PHO VIET NAM

Joe Ray for The Wall Street Journal

Bap may bay dén Ha Noi trong mét budi sém se lanh, khi cdm giac lang lang, say say cta may bay van con
khién dau 6c “nlra mé ntra tinh”, t6i bwdc vao mét quan an nhd ven dudng, téa ra mui hwong ngao ngat,
quyen rii. Téi da & day roi, noi tan cb giao duyén, noi Déng Tay gap g& - Ha Noi, thi d6 ngan nam van hién
clia Viét Nam.

“Ong &n ngay di nhé!”, c¢d phuc vu lay tay ra hiéu chi vao bat phé vira méi dat xudng trwéc mét tdi. Trong cod
nghiém nghi nhw mét vi twéng chi huy cap dwéi, nhung dé chi la sw so sanh hai hwéc cha téi thoi. Thuc ra, cd
dang thé hién sw quan tam, c6 1 tréng t6i khdng khoe va cd dang lo l&ng cho nguoi khach phuwong xa.

Bat phé dat trwdc mat téi - mon &n thwong hiéu ctia &m thwe Viét Nam day roi, trong that gidn di: nhirng soi
phé trdng boi trong bat nwéc dung, rai déu trén mat 1a nhivng lat thit bo thai méng. Di kém bén canh 1a mét dia
bay rat khéo nhirng thirc rau séng, gia dé, miéng chanh cat nhd, lat &t chi thién...

Phd, t6i d& an nhiéu lan. D6 ludn |a mon &n dac biét doi voi toi. Ké tir lan dau tién dwoc ném thir hwong vi
phé & dat nwéc qué nha cach Viét Nam nira vong trai dat - nwéc My, toi da biét minh sé khéng bao gi& cé thé
gquén mon an nay.

T6i cling khong bao gio' ¢ thé miéu ta hwong vi phd, né qua sau sac va phirc tap, chang dé néi bang 10
dwoc. Bai I€, de c6 t6 pho dat trwde mat toi day, nguoi chu quan da phai chuan bi cau ky tir trwée do nhieu
tieng dong ho.

Ngudn gbc clia phé that bi an. Ngucyl thi bao phd l1a moén lai Phap, nguwoi lai bao no XUAt X(r iy Trung Hoa, co
nguoi lai quyét bao vé: pho’ la cila Nam Dinh. B4t k& phé xuét x(& tlr dau, nguoi Viet Nam cac ban van ludn
bao réng phé 1a linh hén &m thyc ctia Ha Noi.

O thanh phd mién Bac dong duc nay, mat troi 1én 1a duwong phd bat dau hdi hd, mét troi 13n 1a ai vé nha ndy,
dén dém thi khong gian dugc tra lai sw tinh 18ng. T6i thuwéng thay nhirng ngwdi ban hang rong dap xe xung
guanh thanh pho véi nhirng thing mang dwng chanh, ét, téi... Va tdi ciing thworng thay cac quan phé co
khéach tr sang dén dém, do la mén an ma cd 18 nguwdi ta cé thé &n tir ngay nay sang ngay khac, tr bira nay
sang bira khac khéng chan, t6i nghi vay.

Ph& la moén qua dac san cta Ha Noi, mot nha van ndi tiéng cia Viét Nam- Thach Lam tirng viét nhw vay hoi
thap nién 1940. Diéu nay van khéng thay déi cho t&i tan hdm nay. Phé la dac san Ha Noi khéng phai bai chi
ngudi Ha Noi méi biét ndu phéd ma béi & Ha Noi, hwong vi phé thom ngon dac biét, mét thi vi riéng co.

Hai thung hai dau va mét dai quang ganh & gitra ndi lién, ai d6 da miéu ta hinh anh dat nwéc Viét Nam nhw
vay. Mién B&c v&i Ha Noi & mot dau quang va mién Nam véi thanh phd Saigon & dau con lai. Dén véi thanh
phd Saigon , t6i cling dung phé va nhan thdy hwong vi hai noi that khac nhau, phong cach ndu & hai thanh
phd nay c6 nhirng khac biét tha vi.

