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This book is for the countless street vendors who pour their heart and soul into every dish, serving incredible flavors with smiles that make the bustling streets come alive. It’s for the families who gather around simple meals, sharing stories and laughter that turn food into memories. 

And it’s for anyone who’s ever been captivated by the magic of Vietnamese street food, from the fragrant bowls of pho to the crispy banh xeo. May these recipes bring a little taste of those vibrant markets and warm moments into your own kitchen.
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Preface
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Vietnamese street food is one of those things that really draws you in with its vibrant colors, bold flavors, and incredible variety. This book is a tribute to the bustling streets of Vietnam where food is more than just a meal – it’s a shared experience, a way of life. Whether it’s the aroma of freshly grilled meats, the crunch of spring rolls right off the fryer, or the comforting warmth of a bowl of pho, each dish tells a story.

I wanted to capture that feeling and bring it into your kitchen, so you can enjoy these dishes any time you want. The recipes here are inspired by vendors I met while wandering the markets, chatting with locals, and sampling everything from north to south. You don’t need fancy equipment or hard-to-find ingredients to make these dishes; most rely on simple, fresh ingredients and straightforward techniques to create explosion of flavor.

This book isn’t just for those who love Vietnamese food, but for anyone interested in exploring new tastes and learning about a rich culinary culture. Cooking these recipes might take you back to a street corner in Hanoi or Ho Chi Minh City, or maybe it will just bring a little joy and adventure into your own kitchen.

As you flip through these pages, you’ll find dishes that are perfect for quick meals and others that make great meals to share with family and friends. The goal is to help you feel confident, inspired, and excited to cook something delicious that’s also meaningful and full of heart. Dive in and enjoy the amazing world of Vietnamese street food right from your own home.
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Emi Kohana is a Japanese cook with a passion for bringing the vibrant flavors of Asia into home kitchens. Growing up surrounded by traditional Japanese cooking, she quickly developed a curiosity for the tastes and techniques of Japan, Thailand, Vietnam, China, and beyond. 

Emi loves creating dishes that are simple, affordable, and bursting with authentic flavor, making Asian cuisine approachable for cooks of all levels. 

When she isn’t experimenting with new recipes, Emi enjoys exploring local markets, discovering unique ingredients, and sharing her love of Asian food with friends and family. Her cookbooks invite readers to experience the rich diversity of Asia, one delicious dish at a time.

With love and health,
Emi Kohana
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No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without prior written permission from the author. This includes, but is not limited to, digital, print, and audio formats. Unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this book, or any portion of it, may result in severe civil and criminal penalties and will be prosecuted to the maximum extent possible under the law.

This e-book is licensed for your personal use and enjoyment only. It may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the seller and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

All ideas, suggestions, and guidelines mentioned in this book are provided for informational purposes only. While the author has made every effort to ensure the accuracy and completeness of the information contained in this book, the advice and strategies contained herein may not be suitable for your situation. You should consult with a professional where appropriate. The author shall not be held liable for any loss or other damages, including but not limited to special, incidental, consequential, or other damages.

By using the information in this book, you agree that the author is not responsible or liable for any harm or damage resulting from the use or misuse of this information. The content is provided “as is” without warranties of any kind, either express or implied, including but not limited to implied warranties of merchantability, fitness for a particular purpose, or non-infringement.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to Vietnamese Street Food Culture

Vietnamese street food is more than just a way to eat; it’s a window into the daily life and heart of Vietnam. You’ll find vendors setting up early in the morning, often using simple tools and fresh ingredients picked that same day. It’s a culture built on freshness, flavors that balance sweet, salty, sour, and spicy, and a sense of community that comes from sharing food at small plastic tables on bustling sidewalks.

What makes Vietnamese street food special is how every region has its own take on classic dishes. Whether you’re in Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City, or a smaller town, the local ingredients and traditions shine through each bite. Street food stalls become little stages where time-honored recipes are passed down from generation to generation, packed with history and love.

You don’t need a fancy restaurant to experience real Vietnamese cooking. These dishes are accessible, affordable, and bursting with character. From pho simmered to perfection to crispy banh xeo pancakes and fresh spring rolls, each plate tells a story. As you dig in, you’re tasting more than food—you’re getting a glimpse of Vietnam’s spirit, where simplicity and complexity come together in every meal.

