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Building on Layers of ‘Tradition

A Classic Viethamese Sandwich Absorbs Local Flavors

By JULIA MOSKIN

RED HUA'S banh mi pho does not look

like a cultural revolution. But in its juicy,

messy way, it is, Served at Nha Toi in

Brooklyn, where he is the chef and owner,
banh mi pho is stuffed with the ingredients for
pho, the sacred soup of Vietnam: beef scented
with star anise and cinnamon, fresh basil and
crunchy bean sprouts,

“I could never get away with this in San
Jose," said Mr. Hua, referring to the city with a
large Vi ican ity in
Northern California, where he grew up. “New
York has a history of being open to creative

At 31, Mr. Hua is part of a rising generation of
American cocks of Vietnamese descent who are
tinkering with a once-rigid culinary tradition.

They start by reinventing the banh mi — the
classic street-vendor Vietnamese-French sand-
wich. They are taking it back to its roots with
house-cured meats that blend French, Vietnam-
ese and Chinese influences, but also nudging it

Banh Mi, Unstacked
© A fresh baguette with crisp, crackly crust
— never tough or dry.
Optional: bird chilies or, more often in New
York, jalaperios.
© Ham made with a bit of pig’s ear, for crunch.

o Steamed pork roll (cha lua), seasoned with
fish sauce.

© Minced barbecued pork (nem nuong) with
a sweet glaze.

© Pickled carrots and daikon radish (do chua).
© Cucumber: thin slices or thick spears.

Q Fresh cilantro: small, tender sprigs are best.
© Pork liver paté — peppery and spreadable.

forward with cross-cultural fillings (Polish sau-
sage), local breads (crisp rolls from Parisi Bakery
in Little Italy), and American influences like the
sloppy Joe.

“My mother worked so hard to recreate the

flavors of Vietnam in America,” sald Vinh
Nguyen, the 29-year-old owner of Silent H, a few
blocks away from Nha Toi, “We are doing it our
way, but with respect.”

1f you haven't tried a classi banh mi, imag-
ine all the cool, salty, crunchy, moist and hot con-
trasts of a really great bacon, lettuce and tomato
sandwich. Then add a funky undertone of pork
liver and fermented anchovy, a gust of fresh cori-
ander and screaming top notes of spice, sweet-
ness and tang.

Introduced to Vietnam by the French in the
early 20th century, the first banh mi (pronounced
BUN-mee) were just bread, butter and ham or
paté — the traditional, minimal Parisian sand-
wich. “Then, the Saigonese made things interest-
ing," said Andrea Nguyen, a writer and food his-
torian, referring to the riot of garnishes that lifts
the sandwich from good to genius. The banh mi
popular in America are in the style of Saigon —
now Ho Chi Minh City, though most Vietnamese-
American families, driven from the country in the
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FOR A NEW AUDIENCE Among the sandwiches Thao Ngu
with her husband, Michael Huynh, at Baoguette is a spi

quay — stuffed with banquet-
style roast pork belly and slivers
of crunchy pork skin

New York has a relatively
small  Vietnamese  population
compared with hubs like Hous-
ton, Washington and the San Ga-
briel Valley in California, and it
took a long time for even basic
banh mi to arrive in the city in
earnest. N can be found
in all of New York’s Chinatowns,
in Manhattan, Brooklyn and
Queens. One of the best places in
Manhattan, Banh Mi Saigon Bak-
ery, Is tucked into the back of a
jewelry shop and another, Sau
Voi Corp., does much of its busi
ness in cigarettes, lottery tickets
and music CDs, In Sunset Park in
Brooklyn, where more Vietnam-
ese famibies live, bright shops li
Thanh Da and Ba Xuyen are ded
icated to banh mi and have the
freshest bread.

Elsewhere in Brooklyn, where
authenticity is not as strictly en-
forced, Vinh Nguyen has created
a succulent banh mi at Silent H
called the Greenpoint: a tribute
to the area’s many traditional
Polish butcher shops. Instead of
cha lua, smooth pork terrine, he
lays on Krakow kielbasa, a
smoked sausage. “That smoki-
ness and pepperiness makes per-
fect sense on a banh mi," he said
“I would be a fool to ignore these
great traditional products being
made in my neighbarhood.”

Ratha Chau, a Cambodian-born
chef, began curing bacon at his
restaurant, Kampuchea, in 2007 in
order to stuff a small menu of
num pang — the Cambodian take
on banh mi. They became so pop-
ular that, last month, Mr. Chau
opened Num Pang, his all-sand-
wich shop. But slow down, bacon
lovers: the bacon num pang is not
available there, due to insufficient
ad, he makes
wrk version, using pork
from Duroc hogs: the meat IS
with orange juice, apple
vinegar, garlic and dried
nd glazed with honey.
her is filled with skirt
steak and cracked peppercorns, a
Xind of s u-poivre banh mi
5 a lot more cooking in-
here than you would
imagine for a sandwich,” he said.
“1 want to move forward with our
cuising, but | don't represent any
country. I represent myself.”

