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Dr. Holly Fong is a practising speech-language 
pathologist with three young children who is 
always trying, adapting and creating dishes.

pho in a hurry
Cold weather calls for hot soup
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Abowl of steaming hot noodle soup 
is especially comforting during the 
dark winter months. Many cultures 

have soups with noodles but, for me, it is the 
Asian noodle soups which seem to be most 
satisfying—the abundance of chewy noodles, 
crisp vegetables and herbs swimming in 
fragrant broth.  

When making these soups at home, the 
meaty broth usually requires some preparation 
and needs to be made ahead of time. usually, 
I make a large batch and freeze it in several 
containers. However, I recently discovered 
that in a pinch, store-bought beef broth can 
make a pretty good Vietnamese style pho 
in about 40 minutes from start to finish. The 
key is to make the soup first by adding spices 

to the commercial broth. While the soup is 
simmering, assemble the vegetables, meat and 
noodles. To reduce the preparation time, try to 
use fresh rice noodles and precut thin slices of 
beef (found in most Asian grocery stores).  

Pairing a wine with the pho can be tricky 
because of the complex spices, herbs and salt 
content. A wine with a high percentage of 
alcohol will make you wish you had a cold beer 
instead, whereas too much oak will overpower 
the herbs. yet the wine needs some body and 
acidity to stand up to the meatiness of the 
broth. The yalumba 2011 organic Viognier has 
a medium creamy mouth feel, hints of apricot, 
citrus, fennel and Asian five-spice powder that 
will complement the pho and can be enjoyed 
on its own while you are cooking. 

iNgreDieNTS

1 lb rice noodles, 
preferably fresh

1 lb lean beef, cut into 
paper-thin slices, 
preferably eye-of-
round or ribeye

1 lime 
227g mung bean 

sprouts 
¼ bunch of cilantro
handful of Thai 

basil leaves (if 
unavailable, 
substitute with 
small leaves of 
Italian basil)

1 green onion
½ medium onion, 

peeled
8 sprigs of baby bok 

choy
sliced fresh chilies to 

taste

STOCK

2.7 liters no-salt-
added beef broth (3 
boxes)

1 cup of water
2 inch nob of ginger, 

peeled and coarsely 
sliced lengthwise

1 medium onion, 
peeled and cut into 
large wedges

1 small daikon, peeled 
and cut into thick 
1-inch rounds

1 teaspoon salt
4 whole star anises
1 ½ cinnamon sticks
1 large bay leaf
2 whole cloves
½ teaspoon whole 

coriander seeds
1/8 teaspoon whole 

cumin seeds
1 teaspoon fennel 

seeds  
1 ½ teaspoons sugar
2 tablespoons fish 

sauce (bottled nuoc 
mam)

1 tablespoon canola 
oil

salt and freshly 
ground pepper to 
taste
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Heat oil in a large saucepot on high heat. Stir fry onion and 
ginger until brown. Add beef broth and water to pot. Add 
half the daikon slices and rest of stock ingredients. Bring 
to a boil. Reduce heat to medium-low; cover and simmer 
for 30 – 45 minutes.  > Divide rice noodles into 4 portions. 
Divide the beef into 4 servings on a large plate. > Cut 
halved lime into 4 wedges. Cut cilantro into short sprigs, 
rinse and drain thoroughly. Do same with basil leaves, 
bean sprouts, green onion (trim ends, cut on a diagonal) 
and bok choy (keeping clusters together, trim ends). Slice 
onion crosswise into paper-thin half rounds.  > Remove 
stock from heat. Ladle soup into another saucepot over 
a sieve. Discard solids. Season with salt and pepper.  > 
Return soup to stove on high heat. Add reserved daikon. 
Bring to boil, uncovered. Add baby bok choy and cook for 
about a minute until tender. Using a slotted spoon, divide 
vegetables among 4 large soup bowls. > Add cooked 
noodle portions and veggies to serving bowls. Place beef 
in strainer and immerse in boiling soup to cook for a few 
seconds before adding to serving bowls (the paper-thin 
beef will continue to cook in the hot soup). > Divide rest 
of herbs, onions, bean sprouts amongst bowls. Ladle 
boiling broth over top. Squeeze lime juice over top before 
adding the wedge. If desired, add sliced chilies and serve.
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a bitters fix
Elevate cocktails with flavours from mint to mole

A  Manhattan isn’t a Manhattan without 
the bitters.” 

Brad Thomas Parsons comes by 
this spirited statement honestly. The author, 
who readily admits to his fixation with bitters, 
earned the 2012 James Beard Foundation 
book award for beverage for Bitters: A Spirited 
History of a Classic Cure-all, With Cocktails, 
Recipes & Formulas (Ten Speed Press). 