This cookbook is your guide to exploring that rich street food culture from your own kitchen. The goal is to bring those bold flavors and inviting aromas right to your table, making it easy and fun to cook authentic Vietnamese street food at home. Each recipe has been chosen not just because it tastes amazing but because it captures the essence of what makes street food in Vietnam so beloved.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Essential Ingredients and Flavors of Vietnamese Cuisine
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Vietnamese cooking is all about balancing fresh, vibrant flavors with simple, wholesome ingredients. You’ll find that many dishes revolve around a few key elements, which come together to create that unforgettable taste. Rice is a huge part of the cuisine, whether it’s steamed, made into noodles, or transformed into rice paper for fresh rolls. It’s like the backbone in most dishes, providing a neutral base to highlight other flavors.

Fish sauce is a superstar ingredient you’ll see everywhere. It adds a salty, savory depth to soups, marinades, and dipping sauces. Even though it might seem a bit pungent at first, it really brings dishes to life and is what makes many recipes uniquely Vietnamese. Fresh herbs play a massive role too. Things like cilantro, mint, Thai basil, and perilla leaf are not just garnishes but essential for layers of flavor and aroma. They often get added right before serving to keep everything bright and fresh.

Lime juice and chilies add that pop of sour and heat that cuts through richer flavors, creating a perfect balance. Garlic and shallots are kind of like the flavor foundation, used in almost every stir-fry, broth, or dipping sauce. And don’t forget about sugar. It might feel odd to add sweetness to savory dishes, but a little sugar balances out salty and sour notes beautifully.

Vinegar, especially from rice or palm, often shows up in dipping sauces or pickled vegetables, giving dishes a pleasant tang. You’ll also notice the use of various noodles, like vermicelli made from rice or mung beans, forming the base of popular dishes. Fresh vegetables are always present and eaten in generous amounts, thanks to Vietnam’s abundance of produce. The combination of crunchy, crisp veggies with tender meats and soft noodles creates such a satisfying texture contrast.

In short, Vietnamese cuisine is all about fresh, simple ingredients that blend together to create complex, layered flavors without overwhelming your palate. Once you get familiar with these staples, cooking Vietnamese food feels less like following complicated rules and more like enjoying a delicious adventure.
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Chapter 3: Tools and Techniques for Perfect Vietnamese Street Food Cooking
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When it comes to making authentic Vietnamese street food at home, having the right tools can really make a difference. You do not need a fancy kitchen full of gadgets, but there are a few essentials that help bring those vibrant flavors and textures to life. A sharp, sturdy knife is a must-have because so much of Vietnamese cooking involves finely slicing herbs, vegetables, and meats. A good cutting board will help keep things steady while you chop, and it saves your countertops from damage.

A well-seasoned wok or a big, heavy-bottomed pan is your best friend. These pans hold heat evenly and are perfect for stir-frying because they can get super hot. That quick high-heat cooking helps seal in flavors and gives you the classic smoky taste you find in street food stalls. You’ll also want a bamboo steamer or something similar for dishes that rely on gentle steaming like banh bao or some types of dumplings. The steam helps keep them soft and fluffy without drying out.

If you enjoy soups or noodle dishes, a big pot is essential. Vietnamese cooking often involves simmering broths for hours to develop deep, rich flavors, so having a pot that can handle that without spilling or burning is important. For serving, things like a rice paddle and small bowls are helpful to keep the experience close to how it feels eating on the street. Don’t forget chopsticks and small slotted spoons for picking out ingredients from soups or salads.

As for technique, Vietnamese cooking is all about getting the balance right—fresh herbs, crunchy veggies, tender meats, and flavorful broths all work together. Pay attention to how you prepare your ingredients: washing herbs well, slicing things thin for quick cooking, and knowing when to add certain items to the pan or pot. Timing is key, especially with stir-frying or when layering your noodle bowls.

One neat trick is to quickly blanch fresh herbs or vegetables before adding them to your dish, which can soften them just enough without losing their bright color and crunch. Toasting spices in a dry pan before grinding or adding them to your broth can also bump up the aroma and flavor significantly. Lastly, always taste your dishes as you go. Vietnamese street food strikes a great harmony between salty, sweet, sour, and spicy, so adjusting seasoning bit by bit will help you get that perfect balance.

