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Food and Dining 

Portland's Tapalaya adds Vietnamese flavors 
to Cajun/Creole menu 

 
A new special at Northeast Portland's Tapalaya: Vietnamese coconut caramelized pork with 
house pickled mustard greens. "It's basically a faithful Vietnamese dish that isn’t cooked in 
Vietnamese restaurants," chef Anh Luu says. "I learned how to make it from my mom. I pickled 
my mustard greens the way my mom does. That dish is directly from my childhood." (Courtesy 
of Tapalaya) 
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• Portland's 10 best high dives (aka the hipster bars): Bar Tab 
• Dormant six years, resurrected Taqueria Nueve still feels fresh: Restaurant review 
• New restaurant editor at Esquire, same result: Portland missing from best new restaurants 

issue 
• Make your own cronuts at home: Restaurant Crawl 
• How Vice President Joe Biden ended up at Portland's Salt & Straw 

Tapalaya, the New Orleans-style restaurant on Northeast 28th Avenue, started life as something 
of a mashup, a cross between Spanish small plates --  the "tapa" in the name -- and the 
Cajun/Creole flavors found in jambalaya. 

Now, the six-year-old restaurant plans to add another element to its cuisine, incorporating 
Vietnamese flavors into its Big Easy recipes, tapping into a food-world trend already making 
waves throughout the south along the way. 

The changes are the creation of Anh Luu, a Louisiana native who worked on and off at Tapalaya 
for several years, landing the head chef position last year. 

"Cajun food isn't just gumbo and jambalaya and catfish," Luu says. "We have those, of course. 
But I identify my culture as both Cajun/Creole and Vietnamese. I want to educate people that 
Cajun/Creole doesn't have to be the things they saw Paul Prudhomme cooking 20 years ago." 

Tapalaya customers should expect the changes to be gradual. In fact, some are already in place. 
Regulars might have already noticed the pork belly banh mi on the everyday menu. 
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Chef Anh LuuTapalaya  

"I changed the crawfish étouffée recipe, subtly, last month," Luu says, "adding some shrimp 
paste, lemongrass and lime juice to our recipe." The result is a "fusion of Creole and Vietnamese. 
There are lots of seafood based soups in Vietnam -- this one is based off of this spicy crab soup 
(bún riêu cua)." 

Other new menu items will start as specials -- steak tartare seasoned like pho, Vietnamese 
coconut carmelized pork with pickled mustard greens, crawfish with star anise ginger and 
lemongrass in the boil. 

Anh's parents were Vietnam war refugees who came to America in 1979, eventually settling in 
New Orleans, a city which -- along with Houston -- developed a large post-war Vietnamese 
expat community. (Luu notes that New Orleans and Hanoi, where her parents were born, are 
both on the same line of latitude, and that Louisiana has a climate ripe for growing otherwise 
hard-to-find Vietnamese greens.) 

Luu was 19 when Hurricane Katrina hit, studying art at Tulane University and working at 
restaurants including Crabby Jack's and Jacques Imo's. Her parents decided to move to Portland, 
where Luu's sister lived -- "I decided to stay in New Orleans," she says. 

She followed her parents west in 2009, attending the Western Culinary Institute and, eventually, 
working at Tapalaya. She left the Cajun/Creole restaurant and spent nine months managing the 
front of house at Tanuki, Janis Martin's Southeast Portland izakaya, before returning to Tapalaya 
as head chef in 2013. 

The changes could be opportune. Vietnamese-Cajun/Creole cuisine is growing into the spotlight 
in the United States, particularly in Houston, New Orleans, Atlanta and Los Angeles. Most 
commonly, those new restaurants come in the form of crawfish spots, with a Vietnamese-style 
boil that incorporates lemongrass and non-traditional preparations. 

The Northwest already has its own dashes of this culinary mashup, particularly along 82nd 
Avenue. Southeast Portland's My Brother's Crawfish has its roots in Houston, while Simply 
Vietnamese, in Northeast, has their own crawfish boils. Crazy Pho Cajun in Federal Way 
broadcasts its origins in its name. 
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Luu gives credit for the upcoming changes menu to the foresight of owner Chantal Angot, who 
has encouraged and supported her along the way. 

"I've worked at Tapalaya for a long time, between being sous chef and me coming back as head 
chef, and I finally have the chance to cook the food that I want to cook," Luu says. "It's not every 
day you get to be a young chef at a restaurant where an owner says, 'Do what you want.'" 

Tapalaya: 28 N.E. 28th Ave., 503-232-6652, tapalaya.com 
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