But back to that Manhattan. According to 
the original 1906 definition, a cocktail is com-
posed of four essential ingredients: spirits, 
sugar, water and aromatic bitters. unlike their 
digestif counterparts—grappa, amari and 
Jägermeister, to name a few—cocktail bitters 
aren’t supposed to be quaffed. Instead, they 
play a supporting, but essential, role in clas-
sic drinks such as the Sazerac, Champagne 
Cocktail, and old-Fashioned. 

In the 1800s, though, aromatic bitters 
were part of a doctor’s equipage, not a bar-
tender’s arsenal. Despite an alcohol content 
of around 45%, bitters (then and now) are 
non-potable. The ingredients—bitter roots 
and bark, and fruits and flowers steeped in 
high-proof alcohol—were brewed together 
for their medicinal value. In fact, the formula 
for Angostura aromatic bitters (the bitters in 
a Manhattan) was developed around 1824 
by a Dr. Siegert, who administered bitters to 
seasick sailors who visited the eponymous 

Venezuela trading town. Soon, his bitters biz 
was born. 

Three thousand kilometres away in 
New orleans, pharmacist Antoine Amedie 
Peychaud started adding a dash of his name-
sake bitters to Cognac, creating a curative 
cocktail: the Sazerac. The year was 1838, and 
Prohibition hadn’t yet staunched the flow of 
alcohol in North America. But when it did, 
bitters played a new role: they masked the 
taste of poor-quality bootlegged alcohol. 
orange bitters was introduced by Fee 
Brothers in New york in 1951, and along with 
Angostura and Peychaud’s, it is one of the 
few bitters that endured, post-Prohibition.

Today, bitters have earned their rightful 
position back at the bar. As Parsons puts it, 
“Bitters are the ultimate matchmaker: just a 
dash or two can bring a perfect balance to 
two seemingly incompatible spirits. Adding 
bitters can tamp down an overly sweet drink, 
help cut through richness, unite disparate 
ingredients, and add an aromatic spiciness.” 

Classic cocktails and bitters are enjoying 
a rebirth, and bartenders are reaching for the 
ever-expanding range of handcrafted bit-
ters—many made in small batches—to mix 
up in modern drinks.  

Parsons’ first flirtation with bitters 
involved Angostura, but it was the taste of 
Seattle bartenders’ housemade bitters that 
fueled his passion for the so-called cocktail 
seasoning. “A few different people were 
playing around with cherry bitters, and then 
a bartender named David Nelson blew my 
mind with his wizard’s lab of bitters.” Their 
inspiration came from greenmarkets, restau-
rant kitchens and ethnic enclaves. 

“While not as pronounced as it is with 
regional foods, specific cities and regions 
across America have specific tics when it 
comes to drinking—whether it’s a specific 
cocktail, a certain spirit, or an overall style 
and approach to service behind the bar,” 
Parsons explains. 

The subtle nuances of bitters, and the 
range of flavours that run the gamut from 
lime to lavender and mint to mole, are part 
of what makes bitters so appealing to both 
pro-pourers and cocktail enthusiasts who ap-
preciate a well-built drink. Many would agree 

that a cocktail just isn’t, if it’s not anointed 
with bitters.

Parsons gamely discloses his “death row” 
cocktail—a classic. 

“one last old-Fashioned would do the 
trick. In particular, the one served at Prime 
Meats [Brooklyn, New york], my neighbour-
hood joint. rye, homemade pear bitters, 
a hand-chipped chunk of ice, and a thick 
lemon peel garnish. And I’d make it last.”   

Janet Gyenes is a magazine writer and editor who likes to dally in spirits, 
especially when discovering something like corenwyn jenever (a gin-like 

Dutch spirit)—straight or in cocktails like the “bramble.”

raising the Bar
Brad thomas parsons on making  
and using bitters

•	 take three: angostura, 
peychaud’s, and an orange bit-
ters. those three can be employed 
in dozens of classic and contempo-
rary cocktails and are essential to 
any bitters collection. 

•	  triuMphs: the apple bitters and 
the pear bitters from the book are 
my two favourites. 

•	 disappointMents: despite many 
test batches, i couldn’t nail a 
concord grape formula. 

•	 surprises: i had a curious 
raspberry-lime test batch that 
surprised me, but i’m embar-
rassed to say that i lost my notes 
and wasn’t able to replicate it. 

•	 eXperiMents: someone once 
shared a bottle of homemade 
spinach bitters with me. that’s a 
flavour that i’m confident doesn’t 
need the bitters treatment. —J.G.
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champaGne 
cocktaiL 

1 sugar cube
4 to 6 dashes Angostura or other 
aromatic bitters
Chilled Champagne
Garnish: lemon twist

Place the sugar cube on the 
bottom of a Champagne flute 
or coupe glass. Douse the sugar 
cube with the bitters and fill the 
glass with Champagne. Garnish 
with the lemon twist.  

Complement 
the pho with the 

Yalumba 2011 Organic 
Viognier, with its medium 
creamy mouth feel and 
hints of apricot, citrus, 

fennel + Asian five-
spice powder.
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