
 
It isn’t often I eat at a restaurant, consume nine dishes and love 
every one of them.  Nor enjoy eating them in an airy architectural 
space with high ceilings and poured cement floors with practical 
yet comfortable seating, where the music is a mere presence 
which doesn’t overpower conversation, attended by a cheerful 
but knowlegible waitstaff, in full view of the dazzling open 
kitchen, where a squadron of chefs man grills and flattops, 
finish sauces and dress elaborate salads like surgeons.  All this 
and a menu where not one item exceeds $17.   
 
Such is the case with SIMBAL, which opened in July at the corner 
of San Pedro and Second in Little Tokyo.   A massive stone slab 
sculpture by Seiji Kunishima marks the entrance to the 
restaurant, which is tucked beneath the parking garage.  Simbal 
manages to feel both soaring and intimate with a dining room 
separated from the cozy bar by a sparkling kitchen.   
 
Sean Pham worked at the French Laundry, craft, Sona, and the 
Bazaar, before returning to his southeast Asian roots to spend 
four years in Ho Chi Minh City.  Pham brings his haute cuisine 
sensibility to Vietnamese street food.  The result is dishes which 
are both vibrant and sublime.  Although you won’t encounter any 
of the mouth-numbing food you can eat in scores of Vietnamese, 
Thai and Cambodian joints in Hollywood’s Thai Town, most 
everything we tasted had a tenor note of heat.  You taste it in the 
crispy sweetbreads with pickled mustard greens, the broiled 
black cod with caramelized shallots and chili-kissed peanuts, the 
grilled chili jam which comes with roasted bone marrow, and the 
ginger braised jidori chicken thighs.  Marinated magret is more 
Dordogne than Dong Van; the lemongrass grilled pork ribs, more 
Saigon than Savannah.   
 
If I were to single out a dish where cross-culture-ism achieves its 
apotheosis it would be the Banh mi salad, a de-constructed 
version of a sandwich which by virtue of being served on a 
baguette is a French-Vietnamese marriage in itself.  A jumble of 
pickled daikon, carrots, Vietnamese sausage, head cheese and 
hard-cooked egg, it is sweet, sour, crunchy, and funky.  We almost 
ordered a second one.  I’ll certainly have it again when I return 
to sample Pham’s mussels,  beef tartare, marinated squid, roasted 
eggplant, to mention a few of a panoply of temptations which 
grace his fascinating menu.   
 
True to their southeast Asian origins, nothing is cooked with 
butter or cream.   
 
There is an excellent wine list, leaning appropriately on German 
and Austrian whites, with reds from Sicily as well Sevilla.  The 



mixed drinks with names like Jade of Hearts and Pink Promise 
looked tempting as they paraded by our table.   
 
Skip dessert.  Too much coconut.  Here, Pham might benefit from 
the Vietnam’s French influence.  A kaffir lime panna cotta or a 
chocolate financière would make a dazzling ending for such 
light but satisfying fare.   
 
SIMBAL  
319 E 2nd St, Entrance at 120 San Pedro 
Open Tuesday-Saturday 6-10PM 
 
 
 


