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Fresh Spring Rolls - Glass Noodle Soup - Papaya Salad - Clay Pot Vegetables - Lemongrass
Dry Noodles. Enjoy many of your favorite Vietnamese dishes now with a vegetarian twist.
Renown Asian culinary expert Chat Mingkwan presents time-honored favorites using completely
plant-based ingredients. You're offered a bevy of delicious choices, whether you're making an
ensemble for a multi-course meal or an extravagant dish with a host of accompaniments. Typical
Vietnamese cooking is already characterized by the use of a vast array of fresh herbs and
vegetables. Introducing soy-based alternatives in place of the traditional meat and fish, Chat
makes this already nutritious fare even better for you and the planet.

About the AuthorBarbara and Jim Mauzy are dealers, collectors, and enthusiasts of Depression
Glass, Fire-King, Bakelite, and all things related to kitchens from the 1920s-1950s. They have
been addicted to the field for about two decades, and are authors of numerous books for
Schiffer Publishing.
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journey, sometimes I am annoyed by standing still, sometimes upset by stepping back. Now, I
am striding with my daughter, Pia—and I never mind getting sidetracked. Càm On!A portion of
the proceeds from this book will be donated to projects that promote the preservation of
endangered wildlife. With your help, they’ll keep on roaming.ForewordMy first vegetarian
cookbook, Buddha’s Table: Thai Feasting Vegetarian Style, has been a source of inspiration, as
it often receives hearty comments that encourage me to explore other regional cuisines—this
time, Vietnamese vegetarian cooking.For me, Vietnamese is much more than a third language
due to my few sporadic years spent in Vietnam. Even though the Vietnamese alphabet is in
English (Latin based), their pronunciations with corrected stress and intonation are
incomprehensible to me. I tried mostly to learn the right names of dishes, but even then, my
pronunciation often goes astray. My Vietnamese friends, colleagues, and students have had
their fair share of my annoying, inexplicable squeaks; even my friend Emily, the Vietnamese
grocer, no longer keeps eye contact with me when I approach her busy counter. Thankfully, with
their kindness, I was able to translate into English as many words and sounds as closely as
possible from the original Vietnamese.My teaching curriculum now includes a Vietnamese
vegetarian cooking class in the Asian section. As usual, my students are testers and tasters.
Sometimes my attempts have left them tongue-tied, unable to aptly describe an unappealing
taste. As a result, the recipes have been repeatedly worked and reworked until they have
reached perfection and finally ended up in this book.I would like to express my sincere gratitude
to everyone, including you, the reader, for using the following recipes. Because of your support, I
am inspired to take on another vegetarian challenge and turn all cuisines, one at a time, into
more beneficial and nutritious eating.ChàoChat MingkwanIntroductionWhen I was young,
growing up in Thailand, I often heard horrendous news about neighboring Vietnam—casualties
from napalm bombs, brutal communist Vietcong, and the miserable conditions endured by the



Vietnamese people. My heart went out to them when I heard that young children my age
became orphans and homeless when their parents and families were taken away. Not once did I
hear about the beauty of Vietnam, the friendliness of the Vietnamese people, and the delicious
complexities of their cuisine. During that tough time, the Vietnamese people, and even Miss
Saigon, probably had little concern about their nationalism; rather, they were preoccupied with
survival—escaping bombs and finding sustainable food. After more than three decades of
recuperation since the war ended, Vietnam slowly returned to normalcy and embraced foreign
contacts, opening the country to businesses and tourism. I was among the first wave of visitors
to witness the comeback of Vietnam and, from my culinary profession and background, their
cuisine impressed me the most.I began my journey at Hanoi, the center of the northern region,
going through Hue, the old capital of learning and culture in central Vietnam, and ended up in Ho
Chi Minh City, previously known as Saigon, the home of Miss Saigon, in the south. Streets were
crowded with mostly bicycles, motorcycles, and a few automobiles that were drowned out by the
distinctive sounds of bells and horns. Every rider and driver made noises for the right-of-way as
they navigated through the jammed traffic. Pedestrians, including myself, had to consolidate and
garner the courage to cross Hanoi streets, where there were very few traffic lights and crossing
paths. The chaotic state of traffic had little effect on the genial disposition of the people of
Vietnam. After years of war, internal conflicts, and economic hardships, they remained calm,
friendly, and gracious to each other and to everyone.The streets were lined with beautiful and
well-preserved buildings from the French colonial era—grand and imperial—especially those in
Hanoi that were designed to duplicate Paris on a smaller scale. After business hours, certain
streets were transformed into food courts with a variety of hawker food stands. It was dinnertime
and a chance to pick and choose a delicious Vietnamese meal. Locals had a variety of choices
for dinner, which could be a one-plate dish, such as a bowl of noodle soup called pho, a crepe, a
Vietnamese baguette sandwich, or a put-it-together-yourself meal of multiple courses from
different food stands. The course meal in a traditional Vietnamese setting, for instance, could
start with an appetizer of mousse, followed by hot-and-sour soup, papaya salad, an entree
flavored with lemongrass, and a French-influenced gâteau (cake) for dessert. I often washed all
these delicious dishes down with a cup of hot, slow-dripped Vietnamese coffee.Hanoi was a
little cold and overcast during the winter months, so the local food was hot and hearty to keep
you warm and comfortably full, with such dishes as pho. The cold climate of the north limited the
cultivation of many spices; as a result, the food was lighter and less spicy than in the central and
the southern regions. The northern region shares a border with China, and the Chinese culinary
influence of stir-fries is common in this area. Hue, in the central region, was the ancient capital of
Vietnam, where once the country’s royalty resided. Vietnamese culinary culture was developed
here among many royal kitchens. The food is elaborate and highly decorative, using various
spices grown along the region’s mountainous terrain. A classic Hue meal consists of small
portions of many dishes that are meticulously prepared and grossly time-consuming. The
southern region’s fertile lands and hot and humid climate produce a large variety of vegetables,



