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live in New York City, a hive of 8 million
people, most of whom were born
elsewhere. Either they are migrants
from the American heartland who
have travelled to the very edge of
their country for a taste of something
new or, like me, they are immigrants who
have crossed a stormy sea or two and are
now hovering in mid-flight, hankering for
a taste of something familiar.

When | am feeling blue, a shade of
indeterminate sadness that for me is often
accompanied by a deep in the belly hunger,
| take the subway to Delancey Street and
walk a couple of long Manhattan blocks to
369 Broome Street. | am in search of solace,
and | always find it at a small take-out called
Viet-Nam Banh Mi So No 1. Translated into
English, the name is embarrassingly generic:
No 1 Vietnamese sandwich. | like to think
of the name, though, as a no-nonsense
declaration, as in: "Yup, that's what we sell.”
| can imagine the owner, Anthony Nguyen,
saying this with a John Wayne, Wild West sort
of swagger. With his crew
cut salted with a few
white bristles, angular
face and sturdy build,

Anthony exudes a
reassuring confidence
when he greets me from
behind the shop's
cramped counter.

What | have noticed
is that Anthony greets
everyone who comes into
his place the same way.

This is solace No 1 for

me. | have lived too long

in this city where good

food is strangely coupled

with bad and disdainful service. This is
especially true when the wait staff assumes,
incorrectly, that | am going to be a meagre
tipper. | have had many lives in New York
City, first as a cash-strapped student, then
as an over-compensated attorney, and now
as a can-l-pay-for-this-with-a-credit-card?
novelist, and in all those incarnations | have
always been very generous at the end of a
meal. But within the rubric of the city's
prevailing stereotypes, being a woman and
an Asian means that | will surely compensate
good service with less than the coveted 20 per
cent. With respect to Anthony, though, | should
not even use the word “service” because he
is in fact doing me a huge favour. Where else
in this city can | get a Vietnamese sandwich
and an unencumbered welcome for $2.757

| would willingly pay much more for the
most unlikely and flavourful grouping of
ingredients ever to be stuffed inside of a
baguette (though technically the size of
the loaf, about the length of my two hands,
it is classified as a baton or a batonnet, a
diminutive of the baguette]. For a sandwich
to be Vietnamese, the baton must be made
not from the traditional French recipe but

from one with a slight alteration. Given the
master-and-servant history between the two
countries, | would even say that it is a sly
alteration. With the addition of a small
amount of rice flour, the Vietnamese version
of the French staff of life is crunchier with an
almost delicate snap to the crust and at the
same time more tender, allowing the pliant
sides to fold around the filling.

New York is a city marred by unforgivably
unwieldly sandwiches. The ciabatta, or
rather the American version, thick and
steroidal, is the worst offender. The resulting
sandwich is a big walnut, as
in a hard nut to crack, as in
how this city can seem to me
when | am worn out by its
defensive, have-no-time-
for-you dialect and | long to
hear just a few convivial
words of Vietnamese.

At Anthony's shop, | always
order the paté sandwich or
the No 7 from the menu
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board hanging against the wall above the
counter. | choose this over the house special
sandwich or the No 1 because | want, in this
rare instance, the classic recipe. A loaf of
bread warmed until it can serve as a
pleasing contrast to the cold ingredients
nestling inside: a spread of paté; thin slices
of cha lua (similar in texture to bologna but
made from ground pork, seasoned with fish
sauce and black pepper) and thit nguoi (a
term with variable meanings but at Anthony’s
it is a luncheon meat); long spears of
cucumber; julienned carrots and daikons
lightly pickled in a sour-sweet brine; sprigs
of coriander; and a dash of Maggi seasoning,

a salty sauce made from vegetable extracts
(a curious vestige of French rule consumed
in great quantity still by the Vietnamese).
The No 7 is also dressed with hot peppers, in
the form of fresh slivers and as drops of hot
sauce, and mayonnaise - the French idea of
mayonnaise, of course, somewhat eggy in
colour and taste, not the American jarred
variety with improbably optimistic names like
Miracle Whip and Blue Ribbon. In the few
words of Vietnamese that | keep spruced up
and presentable for times like these, | tell
Anthony not to put the peppers and the
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Whenever New York gets too much for Vietnamese
novelist Monique Truong, she heads to her
favourite sandwich shop for a taste of home

Monique Truong tucks into a “No 7"
from Anthony’s menu board

alternating turns; and, of course, there is a
note of bitter, in this case maybe a bit of a
peppercorn. Reasons for solace No 3-6.

