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FOREWORD
BY ANTHONY BOURDAIN


Việt Nam owns me. From my first visit, I was helpless to resist.

Just a few months previous, I’d been resigned to the certainty that I would never see Việt Nam; that my dreams of Graham Greene Land, that faraway place I only knew from childhood news reports, books, and films would have to wait for another life. This life, I was sure, would finish in close proximity to a Manhattan deep fryer.

So, simply finding myself there, finally, outside the legendary Continental Hotel in Sài Gòn, smelling Việt Nam, hearing it, the high roar of thousands of motorbikes, I was overcome with gratitude and disbelief. Jet-lagged (back when I still got jet lag) and deranged by anti-malarial meds, I staggered happily through the heat to the places I’d read about in the great nonfiction accounts of the French and American wartime years: the Majestic, the rooftop at the Rex, and of course, the very hotel where I was staying. I ate steaming, spicy bowls of phổ on the street, and crispy fried quails, and was delightfully overwhelmed by the smells and flavors of Bến Thành market. I ventured out into the Mekong Delta, where I got savagely drunk with an extended family of former Việt Cộng. I explored the islands and floating markets off Nha Trang, had many adventures, and made lasting friends.

And I changed.

My attitude changed, of course. Your eyes can’t help but open when you travel—and just to see the places I’d read so much about was surely life-changing. But something else changed—on an almost cellular level, as if my very tissues had been penetrated by the smells and atmosphere of Việt Nam, that heavy air, thick with odors of jackfruit, durian, fresh flowers, raw chicken, diesel fuel, incense. Việt Nam is a country of proud cooks and passionate eaters. And, after experiencing the spicy morning soups of Sài Gòn, the notion of ever settling for a bland Western-style breakfast again was unthinkable.

I was hooked. I wanted more. I needed more. I left Việt Nam that first time determined to do whatever was necessary to keep coming back—even if that involved something as undistinguished as making television.

I have since visited the country many times, always with a television crew. Unsurprisingly, the people I work with have always come to feel the same way about the place as I do.

In the preproduction phase of one of those shows, I came across a wonderfully unusual, deeply authoritative food blog called noodlepie, by a British expat named Graham Holliday.

For reasons I would only later come to understand, this man had chosen to exhaustively photograph, write about, explain, and appreciate the kind of street food vendors I loved but still knew relatively little about.

No one I was aware of, anywhere, owned his territory like Holliday. He explained everyday, working-class Vietnamese food from the point of view of an enthusiast: insider enough to have access to, and understanding of, the facts, but outsider enough to thrill at the newness and strangeness of it all.

Holliday’s knowledge of the street food landscape in Hà Nội and Sài Gòn was breathtaking. He went deep in his search for every bún chả and phổ vendor in Hà Nội, each purveyor of bánh mì in Sài Gòn, soliciting suggestions from xe ôm drivers, students in the English classes he taught, neighbors and strangers. He’d follow each lead, or stop in at whatever stall or shop caught his eye in his exhaustive urban travels, and report back thoughtfully, without bias, condescension, or cliché.

In preparing to visit, my colleagues and I began to piggyback shamelessly on Holliday’s extraordinary body of work. In Sài Gòn, his careful-yet-joyous research sent us down an alley to Mrs. Thanh Hải’s snail stall. We heeded his advice and found the masterful crepe cook at 46A Dinh Cong Trang, whose beloved ancient pan yields the city’s best banh xeo.

I was a huge fan of his blog for as long as Graham lived in Việt Nam, and felt, always, that there was an important book there. A few years later, when Dan Halpern at Ecco Press, in his wisdom, gave me my own publishing imprint, I saw an opportunity to help make that book happen. When asked who in the whole wide world had a story and a voice I’d like to publish, Graham Holliday was one of the first people I thought of.

What would it be like to move to Việt Nam? To actually live there? To both live the dream—and deal with a very steep learning curve—a stranger in a strange, yet wonderful, wonderful land? What would that be like? Surely many of us have wondered about that. I know I have.

Eating Việt Nam provides an excellent account of what that might be like. It takes a special kind of person to move to a country as complicated—with as complicated a history—as Việt Nam, and to let things happen, to let things in, to let it all wash over you and through you. It takes an even more special person to describe the experience so richly and affectionately, clear-eyed—and yet always with heart.

This is—and will remain—an essential account for anyone considering travel to Việt Nam. But it should be a deeply rewarding read as well for those who won’t be getting that opportunity anytime soon. A solid jumping-off point for the imagination. The beginning of a dream.

Because, as I found out, the dream comes first.
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chapter one

HÀ NỘI


AS THE PIG’S UTERUS LANDED ON THE BLUE PLASTIC table in front of me, I knew I’d made a mistake.

Not that I understood that the slab of shiny pinkness plonked atop a tangle of green herbs was a farm animal’s womb at first. I was certain of only two things:



          1.  It didn’t look good.

          2.  I was expected to eat it.

It was a late summer’s evening in 1997. The air hung like a damp, hot curtain. Mine was the sole white face jammed in among hundreds of cackling, beer-soaked Vietnamese men seated at a grubby intersection on Tăng Bạt Hổ Street in the south of Hà Nội, the capital of Việt Nam.

“I like to come here after work to relax,” said Nghĩa, an IT consultant and my student. I taught English at the first foreign-run English-language school in the capital. He wore a white shirt, white socks, black trousers, and black shoes. The memory of teenage acne streaked across the forty-year-old’s face.

Nghĩa bent over the table to inspect the recent arrival and seemed pleased by what he saw. I was not pleased. Dinner’s arrival had sent my appetite hightailing it down the street. I was panicked, distressed, and chained by good manners to the dinner table.