With just a few well-chosen tools and a little practice in the kitchen, you can recreate the lively, fresh, and delicious world of Vietnamese street food right in your own home. It’s all about those simple steps and getting comfortable with the rhythms of cooking this amazing cuisine.
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Chapter 4: The History and Evolution of Banh Mi
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Banh mi is one of those dishes that tells a story every time you bite into it. Its roots go back to when the French were in Vietnam, introducing ingredients like baguettes, pâté, and mayonnaise. The Vietnamese took those elements and made something uniquely their own by adding fresh herbs, pickled vegetables, and local flavors. It’s like a perfect little sandwich that bridges two very different cultures.

What’s really interesting is how banh mi evolved from being a fancy bread introduced by French colonizers to becoming a staple street food loved by everyone in Vietnam. Early on, the bread was mostly plain and not quite as light and airy as today’s versions. Over time, bakers adapted the baguette to suit local tastes and ingredients, making it thinner and crispier to hold all those fillings without getting soggy.

The fillings themselves are a beautiful mix of influences. You’ll find traditional Vietnamese ingredients like cilantro, cucumber, and pickled daikon and carrots alongside things like cold cuts and pork belly. The pork meatball version came later, as did variations with tofu and other proteins. This adaptability is part of what makes banh mi so popular across the country and beyond.

In markets and street stalls, banh mi became a quick, affordable meal for everyone from busy workers to travelers, helping it earn its spot as a beloved snack and meal. Each region of Vietnam has its own take too. For example, in Saigon you might find a spicier, more intense flavor profile while Hanoi’s versions are often simpler but just as delicious. This evolution shows how the sandwich isn’t just food, it’s part of the daily rhythm and culture.

Even outside of Vietnam, banh mi has taken off thanks to Vietnamese communities sharing their culinary heritage around the world. But no matter where you try it, the heart of banh mi is still in its fresh, vibrant fillings wrapped in that crackly bread that makes you want another bite. The history and evolution of banh mi show how food can bring together history, culture, and taste in a way that feels both comforting and exciting at the same time.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5: The Art and Science of Pho
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Pho is so much more than just a bowl of noodles; it’s a perfect mix of tradition, technique, and flavor that tells a story with every spoonful. In Vietnam, pho is everywhere, from bustling street corners to tiny family-run shops, and each one has its own little twist that makes it special. The magic starts with the broth, which takes hours to cook slowly, letting beef bones, spices like star anise and cinnamon, and aromatics like onion and ginger come together to create a rich yet clear base.

The noodles are another key part — they need to be just right, soft but still with some bite, made fresh if you can manage it. Meat usually means thinly sliced raw beef or cooked brisket, which gently cooks when the hot broth is poured over it. Then, don’t forget about the fresh herbs and garnishes that bring the dish to life — things like Thai basil, bean sprouts, lime, and chili are tossed on according to your taste, making each bowl a bit personal.

Pho demonstrates the balance essential to Vietnamese cooking. You have savory, sweet, spicy, and fresh, all in harmony. It’s also a dish that invites everyone to be a part of creating their perfect bowl right at the table, adjusting flavors as they go. Understanding pho’s art and science means appreciating that it’s not a quick fix but a careful process, patience rewarded with depth and comfort in a simple yet profound bowl. When you make pho at home or from a street vendor, you’re tasting a living tradition, one that’s been perfected over generations but still welcomes adaptations and love.
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Chapter 6: Fresh Herbs and Vegetables in Vietnamese Street Food
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Vietnamese street food shines because of the incredible use of fresh herbs and vegetables that bring dishes to life with vibrant colors and flavors. You’ll find that every dish feels light but packed with complexity, thanks to these fresh ingredients. Herbs like cilantro, Thai basil, mint, and sawtooth coriander aren’t just for garnish—they add brightness and a burst of aroma that balances richer ingredients like meats or fried items.

Vegetables play a huge role too, often served raw or lightly blanched to keep their crunch and freshness. Things like bean sprouts, shredded lettuce, cucumber slices, and pickled carrots and daikon provide texture and coolness that complement spicy, salty, or sweet sauces. When you bite into a banh mi or a bowl of pho, the fresh herbs and veggies are what make each mouthful refreshing and layered with flavor.