Toi mudn ké cho cac ban nghe vé trai nghiém dau tién cda toi véi phd. N6 bat dau tir mét nha hang & tan
thanh phé Cambridge, bang Massachusetts, M§. O nhirng nam 1990, khi d6, ph& van con chwa dwoc nhiéu
ngudi My biét téi. Mot dau bép My cé tén Didi Emmons da mé quan phé dau tién trong bang. C6 lan ghé qua
an thlr va qua an twong véi mon nay, cau sinh vién tré |a téi khi do da ngay lap tire xin dwoc lam thém tai clra
hang.

T6i da ting lam viéc & nhiéu clira hang an subt thdi di hoc nhung chwa cé mén nao gay an twong véi t6i nhw
phé. Téi kham phuc cach ngu’cyl ta sang tao ra nwdc dung cua phd, cach ngwdi ta thai va ché nhiring cong
hanh, cach dap glrng lam sao dé miéng grng vira dG dod dap va tiét ra hwong thom khéng qua nhat ciing
khéng qua ndng.

R&i hang ha sa sb nhitng thir thdo mc tinh té ma nguoi ta ding dé ché vao ndi nwoc phd. C6 nhirng dém toi
dwoc nguoi chu quan ¢ Cambridge giao trong ndi nwéc dung, t6i da say sua ngam nhirng bong béng phap
phong trong néi nwéc. Hit hivi hwong thom tda ra, toi tin rAng day 1a thi nwéc dung tinh té nhat trong thé gisi
clia cac loai nwéc dung.



Hwong vi phé & Ha Néi gian di va c6 dién

Nwéc dung thanh va trung thanh véi nhivng gi truyén théng - nhikng lat thit bo thai méng, nhirng cong hanh
twoi thai nhd va mot vai chiéc 1a rau thom...

Nhirng quan ph& ngon ndi tiéng & Ha Noi lai tap trung & nhirng con phd hep va déng duc nam trong khu phd
cb. Hang quan & day san sat nhau, nguoi dan “ludn lach” trong dong xe déng duc mot cach rat “co dong”
bang nhirng chiéc xe may nhéd gon.

Pudng phd thi thé nhung ngudi dan & day van gitr dwoc sy thw thai, thodi mai méi khi ngdi xubng &n qua.
Nhiéu khach du lich khi sang Viét Nam khéng dam ngdi xubng nhirng hang quan via hé va ho da tw tuwéc di
quyén thwéng thire sy tinh tly cla &m thwe Ha Noi. Sy tinh t& d6 lai ndm & chinh nhixng hang quéan ven
duwdng nay.

Phé & thanh phé Saigon ¢é hwong vi nong dwom.

O day nwédc dung dam da, hoi duc chir khong trong va thanh nhw nwéc dung ngoai Ha Nai. O day, phé c6
nhiéu sang tao, cai bién thi vi v&i nhisng nam, tai, gau, bd vién... thom nirc, mém mai. Nguoi yéu phé &
thanh phd Saigon vi thé cé nhiéu lwa chon “phi truyén théng” hon.

Theo t6i, ph& cé thé dwoc coi la mot “thirc &n nhanh” cla ngudi Viét. Cac nguyén liéu thwdng dwoc chd quén
bay sén ra cac khay va ché bién rat nhanh, chi vai phit sau khi goi mén, bat phé néng sét, thom Iirng da dwoc
dat ngay tredc mat thwe khach.

O Viét Nam c6 nhitng quan phd mé tir t& mé sang, tham chi cé ca quan mé xuyén dém. Nhirng ndi nwéc
dung & day to khdng 15 t&i mire toi twdng twong minh... cé thé boi trong d6. Chwa téi 2 d6 la, du khach dén
Viét Nam da c6 thé thwéng thtec mén dm thwe tinh té dinh cao cta Viét Nam - mot wu dai qua 1én.

Sau khi da thwéng thirc phé & ca mién Bac va mién Nam, toi nhan ra rang phé & Ha Noi thanh va truyén
théng con phé & thanh phd Sai Gon dam va “tan thoi”. Dbi véi ca nhan téi, téi thich phé cta thanh phd Sai
Gon H6 hon bdi tdi yéu vi ngot dam trong té phé Sai Gon.