Using a pair of wooden chopsticks, Nghĩa picked up a slice of uterus and placed the morsel between his teeth. He left his mouth open as he masticated. Like a washing machine warming up, he churned the offal this way and that, tossing it from incisor to molar and back again. He looked up at me. The crescent moon of his chomping mouth radiated approval.

“It’s good. Good snack food. Good for drinking beer. Try some.”

I peered down at the sharing plate. The cacophony of howling Vietnamese government officials and office workers that echoed around us was as loud as the voice inside me screaming Leave. Now.

Apart from hog’s anus, the dish in front of me was as intimate and inedible a part of an animal as I could think of. I found myself wondering, At what point in human evolution did some guy, somewhere, say to himself, “Hmmm . . . boiled uterus? You know what, that might just work”?

Taking a pair of chopsticks from the red plastic container on the table, I prodded dinner and took a tentative bite.

In the end, it wasn’t the taste of the uterus that repelled me—there was no taste. It was the texture.

Boiled womb of pig is slightly tough on the outside and spongy on the inside. It’s not good tough and it’s not good spongy. Pig wombs have only one true purpose in life, and that is to bear piglets. It’s just not something that should grace a menu, or a mouth, or anything other than the interior of a mature sow, I reasoned.

Nghĩa frowned his surprise. “You don’t like it?” he inquired. The subtext to his frown was clear in his bulging eyes, which seemed to scold, “What the hell’s the matter with you? This is man’s food, good for your health, makes you strong, good with beer. What’s not to like? Take a chunk of this and you’ll be banging the missus into the middle of next week. Are you some kind of loser?”

“It’s a little . . . err . . . visceral for me,” I replied. I was desperate to skirt offense, push aside loss of face, and avoid any other cultural black hole of misunderstanding I might be about to step into. “And the texture . . . well . . . it’s tough.”

A tad crestfallen, Nghĩa yelled at the petite, perspiring young waitress. She’d been busy darting between tables with plates of innards, glasses of beer, and cold towels, totting up the beer count on a flimsy piece of paper attached with an elastic band to a sliver of a Marlboro carton ever since we’d pulled up a plastic stool.

Minutes later, she was back at our table with a second dish.

It was less appetizing than the first. An umbilical cord perhaps? It was clearly identifiable as pipes or tubes, but of what animal origin I wasn’t certain. Whatever it was, I felt sure that only a vet, hacking away at a poor beast during a lifesaving surgical operation, should ever have to see it.

“Pig’s intestine.” Nghĩa smiled. His teeth glistened as he hacked into a tube. Flecks of offal pebble dashed the table in the blasted fluorescence. “My favorite.” He chomped.

I liked Nghĩa, but something told me our friendship was not really going anywhere.

I shook my head. The waitress zapped back into the kitchen. The pavement was a shambles of plastic tables and men. Hundreds of them. Hunched low, shouting, sloshing beer, tapping cheap flip-flops on the uneven pathway and picking at offcuts between cigarette puffs and back slaps. The teenage waitress returned seconds later bearing a plate laden with something I knew well, something I could eat with abandon, something British: deep-fried, greasy, crinkle-cut chips.

I relaxed, my taste buds returned, and even the sweat furring my back cooled. As Nghĩa intermittently barked away the persistent lottery ticket sellers, I dug in to my chip supper, sipped beer, and did my best to tune out the cracks and crunches of Nghĩa’s teeth sawing through the intestines and the most feminine of pig’s parts. I failed to understand in what stratosphere Nghĩa’s taste buds operated. Pigs are great. They make some of the animal world’s best noises. Pork is divine. Bacon better. But uterus? Intestine? It’s not as if Việt Nam was in the throes of a pig drought. Why did Nghĩa and the hundreds of men around us opt for pig womb over pork chop? Why did I move here? For this?

When we got up to leave, Nghĩa passed a ticket and a few hundred đồng to the motorbike-parking valet. He found Nghĩa’s bike and gave the saddle a quick wipe with a grubby cloth, nearly but not quite completely erasing the chalk number he’d earlier etched onto it.

Nghĩa sat with his posterior so far back on the sloping saddle that my nether regions could not help but grind into his rear end. He slipped his sleek, black Honda Dream into gear, and off we skedaddled, helmetless of course, into the Hà Nội night, leaving a half-eaten plate of entrails in our wake.

A slew of teenagers cruised around Hoàn Kiếm Lake on a repetitive circuit that took in much of the Old Quarter, turning the picturesque heart of Hà Nội into a groaning, tooting, sticky, fume-filled jam of testosterone, tittle-tattle, and two-stroke.

Short-skirted girlfriends and lovers rode at the rear, elegantly sitting sidesaddle, draped adoringly over their steersmen as I, inelegantly, thrust my groin into Nghĩa’s buttocks at every bump, scratch, and trough in the road.

The motorbike came to a halt outside my flat on Cầu Gỗ Street, slap-bang in the center of Hà Nội, adjacent to the capital’s busiest intersection. The breeze of the ride immediately vanished and I felt the inevitable return of the tacky, dank air on my skin. Air injected with the scent of blackening maize from a vendor across the road. I thanked Nghĩa for an interesting dinner, said I’d see him next week, and bid him good night. Donning a coat called relief, I turned to face the entrance to my new home.

Between Đinh Liệt Street and Cầu Gỗ market, there was nothing but shops and soup kitchens. A T-shirt seller here, an incense trader there, tofu, chickens, and flowers farther down. At random points, slotted between these businesses, were a series of narrow, covered alleyways. Some were hidden from view at the back of shops, others opened directly onto the pavement. I lived at the end of a hidden one. The alley entrance to my new home was no bigger than a regular door. However, once I passed through, it was more of a secret portal of Tardis-like dimensions than any home entrance I’d ever previously known.