herbs, spices, fruits, and livestock. Foreign influences, notably French and Indian, landed ashore
and introduced white potatoes, asparagus, tarragon, shallots, and curry spices to this region.
Seafood is mainly used and is plentifully supplied by the vast areas of the southern shoreline.
Most dishes are tasty and fragranced with herbs and spices; they are often served with plenty of
fresh vegetables.The Chinese have had a strong influence in Vietnam, which is evident
throughout, particularly on local architecture, including the concept of feng shui, styles of
furniture, color themes, and animistic beliefs. The French later inserted their presence during the
colonization era, and it continues even now. Both Chinese and French influences are intertwined
in everything Vietnamese. One of the most obvious is the cuisine of Vietnam, where the
prominent culinary culture of the East meets the West. Some consider Vietnamese cuisine as
French cooking in a Chinese kitchen or vice versa. The Chinese concept of yin and yang and stir-
frying techniques are used as often as French caramelizing in Vietnamese cooking. Indian
influences are also prevalent, as their curries and spices add more depth to South Vietnamese
meals. Ingredients and techniques of both cultures are utilized and give rise to a Vietnamese
cuisine of unique and endless possibilities in tastes and flavor.Characteristics of Vietnamese
FoodFresh is the first obvious characteristic of Vietnamese food. An array of fresh ingredients is
used in cooking, and additional fresh vegetables and herbs are essential accompaniments to
every meal. Most Vietnamese dishes are designed so that fresh vegetables and herbs play an
important part in completing the dish. For example, fresh vegetable leaves may be used as
wrappers, as their mild flavors will dilute the intense taste or spiciness of a dish. Ideally, the meal
is a balancing act among the flavors of the dish and the accompaniments. The dish can also be
completed by using a variety of fresh herbs, which adds various flavors to be savored in every
bite. Herbs can be eaten individually, or they can all be combined to make each bite
multiflavored. Not only does the unique variety of Vietnamese herbs make every bite different, it
offers new flavor sensations to the Western palate.Nutritious is another characteristic of
Vietnamese food, whose array of fresh vegetables and herbs supplies important vitamins,
minerals, phytochemicals, and fiber, not to mention the medicinal properties of certain herbs,
such as mint and ginger. The Chinese concept of yin and yang, the hot and cold property of food
ingredients, is also a factor in healthful Vietnamese cooking and eating. In most Vietnamese
dishes, the ratio of meat to vegetables averages 1:2, 1:3, or even 1:4, where a small portion of
meat in the dish is to be eaten with a larger portion of fresh vegetables and herbs. This same
proportion is prevalent in most Asian cuisines, especially Chinese, where a small portion of meat
can be stretched for a big meal when cooked with a lot of vegetables. Although Vietnamese
cuisine has absorbed much Chinese influence, Vietnamese dishes utilize significantly more
fresh vegetables and herbs, and they are often eaten raw. In Western cuisines, meat is the main
focus. Therefore a large portion of the dish is comprised mainly of meat and accompanied by a
small amount of vegetables and starch. But for the Vietnamese, the reverse is true: fresh
vegetables and herbs are served in large portions with small amounts of meat; the main focus is
on the nutritious vegetables and herbs. In fact, in Vietnam the accompanying fresh vegetables



