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Introduction

There is a certain magic to Hanoi that reveals itself not just in its historic temples or
bustling motorbike-laden streets, but in the very fragrances and flavors carried on the
morning air. In Vietnam'’s vibrant capital, food is far more than a necessity—it is
heritage enacted, a language spoken by every family and every street vendor, every
steaming bowl and crackling pan. To taste Hanoi is to experience the city’s thousand-
year evolution, to be drawn into stories where culture, history, and identity fuse into
every meal.

Nestled between the banks of the Red River and the green stretches of West Lake,
Hanoi is a city of contrasts: ancient pagodas sit beside grand French boulevards; the
hum of modern life mingles with echoes of dynastic courts; and the hurried bustle of
the Old Quarter seamlessly overlaps with midnight calm by Hoan Kiem Lake. But
perhaps nothing captures the spirit of Hanoi more fully than its food. Here, street-side
stalls are sanctuaries, and markets are morning rituals—a citywide performance
played to the music of sizzling woks, the scattering of fresh herbs, and the laughter of
friends perched on tiny plastic stools.

The culinary traditions of Hanoi are as deep and varied as the city itself. Millennia of
trade, conquest, and creativity have yielded a cuisine both refined and
daring—delicate banh cudn rice rolls prepared at dawn, the robust and aromatic phé&
simmered according to fiercely-guarded family secrets, savory cha ca grilled over
open flames, and the ethereal sweetness of egg coffee, a postwar innovation that has
become a caffeinated icon. French baguettes and paté blend seamlessly with native
herbs, rice noodles, and fermented fish sauce, telling tales of adaptation and
resilience.

Yet Hanoian cuisine is more than a menu—it is a daily drama woven into the cycles of
life. In homes, food is the tie that binds generations, offered at ancestral altars and
shared at crowded tables. In public, eating is social theater, where every vendor has a
story and every regular has their spot. The city’s festivals—Tet, Mid-Autumn, and
beyond—anchor memory in the making and sharing of special dishes, connecting
people through traditions both ancient and ever-changing. Food not only nourishes the
body, but also sustains identity, transmits wisdom, and bridges past and future.

This book invites you on a journey through the flavors, streets, and kitchens of Hanoi.
We will explore its storied past and living present, tasting our way from hidden market
stalls to celebrated dining rooms, from time-honored family meals to the avant-garde
creations of a new generation of chefs. Along the way, we’ll meet the people who give
life and soul to Hanoian food—the mothers skillfully steaming rice sheets, the
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grandfathers grilling pork over coals, the youthful entrepreneurs shaking up tradition
without forgetting their roots.

Whether you are planning your first trip to Vietnam, seeking inspiration for your home
kitchen, or simply yearning for an armchair adventure, may this book help you savor
the enduring warmth and wonder of Hanoi. For in this city, every meal tells a
story—one of resilience, beauty, and endless possibility, best experienced through
taste. Welcome to Hanoi: a place to eat, remember, and fall in love, one delicious bite
at a time.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Origins of Hanoian Food: Ancient
Dynasties and Early Influences

To truly understand the soulful dishes of Hanoi today, we must journey back, not just
decades, but over a millennium. The story of Hanoian cuisine begins long before
bustling street markets or French colonial villas, reaching into the mists of ancient
dynasties that first shaped the region and laid the foundation for Vietham’s culinary
identity. From early settlements rooted in the fertile Red River Delta, to the
establishment of Thang Long, the "Ascending Dragon," as the imperial capital in 1010
AD, food was always at the heart of daily life, reflecting the land, the people, and their
evolving culture.

Before written records explicitly detailed recipes, archaeological findings and oral
traditions hint at the staples that nourished early inhabitants. Rice, of course, was
paramount. The Red River Delta, with its abundant water and rich soil, was an ideal
cradle for rice cultivation, making it the bedrock of the Vietnamese diet from
prehistoric times to the present day. Beyond rice, early Viethamese communities
relied on what the land and rivers provided: freshwater fish, a variety of leafy greens,
and wild herbs from the surrounding forests. Techniques for preparing these
ingredients were simple but effective, often involving boiling, steaming, and
fermenting—methods that still characterize many traditional Hanoian dishes.

The first significant political entity in the region was the Ly Dynasty, established in
1009 AD. This era, and the subsequent Tran Dynasty that followed in 1225 AD, were
periods of significant development for Dai Viét, the independent Viethamese state.
While specific culinary details from these ancient courts are sparse, it’s understood
that the culinary arts were highly regarded within the Imperial Citadel of Thang Long.
The best chefs were employed to create exquisite dishes for royalty, and over time,
these practices and preferences would filter down to the common people, enriching
the broader food culture.

It was during these early dynasties that the concept of "balance" in food began to
solidify. This wasn't merely about nutritional balance, but a harmonious interplay of
flavors, textures, and even medicinal properties. Indigenous food traditions
emphasized freshness, seasonality, and a deep respect for nature's rhythms. For
example, foraging for seasonal greens and wild mushrooms was an important part of
rural food culture, and these ingredients found their way into soups and salads. This
foundational philosophy of balance and harmony remains a defining characteristic of
Hanoian, and indeed, Vietnamese cuisine as a whole.
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The fertile lands around Thang Long provided a bounty of ingredients. Along with rice,
various vegetables, herbs, and freshwater fish formed the basis of most meals. It's
safe to imagine simple yet flavorful soups, steamed dishes, and perhaps early forms of
fermented foods like fish sauce, which, though its exact origin is debated, became an
omnipresent and foundational condiment. The scarcity of certain foods, particularly
meat, in the northern regions meant that every part of an ingredient was utilized,
leading to resourceful and often subtle culinary techniques.

The Ly and Tran dynasties also saw the development of local crafts and commerce,
particularly within the area that would become the Old Quarter. Guilds of tradesmen,
many following the royal family from Hoa Lu to Thang Long, specialized in various
products. While many streets were named for their goods—Ilike "Silver Street" (Hang
Bac) or "Silk Street" (Hang Gai)—it's easy to envision food-related trades flourishing
alongside them: rice merchants, fishmongers, and vendors of fresh produce
contributing to the evolving culinary landscape.

The establishment of the Imperial Citadel of Thang Long in 1010 AD meant that Hanoi,
then Thang Long, became a melting pot of cultural exchange. While indigenous
foodways formed the core, the city's role as a political and cultural hub meant that it
absorbed influences from various regions, and over time, from foreign powers. This
early period of consolidation laid the groundwork for the more complex culinary
tapestry that would unfold in subsequent centuries. The seeds of Hanoi's refined food
culture, one that prides itself on delicate flavors and intricate preparations, were sown
during these foundational dynasties.

The emphasis on rice as a staple, combined with the availability of diverse fresh
produce and aquatic life from the surrounding rivers and lakes, fostered a cuisine that
was inherently light and fresh. Early cooking methods likely revolved around
simplicity, allowing the natural flavors of the ingredients to shine. This approach,
centered on fresh ingredients and balanced flavors, has persisted through centuries
and continues to define the essence of Hanoian cooking. The ancient Hanoians were
practical and inventive, making the most of what was available and crafting dishes
that were both nourishing and culturally significant.
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