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VIETNAMESE FOOD IS GROWING IN 
popularity in London and as the demand 
grows, the quality and authenticity of 
restaurants and street food outlets is 
getting better and better.
      London’s Vietnamese population 
didn’t have an easy start in the UK. It 
was predictably difficult to settle in a 
foreign land half-way across the world, 
and many of the first generation of 
immigrants had little education and 
problems learning the language. The 
government policy of spreading the 
immigrants across the country robbed 
them of mutual support, making it 
even harder to integrate and lay roots, 
but most gravitated towards larger 
cities, settling in London in places like 
Lewisham, Southwark in the South and 
Hackney to the East, where there are still 
large Vietnamese communities today. 
      There are now estimated to be around 
30,000 Vietnamese in London. The 
new generation are more settled and 
generally speak excellent English. They 
are thriving at school and more and more 

enterprising individuals are opening 
restaurants, serving their much loved 
cuisine to Londoners. The consequence 
being that Vietnamese food is getting 
better and more widely available in more 
areas of the capital.
      There are hundreds of Vietnamese 
restaurants in London, from street food 
outlets and casual “ca phes" to modern 
fine-dining restaurants and everything in 
between. Some are cooking classic dishes 
as they would be served back in Vietnam, 
others serve a Western-friendly version. 
Ubiquitous of course, is the presence of 
pho on the menu and Sriracha sauce on 
the table. Many of these restaurants can 
be found in Shoreditch, the infamously 
trendy area of East London. You won’t 
find anything else but Vietnamese 
restaurants on this 200m stretch of 
Kingsland Road, ranging from worn 
out frontages with handwritten menus 
taped to the windows to huge double 
fronted establishments with neon signs, 
displaying their well-respected names 
and accomplishments.

      This is where people come for 
reasonably priced Vietnamese food in 
London, the bonus being that most of 
the restaurants are “BYOB” meaning 
“Bring your own booze”, as they don’t 
hold alcohol licenses. The higher-end 
establishments sell wine and beer and 
tend to serve up the most authentic 
dishes as well.
      The familiar names are Song Que 
and Mien Tay, serving up all the classics 
you would expect: pho, summer rolls, 
banh mi. The problem is which to 
choose but it is always a good idea to go 
with the busiest. One such restaurant 
is BunBunBun (134B Kingsland Rd, 
London E2 8DY, UK) which specializes 
in bun cha. A dish from Hanoi’s Old 
Quarter, it consists of grilled meats 
served in fish sauce-laden broth, 
alongside a mountain of noodles, lettuce, 
herbs and crunchy vegetables, which 
you can add the broth and slurp it all up 
together. They also serve excellent prawn 
rolls, with a deliciously spicy and sour 
sauce. The rolls are wrapped up in rice 
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paper making them much lighter than 
their deep-fried cousins, and are filled 
with fresh herbs, crisp veggies and grilled 
prawns. 
      Recently many Vietnamese 
restaurants have started appearing in 
Soho, the heart of London’s restaurant 
scene. It now houses the high-end of 
the market and as well as the mid-level 
chain restaurants, which focus more on 
pumping out large volumes of food than 
on the quality of authenticity.
      The best pho you can find in Soho 
is from Cay Tre (42-43 Dean St, Soho, 
London W1D 4PZ, UK), in the newest 
of its three London branches. The 
salubrious broth is crystal clear and 
packed with exotic herbs, slices of tender 
beef and fresh vegetables. The balance 
of fish sauce, lime, and savory meatiness 
is sublime, and transports me back to 
Saigon’s famous pho bo vien thap cam 
(pho with beef ball and the works) where 
I first learnt what pho is supposed to 
taste like.
      Cay Tre also excels in delivering 
modern fusions of flavors, the baby 
squid stuffed with confit duck being a 
delicious example. Interaction with the 
staff was part of the charm here, sizzling 
cast iron pots of meaty stew ignited our 
anticipation, while table-griddled beef, 
which we were shown how to wrap, 
provided excitement and satisfaction. 
The flavors were fantastic and offered 
welcome surprises. This, coupled 
with the entertainment, made for an 
unforgettable experience. 
      One of the most popular street food 
dishes in Vietnam, which you can find on 
virtually every corner in Hanoi or Saigon, 
is banh mi, and Londoners are starting 
to catch on. It is a classic example of the 
fusion of influences seen in Vietnamese 
cooking; chicken liver paté and the 
baguette from the French and barbecue 
pork and spices from China and other 
parts of Asia. Plus the tang of crunchy 
pickled vegetables, loads of fresh herbs 
and the prevalence of fish sauce as 
a seasoning, all classic Vietnamese 
touches.  

