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Introduction
Vietnamese cuisine is an endless source of wonder—vividly colored plates brimming
with greens, bursts of aroma from fresh herbs, and layers of flavor that trigger
memories for locals and joy for visitors. To eat in Vietnam is to move through centuries
of history, feel the pulse of the land, and savor the harmony of a people intimately
connected to their environment. Food in Vietnam is not just sustenance; it is a
language, an expression of cultural identity, and a source of everyday happiness.

Spanning the length of Southeast Asia’s S-shaped coastline, Vietnam boasts a
geography as diverse as its dishes. In the crisp north, cool mountain air encourages a
subtle, savory approach to seasoning—where clear broths and restrained herbs let the
freshness of each ingredient shine. Travel south, and the air grows heavier, spices
intensify, coconut milk sweetens braises, and tropical fruits appear in every market
basket. In the center, ancient traditions and royal influences have inspired delicately
arranged plates and complex seasonings. Every Vietnamese table, whether in a
farmer’s home or a bustling city market, tells a story of adaptation and ingenuity
shaped by history, trade, and regional bounty.

Woven through Vietnamese food is a tapestry of history—centuries under Chinese rule
imparted techniques like stir-frying and ingredients such as noodles and tofu; the
French colonial era left an indelible mark in the art of the baguette, strong coffee, rich
pâtés, and a love for delicately constructed sauces. But above and beyond the
contributions of outside influences, Vietnamese cooks developed a distinct philosophy
of balance, where five elements—sweet, salty, bitter, sour, and spicy—must be
harmonized on the plate and in the body.

Daily life in Vietnam pivots around meal times. Families gather in kitchens, on street
corners, or under awnings of bustling markets to share bowls of steaming pho,
fragrant plates of grilled meats, and heaps of freshly gathered greens. Food is a
medium for celebration, a marker of good fortune, and often a quiet form of resistance
and resilience. During holidays and festivals, traditional dishes carry stories from
generation to generation, each bite preserving memory and custom.

This book, Pho and Beyond, invites you on a journey through every region of Vietnam,
from the northern riversides to the southern deltas and all the vibrant cities and quiet
villages in between. Here, we will uncover the essential ingredients and timeless
techniques, explore iconic dishes and undiscovered gems, and learn from the voices of
market vendors, home cooks, and celebrated chefs. Along the way, you’ll find rich
storytelling, detailed recipes, and practical guidance to bring the spirit of Vietnam to
your own kitchen—wherever you may be.
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Whether you’re an enthusiastic home cook, an adventurous traveler, or simply a lover
of good food and cultural discovery, let this be your passport to Vietnam’s delicious,
ever-evolving food culture. Let’s begin this culinary journey, bowl in hand, senses
awakened—ready to taste, create, and savor the unforgettable flavors of Vietnam.
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CHAPTER ONE: Essential Ingredients: The Building
Blocks of Vietnamese Flavor
Vietnamese cuisine, at its heart, is a celebration of freshness and balance, built upon a
foundation of core ingredients that lend dishes their distinctive aroma, flavor, and
texture. These aren't exotic, hard-to-find items, but rather simple, everyday
components that, when combined with skillful hands and a discerning palate,
transform into something truly extraordinary. Understanding these building blocks is
the first step on our culinary journey, laying the groundwork for appreciating the
layers of taste to come.

The secret to Vietnamese food's vibrant and light character often lies in its emphasis
on fresh produce and minimal use of heavy oils and dairy. This approach results in
dishes that are both flavorful and refreshing, contributing to the perception of
Vietnamese food as one of the healthiest cuisines in the world. Rather than relying on
a few dominant flavors, Vietnamese cooking masterfully blends a symphony of tastes,
creating a harmonious and satisfying experience.

Let’s begin with the undisputed king of Vietnamese pantries: rice. It’s more than just a
grain; it's the very backbone of Vietnamese meals, deeply embedded in the culture
and history. Cultivation of rice has been central to the Vietnamese people for
centuries, particularly in the Red River Delta. You’ll find rice in countless forms, from
fluffy steamed grains accompanying almost every savory dish to various types of
noodles and delicate rice papers.

The most common variety is long-grain white rice, locally known as “gạo tẻ” or
“ordinary rice,” prized for its light and fluffy texture that readily absorbs flavors
without becoming overly sticky. This is your everyday workhorse, served steamed in
bowls alongside a multitude of dishes. Another beloved variety is jasmine rice, known
for its fragrant aroma and soft, slightly sticky texture, often used for special occasions
or fried rice.

Then there's glutinous rice, or "gạo nếp," which becomes delightfully sticky when
cooked. This variety plays a significant role in both sweet and savory dishes, especially
in Northern Vietnam. Think of traditional sticky rice cakes like bánh chưng and bánh
tét, deeply symbolic and central to Tết (Lunar New Year) celebrations, or xôi, a popular
street food that can be enjoyed with various toppings for breakfast or a snack. Beyond
whole grains, rice is transformed into an array of noodles, from the thin vermicelli
(bún) used in cold noodle salads and soups to the flat rice noodles (bánh phở)
quintessential to pho. Rice flour also finds its way into crispy savory crepes like bánh
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xèo.

Next, we journey into the world of nước mắm, or fish sauce. If rice is the body of
Vietnamese cuisine, fish sauce is its soul. This amber-hued liquid, made from the
careful fermentation of anchovies with salt, is the quintessential Vietnamese
condiment, offering a distinctive umami taste that permeates almost every dish. It's
used both as an ingredient during cooking and as a ubiquitous table condiment, often
mixed with garlic, lime, sugar, and chilies to create the versatile dipping sauce nước
chấm.

