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From local to global, Portland’s food 
carts are the number one reason to 

visit this city on the Pacific Northwest 
of the USA.

TR AVEL
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TR AVEL

Lefse with meatballs, 
sushi burritos, Pueblo-
style chicken mole, laksa 
lemak, shrimp fritters, 
pakora-stuffed dosas, 
handmade pastas, 
authentic chicken rice.

Food cart galore!
You name it and chances are 
there’s a food cart in Portland 
dedicated to serving you an 
excellent version of it. Little 
wonder then that writers 
and reviewers have been 
endlessly raving about the 
Rose City’s food scene.

Famed US food critic Tom 
Sietsema spent more than 
two months criss-crossing 
the continent before naming 
Portland the best food city in 
America. And just this year, 
at the annual James Beard 
Awards (aka the Oscars of 

food), three Portland chefs 
were among the contenders 
for the Best Chef gong, with 
Greg Denton and Gabrielle 
Quinonez Denton of Ox and 
SuperBite fame taking home 
the honour.

On a recent trip there, I was 
pleasantly surprised by the 
depth and breadth of what 
was on offer. With only four 
days in the city, it was hard 
to know where to start and 
what to eat. Luckily for me, 
Brett Burmeister, who runs the 
Food Carts Portland website, 
carved out some time in his 
busy schedule to meet up for 
a quick overview of the food 
cart scene.

We met at Tidbit 
(Southeast Division Street 
and 28th Place), one of the 
more recent additions to 
the food cart scene. Best 

described as an American 
version of an outdoor hawker 
centre, it has more than 20 
food carts spread out over 
15,000sq.ft. Tidbit is pretty 
unique because it is the first 
to include a large, covered 
seating area. Plus, it serves 
beer.

Over Brett’s tasty looking 
Dog Father (handcrafted hot 
dog with in-house baked 
bun, Italian sausage, marinara 
sauce, hot peppers, onions 
and provolone cheese) and 
my Macho Taco salad (all 
local ingredients and very 
refreshing), we did what most 
Singaporeans would do — talk 
about the next meal!

One suggestion that 
cropped up time and again 
was to try a sushi burrito — 
think of a giant maki crammed 
full of interesting ingredients. 

Despite its Frankenfood 
connotations, a sushi burrito 
is definitely a novelty worth 
trying. At Tidbit, that means 
Wasabi PDX’s Mango Ahi 
Poke sushi burrito. I managed 
to squeeze one in and the 
garlicky fried onion dressing 
that accompanied it was truly 
to die for.

The rest of my stay was 
spent in a blur of food and 
beer. Here are my faves:
• Nong’s Khao Man Gai 

(khaomangai.com) 
Think superlative chicken 
rice, Thai-style, made with 
organic kosher chicken. Best 
of all, it’s part of the huge 
downtown food cart group 
near Pioneer Square, which 
makes it ultra-convenient for 
stopping by after a trip to the 
world-famous Powell’s City 
of Books. 

Top: Some of the 
culinary delights 
from the famous 
food carts of 
Portland.  
Right: Tidbit is 
like an American 
version of an 
outdoor hawker 
centre.
Opposite: Enjoying 
live music while 
having a bite.
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•  Artigiano  
(artigianopdx.com) 
Think artisanal, traditional 
Italian food featuring fresh, 
local ingredients. Get the 
Chef’s choice surprise menu, 
which includes antipasti, 
primi (pasta) and secondi 
(meats) for just US$25 to 
US$45 per person.

• Chez Dodo 
(chezdodopdx.net) 
Mauritian food — with 
touches of African, Indian, 
Chinese and Creole cuisines 
— is a prime example of why 
the US is such a delicious 
melting pot when it comes to 
food. Don’t miss Shyamosa, 
a huge pastry stuffed with 
spicy potato and smothered 
in herb and chilli sauces.

Check online or call. The food cart scene 
in Portland is rapidly evolving, so check 
before you go. Don’t forget carts often 

open only for lunch. 

Cash is king. Some food carts take credit 
and debit cards, but not all.

Don’t forget to tip. You’re still getting 
served, so leave something extra (5% to 

10%) if you can.

Don’t litter. Either dispose of your waste  
at the many rubbish and recycling bins  
or take your dishes back to the cart’s 

bussing station.

FOOD CART 
ETIQUETTE
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Beyond food
Of course, there’s more to Portland than 
just food.

Top of the list: drink beer. More than 
a dozen breweries opened last year, 
adding to the hundred or so already 

open. Don’t miss Deschutes Brewery 
— one of the originals — and its famous 

chocolatey, creamy Black Butte Porter. Other 
breweries worth checking out include Burnside 
Brewing Company (try the popular Too Sticky 
To Roll IRA and grilled octopus), and the classic 
IPA at Hopworks Urban Brewery.

Portland is also home to a rapidly growing 
urban wine scene, inspired by the success 

Getting there: Your best bet is to fly to Portland via Tokyo. Alternatively, fly to  
San Francisco or Seattle and grab a quick connecting flight.

Getting around: Portland’s local transit system (trimet.org) is cheap, clean and fast. It’s a 
great way to get to/from the airport and around the city. If biking is your thing, check out 
the bike share programme, which features more than 1,000 bikes spread out over 100 
locations in downtown Portland (biketownpdx.com).

Where to stay: The newly renovated Hotel Vintage (hotelvintage-portland.com), with its 
complimentary happy hour and convenient downtown location, makes an excellent 
base. Solo adventurers might prefer the luxury dorms at the hip Society Hotel 
(thesocietyhotel.com), while RiverPlace Hotel (riverplacehotel.com) might be your best 
bet for a tranquil waterfront getaway.

Explore: One of the best ways to get a feel for the variety of food and carts on offer is to 
arrange a custom food cart tour with foodie extraordinaire Brett Burmeister, who runs the 
Food Carts Portland website (foodcartsportland.com).

PORTLAND 101

Opposite: Another view of Tidbit. 
Top left: Deschutes Brewery’s 
liquid gold on ice. Top right: 
Oregon Museum of Science and 
Industry. Above: Small-batch 
wines showcase the Pacific 
Northwest’s diverse climate and 
varietals.

of its craft breweries and distilleries. Small-
batch wines showcase the best of the Pacific 
Northwest’s diverse climate and varietals. 
Check out Enso Winery’s fruity zinfandel or 
its meaty mourvedre, both of which are an 
excellent way to quench your thirst after a day 
spent exploring the leafy South East.

And when you’re tired of eating and drinking, 
work it all off with a walking tour of historic 
Portland, a cruise down the river or a day trip to 
Oregon Zoo or the fascinating Oregon Museum 
of Science and Industry.

I had such a great time that I’m already 
planning another trip. And this time, I’ll be taking 
a food cart map with me. 
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