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    Preface



Along with many of my friends, both American and Vietnamese, you may wonder why I have
        chosen to write about Vietnamese cooking. The other common question is, “How do
        you, as a foreigner, have the background, experience, and expertise to try to teach others
        about this cuisine that has been developing for thousands of years?” 
The first one is easy. Vietnam has been beckoning me for many years, starting during the
        war years, when I was faced with the prospect of being drafted and had watched friends,
        classmates, relatives, and neighbors who were affected by the war, either by serving or
        through the clash of ideology that caused so much divisiveness in our country. I received a
        personal reprieve and was spared a difficult decision when President Nixon cancelled the
        draft in July of 1973, but not before the war had stamped an indelible impression on me. I
        lost friends through battle casualties and because of disagreements over the conflict. Our
        nation is still reeling from that era, and feelings remain deep and intense. In the late
        ’70s and early ’80s, there was an influx of Vietnamese refugees arriving
        in the United States, and many of them found work in the restaurant industry or opened
        places of their own. I had the pleasure of working with some of these amazing people during
        my restaurant career, and the Vietnamese restaurants that began springing up provided my
        first taste of what has become one of my favorite foods. Interestingly, some of my new
        Vietnamese friends and coworkers actually taught me how to cook Chinese food, since many
        hailed from the Saigon area and had worked for Chinese restaurants or were ethnic Chinese
        themselves. I applied this newfound knowledge a few years later when I opened a critically
        acclaimed Chinese restaurant in a ski resort in Colorado—no mean feat for a boy from Kansas. 
[image: Preface]
I continued to be aware of Vietnam and the difficult times the people there were facing
        during the ’80s and early ’90s, and I noted the positive changes that
        were taking place in economic development and personal freedoms as the ’90s
        progressed. During that time, I made a very close friend who was of Vietnamese and French
        descent. His father’s family had evacuated to France after the collapse of the
        colonial system, and he was born in France. His father had since returned to his home
        country, first for some humanitarian work and then to live there again. My friend visited
        his father in Saigon around 1995, shortly after the country was opened again to Westerners,
        and then returned to live there for some time. He shared many stories with me and rekindled
        my interest in Vietnamese food and culture. He also insisted that I needed to visit, as he
        felt that the cooking there was something that I could relate to and that I would find it a
        fascinating place. We talked a lot about the possibility of starting some culinary tours
        there, similar to what I was developing in Mexico. For some reason, we were never able to
        coordinate our schedules or budgets, and we were unable to travel to Vietnam together. 
All of this—along with an emerging Vietnamese restaurant scene, the availability of
        previously hard-to-find ingredients, and an increasing interest in Asian flavors in America
        and Europe—fueled my interest in Vietnamese cooking and the possibility of visiting and
        writing about the country. 
As to my credentials for writing a cookbook about Vietnam, I have nothing but a powerful
        interest and curiosity, a sympathetic view, and experience in writing about another
        country’s cuisine from a nonnative perspective, namely Mexico. In
        Culinary Mexico, I approached the cooking of that country as an
        informed outsider who had immense respect for the culture and cooking. In it, I attempted to
        help illuminate the history, cultural background, traditions, and techniques of the cuisine
        for the non-Mexican reader. I will let the results speak for themselves; however, one
        reaction to that effort makes me very proud. Many Mexicans have told me that they recognize
        some of their favorite dishes and appreciate the accuracy and respect that I have given to
        the cooking of their native country. They also tell me that they have learned some new
        aspects to Mexican cooking, as I tried to cover the entire scope of the cuisine, and that
        there was information available about other regions’ approaches to cooking that
        they had never understood before. I do not claim to be an expert on all things pertaining to
        Mexican cooking; I only wanted to give a point of view and to help with preserving some of
        the traditions and connect them with the contemporary developments in Mexican food. I have
        the same goals with Culinary Vietnam. 
There is no possibility that I can cover all aspects of Vietnamese cooking, which would be
        a daunting, near-impossible task even for a native-born Vietnamese cook. The cuisine has a
        history of thousands of years in development and countless influences from other cultures,
        as well as regional and personal variations too numerous to catalog. I am not attempting to
        write the definitive collection of Vietnamese recipes; what I hope to do is to open a window
        into the methods, theories, and background of the cuisine and to give some historical and
        cultural context to it all while showing the reader just how broad the scope of Vietnamese
        cooking is. My target readers are Western cooks, but my hope is that Vietnamese cooks will
        also find it accurate, interesting, and informative. I have used all of the resources that I
        had available: several visits to the country, where I observed, experienced, and took in as
        much about the food and culture as I could; cookbooks; magazines; restaurants; markets;
        advice, instruction, and recipes from Vietnamese friends and acquaintances; the Internet;
        and countless hours of experimenting and practicing in my own kitchen. The recipes herein
        are unavoidably colored and informed by my own cultural background, experiences, cooking
        style, and tastes; however, at all times I have tried to honor the soul of Vietnamese
        cooking and to give an accurate portrayal of the cuisine of that country. In some cases, I
        have changed ingredients to suit my tastes, the tastes of Western cooks, and the
        availability of ingredients in the West. I have tried to remain true to the premise or
        essence of the dishes though. My goal is to inspire cooks everywhere to cook more Vietnamese
        dishes and to help them along on a journey of learning and enjoying the wonderful food of
        this amazing country. 
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Introduction