Street vendors often chop these herbs up just before serving, so the scent hits your nose as you dig in. It’s not just about taste, it’s about making the whole eating experience alive and engaging. If you’re trying to recreate Vietnamese street food at home, don’t skip the fresh herbs or vegetables. They’re the heart and soul of these dishes, making sure each bite is balanced and full of life. Plus, they add nutritional value without weighing the dish down, keeping everything feeling light and clean, which is part of why Vietnamese street food is so addictive and healthy too.
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Chapter 7: Regional Variations of Vietnamese Street Food
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Vietnamese street food is like a journey through the country itself, where each region brings its own flavors and styles to the table. Up north, around Hanoi, you’ll find dishes that are a bit more restrained and focus heavily on balancing flavors. Pho there is lighter, with clear broth and subtle spices, letting the freshness of herbs and the quality of the beef shine through. Bun cha, grilled pork served with noodles and a tangy dipping sauce, is a local favorite in the north because of its simple but satisfying mix of smoky and sweet.

Traveling down to the central region, near Hue and Da Nang, street food takes on a bolder personality. The use of chili and shrimp paste gives the dishes plenty of heat and umami. Here, you’ll find spicy noodle soups like Bun Bo Hue, which has a distinctive kick thanks to lemongrass and chili oil. Central Vietnamese food shines with strong, complex flavors and is a little more adventurous. The dishes also often have a royal touch from the ancient kings, with more intricate preparations and presentation.

The south, especially around Ho Chi Minh City, brings some sweetness into the mix. The food here is richer and often sweeter thanks to the generous use of sugar and coconut milk. Street vendors in the south tend to layer flavors with herbs, fresh vegetables, and a good dose of tanginess. For example, the southern version of banh mi is sweeter in the bread and has a lively mix of pickled vegetables and fresh herbs, making it a little different from what you’d find in the north.

Each street food experience in Vietnam reflects more than just taste; it tells the story of local culture and history. The ingredients used are always fresh, but how they’re combined and presented changes depending on where you are. Exploring these variations is one of the best ways to understand and appreciate the rich diversity of Vietnamese cuisine. Every bite offers something new, so it’s worth trying the same dish in different regions to see how it transforms and surprises you along the way.
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Chapter 8: Balancing Flavors: Sweet, Sour, Salty, Bitter, and Umami
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Vietnamese street food is all about hitting those perfect flavor notes that make every bite exciting. The magic lies in the way sweet, sour, salty, bitter, and umami flavors come together to create dishes that dance on your tongue. It’s not about one flavor overpowering the others but about balance and harmony. Take a bowl of pho, for example. You get the salty from the fish sauce, the sweetness from rock sugar, the sourness from a squeeze of lime, and umami from the slow-cooked beef broth. Sometimes there’s a hint of bitterness too, especially from the fresh herbs or charred bones in the stock.

Sweetness in Vietnamese street food isn’t just sugary sweetness; it’s often subtle and layered, coming from ingredients like palm sugar or caramelized onions. It softens and rounds out the sharper edges of sour and salty notes. Sourness usually shows up through fresh lime juice, tamarind, or pickled vegetables, adding that bright, tangy kick that wakes up your palate and keeps things lively. Saltiness mainly comes from fish sauce, which is like a backbone flavor that lifts everything in the dish. It’s one of those things that can easily be too strong if you’re not careful, but when used right, it adds depth without being overwhelming.

You might not always notice bitterness, but it’s there to provide contrast and complexity. Sometimes it’s in fresh greens, like mustard greens or bitter melon, or in drinks like iced coffee with a touch of chicory. Umami, the savory richness, ties it all together. It’s present in fermented products, soy sauce, dried shrimp, and slow-cooked broths, giving dishes that comforting, satisfying feel that keeps you coming back for more. Knowing how to balance these flavors means tasting as you cook. Start with small amounts and then adjust. A little more lime here, a pinch more sugar there, maybe a dash more fish sauce to deepen the taste. Vietnamese street food is about those layers of flavor, each one supporting the rest, creating a dish that’s fresh, bold, and perfectly tuned to make your taste buds happy.
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Banh Mi Classics
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Banh Mi Classics are all about that perfect blend of crunchy bread, savory meats, and fresh veggies packed with bold flavors. These sandwiches bring together French and Vietnamese tastes in a way that feels both familiar and exciting. Whether you’re new to banh mi or a longtime fan, these recipes show you how to make the kind of sandwich you’ll want to eat any time of day.
Making a banh mi is a fun little adventure that doesn’t need fancy ingredients or a lot of fuss. Just fresh bread, flavorful fillings like grilled pork or tofu, and plenty of pickled veggies to brighten things up. Once you try these classic recipes, you’ll understand why banh mi is such a beloved street food favorite around the world.
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Classic Vietnamese Banh Mi with Pork
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Prep Time: 20 minutes, Cook Time: 15 minutes, Servings: 4, Serving Size: 1 sandwich

