
mediately embraced Xu when it opened

Dining at Xu (clockwise from above): The
casual café at lunchtime; sautéed baby
clams with coconut milk; salt-crusted rib
eye with caramelized onions.

four years ago, but Vietnamese still re-
gard it as a special-occasion spot, Bien
explains, despite his efforts to offer
something in every price range.

Bien suggests An Vien, where I dine
next; it is one of the few traditional Viet-
namese restaurants of which the chef
approves. In his opinion, most of the
better-known places are growing stodgy,
failing to change with the times. An Vien
Restaurant (178A Hai Ba Trung Street;
011-84-8-3824-3877) is gorgeous, housed
in an old villa at the end of an alley. It’s an
homage to colonial-era Vietnam, with
lights shaded in silk, tiled floors and tap-
estries. My appetizer, a crisp lotus-stem
salad with a dusting of peanut shards, is so
good that I overdo it and have to soldier
through the rest of the meal—tragic, be-
cause everything is stellar.

Since I'm staying at the InterConti-
nental, where guests are offered a range
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of Insider Experiences, I choose a cook-
ing class, which is held in the high-walled
garden of the villa inhabited by Henry
Cabot Lodge when he was ambassador. I
make some misshapen spring rolls, then
ace a Vietnamese pork-and-shrimp pan-
cake (banh xeo), with the help of chef
Truong Minh Duc, who also teaches culi-
nary arts at two professional schools. Each

oy -
'(\ b’:'f” 3
‘ -

of the InterContinental students is pre-
sented with a hardcover booklet explain-
ing the recipes, and I'm determined to
re-create them at home.

My next stop is the trendy Temple Club
(29-31 Ton That Thiep Street; 011-84-8-
3829-9244), a colonial-era restaurant and
lounge. Despite the tour groups that flock
here at lunchtime, the food, especially
the fish in tamarind sauce and the clay-
pot shrimp, is excellent. I don’t eat too
much because, for my final meal, Bien
has offered to show me his favorite food
stall in Ben Thanh, downtown Saigon’s
historic market, built in 1912.

As we jump into a taxi, he admits that
it was his mother who found the food
stall. She’s a designer and painter who
owns one of Saigon’s most avant-garde
boutiques, Mai (132-134 Dong Khoi Street;
011-84-8-3827-2733). The stall’s specialty,
banh cuon, is a northern dish of paper-

thin crépes made of rice flour, tapioca
starch and water and stuffed with minced
pork and wood-ear mushrooms. They’re
served with bean sprouts and various
greens. The crépes make a killer snack,
onto which Bien promptly dumps an en-
tire bowl of nuoc cham. This is, he says,
the best banh cuon in Vietnam, possibly
in the universe, and the only street-food

One of two balconies at Temple Club, a popular
restaurant and meeting place.

stall he would ever recommend to for-
eigners (most are less than hygienic).
Two orders and two bottles of water
come to just under $3. I memorize the
stall’s sign, “Banh Cuon Nong, #1006"—
precious information for a visitor.

‘We part ways: Bien is off to the upscale
Park Hyatt Saigon (doubles from $320; 2
Lam Son Square; 877-875-4658; parkhyatt.
com) to meet friends, and I'm racing over
to the InterContinental to pack. But I’ll
return. I have to. The year I lived here and
the war colored the rest of my life; Viet-
nam will always be a part of my psyche. I
love the country, the people, the food—
stepping out of the din and heat of Saigon
and into a restaurant for a cool drink un-
der alazily rotating fan, perhaps for a plate
of goi cuon, uncooked spring rolls. And
some nuoc cham. Always nuoc cham. =
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