Vietnam is a country that has a long and colorful history. It was first populated by a
        variety of indigenous groups, many who are still evident today. The Chinese were early
        invaders and had a lasting influence on the cooking and culture of the country. From India
        came the Buddhist philosophy that was integrated with many of the animist beliefs that were
        widely held. Vietnam has a long and storied royal lineage and was later colonized by the
        French. Revolutions followed, and the recent war with the U.S. and the unification of the
        country in 1975 all had a profound effect. Throughout their sometimes difficult history, the
        Vietnamese people have proven to be clever, resilient, hardworking, family-centric,
        gracious, and joyful. 
The food of Vietnam reflects the history, climate, and geography of the country as well as
        the spirit of the populace. The country is situated in Southeast Asia, roughly between 9
        degrees and 22 degrees north of the equator, giving it a tropical to subtropical climate.
        That, along with some variation in altitude and two monsoon seasons affording it an
        abundance of water in most locations, has created a diverse selection and bounty of
        ingredients, many available year-round. In the north, anchored by the dignified ancient
        capital city of Hanoi, there is the agricultural bounty of the Red River Delta region, the
        far-northern hills and mountains with several all-but-isolated hill tribe groups, and the
        coastline that runs north to south the entire length of the country. The North has the
        greatest influence from China and more of a preference for wheat over rice as a food staple
        than in the south. The food in the north tends to be a bit more austere than its southern
        counterpart, utilizing a simpler array of seasonings and a more conservative approach, but
        flavor and sophistication are not lacking by any means. 
The central portion of Vietnam contains an agrarian base, and Hue was the royal seat in
        the past. This royal gastronomy tradition continues to be sustained, and its somewhat
        closely guarded secrets mark one of the finer cuisines of the world. The royal cuisine
        stills exerts some influences in the central region even today; from home cooking to street
        and market stalls and restaurants, the portions tend to be smaller with a larger array of
        plates offered, reminiscent of the bounty laid out for the emperor and his court. The cooks
        in the central area also favor some bold flavors such as chiles, fermented shrimp sauce, and
        pickled items. Peanuts are often used as a garnish. 
In the south, cosmopolitan Ho Chi Minh City (formerly Saigon) is the largest metropolitan
        area, and it is teeming with over six million residents. The south enjoys a warm and
        tropical climate year-round and includes the fertile Mekong Delta and the coastline, dotted
        with fishing villages and a new influx of seaside and island resorts. The cooking there is
        rice-based and includes fresh fruits and a large assortment of vegetables as well as a vast
        array of seafood delicacies. Outside influences have been freely incorporated into the
        exuberant cooking of the south. Dishes from other parts of Southeast Asia, India, China, and
        the West all make appearances on the tables of the south or at least lend some flavors and
        techniques to inform the cooking here. 
In general, Vietnamese cooking is a tantalizing blend of clean, fresh, bright, sweet, and
        hot flavors. Steaming, stewing, and grilling techniques are more common than frying. Fresh
        herbs and hot chiles play an important role. The aspects of flavor, aroma, texture, color,
        contrast, balance, and even the sound a food makes are all taken into consideration in the
        planning and creation of a Vietnamese meal. This simple, agricultural-based peasant cuisine
        has been infused with a gracious and unpretentious sophistication through the European
        influence of the French and the royal cuisine of Hue, as evidenced in part by the first-rate
        baguette available nearly everywhere around the nation. Today’s Vietnamese cooking has
        been informed and shaped into its unique identity through its history, climate, and
        geography and, perhaps more than anything else, by the tenacious, resourceful, creative,
        clever, and gracious people of that country. 
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Ingredients 
Many cooks are daunted by the unfamiliar ingredients called for in foreign cuisine.
        Vietnamese cooking has a whole array of these, but the truth is, a good number of authentic
        dishes may be produced with only a few essentials. The following describes these basic
        ingredients along with many others that are occasionally called for. It is becoming
        increasingly easier to obtain many of these things through local markets and by mail order.
        You should not give up on a recipe when you cannot find a certain ingredient unless the
        recipe specifies that you absolutely cannot prepare the dish without it. Vietnamese cooking
        is flexible, and I have witnessed many Vietnamese cooks freely substituting when they cook.
        This type of cooking is about freshness, layers of complementary and contrasting flavors,
        and a pleasing outcome. Use your intuition when confronted with an ingredient dilemma, and
        you will be fine. 
Sauces 
Essential to Vietnamese cooking, prepared sauces are used in the cooking process and also
        as a table condiment. 
Fish Sauce (Nuoc Mam)
    