Truéc khi buéce ra khdi quan, ¢d phuc vu than thién hai téi: “Ong da no bung chwa?”. T6i chi cwdi. LAm sao co
thé no dwoc khi phé Viét Nam ngon dén vay? DU da &n hét ca té6 nhwng t6i van ludn thdy thom thém, ding
nhw nguoi Viét van néi: No bung déi con mat. Chac chan tdi sé con nhiéu 1an an phé, ngay ca sau khi da tré
vé My. Nguwoi My gidr day ciing da cé nhiéu ngwdi “nghién phd” nhuw toi.
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MY FIRST LESSON in pho came during a jet-lagged breakfast the morning | arrived in Hanoi, the old-
meets-new capital of Vietnam.

"Eat it now," said my waitress, pointing to the bowl she had just set down. Firm as a general but polite as
can be, she wanted me to know that the noodles in my soup would remain in their perfect state only for a
moment.

Vietnam's signature dish appears simple: rice noodles swimming in broth, topped by a bit of meat (usually
beef) and accompanied by a plate of garnishes like greens, sprouts, lime wedges and hot pepper slices.
But pho, once a special-occasion meal, possesses deep and complex flavors, the result of an elaborate
preparation process.

The origins of pho are shrouded in mystery. Its name may have roots in the French pot au feu (pho and
feu are both pronounced "fuh"). Then again, the soup may have originated in the northern province of
Nam Dinh. Or it might have come from China.



Regardless of where it was born, pho's spiritual home is Hanoi. In this densely packed northern city that
rises with the sun and quiets when it sets, many vendors ride around town on their bicycles, with woven
trays of tiny limes, garlic and blistering hot peppers on the handlebars. People gobble the soup morning,
noon and night—and they are possessive about it.

"Pho is a particular gift of Hanoi," Viethamese writer Thach Lam penned back in the 1940s, displaying an
attitude that hasn't changed much since. "Not because only Hanoi has it, but because only in Hanoi is pho
delicious.”

Of course, at the other end of the country, in clamoring, cosmopolitan Ho Chi Minh City (formerly Saigon),
citizens beg to differ. The two cities make very different styles of pho—and the competition between them
is fierce.

My pho fascination started far from Vietnam, in Cambridge, Mass. Pho was little known on American
shores in the late 1990s, when chef Didi Emmons opened Pho Republique in then-gritty Central Square.
My dinner there was so good that | asked for (and got) a part-time job in the kitchen.

| had cooked in plenty of restaurants, but had never made anything like pho. | was riveted by the drawn-
out process of creating the broth, from charring onions and ginger in the bottom of a mammoth stockpot to
smashing lemongrass with a metal ladle to release its flavor, to the way the broth bubbled away overnight,
slowly yielding the flavors that make it the wine of the soup world.

In northern Vietham, Hanoi's pho is as austere as a classic Burgundy. It comes with a clearer broth, rarely
strays beyond beef and is crowned with a Spartan sprinkling of just-picked scallions and chives. "We eat
very fresh food here," said Mai Corlou, who runs Madame Hien restaurant, explaining the local
predilection for letting ingredients speak for themselves. "We go to the market every day and want to see
our fish killed for us and our chicken still alive."

Hanoi's best pho shops are concentrated in the narrow, shop-crammed streets of the Old Quarter. What
seems like the entire population buzzes by on scooters as customers slurp away at their soup. A visitor
might shy away from the curbside restaurants, but they are open-air marvels of efficiency, ingenuity and
mise en place: a line cook's dream, where everything is set up in bowls, ready to put together in an
instant.

Ho Chi Minh City's pho is the garage wine of Vietham's scene, forgoing refinement for big flavors. This
rich, cloudy soup is accompanied by a thicket of sawtooth herb, basil, mint and sprouts that you tear up
with your hands and add to the bowl.

In this up-all-night town, a hungry, thrifty eater and his friends can be in and out of a world-class pho joint
in 10 minutes.

"This place is for truck drivers," Mai Truong, a food-centric guide, told me at Pho Tau Bay, a utilitarian
place on a major thoroughfare. That's partly because the restaurant opens at 3 a.m., allowing truckers to
stop in for a meal before the city closes to big rigs at 6 a.m. Our table was pre-loaded with a large plate of
greens; the broth was ladled from vats big enough to bathe in. The house specialty is pho with rare
tenderloin and braised rib meat. It was fantastic—the kind of stuff that, at about $2 a bowl, makes it easy
to understand why high-end dining is a fringe activity in Vietnam.

| buzzed around Ho Chi Minh City, from the modern center to French Colonial sections that still seemed
straight from a Graham Greene novel, slurping bowl after amazing bow! of soup. | capped the night at Pho
Lé near Chinatown, where the streets were mobbed with teens on scooters out for an evening cruise. Pho
Lé serves southern-style soup with a bit of sweetness, cut with a squeeze of lime and a hit of heat.