To enter the alley, I had to walk a distance of five yards from the curbside. Circling the sugarcane seller chipping her wares in a basket conveniently placed in the middle of the pavement, I scurried through the photocopier shop, smiled at the copy boy, squeezed past the ancient Japanese paper pumper as it churned out copies on cheap, yellowing paper, stepped over the sleeping teenager, dodged the kneeling eight-year-old in a school uniform doing his homework, exited the back of the shop, and finally began the journey down the darkened, mold-covered bare brick alley, past four or five motorbikes, to my home.

Halfway through the gloom, the fat woman in pajamas, who was always downstairs, in the alley, shouting into a phone, was downstairs, in the alley, shouting into a phone. I strode over a two-step incline, pinched my way around another row of Hondas, and headed into the last house at the conclusion of the dead-end alley. By now I was some thirty yards away from the street.

As I took off my shoes and walked through their living room, I paid my respects to the Vietnamese family from whom I was renting a floor, smiling and making the tiniest of bows.

The TV was on, tuned in to a game show. The grinning, gray-haired, toothless father of the house sat cross-legged on a straw mat. He wore a vest and boxers and held a beer in his hand. Several half-empty bowls and plates, a bag of persimmons, and a tray of green tea and thimble-sized cups lay in front of his crossed shins. The rest of the family—his daughter, son, daughter-in-law, and sole grandchild—all huddled around him, engrossed in the flickering tube. His wife smiled up at me as she cut the persimmons, letting the peels fall onto a dirty dinner plate. She offered me a quarter slice.

I headed up a set of wooden stairs to the second floor of the three-story house. The house was in the capital’s Old Quarter, but it had been built within the last five years. A combination of humidity and a bad build had prematurely aged it to look like all the other slim, concrete blocks in the capital. At the landing, I took the door on my immediate right and entered the livingroom cum office. The air was heavy with must. It was ninety degrees Fahrenheit. Over 90 percent humidity. I closed the door and switched on the ceiling fan. There was no air conditioner.

There were two armchairs and a small table in the center of the room. A bookshelf leaned against the wall in the middle of the room and a large desk and chair sat at the far end in front of the only window. Through its iron bars I could see a neighbor’s house not three yards away, the washing line on the balcony, the TV glowing, and dinner sitting on the floor.

In truth, I was surrounded on all sides by neighbors, as my new home was smack dab in the middle of a squash of houses, shops, shacks, apartments, and lean-tos.

As I sat down behind the desk, the muffled shrieks, squeaks, and parps of Hà Nội were still audible. It was a persistently random crackle of chattering voices, whining sticky-rice sellers, distorted TV, and machinery that would, around 9 P.M., fade into the infrequent sound of feuding motorbikes and silence.

As I sat there, I knew that at 6 A.M. sharp, the same refrain would crank back into gear, together with the morning variant. Gone would be the sticky-rice seller and in would come the singsong echo of “Bánh mì, bánh mì nóng,” which bounced up to the washing lines, water tanks, and TV-aerial-festooned rooftops. It signaled to anyone within earshot that a bicycle-wheeling bread seller was somewhere in the depths below, navigating the knotted alleyways.

Three books populated my shelf: Lonely Planet’s guide to Việt Nam, François Bizot’s The Gate, and a Learn Vietnamese handbook. All were counterfeit copies that I’d picked up on the street for a dollar or two. All were unread.

In my desk drawer I had a shoebox of photos and letters, several journals, a portable CD player, and a pack of CDs. A laptop and two candles sat upon my desk. Apart from clothes, these were my sole possessions. I had no TV, no radio, and the World Wide Web had yet to arrive in Việt Nam. The landlord had said I could use their fridge in the kitchen downstairs. I never needed to.

The rest of my rental consisted of a small shower room on the other side of the landing and a bedroom that was big enough for a double bed, a wardrobe, and nothing else.

I thought of Nghĩa. He would be going home, over the Red River bridge and into the district of Gia Lâm, to a full dinner prepared by his wife and mother, and eaten on the floor with the TV blaring, like every other middle-class Hà Nội family. The uterus and intestines were, as Nghĩa put it, snack food for him, picked up on the way home, the way I might have dropped off for a pint on the way home from work in Britain in the not too dim and distant.

I wasn’t an idiot. I knew boiled and grilled offal wasn’t the heart and soul of Vietnamese food—although pig’s heart was also on the menu that night. I’d heard of their soups, their spring rolls, and their fish sauce, but beyond a few nibbles of an uneventful fried crab thing in a Vietnamese diner opposite Camden Lock Market in London years earlier, I was largely ignorant of the cuisine. My faith in the quality of Vietnamese food remained theoretical, based as it was on almost zero personal experience. I’d kind of heard, you know, somewhere, that it was pretty good. As a result, I couldn’t help but be a little disappointed that my first meal out on the street in Việt Nam, with a Vietnamese person, had been such an unmitigated disaster.

My introduction to street food that night in Hà Nội was the unlikely beginning of a long-running love affair with Việt Nam and Vietnamese food. It was just unfortunate that I’d gotten started at both the wrong end of the menu and the animal.

But really, it was all my fault.

I’d pushed Nghĩa into a corner. I’d persevered in asking him to take me somewhere he liked, somewhere he really liked. This seemingly simple task is far harder than you might think.

It was a lesson I’d learned living in the city of Iksan, in South Korea, for one year before moving to Việt Nam.

The English department at Iri Middle School for Girls consisted of three middle-aged mothers: Mrs. Lee, Mrs. Choi, and Mrs. Hong. From day one, these three women had cornered me in the teachers’ staff room. One sat either side of me, while the third sat opposite, facing me. I was the English-language machine and I needed to be installed in the optimum position for adverbial inquisitions, tense clarifications, and spell checks. I decided to turn their attack to my advantage.

They loved their country and they loved their food. But when they first took me out for lunch, we ended up at a train wreck of a restaurant. It was a Western joint of some supposed repute among well-to-do Koreans.