The production of traditional fish sauce is a meticulous process. Fresh anchovies are
layered with pure, highly crystallized salt, often in a specific ratio like three parts
anchovies to one part salt. These are then left to ferment in large barrels or vats for an
extended period, typically 12 to 15 months, sometimes even up to two years. This
long fermentation allows the proteins in the fish to break down, creating a complex
flavor profile rich in umami. The liquid that drips out first, known as "first press," is
considered of high quality. While industrial fish sauce production often involves a
faster process with additives, traditional methods rely solely on fish and salt, resulting
in a cleaner and more premium product. Two regions in Vietnam, Phú Quốc and Phan
Thiết, are particularly renowned for their fish sauce production, with a history
stretching back over 300 years.

Moving beyond the core staples, Vietnamese cuisine is characterized by its generous
and often last-minute use of fresh herbs and aromatics. These aren't mere garnishes;
they are critical components that shape the unique flavors, textures, and aromas of
traditional dishes. Think of them as nature's secret weapons, adding brightness,
complexity, and a burst of freshness.

Cilantro, known as rau mùi or rau ngò, is one of the most versatile and frequently used
herbs. Its citrusy, slightly peppery flavor enhances broths like pho and adds a
refreshing contrast to hearty fillings in bánh mì. You’ll often see it chopped fresh and
added at the last minute to preserve its delicate flavor. Another essential is Thai basil
(húng quế), with its distinct anise-like flavor and hint of spice. It’s a common
accompaniment to pho and dishes featuring grilled meats.

Mint, or húng lủi, comes in various varieties in Vietnam, including spearmint and
peppermint, and is frequently found in fresh spring rolls, salads, and noodle soups.
Then there's Vietnamese coriander (rau răm), which resembles mint but offers a more
peppery, zingy, and citrusy flavor, often used with seafood or in salads. Culantro (ngò
gai), with its long, serrated leaves, has a stronger, earthier flavor than cilantro and is a
common addition to pho in Vietnam.

Lemongrass (sả) contributes a distinctive citrusy and slightly sweet aroma without the
acidic edge of lemon. Its woody stalks are often bruised and simmered in broths, while
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the minced lower parts are used in marinades for meats like chicken and beef, and
even in noodle soups like bún bò Huế. Ginger, garlic, and shallots are also
fundamental aromatics, providing foundational flavors to many stir-fries, marinades,
and soups.

Chilies, particularly bird's eye chilies, are a must-have for those who enjoy a fiery kick,
though Vietnamese cuisine generally uses them with a lighter hand than some other
Southeast Asian cuisines. Fresh chopped chilies are frequently served on the side as
an optional condiment, allowing diners to customize their spice level. In Northern
Vietnam, black pepper is often preferred over chilies for spiciness.

Beyond these key players, other ingredients contribute significantly to the Vietnamese
flavor palette. Coconut, influenced by neighboring countries like Cambodia and
Thailand, makes its appearance in both sweet and savory dishes, from creamy curries
to refreshing desserts. Peanuts are often sprinkled over salads and noodle dishes,
adding a delightful nutty flavor and crunch. Pickled vegetables, known as dưa chua
(literally "sour things"), like carrots and daikon radish, offer a tangy counterpoint to
rich or savory dishes and are famously found in bánh mì.

The interplay of these ingredients is not accidental; it’s guided by the Vietnamese
philosophy of balance, often referred to as the "yin and yang" of cooking. This
principle seeks to harmonize the five fundamental tastes—sweet, salty, bitter, sour,
and spicy—within each dish. Beyond taste, this balance extends to considering the
"heating" and "cooling" properties of ingredients and how they interact with the body,
ensuring a meal is not only delicious but also contributes to well-being. For instance,
"cool" duck meat might be served with "warm" ginger fish sauce in summer, while
"warm" chicken or "hot" pork are enjoyed in winter. This intricate dance of flavors and
temperatures is a hallmark of Vietnamese culinary artistry.

Understanding these essential ingredients—from the humble grain of rice to the
pungent fish sauce and the riot of fresh herbs—is akin to learning the alphabet of
Vietnamese cuisine. With these building blocks in your pantry, you’re ready to embark
on the exciting journey of exploring the diverse and delicious world of Vietnamese
cooking.

Hands-on Experience: The Simple Fish Sauce Dipping Sauce (Nước Chấm)

There's no better way to truly understand the essence of Vietnamese flavor than by
making nước chấm, the ubiquitous dipping sauce that perfectly encapsulates the
balance of sweet, salty, sour, and spicy. It's incredibly versatile and elevates almost
any Vietnamese dish.

Ingredients:
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2 tablespoons fish sauce (nước mắm)
2 tablespoons granulated sugar
2 tablespoons fresh lime juice (from about 1 large lime)
4 tablespoons warm water
1-2 cloves garlic, minced
1-2 small bird's eye chilies (or more, to taste), thinly sliced (optional)

Instructions:

1. In a small bowl, combine the warm water and sugar. Stir until the sugar is
completely dissolved. This step is important to ensure the sugar fully
integrates and doesn't crystallize later.

2. Add the fish sauce and fresh lime juice to the sugar mixture. Stir well to
combine all ingredients.

3. Add the minced garlic and sliced chilies (if using). Stir gently.
4. Taste the nước chấm. It should have a harmonious balance: salty from the fish

sauce, sweet from the sugar, sour from the lime, and a kick from the chili.
Adjust the proportions of each ingredient to suit your preference. Many
Vietnamese cooks adjust by eye and taste, so don't be afraid to experiment!

5. Serve immediately or store in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to
a week. The flavors will meld and deepen over time.

Use this nước chấm as a dipping sauce for fresh spring rolls (gỏi cuốn), grilled meats,
or even as a dressing for simple salads. It’s a fundamental flavor profile that you’ll
encounter again and again as we delve deeper into Vietnamese cuisine.
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