Viet Nam – Hue – Day 2

It’s raining out again this morning.  Actually, we’ve only seen the sun one day of our entire trip, but most days have only been cloudy without any liquid precipitation.  Fortunately, we are going for our first cooking lesson today and don’t have major sightseeing events scheduled before or after.  We really don’t know what to expect from this, our first cooking class, and are happy that the late pick-up (10:30 a.m.) affords us more leisure time. Our culinary experiences here so far have been mixed with some very good meals and some not so great ones.  In Hanoi, our guide informed us that dog was a dish on some menus, but you have to know where to go to get it.  It certainly was not among the dishes we wanted nor were ever served.  For the most part, dogs are pets here, just like in the US, but then…  Our guide in Hue speaks, tongue-in-cheek, about the famous chain of fast food – KFD – Kentucky Fried Dog!   

But, today we are at Y Thao Garden for a private cooking lesson.  Our instructor/hostess’s family owns the restaurant, and she is going to teach us to make several family recipes.  She says that she had to convert grams, which is her measurement into ounces which is something we understand.  Also, she shows us her “teaspoon” and “tablespoon.”  The teaspoon is about one and a half times larger than our teaspoon measure, and what she refers to a tablespoon more closely resembles a large ladle!  So, we’ll need to remember those proportions when trying to duplicate these recipes back home. 
We are going to make spring rolls – her family’s recipe – Hue pan cakes, banana flower salad – which we will never be able to duplicate at home – grilled  beef, and several sauces for dipping. 

We start out with the beef because it has to marinate for an hour before grilling.  So we prepare the beef, set it aside and then do the other dishes.  The beef is marinated in lemongrass, garlic, salt, sugar, sesame seeds, red chili powder, vegetable oil, and lime juice.  Next we tackle the spring roll.  Many of the ingredients we use for all these recipes have already been chopped or prepared in some way and we’re just doing the final assembly and cooking.  For the spring roll, we mix the filling and then roll a small quantity of it in rice paper that has been cut into strips about two inches wide. Before serving, the rolls are deep fried and served with a sweet and sour fish sauce, which we prepare as well.  

Fish sauce, sugar, garlic, and some form of chili powder, sauce or chopped chilies seem to be the staples of the recipes we are learning to make and because we are in control, we can make these sauces and recipes as hot as we desire – which is not very hot for our tastes.  Also, almost everything is fried, which means lots of vegetable oil. 
The next dish is something we’ve never heard of and is a specialty of Hue. It is called a “pancake” and is made in several steps.  The first step is to mix the batter - rice flour and other ingredients, including a duck egg yolk.  These recipes all use egg yolk, but not white, which meant that Jeff watched as one of us extracted the yolk from its shell.  The pancake batter, which is now very thin, is then cooked in a very small pan until it sets, just like a crepe except the texture is spongier.  The “crepe” is folded in half and flash-fried for about 20 seconds to give it more body, and then patted dry.  Finally, the pancake is coated with egg yolk, stuffed with a mixture of mushrooms, bean sprouts, spring onion, pork, shrimp and shallots and deep fried until golden brown and crispy and all the raw ingredients within are quite well done.  The pancake is then drained of any excess cooking oil and served with a very special yellow soy bean sauce.  This is a wonderful dish and quite unique among all the Vietnamese foods we’ve ever eaten.  
Next, we watched as our hostess and her assistant prepared banana flower salad which consists of shredded or sliced banana flower which is fried in a little oil (yes, there’s an awful lot of oil used here) with other ingredients including shredded boiled pork and shrimp.  This is quite a treat and, so far as we know, banana flowers are not available in the US.  By themselves, the flowers have no taste, only a texture, like shredded carrot.  But with the addition of the other ingredients, this becomes a most wonderful salad topped with ground roasted peanuts, sesame seeds and shallots.

So, we cooked and tasted each dish for the next three hours. We never finished anything, but amply sampled everything we made.  When we finished, our instructor said that the restaurant had set a table for us for lunch.  “Lunch,” we said. “We thought we were eating lunch as we cooked up a storm.”  There was no way we could eat any more food and in fact asked if we could pack up what was left so we could give it to our guide and driver.  While we enjoy meals as part of our tour, neither our guide nor driver ever eat with us, so we thought this would be a real treat for them and they thought so, too. 
As an additional and totally unexpected bonus, our hostess gave each of us our very own crepe pan, a pair of chopsticks with the name of the restaurant on them and our own teaspoon and tablespoon to measure with!  There would have been more, but we politely declined.  Fortunately, the pans are small, but since Vietnam air weighs our bags, we want to wait until be get to our last destination before taking on additional ‘ballast.”  Besides, we’ve had requests for specific items to bring back from Vietnam which we will but only if the airline doesn’t weigh our carry on!
Jeff presented our hostess/instructor and her assistant with a “lucky” $2 bill as a thank you and our hostess then introduced us to her 6-month old son, a real cutie.  
And, we have dinner tonight.  We moved our reservations back an hour until 8 p.m. and asked for lighter fare.  Actually, if all cooking classes are to be like this one, we would suggest that no dinner is necessary.  I think we’ll have much to say on our comment cards, though our guide indicated that he totally heard the concerns we expressed about repeating dishes too often and too close to each other.  We’ve been lucky to have had two excellent guides in both Hanoi and now here in this area of central Vietnam (until we board our plane for Ho Chi Minh City), and to have chosen a company that is flexible.

After the cooking lesson we went to see the tomb of the next to the last emperor of Vietnam.  As you can see by the pictures, it was really something.
And last, there was dinner.  We went to the Royal Park, a restaurant that has received many mixed reviews.  We were given the “royal dinner” and when we arrived were told that we had seats where the King and Queen would sit.  They even offered us costumes to basically portray the King and Queen. We’re not comfortable this way as there was another group in the room, so we declined, but the staff still put us at a front table where the entertainers would perform basically for us.  On their traditional Vietnamese instruments, the performers played songs in Vietnamese so I didn’t recognize them, but also played the theme from the Godfather and Auld Lang Syne.

But, I digress.  The purpose of our visit was dinner.  We got different dishes from previous meal and, of course, way too much food.  So, we left more than half of what we were served.  You can see the menu and the dishes among the pictures.  Hue is apparently the only place – in Vietnam we’re told and possibly worldwide – that has people who specialize in carving vegetables to look like animals and other symbols. Tonight we saw a Phoenix carved from a carrot and another bird carved from a turnip or some other white vegetable.  Don’t know if this art form has a specific name, but the results are amazing.

As to the dinner, we started with a very good mixed vegetable soup.  I thought the squid was a bit tough, Jeff thought the shrimp was tough, and shrimp came unpeeled, so eating it was not only messy but like fighting with dinner.  We asked for mushrooms instead of steamed mixed vegetables, and the mushrooms were served with tofu and that was good, as was the pork wrapped around a lemon grass stalk and a cake wrapped in a banana leaf that looked like a tamale, but was made from rice.  The stewed beef was tender and came in a broth that tasted like pho.  Rest was good, but not great.  Fish was just so-so. 

Tomorrow we leave Hue at 9:00 a.m. and head for Hoi An where I’m sure we have two full days of activities.  