Fish sauce is absolutely essential to the Vietnamese kitchen and the table. While often
        strange and unfamiliar to the Western palate, an appreciation is usually gained after a bit
        of exposure. Nuoc Mam adds a salty fermented richness that not only seasons the food but
        also ties the flavors together in a way that gives the dish completeness. It is used in
        cooking and finishing dishes and as a table condiment, either straight or mixed with other
        ingredients, as in Nuoc Cham. Fish sauce falls into the category of flavors known in
        Japanese as umami, along with mushrooms, soy and Worcestershire sauce, miso, and other
        fermented items that add a subtle, esoteric, and satisfying component to food. 
The brands produced in Vietnam, particularly from the island of Phu Quoc and from Phan
        Thiet and Nha Trang, are many. The quality of the domestic fish sauces is superior to most
        produced in other countries, although there are several from Thailand that are produced in
        the “Vietnamese style” and possess the lighter, more complex, and sophisticated
        flavors that are so prized. 
Soy sauce may be substituted when a vegetarian dish is required or if Nuoc Mam is just too
        strong for your tastes, but I encourage you to try it. You may start with a mix of soy and
        Nuoc Mam to start you on the path of enjoying this incredible condiment. 
Soy Sauce (Nuoc Tuong)
    
Used for stir-fries, vegetarian dishes, marinades, and dipping, soy sauce is not as common
        as fish sauce, but is used fairly often. Try to use a Vietnamese or Chinese light soy sauce. 
Bean Sauce (Tuong Hot)
    
A sharp-edged sauce made from fermented soybeans is used for sauces and stir-fries and is
        often cooked for a dipping sauce. 
Hoisin Sauce (Sot Tuong)
    
Sweeter than bean sauce with aromatic spices, hoisin is Chinese in origin but is often
        used in Vietnamese cooking for dipping sauces, stir-fries, and marinades; in the southern
        part of the country, it is frequently added to Pho at the table. 
Chile Paste (Tuong Ot Toi)
    
Made from ground red chiles and sometimes with garlic added, this sauce is important for
        cooking and is also used as a table condiment. 
Oyster Sauce (Dau Hao) 
Often used to flavor vegetable dishes and other Chinese-style preparations, oyster sauce
        adds a richness and saltiness to foods. It also clings well to the ingredients, giving them
        a nice shiny luster. 
Shrimp Sauce (Mam Ruoc or Mam Tom)
    
A pungent, purplish paste that is used to add richness and saltiness to sauces, stews,
        soups, and dipping sauces, shrimp sauce is very popular in the central region around Hue. 
Anchovy Sauce (Mam Nem)
    
An extremely aromatic and pungent condiment, anchovy sauce is used to add a powerful
        fermented fish flavor to some dishes, and it is diluted with water and/or vinegar for a
        dipping sauce. 
Coconut Milk (Nuoc Cot Dua)
    
Used in desserts, curries, vegetable dishes, and some dipping sauces, coconut milk can be
        made fresh, as it usually is in Vietnam, or you can buy it canned in most super-markets.
        Make sure to buy the unsweetened variety. 
Spices 
These pantry staples will add color and flavor to many dishes; they keep well, so they are
        easy to have around. 
Annatto Seeds (Hat Dieu)
    
A New World ingredient, annatto seed is a natural reddish-orange food colorant with a
        subtle flavor that the Vietnamese have assimilated into several dishes, like Bo Kho. Either
        it is ground or the seeds are fried in oil to extract their color and flavor. 
Turmeric (Bot Nghe)
    
A rhizome root in the ginger family, turmeric is used both fresh and as a dry powder for
        curries and marinades, as in Cha Ca. It imparts an intense yellow color and a slightly
        astringent flavor to food. 
Ginger (Gung)
    
Often used with seafood and some meats and in Chinese-style dishes, ginger is also
        important for medicinal purposes. 
Sugar (Mia)
    
Used in all its forms, cane sugar is very important in cooking. It is often caramelized to
        add bittersweet richness to sauces and marinades. Yellow rock sugar, a combination of white
        and brown sugar with honey, can be found at many Asian and Chinese markets. Caramelized
        sugar is a suitable replacement. 
Five-Spice Powder (Bot Ngu Vi Huong or Huong
            Lieu)
    
Chinese in origin, it is popular for seasoning grilled meats and clay-pot stews. The five
        spices often vary but usually include star anise, cinnamon, cloves, some kind of pepper
        (often Sichuan), and anise or fennel seeds. 
Galangal (Gieng)
    
Another root in the ginger family, galangal has a floral character. When dried, it is used
        in soups, stews, and marinades; in the south, it is often used fresh in Thai-influenced
        curries. 
Star Anise (Boi Huong, Dai Hoi, or Tai Hoi)
    
Star anise, the dried pod of a tree grown mainly in northern Vietnam, originated in China.
        The aromatic flavor has a licorice taste similar to anise, only stronger, and is used in
        soups, especially Pho. 
Cinnamon (Bot Que or Que Chi)
    
Used sometimes to scent soups and stews and to flavor desserts, Vietnamese cinnamon has a
        strong distinctive flavor and is an essential ingredient in five-spice powder. 
Whole Cloves (Dinh Huong)
    
Used in soups and marinades, cloves are also one of the ingredients in five-spice powder. 
Curry Powder (Bot Ca-ri)
    
Vietnamese curry powder is a bright yellow from lots of turmeric and is fairly spicy. I
        use a Madras style if I cannot find the Vietnamese version. 
Dried Red Chile Flakes (Ot Kho)
    