It sat atop a garish hotel, which sat atop a tawdry shopping mall, which sat in the middle of concrete-ville.

This restaurant was all knives, forks, napkins, suited waiters, and piano ballads. We were the only customers and there was not a single metallic Korean chopstick in sight. It was torture-chamber grim.

We ate canned soup and breaded pork cutlets in sauce-du-crap with boiled potatoes and frozen peas. It was awful. It was expensive. And worse: it was as uncomfortable and inedible for them as it was for me. It wasn’t just the food. The starched napkins, the foreign clinks of knives against forks, the large heavy white plates, that bloody piano. It was all wrong. My hosts pleaded approval from me, the native-English-speaking guest. I gave it. Falsely. I was just being polite.

My hosts told me that they had had almost no previous contact with foreigners. Each could list the number of non-Koreans they had met on one or two digits of one hand. They wanted what they thought was best for me, but in their eagerness to please, they’d taken a bad turn up the wrong street.

I’d already been eating the likes of kimchi jigae, nakji bokum bap, and mandu guk every day after work, in fluorescent-lit huts near my Jung-Ang Heights apartment, near the city’s western limits. I knew Koreans didn’t eat breaded pork, canned soup, and frozen peas, and I didn’t want to, either.

Some weeks after our pork catastrophe, I arrived at school and, as usual, donned my plastic slippers, shoved my shoes in the allotted cubbyhole, hauled myself and my bag up the stairs, greeted the teachers’ room with a bow, and sat down at my desk.

The conversation turned to food. I recounted some of my more interesting dinnertime exploratory missions to my dutiful audience of three. So well did it go down, I decided to set this morning mode to repeat as I waited for the Korean culinary cogs to turn in a different direction, away from high-rise hotel nosh and into the Korean shed. I’d traveled halfway around the world and it seemed to me that every Korean acquaintance I made thought that the way to impress me was to take me somewhere to eat as far removed from the Korean dining table as they could find. I wanted to try live baby octopus and sannakji, and to know what agujjim, a spicy monkfish stew, tasted like.

I don’t think they really believed me at first that I wanted to eat their food, not a sodomized version of it. So, I’d talk to them about food. A lot. I’d push them hard to tell me what they liked, until their eyes would light up brighter than any strip lighting in any Iksan restaurant, as one of them described a particular dish in a particular shack in a particular part of town.

Our stomachs would rumble and, inevitably, one of my colleagues would reach for a dusty, crumbling thesaurus, looking for a forgotten English adjective that they’d use to praise this or that soup, some grilled dish, raw fish, hotpot, noodle, or wonton.

It was autumn 1996. There were no guidebooks to this province, and very few English speakers, but the places they described were the places I wanted to eat at. To understand this country, I’d decided, I had to begin with what I put in my mouth. Picking at a hotel buffet, grabbing a slice at the local pizza parlor, and eating a fried drumstick wasn’t my desired route. It was the kimchi-laden soups and stews that would lead me to where I really wanted to go. And it was infuriating that every Korean I met failed to spot this immediately. Because I knew I would never discover these places without their help, I kept on pushing. I wanted to eat where they ate.

By the end of my Korean tenure, my colleagues and I were dining out on a weekly basis in shabby, wee, no-name holes-in-the-wall and middle-of-nowhere farm huts all over Chollabuk-do province. It was our way of getting to know each other. As we ate, I’d show them photos of my family, my friends, an old girlfriend. Their response: “Can she cook?”

We feasted on kungnamul kukbap with all the hangover sufferers of Jeonju. We drank soju with sam gyeop sal. We gorged on insam tolsot bibimbap and slurped kalbi tang in each and every granny-run, back-alley shack that they had swooned over since their school days. They loved this food. And they loved that I loved it. It was, as they say in the common parlance, a win-win situation.

The method I used to get the red-chili-pepper-paste-strewn food experience I craved in Korea, and the ones I would later love even more in Việt Nam, was what I called the “Four Questions Theory” of food exploration. It’s a concept I have tested with hotel staff, travel guides, colleagues, government ministers, journalists, diplomats, lawyers, bankers, and students. In fact, as I became more and more obsessed with seeking out Vietnamese food experiences, I tested my theory on every single Vietnamese person I met in Việt Nam and abroad. It goes something like this:



Me: I’m not sure where to go for lunch. I want to eat Vietnamese food. Is there anywhere you particularly like that you could recommend?

Vietnamese response: Oh, for sure. You must go to the [insert name of a big, fancy-schmancy hotel, serving Western, “Asian”—whatever that is—or worst of all: the abomination that is “fusion cuisine.” Invariably, there’ll be an “authentic street food stall” snuck away in one corner, replete with a pristine three-wheeled cyclo taxi and a bored-looking woman in a conical hat. The air-conditioned restaurant will be almost entirely deserted, apart from some sad traveling business type, struggling with the slop on his plate as he simultaneously tap-tap-taps at a laptop. Total cost, with drinks: $50–$100. Fun factor: zero.]

Me: Hmm. I’m not so keen on eating in Western hotels. I’d like to eat Vietnamese food. You know, real Vietnamese food. Do you know a good place, a place that you like?

Vietnamese response: Oh, I see. OK then. I think you might enjoy the food at [insert restaurant called something like Golden Lotus or Việt Nam Garden, which is invariably filled with busloads of Western and Japanese tourists. It looks self-consciously antique. You’ll be served faux Vietnamese nosh, with flowers carved from carrots on the side of your plate. “Ambient” lighting is de rigueur, as is the twinky-twanky Muzak. You’ll probably find a mystical Buddha water feature somewhere near the entrance. The waitresses are all clad in tight-fitting traditional Vietnamese áo dài dress. Total cost per head: about $20. Fun factor: not zero, but not far off.]

