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~ _/NTRODUCTION

Wilson and 1 have long shared a love of Vietnamese cooking, and over a good bottle of Bordeaux we would
endlessly debate how to achieve the perfect pho bo broth with its hint of cinnamon bark and star anise ... as well as

admire each other's tortoiseshell spectacles purchased some years ago on the streets of Ho Chi Minh City!

Wilson was traveling to Vietnam a great deal - particularly during the setting up of his beautifully named W's
Paris 13th restaurant (now sadly no longer with us) in Hong Kong - and in addition to dozens of visits in the past
decade, [ even lived in Hanoi for a while, in a splendid French villa with wrought-iron fences on an Old Quarter

1 street totally given over to bustling little cafes and stalls selling fruit, vegetables and meat. Almost no food stuffs

are imported into Vietnam, so the colourful produce is ultimately seasonal. And everything is so leisurely that the
vendor thinks nothing of flaking your crab for you, shredding your lotus stems, and finely chopping your fiery red ‘
, chilies. I totally adore markets in Vietnam!

‘ But in any event | believe it is easy to get passionate about Vietnamese cooking: apparently so simple, with ‘
often as few as half-a-dozen ingredients, yet with so much depth and excitement contained in the details. The

‘ flavours achieved with the perfect balance of lime juice or nuoc mam {fish sauce) , the quality of the aforementioned ‘

| pho and the fantastic aromas as freshly torn herbs are tossed into the steaming broth, the crispiness of the rice-paper ‘

wrapped, deep-fried spring rolls. Hours are spent by amateur cooks smashing fish into a sticky paste. wrapping and ‘

rolling the many variations on spring rolls, and transforming vegetables into slivers for highly textured salads

topped with chopped, roasted peanuts and strands of deep-fried shallot onions.

\
There's a simplicity, too. in the way the food is served. Many restaurants and cafes, whether in the village or ‘

| the city, serve just one dish, perhaps the sizzling southern pancake, banh xeo, or one of my personal favourites, bun |

o B §




cha \grilled pork with noodles and herbs) . You can smell the pork patties sizzling on the charcoal grill long before
you even see the restaurant! Or restaurants might specialise in one product ... a series of seven beef dishes in the
famous bo bon may (beef 7 ways) : or a multitude of duck dishes where guests start with raw blood pudding and

finish around a hotpot with chunky mustard greens.

There's also a specific time of day for most dishes. Vendors serving the glutinous rice breaktast dish, xoi, set
up on street corners in the early morning and once their pot is empty, they return home! Pho is also traditionally a
breakfast dish, but so delicious it can be that many Vietnamese are happy to eat it for breakfast, lunch, and dinner!
The seductive smell of freshly baked baguette wafts across the pavements in the morning and again late in the
afternoon, and this unsalted Vietnamese bread may even be delivered house to house from hessian-covered baskets
with the evocative call "banh mi! banh mi!"; when little children run outside to pass over their 10 cents or so for one

loaf of baguette.

Life in Vietnam happens, as in so many Asian countries, on the street. Here on pavements broad and narrow
you can get a hair cut, have a pedicure, check your weight, and even give blood. So it is not surprise that you can
also eat, and drink, in a myriad of styles and atmospheres. Once, while enjoying an authentic expresso in a gorgeous
courtyard, 1 even gestured for the shoeshine boy, not to take care of my J P Todd's but to slip around the corner and
bring me back a bowl of pho ga! No problem, madame...

In the searing Hue heat, kiddies on their way home from school pick up freshly squeezed sugar cane juice
balanced with a squeeze of kalamansi, and goi cuon (fresh spring rolls) , while the fathers drink down beers at the
neighbourhood pub, the bia hoi. Even in the harsh Hanoi winter with its biting winds, groups gather around low
tables to be served bowls of warming stews with rice and cabbage: and in the evening men wrap up warm and gather

for chickens' feet and bitter tea on the pavement.

Cooking at home can never quite summon up these Vietnam street scenes, but the aromas and sensations that

can be achieved through trying out these recipes are the next best thing to actually being there.

By Annabel Juckson

Hi (Annabel Jackson is the author of Street Cafe Vietnam and Vietnam on a Plate)
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