Used in marinades and some stir-fries, these chiles are hot. 
Fresh Herbs 
Fresh herbs are a quintessential part of the Vietnamese diet. They are added to cooked
        dishes as well as salads and are usually offered at the table, allowing each diner to
        complete his or her plate as they like with additional layers of flavors. 
Cilantro or Coriander (Ngo)
    
Cilantro, or coriander, is the most widely used culinary herb in the world. It adds a
        bright flavor and green color to many Vietnamese dishes and is found on most tables in
        Vietnam. 
Dill (Rau Thi La)
    
Dill, unlike most herbs in Vietnamese cookery, is usually cooked. It appears in several
        pâté-like meat recipes and in Cha Ca Hanoi. 
Mint (Rau Hung Lui or Hung Kay)
    
Mint adds a sweet and aromatic component to many fresh rolls, soups, and grilled dishes.
        Hung Lui is similar to spearmint and Hung Kay is a spicier version that often has a reddish
        tinge to the stems. 
Red Perilla (Rau Tia To)
    
Related to the Japanese shiso, red perilla has a flavor that is reminiscent of mint,
        citrus, and a touch of cinnamon. The leaves are generally two-toned, green on one side and
        purple-red on the other. It is usually served along with strongly flavored foods and is
        almost a requisite for Banh Xeo (sizzling crêpes) and with Bun Cha. 
Asian Basil or Thai Basil (Hung Que or Rau
            Que)
    
This basil has a strong cinnamon, clove, and anise scent, and is served with Pho, other
        soups like Bun Bo Hue, noodle dishes, and many grilled items. It is also known as cinnamon
        basil or Mexican basil. You could substitute Mediterranean varieties, but they are much
        stronger and sweeter, so be careful. 
Vietnamese Coriander (Rau Ram)
    
Unique to Southeast Asia, Rau Rahm (also known as hot mint) is peppery and very herbal,
        and has notes of cilantro. It is used as a garnish or on the ubiquitous herb/ lettuce plate
        on the table. 
Culantro (Mui Tau)
    
A sawtooth-edged, spear-shaped leaf identifies this herb, which is native to Latin America
        and the Caribbean. It has an earthy cilantro-like flavor but is much stronger. Used in sour
        soups and some stews, it is a real treat to have as a garnish for Pho. 
Chives (Hoa Hue)
    
The chives most commonly used in Vietnamese cooking are Chinese chives, fairly thin with a
        flower bud at the end. They taste slightly of garlic. Substitute other chives or scallions. 
Rice Paddy Herb (Ngo Om or Rau Om)
    
Often hard to come by, this exotic herb can be grown in your garden. It has a perfumed
        cumin-like scent. Used in sour fish soup and sweet and sour dishes, it could be substituted
        with ground cumin seeds and fresh cilantro. 
Lemongrass (Xa)
    
Lemongrass is found in many Vietnamese dishes and is used in marinades, soups, stews,
        stir-fries, and curries. The wider bulbous end toward the root is used. An outer layer is
        peeled off, then it is crushed, finely chopped, or sectioned for longer-cooking dishes. 
Vietnamese Balm or Green Perilla (Rau Kinh
            Gioi)
    
Actually a relative of lemon balm rather than red perilla, Vietnamese balm has a
        pronounced lemongrass-like flavor and aroma with light green, oval-shaped, serrated-edged
        leaves. Shredded into noodle dishes, soups, and salads, it is usually served with Bun Cha. 
Fish Mint (Rau Diep Ca)
    
A most unusual culinary herb, fish mint has a strong acidic or sour flavor up front that
        quickly transforms into a fishy taste. Despite these strong flavors, it lacks much aroma.
        Even the Vietnamese are divided on their love or hate of this one. It is served with the
        table garnishes for grilled meats and fish dishes. 
Betel or Pepper Leaf (La Lot)
    
This heart-shaped leaf from a plant in the pepper family requires heat to release its
        peppery aromatic flavors. It is shredded into soups and stir-fries and is wrapped around
        meats for grilling. 
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Noodles 
There is a wide assortment of noodles available in Vietnamese cookery. These are a few of
        the most common. 
Rice Vermicelli (Bun)
    
Thin dry noodles that only need a short cooking time, they are used in soups and salads,
        and are served with grilled meat dishes like Bun Cha. 
Rice Sticks (Ban Pho)
    
These noodles come in various widths ranging from narrow to wide. They are featured in
        soups and stir-fries, and are usually soaked before they are cooked. 
Egg Noodles or Chinese Noodles (Mi)
    
These are thin wheat-flour noodles that are used in Chinese-style stir-fries and some
        soups. 
Bean Thread, Cellophane, or Glass Noodles
            (Mien)
    
Used in soups, salads, and stir-fries, these are also used to fill several types of rolls. 
Rice Paper (Banh Trang)
    
Yes, rice paper is a noodle, as it is made in the same way and with the same ingredients
        as a rice noodle, just not cut so narrowly. After steaming on a silk cloth over a pot of
        boiling water, the noodles are carefully transferred to a bamboo mat to dry in the sun,
        which causes their characteristic cross-hatched pattern. Some brands add tapioca starch to
        achieve elasticity and to make them more transparent. Look for thin trans-parent ones,
        available in many shapes and sizes. 
Other Ingredients 
Peanuts (Lac or Dau Phong)
    