Me: That’s not really what I’m looking for. I want to eat where Vietnamese people eat, where they really eat. Not some tourist trap with pretty girls and carved carrots.

Vietnamese response: Really? Are you sure?

Me: One hundred percent sure. No carved carrots for me.

Vietnamese response: I see . . . in that case . . . you might quite like this little place called [insert restaurant called something like Quan´ Cơm or Quan´ Nguyễn. It’s reasonably comfortable, not too rough around the edges, with fluorescent strip lighting. It’s possibly even modern, clean too, and definitely full of well-to-do Vietnamese. The rows of expensive motorbikes outside are a giveaway. It serves decent-enough Vietnamese food, probably focusing on a limited number of dishes. There will be a TV. It will be big. And it will be on. Total cost: no more than $10. Fun factor: tolerable, in short bursts.]

Me: That sounds a little bit more like it, but where do you eat? Where do you really eat? Where do you go to eat your favorite food?

Vietnamese response: [With an embarrassed smile, nervously glancing around to make sure no one is listening in, possibly whispering to you, not quite sure whether to tell you or not. Thinking that you’re not really ready for this, but what the heck, here goes] There’s a little noodle stall down the alley, behind the office. I’ve been going there ever since I was a student. Madame Linh only serves one dish, it’s called bún chả. [By now your restaurant recommender’s face is alight with pleasure, possibly going slightly red, and getting very excited to divulge their secret spot.] She has the freshest noodles, the best fish sauce, and the finest grilled pork balls in all of Hà Nội. But get there before midday, or she’ll be completely sold out. [Total cost: around $1. Fun factor: ballistic.]

Me: That’ll do very nicely. Thanks.

Vietnamese response: You’re really going to eat there? Really?

Me: Yup.

Vietnamese response: [Thinking I’m lying] You must tell me if you like it. If you really like it. [With a big smile, looking slightly disheveled, panting and/or giggling, like they’ve just had a vaguely erotic experience, they send you on your way with a disbelieving look and some directions written on the back of a business card, a scrap of paper, or a napkin.]

The Four Questions Theory, and practice, may vary from person to person, but in essence, those be the guts of it.

And, indeed, guts was what I got on my first night out after employing this theory on Nghĩa in Hà Nội, but I wasn’t about to let a uterus and a couple of intestines come between me and a crash course in Vietnamese grub.

To most Vietnamese, it’s quite unfathomable that a non-Vietnamese person could ever like the same things, in the same places, in the same ways as a Vietnamese person. I’m foreign. I have money (so they kept telling me). I’m white. Why would I ever want to sit on the street and eat, when I could go to a posh hotel? What was wrong with me?

Instead of telling you what he really thinks, and with all the best (but desperately misguided) intentions, your average Joe Nguyễn will recommend places he’s never even tried, but about which he’s heard someone, somewhere, mutter that “foreigners like to go there.”

I’m told that the three million or more Việt Kiều, Vietnamese in exile, feel compelled to “teach” their relatives and friends back in the motherland that foreigners must eat “like this”: with a “proper table,” napkins, respect for hygiene, Muzak, water features, and, yes, carved carrots.

However, I wasn’t about to blame the Việt Kiều for my trials in prying open the street food secrets locked inside every passerby, colleague, and contact. I’d persevere, in my own way, chaotically, pigs’ privates an’ all.





chapter two

BÚN CHẢ


IT’S THE SMOKE YOU NOTICE FIRST. NOT THE SIGHT OF IT, but the smell. Meat is cooking somewhere. And it’s nearby.

It could be coming from a gutter-level barbecue plopped onto a busy pavement. A Vietnamese woman wearing the flowing, pajamalike blouse called an áo bà ba is crouched, clutching a bamboo fan that she waves at the white hot coals in front of her. A pall of smoke envelops her customers, who are all bent bowlward, slurping tepid sauce, crunching herbs, and gnawing charred meat.

Or maybe it’s hidden away down a back alley, off the main boulevard, behind a tree, next to a motorbike, a different woman, with different pajamas, wafting that smoke. Sometimes it’s sweeter, sometimes it’s more charcoaly, but essentially it’s always the same smell.

It was a few days after my uncomfortable evening of the womb that I found myself cycling down Phùng Hưng Street, at the northwestern edge of the Old Quarter, on a clapped-out Chinese piece of shit masquerading as a bicycle, that I began to discover the delights of Vietnamese street food.

I cycled through a curtain of pork in fume form. It danced its way across the street, wiggling its hips, flashing its tits, tempting me to come sit down for a while, to imbibe, nibble, or gorge. It was around midday on a typically hot and humid Hà Nội Saturday in early September.

Although I’d caught the smell as I cycled past, I couldn’t quite see where it was coming from, but I knew I wanted whatever it was.

My senses had yet to tune in to Vietnamese street food. I didn’t know what to look for. What signs. What smells. What words. I was new in the country, and I was still learning to read my surroundings—a process that would take me years.

As the brakes on my Chinese piece of shit were nonexistent, I dragged my sneaker-clad feet on the speeding tarmac to halt at the Lê Văn Linh Street intersection, just outside the Việt Pháp bia hơi, a beer den where men sat drinking, with their pet birds, chuntering in cages, hanging from the railway bridge above them.

Phùng Hưng Street ran parallel with the single-track railway line that led to the mountains of Sa Pa and on to the border with China, just over 170 miles north. The arches under the railway line were bricked shut and numbered at the peak of each arch.

A passing train chugged along over the rattletrap bridge behind me. A grating din engulfed the surrounding streets as the train blasted the entire Old Quarter with its deafening horn, drowning out, just for a second, the constant background honking, buzzing two-stroke motorbike engines, roosters crowing and clucking, tiny yappy dogs, the shouts of sellers, buyers, and cooks, and the perpetual dink-dink-dink of a man on the corner bashing a small piece of metal against a larger piece of metal for no apparent or useful reason.