Ingredients:

- 1 lb pork shoulder or pork loin, thinly sliced

- 1 tablespoon soy sauce

- 1 tablespoon fish sauce

- 1 teaspoon sugar

- 2 cloves garlic, minced

- 1 tablespoon vegetable oil

- 4 small French baguettes or Vietnamese baguettes

- 1/4 cup mayonnaise

- 1 tablespoon sriracha or chili sauce (optional)

- 1 cup pickled vegetables (carrots and daikon radish), sliced thin

- 1 small cucumber, sliced thin

- 1/2 cup fresh cilantro leaves

- 2 jalapeños, thinly sliced (optional)

- Salt and pepper to taste

Directions:

1. In a bowl, combine the pork slices with soy sauce, fish sauce, sugar, and minced garlic. Let it marinate for about 15 minutes while you prepare other ingredients.

2. Heat vegetable oil in a skillet over medium-high heat. Add the marinated pork in a single layer and cook until browned and cooked through, about 6 to 8 minutes. Stir occasionally to prevent sticking. Remove from heat.

3. Preheat your oven to 350°F (175°C). Warm the baguettes for about 5 minutes so they are crispy on the outside but soft inside.

4. Slice the baguettes lengthwise but don’t cut all the way through. Spread a thin layer of mayonnaise inside each baguette. If you like heat, mix sriracha with mayonnaise before spreading.

5. Layer the cooked pork inside the baguette, then add pickled vegetables, cucumber slices, jalapeños (if using), and fresh cilantro. Add a pinch of salt and pepper if you prefer.

6. Close the sandwich and press it lightly. Cut in half and serve immediately while the bread is still crisp and pork is warm.

Nutritional Info (per serving):

Calories: 480, Protein: 30g, Carbs: 40g, Fat: 18g, Fiber: 3g, Sugar: 7g, Sodium: 900mg, Potassium: 600mg, Cholesterol: 70mg
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Banh Mi with Grilled Lemongrass Chicken
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Prep Time: 20 minutes, Cook Time: 15 minutes, Servings: 4, Serving Size: 1 sandwich

Ingredients:

- 1 pound boneless, skinless chicken thighs

- 3 tablespoons lemongrass, finely minced (about 2 stalks)

- 2 cloves garlic, minced

- 1 tablespoon soy sauce

- 1 tablespoon fish sauce

- 1 tablespoon honey

- 1 tablespoon vegetable oil

- Freshly ground black pepper, to taste

- 4 small baguettes or Vietnamese baguettes

- 1/4 cup mayonnaise

- 1 tablespoon Sriracha (optional for spice)

- 1 cup daikon radish, julienned

- 1 cup carrot, julienned

- 1/2 cup cucumber, thinly sliced

- 1/4 cup fresh cilantro leaves

- 1 small jalapeño, thinly sliced (optional)

- 1 tablespoon rice vinegar

- 1 teaspoon sugar

- 1/2 teaspoon salt

Directions:

1. In a bowl, combine lemongrass, garlic, soy sauce, fish sauce, honey, vegetable oil, and black pepper. Mix well.

2. Add the chicken thighs to the marinade. Make sure each piece is coated well. Let it marinate for at least 15 minutes, but if you have time, up to 2 hours in the fridge is best.

3. While the chicken marinates, prepare the pickled vegetables. In a small bowl, mix the rice vinegar, sugar, and salt until dissolved. Toss the daikon and carrot in this mixture and set aside.

4. Heat a grill pan or outdoor grill to medium-high heat. Grill the chicken for about 6 to 7 minutes per side until fully cooked and slightly charred. Remove from heat and let it rest a few minutes before slicing thinly.

5. Cut the baguettes lengthwise but not all the way through. Toast lightly if you like.

6. Spread mayonnaise mixed with Sriracha, if using, on both sides of the bread.

7. Layer the sandwich with grilled lemongrass chicken, pickled daikon and carrot, cucumber slices, cilantro, and jalapeño slices if you want some heat.

8. Close the sandwich, press gently, and serve immediately.

Nutritional Info (per serving):

Calories: 480, Protein: 32g, Carbs: 45g, Fat: 15g, Fiber: 3g, Sugar: 8g, Sodium: 900mg, Potassium: 600mg, Cholesterol: 70mg
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