Thanh Truc? Pho sure
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Great Vietnamese food in Woodbury? No way, I thought, after receiving a recommendation about a new restaurant in town. But here we are in the pretty green-and-beige room at Thanh Truc, listening to the soothing classical music on the sound system and thoroughly enjoying our food.

We all have our biases, but now it's time for me to let go of the notion that the food at small ethnic restaurants won't be any good if the neighborhood is too nice.

Thanh Truc is hidden in the back of a strip mall near Woodbury Drive and Valley Creek Road, surrounded by pricey town homes that all look alike. The name is Vietnamese for green bamboo, and there's a green bamboo plant growing on every table. Green paper lanterns hang from the ceiling and framed photos of Vietnam adorn the walls. Water comes with a slice of lemon, and an entire page of the menu is devoted to tea.

With most Vietnamese restaurants, the litmus test for quality is the pho, a beef noodle soup, pronounced something like fuh. And Thanh Truc's is the best around. With the first sip, you can immediately tell that the kitchen puts a lot of work into the intensely flavorful broth filled with slippery rice noodles and paper-thin slices of beef.

To eat it, you have to think like a chef, with chopsticks in one hand and a spoon in the other, alternately slurping soup and adjusting the broth with a squeeze of lime, a squirt of hot sauce, and tossing in fresh basil, bean sprouts or sliced fresh green chilies.

The shrimp wonton soup is also superb, a delicate broth with crunchy vegetables and plenty of dumplings stuffed with minced shrimp and porkbobbing around like buoys.

On most every table you'll see an order of goi cuon rolls, rice paper wrapped around rice vermicelli, lettuce, shrimp and pork. But these appetizers are bland, and they could use some fresh herbs; even repeated dipping in the peanut sauce doesn't help.

Fish lovers can't go wrong with the fried walleye, big thick chunks in a tomato sauce. Hot, spicy marinated shrimp with a touch of chili is another good choice. I also like the grilled shrimp scented with lemon grass and served over rice noodles.

Beef with fried potatoes, which is a stir-fry of thin-sliced beef and potato chips in a sweet brown sauce, sounds weird, but it's one of my favorites. It's very rich, so you might want to share.

But most of the stir-fries are bland and seem to be made with the same sauce. And the ingredients are in irregular chunks instead of bite-size pieces so they don't all cook at the same rate. The tofu with shiitake mushrooms was perfect on one visit and overcooked on another. Pork with mixed vegetables was too sweet for my taste.

Actually, you don't have to take my word for what's good and what isn't. Chef/owner Hai Phan, a former dot-commer who gave up computers for cooking, is his own critic. The dishes he thinks are worth ordering have a red asterisk behind them. He and I seem to agree for the most part, except when it comes to the pho.

He says it's the "best soup in the world!" I say, maybe Minnesota.
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