Nong Thon Vietnamese
10086 San Pablo Ave. @Fairmount, El Cerrito, CA

http://www.nongthonrestaurant.com/NT%20Menu.Final.pdf
We were first introduced to Vietnamese food by a Vietnamese friend, whom we knew for a couple of decades. We lost touch with her some years back, but we've never forgotten how wonderful the food was to discover. Like Japanese food, it isn't as greasy and heavy as Chinese or Filipino, which makes it great for warm weather, or any time you feel like having something to satisfy a craving for Asian food without weighing you down.

And unlike Japanese food, the dipping sauces are far more interesting, and there's a usually hefty serving of fresh raw or pickled vegetables as part of the meal. Their banquet food, which isn't often found any longer, celebrates beef as the Koreans do, and also incorporates a few French touches from the long occupation by that country (which is how the US got dragged into Vietnam in the first place).

This Vietnamese restaurant took over from a failed record store/coffee shop. It's a massive space, probably larger than they should have. Comfortable banquettes abound, and there's still room for a sizable dry bar area filling up most of the back of the dining area, with the kitchen behind that.

If you liked the food at Le Cheval but hated the attitude, Nong Thon is ideal. They aren't the most efficient waitstaff, however, so if you're in a hurry you need to tell them so. The menu is pretty big, with selected color photographs in case you're not sure what some of these things might look like.

We decided to split a mixed appetizer plate, the "Nong Thon's Taste". It has a 'summer eggroll', which is the shrimp roll in rice paper that isn't fried, spring rolls, jicama roll, stuffed chicken wing, and tofu salad, with a hoisin peanut sauce and the classic nuoc cham sauce.

First off, kudos to Nong Thon for not diluting their sauces with water. This has become standard practice almost everywhere, and it's nice to receive a dipping sauce that tastes the way it should: sweet, spicy, tart, salty. Yum!

Carlos prefers the summer rolls and I prefer the spring rolls. Note that these are Chinese style mini-egg rolls, wrapped in wonton skin, not rice paper. The jicama roll is like the summer roll, but with an all vegetarian filling inside. Even Carlos, who doesn't care for jicama, liked this. The winner was the tofu salad – lettuce, bean sprouts, slices of fried tofu, and already dressed with nuoc cham. 

The stuffed chicken wings were okay, not as good as our favorite Thai, Siam Bay/Oakland. But this was a great assortment with that tofu salad, and we both would come back here just for this plate. I commented to Carlos that I don't really like rau ram, the Vietnamese cilantro, but it's perfect in the summer rolls.
Nong Thon has gotten Yelper criticism and rating downgrades for their service, and we can see why. They aren't terribly friendly, and sometimes go AWOL on you. However, they can be very helpful on occasion – whether it's because they feel like it or maybe some of the staff is just better than others – so when Carlos was struggling with his Ni Nuong Vi, grilled deer meat on a DIY hot plate (think: Korean grill restaurants or Japanese robata) with the rice paper wrap and a huge plate of mint, rau ram, cucumber and beansprouts, one of them stepped in to help us along, which was much appreciated.

Yes, grilled deer. We were trying for the grilled boar, but although it's on the menu they've stopped carrying it. The deer was excellent, though – like a cross between beef and lamb, thin sliced and very tasty. The hot plate they bring has one of those individual Gengis Khan/fake Mongolian BBQ things – a convex grill plate of cast iron, with a pat of butter melting on it (the French influence, remember?)

I opted for my usual Bun, the rice vermicelli and salad-in-a-bowl, but topped this time with grilled beef. They are a little skimpy on the meat, but the taste is very good and the bowl was massive. It was a good thing we ordered the appetizer plate, as I threw in all the leftover sauces (yeah, like a dumb American) into the bowl and happily slurped it all up. 

This is not an inexpensive restaurant. It really is Le Cheval in disguise, right down to the erratic waitstaff that isn't always smiling. And like Le Cheval, the food is what we remember Vietnamese restaurant food* tasting like, back in the days when it was new and unusual, before cost-cutting and carelessness began to take its toll.

And like good Japanese food, it's not cheap. But we'd rather come here, than a lot of other restaurants we've tried. Whether Nong Thon can pull in enough people to pay for all that space and quality ingredients....only time will tell. A smile or two couldn't hurt, that's for sure.

One appetizer platter, one salad/noodle bowl, one entrée, with tip was $56.

* There are always three types of any Asian cuisine. They are home cooking, restaurant food, and banquet dishes. Home cooking bears very little resemblance to what we encounter in restaurants. Sometimes this is a good thing to miss (Spam over rice, anyone?) and sometimes a real loss (amazing stews we will never get to try).