Usually roasted and chopped, peanuts appear in many dishes, often as a garnish. 
Rice (Gao)
    
Gao Thom, or long-grained jasmine rice, is the variety most often used in Vietnamese
        cooking. There are many brands available. It is called Gao when raw and Com when it has been
        cooked. 
Sticky or Glutinous Rice (Gao Nep)
    
Also known as sweet rice, it is used in Banh, steamed cakes, breakfast porridges, and
        desserts. When cooked and ready to eat, this rice is called Xoi. 
Rice flour (Bot Gao)
    
Rice flour is used for noodles, crêpes, cakes, and sometimes for thickening. 
Banana Leaves (La Chuoi)
    
Used to wrap foods for steaming or grilling and sometimes used as a serving medium, banana
        leaves impart a subtle flavor to food. Often available frozen in Asian and Latin American
        markets. 
Tamarind Paste (Me)
    
Tamarind paste is the sticky material from the tamarind pod that holds the seed in place.
        The seeds are removed, and the paste needs to be mixed with a little hot water to soften.
        Strain before using. Tamarind adds a tart flavor and a caramel-like color to soups and
        stir-fries as well as some barbecue dishes. 
Equipment, Utensils, and Table Settings 
Most of the equipment and utensils that you need for cooking Vietnamese food is probably
        already in your kitchen, but there are a few items that are important or will make life
        easier for you if you have the right ones. 
For the Kitchen 
Pots and Pans 
Use an array of sauté pans or skillets; heavy is better, and one or two with a lid will be
        helpful. Saucepans, including a larger one like a Dutch oven, also come in handy. If you are
        going to make some of the soups or make your own stock or broth, a stockpot or kettle that
        holds 8 to 12 quarts is important. 
Wok 
While not absolutely necessary (a skillet can do most of the same things), a wok is a
        handy tool that is useful for stir-frying, steaming, and deep-frying. I like a heavy steel
        model with a lid (no nonstick please—it is not necessary). 
Steamer 
Very important in Vietnamese kitchens, although it may be improvised, a good steamer makes
        it a lot easier. The Asian steamers seem to be the best, but some other models also work
        well. I prefer metal to bamboo for ease of cleaning, but they work about the same. Do not
        get a steamer with holes too large or too small; about half an inch or a touch less in
        diameter is about right. A tight-fitting lid is also important. 
Knives 
Good sharp knives are important, as Vietnamese cooking involves a lot of cutting, slicing,
        and chopping. A cleaver and a chef knife are handy to have around. A paring knife is also
        essential. Those three will serve you well, but you could also consider a boning knife, a
        slicer, a Shoku knife (or sushi knife), etc.—that is up to you. 
Food Processing 
A mortar and pestle can be very useful for crushing spices and making pastes. A food
        processor can do some of the same as well as chopping and some slicing and shredding. A mini
        chopper can also handle the chopping of things like garlic, ginger, and shallots, but a
        knife works fine too. 
Mandolin 
I like a mandolin—a slicing, cutting, and shredding tool—that is very sharp and precise.
        It is quite a time-saver. The classic French ones are more expensive, but many of the Asian
        versions cost a lot less and work just as well, if not better. 
Rice Cooker 
A great luxury item but not a necessity, an electric rice cooker is a simple and virtually
        fool-proof method of cooking rice and does not tie up your stove. I have been cooking rice
        for years in a saucepan, and I am satisfied with that method. The choice is yours. 
For the Table 
Chopsticks 
A very important part of Vietnamese eating, chopsticks allow you to pick up bite-sized
        pieces of food from the typical communal serving dishes on the table. There are many choices
        out there. I prefer the type that are not too thin and slick. A little friction and some
        size make it easier to hold onto the food. 
Small Bowls or Dishes 
These are used for individual servings of dipping sauces. 
Rice Bowls 
Individual rice bowls are usually placed at each setting on the Vietnamese table. It gives
        a place for the food to “land” when serving oneself from the communal dishes.
        The rice gets flavored by placing food on it before you eat it. The rice bowls should not be
        too large, sized to fit comfortably in the palm of the hand. Rice bowls may also be used to
        hold dipping sauces for communal use. 
Soup Bowls 
Rice bowl sizes work fine for soups in a multicourse meal, but for main dish soups like
        Pho or Bun Bo Hue, you will need something larger (a 24-ounce capacity or larger) that can
        hold the entire serving. A deeper style is preferred, as it makes it easier to get at the
        noodles with chopsticks without making a mess. 
Spoons 
Teaspoons are used for stirring beverages like coffee and tea, and for serving dipping
        sauces and condiments. Larger soupspoons, either Asian-style or traditional, are necessary
        for eating soup. Large serving spoons are useful for rice and for dishing up some main
        courses, and ladles are needed for soups. 
Plates and Platters 
Small to medium plates are often set at each place to be used for wrapping things and/or
        as a place to discard items like bones, shells, squeezed limes, etc. Larger plates and
        platters can be used to serve the main courses. A slightly concave shape or an upwardly
        curved rim helps to hold the sauces on the platter. 
Serving Bowls 
Serving bowls of several sizes can be useful for holding foods like rice, noodles, main
        courses, side dishes, and soups.
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Dipping Sauces & Condiments



