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Dr. Tran Minh Khang
Director, Saigon Culinary Advancement Foundation
145 Nguyen Hue Boulevard, District 1
Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam
Subject: Application for the Saigon Culinary Excellence Scholarship Program
To the Esteemed Selection Committee of the Saigon Culinary Advancement Foundation,
I am writing with profound enthusiasm to submit my application for the prestigious Saigon Culinary Excellence Scholarship, a program that embodies our city's unwavering commitment to elevating Vietnam Ho Chi Minh City's culinary legacy on the global stage. As a dedicated Chef deeply rooted in Ho Chi Minh City's vibrant food culture, I have spent eight years honing my craft within the heart of this dynamic metropolis, and I now seek transformative education through your esteemed program to become an even more impactful contributor to our city's gastronomic identity.
Growing up amidst the aromatic chaos of Ben Thanh Market in District 1, where the sizzle of bánh mì grills mingled with vendors' cries and the scent of fresh herbs dominated the air, I discovered my life's passion. My journey as a Chef began at age 18 in a family-run restaurant in District 5, where I learned that Vietnamese cuisine is not merely food—it is history, geography, and community woven into every dish. From perfecting the delicate balance of phở's broth to mastering the art of spring roll wrappers, I understood early that true culinary excellence requires both traditional reverence and innovative vision. Today, as a lead Chef at "Hương Vị Sài Gòn" in District 3—a restaurant celebrated for its modern interpretation of Southern Vietnamese classics—I witness daily how Ho Chi Minh City's food scene bridges generations and cultures.
However, I recognize that to elevate our city's culinary reputation beyond local acclaim, we must embrace global techniques while preserving authentic soul. This is why I am applying for the Saigon Culinary Excellence Scholarship. The program’s focus on "Sustainable Innovation in Vietnamese Cuisine" directly aligns with my vision: developing a signature menu that honors com (sticky rice) traditions through fermentation science, while creating dishes that appeal to international palates without compromising cultural integrity. I am particularly drawn to the scholarship’s partnership with Le Cordon Bleu Paris, offering advanced training in molecular gastronomy—a skill set currently underrepresented among chefs in Vietnam Ho Chi Minh City.
The financial barrier to this opportunity is significant. While "Hương Vị Sài Gòn" has gained recognition, as a small business owner in Ho Chi Minh City’s competitive market, my personal savings are insufficient to cover the tuition and travel expenses. The scholarship would not only alleviate this burden but also empower me to return with cutting-edge knowledge immediately applicable to our city's food ecosystem. I am committed to sharing these skills through workshops at community centers across HCMC, ensuring the benefits extend beyond my restaurant into neighborhoods like Binh Thanh and District 4—areas where culinary talent remains undervalued.
My proposed plan integrates deeply with Ho Chi Minh City's cultural mission. Upon returning, I will establish "Sài Gòn Roots," a mentorship initiative for young chefs in underserved communities. This program will partner with the Vietnam Culinary Institute to develop curricula centered on: 1) Preserving regional specialties (e.g., Mekong Delta fish dishes), 2) Sustainable sourcing from HCMC's peri-urban farms, and 3) Digital marketing strategies for small eateries—addressing a critical gap in our city's food economy. I have already secured preliminary support from the Ho Chi Minh City Department of Tourism and local producers like "Mekong Green Farm," confirming strong community alignment.
What distinguishes my application is my lived connection to Vietnam Ho Chi Minh City’s culinary heartbeat. I don’t just cook for tourists—I collaborate with vendors at Chợ Bến Thành to source herbs within 24 hours of harvest, and I’ve documented the vanishing art of making bánh xèo in rural canals near Củ Chi. This isn’t academic; it’s my daily reality. The scholarship would allow me to translate this grassroots understanding into professional mastery—equipping me to teach other chefs how to innovate while honoring the very soil and waters that nourish our cuisine.
I understand that Ho Chi Minh City is more than a location; it’s a living culinary laboratory. When you taste a bowl of bún cá from a street vendor near Nguyen Van Cu, you’re tasting decades of adaptation—French colonial influence, Chinese trade routes, and indigenous techniques. My goal as a Chef is to ensure this legacy thrives in the 21st century. With your scholarship’s support, I will become a catalyst for change: ensuring that Vietnamese cuisine from Ho Chi Minh City isn’t just consumed but celebrated as one of the world’s most sophisticated food cultures.
Thank you for considering my application. I have attached my portfolio showcasing HCMC-specific dishes developed at "Hương Vị Sài Gòn," including a recent feature in Ho Chi Minh City Food Review, and letters of recommendation from Chef Nguyen Thi Lan (Owner, Bếp Nhà 189) and Dr. Le Quoc Hung (Director, Vietnamese Culinary Heritage Society). I welcome the opportunity to discuss how my vision for Vietnam Ho Chi Minh City’s culinary future aligns with your foundation’s mission in person.
With deep respect for our city’s gastronomic soul,
Le Thi Mai
Lead Chef & Founder, Hương Vị Sài Gòn
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