Baby squid stuffed with confit duck/Cay Tre Soho

Fried soft shell crab,
Saigon Saigon

Delicious Balance
      A range of excellent banh mi can 
be found at KEU (332 Old St, London, 
EC1V 9DR, UK), which has delis 
across the city. They contain all the 
key ingredients, proper pate, strips of 
delicious, tender pork, crunchy daikon 
and delicious sauces. The Keu Classic 
includes slices of flavor some mortadella, 
the meaty Italian sausage working 
surprisingly well with the classic banh 

mi flavors. All the banh mi at Keu are 
packed full of fresh herbs, which I’m told, 
they fly in from Vietnam to ensure the 
flavors are authentic. 
      “We keep our food authentic in 
London by using fresh, traditional 
Vietnamese ingredients. We have 
ingredients flown into London twice a 
week from Saigon including our freshly 
hand cut noodles and Vietnamese herbs. 
People want to try something different, 
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and reminded me of a wonderful banana 
leaf salad which I ate at Chim Sao in 
Hanoi. The fish sauce, lime and vinegar 
spiked dressing was so good it had to be 
slurped from the bowl, and the crunchy 
peanut topping provided excellent texture 
to the dish while sweetness came from 
papaya and carrot.
      They do an excellent pho and bun 
cha, very authentic to the classics, the 
rich smokiness of the grilled pork, cut 
by vinegar, garlic and chili in a delicious 
balancing act. A mountain of fresh herbs 
accompanied the dish and freshened 
everything up. The consistency of quality 
was excellent, everything was well 
balanced and seasoned to perfection and 
the meat had a wonderful chargrilled 
flavor reminiscent of the street side 
barbecues of Vietnam.
      From simple authentic dishes to 
modern twists and table side cooking, 
London has the whole range of 
Vietnamese offerings covered, albeit 
without the atmosphere that comes with 
dining on a plastic chair on a motorcycle-
laden side street. You won’t find the 
variety of exotic herbs that you would in 
Vietnam, the best restaurants make up 
the difference in other areas and if you 
look in the right places you can find an 
eating experience reminiscent of the real 
thing.
      The best restaurants are able to find 
that delicious balance between smoky 
grilled meats and flavorsome broths; 
sharp and tangy sauces and fresh, crunchy 
herbs and vegetables that are the staples 
of Vietnamese cuisine. 
      Vietnamese food in London is 
certainly on the up, and it’s not surprising 
given that it’s healthy, fresh and delicious. 
Restaurants are adding more twists to 
liven up classic dishes while authenticity 
can also be found. A wide range is 
available so you can be satisfied whether 
it’s a hearty bowl of pho you want, or a 
fresh and satisfying banh mi on the go. 

taste new cuisines and the banh mi brings 
a new type of taste and aroma to the 
classic sandwich,” says the owner.
      The bread was also excellent and 
reminded me of my favorite banh mi 
stall in Hanoi, Banh Mi 25, served from 
a cart in a bustling side street. This is no 
coincidence: “We have our own bespoke 
bread made to imitate the traditional 
baguettes used in Vietnam. Its crispy 
shell ensures we can fill it with as much 
filling as possible, using traditional pates, 
pickled vegetables and herbs with a choice 
of meat, fish or vegetable.”
      One of the best all-round Vietnamese 
restaurants in London is not found 
in Shoreditch or Lewisham, but West 
London’s Hammersmith. Saigon Saigon 
(313-317 King Street, Hammersmith, 
London W6 9NH) bucks the trend in 
terms of location and in quality it is hard 
to beat. They serve an extensive menu of 
classics and also add a few twists to make 
the food unique.
      Fried soft shell crab was crispy and 
delicious, served with a hot and sour dip. 
The lotus leaf salad was a standout dish 
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