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There always exist cities that live in the imagination, long before we visit them. 

Medan is one of them. Every time I hear the name, one word comes to mind: 

transaction.  

Medan is all about transaction. It is also about money, trading, buying and selling, 

bargaining, haggling, cheating, fraud, double-dealing, monkey business, 

consumerism. It is about chaos, violence, automobile culture, air pollution, the law of 

nature. It embodies all that make us cringe at the basest notions of politics and 

capitalism: backroom scheming-and-dealing, conspiracy, the politics of survival, 

institutionalized thuggery. There is nothing silvery or free in Medan: it is breakneck, 

garish and often vulgar. 



Today, those attributes are still true of Medan. Yet there is another distinction that 

has come to the fore, and with such force: Medan as a city of great food. If a person 

from Medan tells you which restaurant is worth trying, or which place offers the best 

this or that, you’ll be ill advised to ignore it. 

“All great cities are schizophrenic,” Victor Hugo once said. Medan might have lost its 

“Parijs van Sumatra” splendor of yesteryear, but if its food is anything to go by—its 

kwetiau goreng (fried wide rice noodles), its lontong sayur (rice cakes with 

vegetables in spicy coconut milk broth), its bihun bebek (duck vermicelli) to name a 

few—then it is reason enough to visit. 

In 2013, I travelled to Medan (as well as Madura, Surabaya, Palembang, Banda 

Aceh, Pontianak, Singkawang and Lombok) to do research for my novel, Aruna dan 

Lidahnya (The Birdwoman’s Palate), which has since been made into a movie (now 

available for viewing on Netflix). 

Here are some of the downhome eateries that make it into the novel, though in it I 

leave them deliberately unnamed. 

 
 
BEBEK KUMANGO 

 

Jl. Kumango no. 15, Medan 

Tel. +62 61 4512517 



 

 

Like many of its city contemporaries, Bihun Bebek Kumango is an icon, and one that 

builds its reputation not just by being specific to Medan but also on the strength of a 

single dish, bihun bebek. 

But unlike many of its contemporaries, their version of vermicelli topped with slices of 

boiled duck defies many criteria that usually make up an icon: 1. It is good but 



not that good; 2. It is eye-poppingly expensive; 3. The portion is humongous by any 

standards (which may justify the price, but still); 4. The service is exceedingly 

unpleasant bordering on rude. Wait, strike no. 4, because I just remember that the 

opposite is more often than not the exception in this city, so on this score there is 

nothing wrong about this place. 

Still. After the bitter aftertaste of being turned down the morning before for arriving 

two minutes after 11 a.m., I still can’t discern any standout quality other than hints of 

refinement that on a good day would be sufficient to make me sit up and take notice. 

It may be that my palate has been numbed slightly by days of hard-core eating, but 

for all the subtlety in the world you still expect your noodles to be at one with 

whatever broth it is that it is supposed to soak up. And, in my own defense, the bihun 

bebek in Muara Karang is among my favorite restaurants in Jakarta, so there is no 

reason for me to be critical other than if the place really needs me to be. 

Opening hours: 06.30 – 11.00 



 

 

KARI BIHUN TABONA 

Jl. Mangkubumi no. 17, Simpang Jl. Wajir, Medan 

Tel. ++62 61 4525540 



 

 

 

If time only allows you one meal in Medan, make it this one—good doesn’t even 

begin to cover it.  



Not that the initial premise inspires much confidence: curry and vermicelli? It’s like 

saying—cue Jay McInerney—California Cabernet paired with grilled eel or New 

World Chardonnay paired with Kraft Mac and Cheese (both of which, by the way, are 

fab, even if they aren’t exactly your grandfather’s usual combinations). 

Even the physics of it promises very little: vermicelli is a slender-threaded type of 

pasta, notoriously hard to absorb sauce, while curry is, well, curry, with the attendant 

earthiness, weight and punch we have come to associate it with. It begs the question 

of how the two could possibly be expected to socialize with, let alone marry each 

other. 