I crossed the street. My pinball machine eyes ricocheted around, taking in the riotous scene. A woman was hacking at a plucked and washed chicken down at my heels. Every other house was open to the street, crammed with food and people happily devouring it. Sugarcane sellers nearly crashed into my bicycle at my left, while a knife sharpener got to work a dangerous step away to my right.

A buffet-style restaurant was emblazoned with a sign that, in the ensuing years, I would become all too familiar with: “Cơm bình dân,” or “food for the workers.” The restaurant anchored my attention for a second with its rows of bowls filled with grilled and fried bony fish, stews with whole boiled eggs, plates of greens, and rice cookers steaming on the floor next to gurgling soups.

A couple of houses up the thoroughfare, I spotted a trickle of charcoal smoke emanating from a vast, churning vat of soup at the entrance to a phở joint. I knew, however, that neither of these eateries was the source of that sweet, charred smell.

A good thirty yards or more up the road, beyond saucepans, orange sellers, static motorbikes, tea drinkers, coffee drinkers, beer drinkers, and cauldrons and vats and pots and pans filled with steaming, bubbling stuff, a wisp of smoke soon became a flood. It streamed from behind a hoa sữa tree with a white ring of paint around its trunk, positioned just as the road began to bend toward the junction with Hàng Cót and Hàng Lược Streets.

I pushed my bike out of the gutter and into the traffic, through discarded and shredded sweet-corn husks, coconut shells, toothpicks, and cigarette butts, as a xe ôm (motorbike taxi driver) hassled me for business.

It was unclear why he thought that I wanted a ride on a motorbike when I already had my own bike in tow. Or how he expected to successfully convey my bulk, and my Chinese piece of shit, on the back of his piddly 50cc.

I tuned out his hassle and locked in on lunch, which hid behind a tree just yards away.

Coming closer, I was nearly drowned in the thick, delicious-smelling pork pea-souper. Peering round the wide trunk, I saw the white-hot metal tray cum barbecue lying on a scrap of dirt at the base of the tree.

Two trap grills fizzed and popped in the low, fat-fed flame. One was laden with thin cuts of fatty pork belly and the other with what looked like meatballs. Both were being blackened by furious blasts of fiery air driven by the considerable force of a ponytailed woman in her late forties. She was wearing brown and black zigzag-striped pajamas and tattered yellow plastic flip-flops. Incredibly, she perspired not a drop.

A yard or so away from the grill, another woman sat at a shin-high wooden table. Like Captain Kirk commanding the helm of the starship Enterprise, she was surrounded, at arm’s length, by her crew of ingredients and utensils.

To her right, in place of Spock, sat a large blue plastic bucket filled with fish sauce, another with sliced carrot and chayote, and a tray heaped with pork balls and belly, fresh off the grill.

To her left, also on the pavement, next to her flip-flopped feet, sat a bamboo basket filled with white noodles kept fresh in a phrynium leaf. Another basket was filled to overflowing with four or five varieties of leaves and herbs.

This woman was in command. She dished out lunch at a rapid pace to the ten or so customers already lined up in front of her stall and seated at the two small plastic tables situated at odd angles on the uneven pavement.

I chained together the rear wheel and red frame of my Chinese piece of shit, rested it on the kickstand, and left it in the gutter where, by rights, it truly belonged, next to a conical-hatted orange seller trying to tempt me into a purchase by forcing a halved, green-skinned orange into my face. Seconds later, she was replaced by a lottery ticket vendor waving a book of tickets so close she fluttered my eyelashes for me.

Slightly nervous, I pulled up a stool whose seat practically scraped the gritty pavement surface. I parked my butt cheeks and tested the give in the plastic. Sensing the stool could take the strain, I relaxed a little and sat down, a foot or so back from the table, my knees hunched high.

A ripple of chatter broke out among the customers. I deduced that it was about me. The two street barbie owners cracked smiles in my direction. I had no idea what anyone was saying, but I was determined to eat whatever it was they were cooking.

I fiddled with a pair of chopsticks and tried to blend in, which was somewhat tricky, being fair-haired and six feet tall with my knees inches away from my chin. With the upended chopsticks, I played dot-to-dot with the cigarette divots on the surface of the table. These welts, I’d later come to learn, marked a hundred heated conversations over beer, where a burning fag end was forgotten, a toilet break was taken, a sleeping drunk slept, or where a police raid had swooped in. History had played out in those burns, dot by melted dot.

Under my T-shirt, the sweat dripped down my chest in the oppressive humidity and met the belt of my jeans, though the tree offered some shade from the harsh sunlight. I sipped from the plastic beaker of iced tea, cooled by one large chunk of ice, which had arrived unrequested at my table. And I waited.

The stallholders brushed off the key ring sellers, cigarette purveyors, and newspaper vendors. They all wore baseball caps and two-sizes-too-big shirts, which hung from their universally slim frames. Having spotted the foreigner, they were gearing up for a lengthy sales pitch.

I blotted out thoughts of dysentery, giardia, diarrhea, of feverish nights loaded on Imodium, and all the other unpleasantness that too many guidebooks had warned against. Instead, I relied upon a simple logic: this many local customers can’t be eating here and getting sick. How could a street stall function as a viable business, I rationalized, while at the same time holding a citywide reputation for involuntary bowel loosening?

On another level, it was all so obvious. It just looked like huge amounts of fun. There was no way I could ever experience anything remotely like this back in Europe. In an ever increasingly homogenized, globalized, sanitized world where every developed nation’s high street looks much the same whether it be in New York, Paris, London, or Rome, here was something truly foreign. Glorious in its otherness. Something that immediately struck me as unique and valuable. There was treasure on them there streets, of that I was certain.