The Vietnamese table would be considered pretty bare without at least one dipping sauce
        present. Many dishes in the culinary repertoire of Vietnam are subtly flavored, and the
        individual diners then use the dipping sauces and condiments to enhance the seasonings to
        their taste. These table dipping sauces also add a fresh and sometimes contrasting note to
        the cooked dish. Every cook has favorites, and the variations are many. Here are some of the
        basic ones along with some of my favorites. 
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Soy-Lime Dipping Sauce
Nuoc Tuong Pha Gung
	1 (2-inch) piece peeled ginger 
	1/4 cup warm water 
	2 tablespoons sugar 
	1/3 cup soy sauce 
	3 tablespoons fresh lime juice 
	Sliced Thai or serrano chiles, as desired 


        Makes 1 cup
    
Used for vegetarian meals, this sauce may also be used instead of a fish sauce to based
        dip or alongside as an alternative. I like it with vegetables too. 
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1 Slice the ginger thinly and then cut across the slices
        to make thin matchsticks. Combine the water and sugar, stirring until sugar is dissolved.
        Mix everything together and serve. This sauce is typically made fresh for each meal, but
        leftovers will keep several days in the refrigerator. 
[image: Dipping Sauces & Condiments]
[image: Dipping Sauces & Condiments]
Salt, Pepper, and Lime Dipping Sauce
Muoi Tieu Chanh
	Coarse kosher or sea salt 
	Freshly ground white or black pepper 
	Lime wedges 
	Thinly sliced or minced serrano or Thai chiles (optional) 


        Makes 1 cup
    
A simple table condiment that replaces the ubiquitous salt-and-pepper shakers of Western
        tables, Muoi Tieu Chanh is used for simple boiled, steamed, or grilled meats, seafood,
        poultry, and vegetables. It can be presented in individual dishes for each diner or in a
        communal bowl. The components are placed separately in the dish and then mixed together with
        the end of a chopstick to make a savory paste for dipping. Both white and black pepper is
        used according to taste preferences, and chiles are an option as well. The proportion of
        salt to pepper and the amount of lime juice is also a matter of preference. If you can find
        key limes or Mexican limes, the pale-yellow variety with seeds, try them for a slightly
        sweeter taste. Often, fresh chile slices are added along with or instead of the pepper in
        this condiment. 
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1 Mix together the salt and pepper, and then moisten with
        some lime juice. Add the chiles, if desired, mix with a chopstick, and serve. 

    
Sweet Chile Sauce
Nuoc Sot Chua Ngot
	2 tablespoons cornstarch or arrowroot powder 
	1-3/4 cups water, divided 
	4 tablespoons white or raw sugar 
	2 tablespoons finely minced shallot or onion 
	2 cloves garlic, smashed and peeled 
	2-1/2 tablespoons rice or white vinegar 
	2 tablespoons fish sauce or soy sauce (or a combination of both) 
	Generous dash of salt 
	1/4 teaspoon finely ground white pepper 
	1/2 teaspoon ground annatto seeds (optional) 
	2 tablespoons finely grated carrot 
	1 tablespoon finely grated scallion 
	1 to 2 tablespoons minced red serrano or Thai chile, or 2 tablespoons sweet red
            pepper 