So how come Kari Bihun Tabona is one of the best dishes in the world (with the 

entirely unexpected mie pangsit (noodle soup with deep-fried prawn dumplings), 

served with pickled onion and chilies so scintillating you forget it’s just a condiment), 

coming a close second? 

Ask the morning crowd, and the lunch hordes, that jam into this less-than-50-seater 

modest corner shop as if there is no tomorrow. Somebody is bound to know. 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

KWETIAU GORENG PORSEA 

Jl. Porsea no. 19, Medan 



 

 

Another one of those local anomalies that forces me to genuinely question my 

palate—a sobering experience, at any rate. The kwetiau goreng in this low-key 

eatery, lauded as an essential Medan experience, boasts fried flat wide noodles as 

austere as it is plain—yet I’m frankly undecided on which is the truer adjective. 

If austerity, as in the case of Bihun Bebek Kumango, is its intention, then they have 

succeeded brilliantly. After all, our palates tend to be oversaturated with fiery, 

blustering spices, so we are not trained to value clean, clear-tasting, unadorned 

flavors. To be fair, there is also much charm in being part of a city that has just 



woken up, even if it often means watching old men (and women) shiftlessly sip their 

coffee while reading the newspaper and servers who ignore you completely. 

Opening hours: 5.00 – 10.00 

 

CHASIO ASAN 

Jl. Sun Yat Sen no. 123, Medan 

Tel. +62 61 7366029 



 

 

The culinary theme, to risk stating the obvious, is chasio, those red, roasted, 

delicious chunks of pork you could snack on them like potato chips. Clearly, the 

restaurant, whose soul is bent on a stalwart’s exercise of Spartan assertiveness, is 

such a legend that its lazy eye and its air of indifference isn’t supposed to be taken to 

heart. 



Thankfully, the chasio under scrutiny delivers—it is sliced thin enough so as not to 

overwhelm, and manages to be at once crisp and juicy. 

It also won’t take you long to realize that they’re situated, somewhat surreally, slap 

bang in the middle of Pemuda Pancasila Country where nearby tiger-striped vans 

are menacingly parked and a local branch overlaid with the notorious vigilante 

group’s bellicose orange insignia stands. 

Opening hours: 9.00 – 15.00 

 



 



 



 

 

RM SINAR MEDAN 

Jl. Sei Deli no. 2D, Medan 



 

What can you say about a restaurant that packs it in at 7 in the morning and cobbles 

together Malays, Chinese, Bataks, Javanese, Indians, Muslims, Christians, 

Buddhists, old, young, males, females, old-timers, out-of-towners, bettor-drivers 

(bettor is a mix of becak and motorcycle—the localized version of bemo), cops, civil 

servants, you name it? 

And what do they do, you ask. Well, they throng, clog the tables, order a bowl 

of soto Medan, sit back and eat, all the while minding their own business. 

Meanwhile, a woman wearing a jilbab stands sentry at the stock station, ladling great 

amounts of broth into bowls while a portly man spoon out rice with remarkable 

deftness onto bright orange plastic plates. 

Another man is woefully tasked with manning the seasoning station—the least 

glamorous of them all—which basically involves managing a grimy, almost visually 

intolerable table—and you are forced to look the other way. There certainly is an odd 

juxtaposition of hush and clamor at this homespun, cluttered eatery because 

everybody seems to eat in silence, as though in a secret pact with the bowl under 

scrutiny.  



And what about the star dish itself? Frankly I‘m not sure. I’ve heard from so many 

chowhounds and locals that the soto is as authentic as it comes—one of the city’s 

best. To my untutored palate, the dish seems unable to decide whether it wants to 

be rich and full-flavored or light to the point of insipid. The sides are just as spiritless, 

as is the case with the vapid potato ‘cakes’ that serve no purpose other than for 

added texture (which they fail to do). 

That said, this restaurant gives us a glimpse of the city’s sociology like no other 

place does, and that alone, I think, is worth celebrating. 

Opening Hours: 07.00-15.00 

 

 



 



 



 

 