The anal retentives at Health and Safety would suffer heart failure as they attempted to count the voluminous violations flashing before my eyes. And I’ll admit to second thoughts as I looked over my shoulder at the stall next door. A girl, no more than eighteen years old, hacked at a plucked chicken with nothing but a plastic bag between the dead bird and the pavement. Was this standard kitchen prep-practice on Phùng Hưng Street? And if so, how had my pork been slaughtered? I turned back to the smoky stall.

The manner of the banter and the familiarity of the customers with the cooks told me that these diners were regulars. Maybe the paranoid guidebook authors were more worried about ticking public warning boxes than relaying the simple reality from the streets? Maybe.

The pig char mist telegraphed hunger pangs to all it reached through the hot, gummy ether. Whenever the woman in zigzag pajamas stopped wafting the fire to disgorge the meat, or to rinse used bowls and chopsticks in a dirty bucket bereft of dishwashing liquid, the stall and customers would disappear in a splendid cloud of pig.

I noticed that she would only send smoke in the direction of the street. As I waited, I realized that cumulus porkus was their sole form of advertising, apart from the ragged, faintly felt-tipped cardboard sign hanging from a tree at head height just behind the barbie. Pathetic though it was, the sign did serve one purpose: it told this hapless foreigner that this was a one-dish stall, serving something called bún chả.

My lunch arrived. I didn’t have a clue how to proceed. In front of me was a small porcelain bowl filled with blistered pork balls and crispy belly, submerged in warm fish sauce, sliced carrot and chayote, topped with a speckle of black pepper and miniature black char flakes. To my right were two plastic plates; one with the fresh white noodles, the other with a mound of lettuce and various leaves I didn’t know the names of.

I sat pondering my next move. Should I play the clueless foreigner and look helplessly into the eyes of Captain Bún Chả, seated across the starship command center from me? Or take a sly glance at the moto-taxi-driving customer next to me and figure out how to proceed?

In the end, I didn’t need any sly looks. It was the xe ôm (moto-taxi driver) who showed me what to do, by doing it himself and pointing at things.

The only thing I’d learned in Vietnamese up until that point was “làm ơn”—“please” in English—and I thought it’d be useful for me, but in almost ten years of living in Việt Nam, I never ever heard anyone, apart from me, use it. In the end, I didn’t need any linguistic skills. I copied.

I added a chopstick grab of chili, did the same with the garlic, snatched a ball of noodles and a few cut up leaves into the bowl that held the main meaty event. I swirled it around a bit, leaned forward, stuck the chopsticks in, grabbed a bit of everything, and delivered the package into my face.

The whole sweet, salty fish sauce, pork ball, noodly, leafy, charred parcel exploded in one sensational gob-burst. It was fresh. The flavor was alive. This food tasted healthy. It was astoundingly good. Finally. This was Vietnamese food.

I looked up, no doubt smiling, radiant—my mouth gently burning as the chopped chili made its presence felt.

Only then did I notice all eyes upon me. My fellow diners with their chopsticks suspended midair, the barbie wafter looking on expectantly, Captain Bún Chả with her arms folded, sternly awaiting the reaction of the big-nosed lard butt who had improbably landed at her stall, from a land far, far away, on a Chinese piece of shit.

I beamed, no doubt spat out some approving words in English, dribbled fish sauce down myself, and/or regurgitated crumbs of garlic as I spoke. I don’t quite remember, as I’d been hopelessly lassoed by the atom bomb in the bowl in front of me. And this particular explosive device demanded a thorough dismantling.

The bún chả not only tasted fantastic, it had the power to make the surroundings almost attractive. The filthy floor, the horns, the yak-yak of sellers, the fumes, trains, hustlers, chicken choppers, soup-vat maneuverers—and even the dink-dink-dink of the metal workers sounded almost musical alongside this ballistic bowl of bún chả, located on the upper reaches of Phùng Hưng Street.

Captain Bún Chả held up a few notes, demonstrating how much she expected me to pay. 8,000 đồng. A little more than a dollar. As I was getting up to leave, she pointed at my unadorned ring finger, then at the grill chef, and then back at my finger, rubbed her belly and let out an unnerving guffaw. As this was the second time in a day that I’d had such an exchange, I knew exactly what was happening.

Earlier that day, I had sat under a low tarpaulin at the tea stall of an old woman with black-stained teeth on a narrow alleyway near Cầu Gỗ flower and fish market. Her teeth had been blackened after her first menstrual cycle to tell the world she was ready for marriage. The lacquer coating also helped prevent tooth decay. This octogenarian still had a full set.

I’d come for a shot of bitter green tea, but what I got was attention. Firstly, from a smiling, slightly out-of-it, fortysomething man squeezing a sticky brown lump of opium between forefinger and thumb. He attempted to offer me a hit, but failed to keep his eyes open long enough to make much of a convincing salesman. And, secondly, from a twenty-one-year-old student of English, who insisted on practicing with me.

There are five questions the single white male gets in these situations.



          1.  How old are you?

          2.  Where are you from?

          3.  Can you speak Vietnamese?

          4.  Are you married? [Answer no for the bonus question number 5.]

          5.  Do you want to marry a Vietnamese?

The last question is asked as if there’s a wife shop with shelves of them for sale. In truth, somewhere in Hà Nội there probably is such a shop, but in any case, I didn’t get a chance to answer.

He pointed at the girl at the next stall.

“Why not her? She can cook.”

I laughed, but I could tell from his look he was verging on the serious.

“No thanks, I’m good. Single works for me.”

Cooking skill, I concluded, was a top requirement in a partner in Hà Nội.





chapter three

IN SEARCH OF A MONSTER


I KNEW I’D ENJOY LIVING ON THIS CONTINENT FROM THE first day I stepped off the plane in a different country. A little north of Hà Nội.

