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Few aromas evoke my childhood as 
strongly as the smell of my mother’s 
spring rolls frying in deep pans on the 
stove top. They were not only delicious 
but also her way of making people 
comfortable with her—a Vietnamese 
woman who’d moved to America. 
She made her spring rolls for special 
occasions and ordinary Sundays. She 
brought them to PTA meetings and 
potlucks. She also insisted that 
people call her Rose, an American 
name that was easier to pronounce 
than her given one.
It was the 1970s and bitterness over 

the Vietnam War lingered. When they 

found out where my mom was from, 
ignorant school kids sneered and called 
me V.C., for Viet Cong, and their 
parents eyed my Irish-American father 
suspiciously. I often felt both relieved 
and guilty that I took after my dad and 
looked like a typical American girl. Yet 
my mother kept making her rolls, and 
however prejudiced people may have 
been, they couldn’t resist something 
that tasted so good. 
When my parents divorced, my 

brother and I stayed with our father, 
reverting to an all-American diet of 
beef stew and spaghetti. I looked 
forward to weekends with my mother 

mostly because of her spring rolls. I 
loved the daylong ritual of cooking 
them. At the Asian market my mom 
gathered our supplies. “This is my 
daughter,” she always said to the 
Vietnamese shopkeepers—whether 
proudly or sheepishly, I could never 
tell. At those moments I wished I 
looked more Vietnamese. 
At home my mother chopped the 

vegetables and made the fi lling. Then, 
together, we rolled up the meat in the 
rice paper until a mountain of rolls was 
ready for frying. When they were done, 
they were so hot that my mother made 
me wait a half hour before trying one. 

Savor / The Story Behind The Recipe

When In Doubt, Make 
Spring Rolls
My mother and I were estranged for years. But our di< erences were 

no match for the diplomatic power of this delicious Vietnamese treat.
By Kim A. O’Connell

Get creative! 
Chopped jicama 

and shiitake 
mushrooms are 
tasty additions.
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Savor / The Story Behind The Recipe

By the time I was a 
teenager, my mother 
and I no longer worked 
well together. We 
argued more and more 
frequently. I was too 
American, she said, 
and not deferential 
enough. She was too 
Vietnamese, I thought, 
and didn’t understand 
me. Before long we were 
completely estranged. She 
did not come to my wedding. 
Yet I continued to make her rolls. 

As I mixed and kneaded, I felt her 
presence at my shoulder, guiding my 
hands. Not too long ago my mother 
called me. My son was growing up 
and she said she wanted to get to know 
him. “Let’s get together,” she said. 
“We’ll make spring rolls.” Later, in 
my kitchen, we did just that—her 
spring rolls once again bridging what 
seemed like an impossible divide.  

Vietnamese Spring Rolls
The traditional recipe calls for rice 

paper, which must be soaked before 

cooking. This adaptation uses smaller, 

ready-made wonton wrappers that 

are easy to fi nd in the grocery store. 

WORK: 1 HR  TOTAL: 1 HR 20 MIN

 4   oz thin rice noodles, broken 

into thirds

 ½  lb shrimp, thawed if frozen

 ½  lb ground pork

 ½  cup chopped onion

 ½  cup shredded carrots

 ½  cup bean sprouts

 ½  tsp ground black pepper 

 1  tsp kosher salt

 1   pkg of ready-to-cook wonton 

wrappers (2¾-inch squares)

 1  large egg, beaten 

 3  qts canola oil for frying

    Le  ̂ uce leaves, basil leaves, 

        sliced cucumbers and jalepeños 

        for serving

    Nuoc nam (Vietnamese fi sh sauce)

1Cook or soak rice noodles according 

to package directions; drain well. Peel 

and devein the shrimp. Chop the shrimp 

into small pieces. In a bowl combine 

the prepared noodles, shrimp, pork, 

onion, carrots, sprouts, pepper and 

salt and mix well. 

2Place one wrapper diagonally on 

a fl at surface so it resembles a 

diamond. Form 1 tbsp of the fi lling into 

a narrow strip and place in the center 

of the wrapper. Moisten edges of 

wrapper with beaten egg to help secure. 

Fold in the side corners, 

then the bo  ̂ om 

corner, and roll up, 

pressing the edges to 

seal. Set aside and 

repeat the process until 

the mixture is all used. 

3In a 6-qt pot fi  ̂ ed 

with a deep-fry 

thermometer, heat oil to 

325°F. Working in batches, cook spring 

rolls until golden brown, fl ipping once 

using tongs, 6 to 7 min. 

4 Drain spring rolls well on paper 

towels. Let cool to just warm and 

serve with le  ̂ uce leaves, basil, sliced 

cucumbers, jalapeños and nuoc nam 

for dipping. MAKES 48 SPRING ROLLS 
Per spring roll: 85 cal, 5.5g fat (0.5g sat), 

75mg sodium, 6g carb, 15mg chol, 

3g protein, 0 fiber

Send the story behind your 
favorite dish to RecipeStory@

LHJ.com. If we publish it, 
we’ll pay you $400.

SHARE YOUR 
RECIPE, GET $400!

Kim A. O’Connell lives in 
Arlington, Virginia, where 
she has access to both a weekly 
farmers’ market and local food 
trucks. She and her mother 
still spend plenty of time 
together in the kitchen. 

That’s me with my mom 
back in 1975.


