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Introduction
Ho Chi Minh City, still affectionately called Saigon by its residents, is a city defined as
much by its food as by its history. Here, amid a swirl of motorbikes, the chatter of
street vendors, and the scent of fresh herbs wafting through open-air markets, food
isn’t just sustenance—it is the rhythm that pulses through daily life. Whether eaten
while perched on a tiny plastic stool or shared at a family feast in a neighborhood
home, every meal in Saigon is an invitation to discover its people, past, and ever-
evolving soul.

There is a reason Saigon is renowned as the culinary heart of Vietnam. The city has
long been a crossroads of cultures and flavors, shaped over centuries by indigenous
traditions, waves of migration, and influences from neighboring countries and colonial
powers alike. The result is a dazzling diversity: from fragrant noodle soups and sizzling
pancakes to the iconic banh mi—a sandwich that tells the story of both adaptation and
invention. In Saigon, every dish carries not only a bold palette of sweet, sour, salty,
and spicy, but also layers of lived experience and ingenuity.

Food here is more than a series of recipes; it’s a narrative, a daily act of creation, and
a social glue. In the alleyways of District 3, elders prepare family recipes that have
survived decades of upheaval. In buzzing markets, generations meet over steaming
bowls and shared laughter, while on the sidewalks, entrepreneurs serve up the street
eats that keep the metropolis moving. Even as new waves of creativity and youthful
innovation shape the city’s dining scene, a reverence for tradition grounds Saigonese
cuisine in a rich collective memory.

This book invites you into that world—to pull up a stool, sip a glass of sweet iced
coffee, and savor not just the distinct textures and tastes that make Saigon’s food
scene legendary, but the rituals and stories behind each bite. You’ll meet passionate
home cooks, inventive chefs, and ever-resourceful street vendors. Through their
voices and their plates, you’ll experience why to eat in Saigon is to connect—across
generations, neighborhoods, and cultures.

Along your journey, you’ll find practical advice for exploring Saigon as a food lover:
how to navigate bustling markets, how to order and enjoy street food safely, and how
to recognize and respect the traditions that make eating here such a deeply
communal and meaningful experience. Traditional recipes invite you to recreate the
city’s flavors in your own kitchen, while immersive stories and vibrant scenes offer a
window into the daily life of Vietnam’s Southern Metropolis.

"Savoring Saigon" is, above all, a celebration: of flavor, resilience, creativity, and
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connection. Whether you are a traveler, a culinary historian, or simply one who
hungers for discovery, may this journey bring you closer to Saigon’s table—where
every meal is a memory in the making, and every taste reveals a little more of the
city’s irrepressible soul.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Tapestry: Influences on
Saigon’s Cuisine
Saigon’s culinary landscape is a rich tapestry woven from centuries of diverse
influences. Understanding these historical threads is crucial to appreciating the
complexity and depth of its food.

1.1 Indigenous Roots and Southern Abundance

Before any external influences, the Mekong Delta, on which Saigon borders, provided
a bounty that shaped the foundational elements of Southern Vietnamese cuisine.
Abundant fresh seafood from rivers and the nearby coast, a vast array of tropical fruits
and vegetables, and an emphasis on fresh herbs defined the initial palate. The fertile
land allowed for diverse agricultural practices, contributing to the fresh and vibrant
nature of the local diet. Fermentation techniques, particularly in fish sauces (nước
mắm), were developed early on and remain a cornerstone of Vietnamese cooking.

1.2 Chinese Migration and Culinary Cross-Pollination

Centuries of Chinese migration, particularly from the southern provinces, significantly
impacted Vietnamese cuisine. Early settlers brought with them not only their culinary
traditions but also ingredients and cooking techniques. Wok cooking, noodle dishes,
and the use of soy sauce are just a few examples of this profound influence. Dishes
like mì hoành thánh (wonton noodles) and hủ tiếu (rice noodle soup) bear clear
resemblances to their Chinese counterparts, albeit adapted to Vietnamese tastes with
local herbs and spices. The Cholón district in Saigon, the city's Chinatown, remains a
vibrant testament to this enduring culinary legacy, offering a unique fusion of Chinese-
Vietnamese flavors.

1.3 French Colonial Legacy: A Flavorful Imprint

The French colonial period, though politically charged, left an undeniable mark on
Vietnamese food. One of the most iconic examples is the bánh mì, the Vietnamese
baguette sandwich. The French introduced the baguette, pâté, and cold cuts, which
were then ingeniously combined with local ingredients like pickled daikon and carrot,
fresh cilantro, and chili, creating a sandwich that is uniquely Vietnamese and globally
beloved. Coffee, dairy products, and certain pastry techniques also found their way
into the Vietnamese culinary repertoire, leading to popular items like cà phê sữa đá
(iced coffee with condensed milk) and a variety of delicious baked goods. The use of
butter and certain cooking methods also subtly influenced some Vietnamese dishes,
adding a touch of richness.
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1.4 Cambodian and Thai Echoes: Regional Connections

Proximity to Cambodia and Thailand has also subtly influenced Saigon’s cuisine,
particularly in the Mekong Delta region. While not as dominant as Chinese or French
influences, elements like the use of coconut milk in certain curries or the balance of
sweet, sour, salty, and spicy in some dishes can be traced to these neighboring
culinary traditions. Bún kèn or bún num bò chóc (fermented rice noodle soups), while
less common in Saigon itself, are examples of dishes with clear Cambodian roots
found in certain parts of Southern Vietnam.
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