        Makes 2 cups
    
A sort of Vietnamese sweet-and-sour sauce, this recipe is more sophisticated and lighter
        than the Chinese and Thai versions. Sweet chile sauce is usually served with crispy spring
        rolls and other roll-up dishes, grilled meats, seafood, and anything else you like. It can
        be made with or without the chiles. I like to caramelize the sugar first to give the flavor
        more depth, but it is still tasty without that step. If you want the reddish-orange color of
        the commercial types, add the annatto seeds; otherwise, the sauce will have a light,
        somewhat transparent color. 
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1 Mix the cornstarch with 3 tablespoons cool water to
        dissolve and set aside. 
2 In a heavy saucepan, caramelize the sugar until a light
        golden-brown (see Caramel Sauce recipe for technique). Add
        the remaining water, shallot, garlic, vinegar, fish sauce, salt, pepper, annatto seeds,
        carrot, scallion, and chiles to the pan. Bring to a boil, and stir for 1 to 2 minutes to
        dissolve the sugar (it will crystallize at first). Serve immediately or store in the
        refrigerator.
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The People and Flavors of Hue and Hoi An
The food in Hue is unique and very special. The legacy of the emperors is still
            evident in a wide variety of small plates and portions served with a fastidious
            attention to detail. The locals enjoy strong flavors with chiles, fermented shrimp
            paste, and sauces playing an important role. There is seasonality to the cuisine, and
            many temperate climate vegetables and fruits are produced here during the cooler
            seasons. Nowhere can you better observe this bounty of produce than at Dong Ba market
            alongside the north bank of the Perfume River next to the storied and colorfully lighted
            Trang Thien Bridge. Everything is available in this massive marketplace: clothes, hats,
            cloth, incense, jewelry, household utensils and necessities, kitschy curios and
            trinkets, fruits, vegetables, meats, live poultry and seafood, condiments, flowers, and
            just about anything else you can think of. Under the roof of the main building are the
            permanent vendors, usually carrying dry goods and equipment, but some sell fruits as
            well. Around the fringes are a myriad of people from the countryside, hawking their
            colorful basketfuls of herbs, vegetables, chiles, fruits, vegetables, etc., with the
            fresh fish vendors on the outer edge paralleling the river. This is also a friendly
            market, and a smile and some sign language will go a long way in exploring and
            negotiating. 
The Hoi An fish market is a sight to behold. Starting at well before dawn, the fishing
            boats motor in to unload their overnight catch, and often there are so many that they
            merely tie up to each other in a giant raft formation rather than waiting for a space
            alongside the dock. The eager buyers swarm over these boats, haggling over price and
            quality, and when a deal is struck, they hurry to the shore to set up and sell again to
            the waiting smaller buyers. This market is dominated by women, and it is quite a sight
            to see the conical hats bobbing and the high-pitched voices negotiating and arguing in
            musical Vietnamese. Many different varieties of fish, shellfish, and other exotic marine
            creatures are on display, depending on the time of year. 
A number of villages that surround Hoi An in the countryside specialize in different
            crops to be sold in the local market and in Da Nang. One special place is the
            cooperative village of Tra Que, where they produce organic herbs and vegetables, all
            fertilized with seaweed. The flavors of these herbs and greens are noticeably stronger
            and tastier than the already-flavorful typical ones seen around the rest of the country.
            The market in Hoi An is a great place to view, taste, and buy the local harvest, and
            there you can also purchase a Hoi An specialty: fresh Cau Lau noodles, made with rice
            flour, water, and a touch of ashes, which causes the trademark yellow color. 
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Caramel Sauce
Nuoc Hang
	1/2 cup water 
	3/4 cup white or raw sugar


        Makes 2 cups
    
Used to add a sweet and slightly bitter richness and color to stews and clay-pot dishes,
        and for marinades on grilled meats, this is a very important sauce in the Vietnamese cooking
        repertoire. Its subtle flavoring is often added to other sauces, and it adds nuances of
        flavor that are distinctive to the Vietnamese style of cooking. You can also find this sauce
        premade in the bottle at Asian markets. 
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1 Preheat a heavy saucepan or skillet to medium-high
        heat. 
2 In a separate pan or in a cup in the microwave, heat
        the water to almost boiling. Place the sugar in the preheated pan and it will begin to melt.
        Stir by tilting the pan in various directions as needed (using a spoon could cause the sugar
        to re-crystallize). Be careful not to burn the sugar. 
3 When the sugar is melted and has reached a dark
        golden-brown color with a little smoke rising from the surface, remove from the heat and
        carefully add the very hot water to the pan. The water will sizzle and hiss—take care not to
        burn yourself. Return the pan to the heat and cook until all the sugar is dissolved. Cool
        and use as called for. The sauce may be stored at room temperature for a few weeks in a
        tightly sealed jar.
Coconut Peanut Sauce with Chiles
Tuong Den
	1-1/2 cups fresh coconut milk, or 1 can (12 ounces) unsweetened coconut milk 
	Dash of salt 
	2 tablespoons hoisin sauce or spicy bean paste 
	1/3 cup Basic Vietnamese Dipping Sauce (below) or Soy-Lime
                Dipping Sauce
        
	3 tablespoons roasted and chopped peanuts 
	1 to 2 tablespoons Chile-Garlic-Oil Table Condiment or
            mashed fresh red serrano or Thai chiles 


        Makes about 1-3/4 cups 
    
This is a sauce that I tasted in the Mekong Delta, where coconuts grow everywhere. It was
        served with a rice paper roll filled with a salad of shredded vegetables and herbs and
        grilled meats similar to the Grilled Beef and Shrimp Hand Rolls.
        It is also good with fried squid and shrimp and any grilled meat, poultry, or seafood. Often
        made with fermented soybeans, I use Nuoc Cham and a little hoisin sauce with good results. 
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1 Mix the coconut milk, salt, hoisin sauce, and dipping
        sauce together well. Bring to a boil in a saucepan and then simmer for about 5 minutes to
        thicken slightly; let cool. Pour into a large serving bowl, sprinkle with peanuts, and then
        spoon the chile condiment or fresh chiles in the center. (You may also pour sauce into
        individual dipping bowls and distribute the peanuts and chiles among them.) The chiles are
        stirred into the sauce as desired by each individual. Serve at room temperature but store in
        the refrigerator. 
Basic Vietnamese Dipping Sauce
Nuoc Cham
	3/4 cup warm water 
	3 to 4 tablespoons sugar 
	1/2 cup fish sauce 
	1/4 cup lime juice or rice vinegar 
	2 to 3 Thai chiles, or 1 to 2 serrano chiles (red or green), thinly sliced 
	1 clove garlic, peeled and sliced (optional) 