When | am halfway through with my
sandwich, | brush myself off, and the pigeons
come to call at my feet for the crumbs. | have
to get up and move to another bench to get
away from these birds, who are as hungry
as | am. It is usually at this point of the meal
when | stop and think to myself, | am such
an immigrant! | have in one hand a sandwich
that costs only 75 cents more than a subway
ride, and in the other | have a plastic bottle
of soybean milk, the kind from Chinatown
that Anthony sells, not the medicinal-tasting
kind in fancy packaging from the organic
vegan markets. Anthony’s shop also offers
fresh-pressed sugarcane juice, but | cannot
consume this drink without having a mild
to moderate breakdown. For those of us
who live far from the land of our birth, a
taste of familiar foods and drinks can be an
instantaneous, transporting drug. So in that
spirit, if the No 7 is heroin in my veins, then
the sugarcane juice is for me liquid crack.
| take a sip of it, sun-washed, herbaceous,
redolent of an encroaching jungle, and |
cannot believe that the whole world is not
hooked on it. But as with most euphoria, what
follows is a crash, a sudden caving in of the
spirit, as | am reminded that my childhood
was turned inside-out by a war, that years ago
there was a turning point when life for my
family could have been defined more by this
sweetness in my mouth than by the bitterness
lodged inside of our departing bodies.

| am also an immigrant because as | sit
there on that bench | am always accompanied
by the memory of another country, another
city, another language. In my novel, The
Book of Salt, the main character, a
young Vietnamese man who works
as a live-in cook in the Paris home
of Gertrude Stein and Alice B.
Toklas, is also often found sitting
on a park bench, pigeons at his
feet. He is sometimes drunk on
something much harder than
sugarcane juice, and he is always

mayonnaise on my sandwich. While | like the
idea of the classic Vietnamese sandwich, |
reserve the right to alter it to fit my taste. By
way of confirming my order, he repeats my
words back to me, and | smile because they
sound good to me. Reason for solace No 2.

If the day is not too damp and cold or too
humid and hot, a total of about 30 per year in
this city by the sea, | walk over to the DeSalvio
playground at the corner of Mulberry and
Spring Streets. The playground is a large
rectangle of concrete with brightly coloured
playground equipment at one corner, a
basketball hoop at another, a couple of tall
shade trees, and park benches lining the

perimeter. | sit down on one of these benches
and | eat my sandwich with an abandon that
| am certain is unattractive to behold. Even
though the sandwich has been thoughtfully
wrapped in a slip of white butcher paper,
crumbs and bits of meat are flying, sliding off
my shirt on to my jeans. | usually care quite
a bit about such things, but when | am with
a No 7 my attention is focused elsewhere. |
am revelling in the friendly competition of
flavours and textures that is the hallmark

of Vietnamese food: slow-cooked meats
coupled with fresh vegetables and herbs;
salt and sweet and sour making an
appearance but not all at once, rather in

looking for someone with whom he
can exchange a few words of Vietnamese.
He sits in the Jardin du Luxembourg and | in
the DeSalvio playground. The thing that can
connect us both to our lost geography is the
taste of home, which he laces into every
dish that he cooks for Stein and Toklas and
which | buy at Anthony's for a mere $2.75.
Reason for solace No 7. ®

The Book of Salt by Monique Truong is
published by Chatto & Windus and is
available at the Books Direct price

of £10.39 [RRP £12.99) plus £1.95 p&p
on 0870 160 8080; www.timesdirect.
co.uk/booksdirect
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