"How many bowils is that? Eight?" asked a waitress who learned that | was on a quest.

"Enough," | answered, lifting my spoon and chopsticks. Along with brisket and raw loin slices, the soup
held spoon-formed beef balls, bursting with flavor and so tender they barely held together. | realized that
the pho in Ho Chi Minh City is so consistently good that | was ready to declare the heretical: Hanoi may
be a pho purist's dream, but the pho is better down south.

Enough? Hardly. | ate the whole bowl.

Ho Chi Minh City

T, "k/ The Crowd Pleaser: Pho Lé
eBO L ="
e" "T'gw \ An oldie and a goodie in a formerly Chinese section of District 5.
SRS e SRR The street and sidewalk here are flooded with pedestrians,
o — merchants and scooters long into the night. The hand-molded beef

balls are a highlight

Pho Hoa Pasteur Joe Ray for The Wall Street Journal
The Mega Meal: Pho Hoa Pasteur

Here, at the granddaddy of baroque goodness, a warren of rooms is
opened up consecutively as the place fills up. Try the special—an
extravaganza of tripe, beef balls, brisket, tendon and raw loin, to which you
can add banana-leaf-wrapped pork sausages. The broth is rich, with a
buttery texture from beef marrow. This is a feast in a bowl. 260C Pasteur,
84-8-3829-7943

‘ The Bubba Bowl: Pho 2000

"Pho for the President," is the motto of the spot where Bill Clinton stopped
| for a bowl in 2000. While seafood pho may be a heresy, it's also a mean

| dish, here served up in a McDonald's-esque indoor dining room. Mr. Clinton
““ managed to indulge in some serious soup while promoting reconciliation
between the U.S. and Vietnam. 1-3 Phan Chu Trinh, 84-8-3822-4294
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The Drive-by: Pho Tau Bay

This truckers' favorite in District 10 specializes in a version of beef
pho with rare tenderloin and braised rib meat. When it's busy—
which is most of the time—clients eat at tables in the adjoining
alley. Word is, the restaurant goes through some 200 pounds of
beef a day. 433-435 Ly Thai To, 84-8-3834-5128




The Pop-Up Spot: No Name

At lunch, the pho at this nameless spot in a university neighborhood is adorned with slices of raw meat
that cook in the bowl. You can get beef balls after 5 p.m., but don't come much later—the space is rented
to another business when this shop calls it quits for the day. The noodles here are finer than at other
spots. You can also get a fresh-pressed sugarcane juice with kumquat from the neighboring stall. 7
Nguyen Thai Binh

Hanoi

The Family Establishment: Pho Thin

Pho Thin Joe Ray for The Wall Street Journal

This eatery, located alongside peaceful Lake Hoan Kiem, where

. innumerable Hanoians do their morning calisthenics, defines "hole
in the wall" with its dark dining room, stainless-steel tabletops and
wooden benches. But the broth is redolent of smoky ginger and the
noodles absorb its flavor without becoming mushy. Opened in
1949, the shop is now run by the founder's eldest son, who closely
guards the family recipe. 61 Dinh Tien Hoang

The Early Riser: Pho Gia Truyen

The big draw at this multi-generational establishment is the deep-colored broth, cooked in a fire pit in the
alley adjacent to the kitchen. If the meter maids come by, half the restaurant clears out to move their
illegally parked scooters. Inside, a cook with a cleaver makes quick work of the brisket and the pho is very
northern-style—no plate of sprouts and leaves, just a tiny bucket of hot sauce and another of garlic-laced
vinegar to emphasize the soup's clean flavors. Come early—they usually sell out by 10 a.m. 49 Bat Dan,
84-9-2429-2236
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The Meat-Lover's Soup: Pho Vui

If it weren't for the tables full of people and the kitchen that starts
inside and spills out onto the sidewalk, this Old Quarter spot, with
white walls, stainless-steel surfaces and excellent beef, could be
confused with a butcher shop. The broth is simple, elegant and
clear, and the marbled brisket has a near-sweet flavor. 25 Hang

Giay, 84-9-8401-7741