        Makes 2 cups
    
A requirement at every Vietnamese table, Nuoc Cham is used to season grilled and steamed
        meats, salad and fried rolls, vegetables and seafood. It is used in many recipes, too, but
        is always put on the table for each individual to dip as their taste dictates. This recipe
        has a distinct southern Vietnam influence with the addition of lime juice, water, and sugar.
        You may also use rice vinegar instead of all or part of the lime juice for a variation. In
        the central and northern regions, Nuoc Cham is often made using only the fish sauce and
        chiles, perhaps with just a touch of sugar. For those of you who are challenged by the
        flavor of fish sauce, try substituting two-thirds of the fish sauce with soy sauce. The next
        time, try a little less soy and more fish sauce, and you will be ready for the real thing
        before long. 
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1 Mix the water and sugar, stirring until the sugar is
        dissolved. Combine with the rest of the ingredients and serve. This sauce is typically made
        fresh for each meal, but leftovers will keep several days in the refrigerator. 
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Chile-Garlic-Oil Table Condiment
Ot Toi
	1 to 2 teaspoons hot red chile flakes 
	12 to 15 cloves garlic, peeled 
	1/4 teaspoon salt 
	1/2 cup vegetable oil, divided 


        Makes almost 1 cup
    
A regular on many Vietnamese tables, this condiment is for those who want a touch of
        subtle chile and garlic flavor to add to noodles, soups, and other dipping sauces. It also
        can be added to marinades for extra zip. It is usually made with dried chiles, but I also
        offer an option made with fresh ones that is a bit sharper like the many jarred sauces that
        are available. 
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1 Smash the chile flakes, garlic, salt, and 4 tablespoons
        oil in a mortar and pestle, or chop finely in a food processor. Combine with the rest of the
        oil and heat in a small saucepan over low heat until it bubbles. Continue cooking for 5
        minutes, stirring occasionally; cool and serve. Store at room temperature. This condiment
        will keep for several weeks. 
Variation: To make this recipe with fresh chiles, replace
        the chile flakes with 1 tablespoon chopped red serrano or Thai chiles and carefully add 1
        tablespoon rice or white vinegar to the mixture after it is cooked. Stir well to
        combine.
Scallion Oil
Mo Hanh
	3/4 cup vegetable oil 
	Pinch of salt 
	6 medium scallions (mostly the green part, but some white is fine), thinly sliced
        


        Makes about 1-3/4 cups 
    
Used to garnish many dishes and to flavor soups, noodles, vegetables, salads, rice,
        grilled and boiled meats, etc., this oil is a nice addition to the arsenal of flavors on the
        Vietnamese table. 
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1 Heat the oil in a saucepan until fairly hot, about 350
        degrees. Add the salt and scallions, and stir for 15 seconds while cooking. Carefully
        transfer into a room-temperature heatproof bowl to accelerate the cooling process and stir
        every few minutes to help with the cooling. Serve at room temperature and store sealed in
        the refrigerator. (Oil may be refrigerated but should be served at room temperature for best
        flavor.) 
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Pickled Garlic and Chiles
Ot Ngam Giam
	1/3 cup sugar 
	1 tablespoon kosher or sea salt 
	1 cup rice or white vinegar 
	8 to 12 serrano, Thai, or jalapeño chiles, red, green, or a mixture of the two 
	12 to 14 cloves garlic, peeled 


        Makes about 1-1/2 cups
    
These chiles and garlic are served with noodle soups as well as with many rice dishes. In
        fact, they are great with just about anything. The blanching helps to take the sharp edge
        off the garlic and chile flavors, and also keeps the color bright. 
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1 Mix the sugar, salt, and vinegar in a nonreactive bowl
        and stir until sugar is dissolved. Slice the chiles into 1/8- to 1/4-inch pieces; set aside.
        Place the garlic in boiling water for 15 seconds, then add the chiles and boil 10 to 15
        seconds more. Drain, immediately place in the vinegar mixture, and stir. Allow to cool,
        place in a glass jar or other nonreactive container with a tight-fitting lid, and
        refrigerate for 24 to 48 hours before using. May be kept for several weeks in the
        refrigerator.
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Marinade for Grilled Meats
Nuoc Sot
	1/4 cup hoisin sauce 
	3 tablespoons fish sauce or soy sauce 
	2 tablespoons lime juice or vinegar 
	1/2 teaspoon ground black pepper 
	1 teaspoon sugar 
	1/4 teaspoon salt 
	1 teaspoon Chile-Garlic-Oil Table Condiment; 1 teaspoon
            chile-garlic paste; or 1 clove garlic, crushed and mixed with 1/2 teaspoon dry red chile
            flakes 
	1 teaspoon vegetable oil or toasted sesame oil 
	2 teaspoons finely minced lemongrass or ginger (optional) 
	1/4 teaspoon five-spice powder (optional) 


        Makes enough to marinate 1 to 2 pounds meat
    
This basic Chinese-influenced marinade works well for seasoning meats that are to be
        grilled, particularly beef or pork. It adds a sweet and tangy flavor, and creates a light
        glaze on the meat when cooked. If applied to the meat at least 1 hour before cooking, it
        will also help tenderize it. 
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1 Mix all of the ingredients together before applying to
        the meat. The marinade will keep in the refrigerator for several days. 
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