I was standing in a phone booth at a busy intersection in downtown Iksan, South Korea, on a hot, clear, sunny day.

It was June 1996. Korean men in suits walked past, smoking and holding hands. Korean women trotted busily along the pavement in high heels, flitting between shops. Like manic bees overdoing the morning pollen collection, they gathered shiny logo-embossed paper bags with braided string handles as they went.

There was a breath of kimchi on the breeze. It fermented its way across town from the fetid alleyway market a block or two up the road. Shopfronts were plastered in garish signs whose language was utterly impenetrable to me. Loudspeakers sat out front and inflicted synthetic, screaming schoolgirl pop tunes on the ears of passersby as a ruse to entice them to come spend some won.

There were no English signs, no English voices, only Korean faces, thousands of heads of black hair. And me. Alone on a street corner, very, very far from home, looking out from behind the glass shutters of a telephone box.

I turned to face the phone and inserted a five-thousand-won prepaid phone card into the slot. I waited for the tone, keyed in the long-distance number, and swiveled back to face the street.

An old woman, an ajima, wheeled a creaking watermelon cart in front of me, yelling out her price. A plumpish Korean man in dark checked trousers belted high above his waist, black shirt tucked in tight, stood on the other side of the street, pulling on the charcoal filter of his 88 cigarette. A taxi with one customer already ensconced in the front passenger seat pulled up on the eight-lane main boulevard, and a group of shoppers hopped in the back. At the other end of the line, the telephone rang.

There was nothing familiar for me to grasp onto. Everything I could see, smell, taste, touch, and hear was completely foreign. It was as if someone had pulled back the blanket on my previous life, swished aside the curtains, pranged the window wide open, and filled the air with great gusts of caffeine. I was beyond smitten.

It was not a scene I was supposed to relish. I’d always been a homebody. Not keen to travel. Quite content to stay in the small-town England of my childhood. Simply not that interested in anything foreign.

Even the strenuous efforts of my fifth-grade teacher, a severe, busty, bucktoothed, stick-wielding sixty-year-old dominatrix called Mrs. Higginbotham, could not convince me otherwise. I recall how she wagged her baton at the gargantuan pull-down map of the world that spanned the entire length and breadth of the blackboard at Paddox Middle School, in Rugby, in the center of England.

“This is our world,” she declared, with a look that could pulverize a fly or a small child at fifty paces. The UK sections of the map were pink; the other nations, other colors.

“But it wasn’t always like this.” She held our gaze with her unblinking glare, and with a brisk snap of her stick, the map magically rolled up and disappeared into a holder above the blackboard to reveal another map underneath.

This one was identical in every way, bar one: most of the nations were pink.

“This,” she intoned, thwacking her rod across the Atlantic, madly jabbing at the Barbie’s-bedroom-colored world and spanking much of West Africa, “This used to all be ours. This is the British Empire. This is when Britain truly ruled the waves.”

With a final lash of victory across Canada, she jackbooted around the classroom, lapping up the ooohs, the arghhhs, and the wowwws of the rural British youth ensnared in her den.

I sat there. I didn’t wow, I more harrumphed. But we’re such a small country, I said to myself. Why would all these other countries want us to come and take them over? Does the world like Britain that much? I knew better than to ask this question of that teacher.

With a final desk-trembling thud of her stick, Mrs. Higginbotham zapped the British Empire from view. It rolled up above the blackboard. She returned to explaining decimal division, greater than, less than, and other such important life lessons.

Once a month, this buttoned-up harpy, born perhaps in the wrong century, would perform the exact same ritual with her hidden maps to remind us preadolescents that once upon a time, our country was all-powerful. That Great Britain truly was great.

Even with, or maybe because of, the Higginbotham brand of indoctrination, I failed to form an interest in anything foreign beyond lions, tigers, and elephants. And we had zoos full of them.

But at some point in my early twenties, everything changed. By accident, as so often seems to be the case with life-changing decisions, I came across something that ignited my curiosity. It was a photograph of Hà Nội in a book.

The photographer had taken the picture while standing on Tràng Tiền Street, looking at the Hà Nội Opera House.

It was a simple street scene. There were no cars in the photograph, no advertising on the shopfronts. Bicycles plied the street. A motorbike or two carried large cardboard boxes. People strolled, oblivious, through the traffic. A cyclo transported someone or something. A woman with a navy blue chemise and conical hat pedaled away from the camera, toward the opera house. The street looked busy, but calm. Most of all, Hà Nội looked alien.

I said to myself, quite flippantly, “One day I’ll live there.” It was 1992.

This picture, from this city, sparked a curiosity that remained burned in my memory. It was all so . . . exotic. Yes, it’s an awful, lazy word, used by travelers of all shades, at the same time meaningless and patronizing, sometimes interpreted as racist. But, at that time, at that age, exotic only meant it was very, very different, it was exciting, and I didn’t understand it. And, most important, the photo was of another place. Not of where I was.

As the nineties rolled on, friends left for India, Tibet, China, and beyond. I was jealous of their escapades, but I had no money to go with them and I had no interest in following the hippie, dope, and dreadlocks trail they had chosen. I didn’t want to travel through somewhere alien. I wanted to live it.

Now, looking back, it’s perhaps difficult to understand exactly what this meant in the early nineties. Back then, a news report in Việt Nam would take at least one day to reach the pages of a newspaper. A trip from London to Hà Nội was a very big thing. Phone calls home were prohibitively expensive. I had to reserve a long-distance call slot at the International Post Office next to Hoàn Kiếm Lake. A British newspaper took one month to arrive at my desk in Hà Nội, and was often held up by the “culture censor.” A letter could take three months to arrive. I’d never used a mobile phone and I didn’t know anyone who owned one. Information came from books, not pixels. Even later in the nineties, when I returned to Britain for a holiday in the summer of 1997, for
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