One reason for the sudden
flowering of banh mi culture,
chefs say, is that running a sand-
wich shop sounds easy compared
with running & restaurant

3ut to run a banh mi shop is tc
race against death

“Bread dies after three hours,”

In some shops that get bread
only once a day, banh mi are no-
tably more delicious before noon.

ead Is often reheat-
it tough if the
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Park, which holds an oven (for
baking baguettes), bottles of fish
sauce, tubs of Thai red curry

Cven fresh baguettes can be

sauce, and a gallon of French's
mustard for the spicy

for the sandwich, not the
focus,” Andrea Nguyen said. Her
preference is a thin-crust white.
flour supermarket-type baguette,
rather than the chewy, artisanal
kind that is generally
“better” bread
York's banh mi artists have re
sorted to Italian
bread with the right balance of
ckle and chew and a lightly
caramelized crust,
of more than two ho
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en, above, makes
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Piles of Flavor

Following are some establish
ments in New York City that
serve banh mi
AN CHOI 85 Orchard Street
(Broome Street); (212) 226~
3700.

BANH Mi SAIGON BAKERY 135
Mott Street (Grand Street);

(212) 941-1541
BAOGUETTE 61 Lexington
nue (25th Street); (212) 518-
1089.

BAOGUETTE CAFE 37 St. Marks
Place (Second Avenue);

(347) 892-2614.

BA XUYEN 4222 Eighth Avenue
(42nd Street), Sunset Park,
Brooklyn; (718) 633-6601

NHA YOI 160 Have
(South Secc

§ it
liamsburg, Brooklyn: (718) 599-
1820,

NUM PANG 2] East 12th Street
(University Place); (212) 255-
3

PARIS SANDWICH BAKERY CAFE
113 Mott Street (Hester Street);
(212) 2267221,

SAUVOI CORP. 101 Lafayette
Street (Walker Street);

(212) 226-8184.

SILENT M 79 Berry Street (North
Ninth Street), Williamsburg,
Brooklyn; (718) 218-7063.
THANH DA 16008 Seventh Ave-
nue (60th Street), Sunset Park,
Brooklyn; (718) 492-3253
THANH DA It 56248 Eighth Ave-
nue (36th Street), Sunset Park,
Brooklyn; (718) 492-3760.

DAIKON AND CARROT PICKLE

1 large carrot, peeled and

cut into thick matchsticks

pound dalkon radishes,

each no larger than 2

Iinches in dlameter, peeled

and cut into thick

matchsticks

teaspoon salt

teaspoons plus 15 cup

sugar

1Y cups distilled white
vinegar.

»N -

1. Place carrot and daikon in @
bowl and sprinkle with salt and 2
teaspoons sugar. Knead
vegetables for about 3 minutes,
expelling water from them (this will
koep them crisp). Stop kneading
when vegetables have lost about
Ua of their volume. Drain in a
colander and rinse under cold
running water, then press gently to
oxpel extra walat. Retum
vegetables to bowd, or transfertoa
plass container for longer storage

2. In a bowl, combine V2 cup
sugar, the vinegar and 1 cup
lukewarm water, and stir to
dissolve sugar. Pour over
vogetables. Let marinate at least 1
hour before eating, ot refrigerate
for up 10 4 weeks. Remove

vegetal from liquid befare using
inbanh mi

Yield: About 3 cups

the city's fire-eaters

Like the other entrepreneurs,
Ms. Nguyen took pains to de
velop a strictly classic banh mi
biet, with pité and a careful
selectiof of cold meats, a gesture
of respect toward the coons who
came before her. (It's as if ever
restaurant that serves Ne
American cuisine felt responsib
for keeping Alice Waters's gree
salad with warm goat cheese
the menu, forever.) But her oth
iches are her own,

“If you eat it, and it reminds
you of home, that is enough.” she
said, “It doesn't have to stay ex-
actly the same.”

Sometimes, the evolution of
traditional foods can breathe new
life Into them, suggested Julie
Tran, Ms. Tran is an owner of
C. L. Saigon, a small-scale, fam:
ily-run pork pro sor in Phila
delphia that supplies many of the
banh mi shops on the East Coast
with their traditional cold cuts

“These young Vietnamese en-
trepreneurs  opening  hoagie
shops, it gives me hope that these
recipes will survive beyond one
generation,” she said. (“Hoagie,
of course, being the Philadel-
phian’s term art for sand-
wiches on long rolls.) *I thought
it would all be gone.”
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CAMBODIAN STYLE, T00 The pulled Duroc pork sandwich, above, and hoisin
veal meatballs, top, created by Ratha Chau at Num Pang.