and herbs are provided at no limit with the dish. They are usually arranged in large amounts, in
large containers, and placed in front of diners, who share and choose their favorite fresh
accompaniments to go with their food.The fusion of two worlds is another main characteristic of
Vietnamese food, where the major cuisine of Asia meets its European counterpart. This is where
the best of both worlds combine as French cuisine from the Chinese kitchen or Chinese cuisine
from the French kitchen. Either way, Vietnamese cuisine has got the right fusion. Vietnam is a
very close neighbor to China, sharing a border in the north and sharing the South China Sea in
the east. Their association has lasted for centuries through trade and cultural exchanges. China,
a powerful country in both economic and military might, has asserted much influence throughout
Southeast Asia, and more so on their next-door neighbor, Vietnam. Chinese ingredients such as
noodles and techniques such as wok stir-frying are common among Vietnamese households.
Chinese education, economy, and military traditions were sought and taught in Vietnam, and
later the communist ideology was also a part of learning and became a cause of the military
conflict. The French came upon the shore of Vietnam for trade and later to secure a place for
their military presence and a balance of power among colonizers in Indochina. As with their
Chinese predecessor, French education, economy, and military traditions were taught and
assimilated into Vietnamese society. French coffee, baguettes, and pates have been a part of
the Vietnamese diet, and caramelizing sugar is a major method used to season Vietnamese
dishes. Indians have also had a prominent role in the development of Vietnamese cuisine. As
their trade ships came ashore at the southern sea-ports, their spices and curries were
introduced and became a part of many signature dishes. Notwithstanding both major influences
on their cuisine, the Vietnamese assert their own personalities by using unique herbs and spices
that are found locally, thereby creating subtle tastes and flavors to call their own. An abundance
of ingredients, a profusion of techniques, and an endless way of combining concoctions have
given rise to many delicious Vietnamese dishes that bring out a nostalgia of French, Chinese,
and Indian cuisine.Soy ProductsMost Vietnamese dishes use fish sauce (nuoc mam), primarily
because of its saltiness and value as a flavor enhancer. Other exotic ingredients, such as shrimp
paste and fermented fish, also add authentic flavors to Vietnamese cuisine. But none of these
products are vegetarian. Therefore, various plant-based seasonings are used in this book
instead.Many types and brands of soy products make good alternatives to fish sauce, from light-
colored soy sauce for cooking a white sauce to double-dark soy sauce for dark brown glazing.
They also range in saltiness from low sodium (lite soy sauce) to those with a high salt content.
There even is a sweet soy sauce made with a thick molasses and soy mixture. Instead of using
animal products, a stir-fry soy sauce made from mushroom extract and a variety of soy pastes
can easily replace the oyster sauce in stir-fry dishes. Black or yellow fermented beans and
fermented tofu lend pungent, authentic flavors to a vegetarian dish and can be used in place of
shrimp paste and fermented fish. These products are described in detail in the section that
follows.Nowadays, thanks to creative vegetarian chefs and merchants, innovative vegetarian
foods with various tastes, textures, and colors occupy supermarket shelves. In addition to



traditional products, seasoned tofu is made to simulate the flavor, texture, and appearance of
meat products such as chicken, beef, pork, smoked duck, goose liver, and more. Products from
the rivers and oceans, such as water plants and sea vegetables (seaweeds), replicate fish and
seafood ingredients. Some of these products need a little getting used to, as they are
considered acquired tastes. For those who want to understand the very basics of food
preparation, making your own tofu can be a fun and fulfilling project. (For a recipe for homemade
tofu, see page 20.) You can make tofu from an assortment of beans and create diverse flavors
and textures to produce a wide variety of dishes.SOYBEAN OR SOYA BEAN (GLYCINE
MAX)The Chinese have cultivated soybeans for centuries, dating back to 2838 BC. In China
they are considered one of the five sacred grains (wu lu). The United States has now become
the largest producer of soybeans, supplying about 75 percent of the world’s total production.
There are more than one thousand varieties, ranging in size from a small pea to a large cherry.
The beans come in various colors and combinations of red, yellow, green, brown, and black.
They grow in pods that have fine, tawny hairs. Unlike other legumes, the soybean is low in
carbohydrates and high in protein. Soybean products are also a good source of iron and contain
vitamins B1 and B2 and linoleic acid, an essential fatty acid that is one of the omega-6 fatty
acids. Soybeans are used to produce kecap (Indonesian sweet soy sauce), miso (see “soybean
paste,” page 16), natto (Japanese fermented beans), okara (the residue from soymilk), soybean
oil, soy cheese, soy flour, soy ice cream, soy margarine, soy mayonnaise, soymilk, soy nuts, soy
sauce, soy sour cream, soy yogurt, tamari (Japanese dark soy sauce), tofu, yuba (tofu sheets or
skins), and soy pizza. Dried soybeans should be presoaked like any other dried beans before
being cooked and used in soups, stews, casseroles, or other dishes. Bean sprouts grown from
soybeans can be used in salads or as a cooked vegetable. Green soybeans (also called
edamame) are those picked when they are fully grown but not fully mature. They are sold fresh
or frozen and come in their pods, which are bright green and covered with fuzz. Steam the pods
for twenty minutes and serve them as a snack or appetizer. They can be shelled and eaten just
like peanuts.BEAN SAUCE AND BEAN PASTEThese soy products are seasonings made from
fermented soybeans. They can range from thin to thick and from smooth to chunky. They should
be stored in a nonmetallic, tightly sealed container in the refrigerator for up to one year.BLACK
BEAN SAUCE is a thin, salty, full-flavored mixture made with mashed fermented black beans
and flavored with garlic and sometimes star anise.BROWN BEAN SAUCE, OR FERMENTED
YELLOW BEAN SAUCE, is thick and made with fermented whole yellow soybeans, salt, and
water.HOT BLACK BEAN SAUCE has a medium consistency and is a combination of black
soybeans, chiles, garlic, sesame oil, and sugar.FERMENTED BLACK BEANS, also known as
Chinese black beans or salty black beans, are a Chinese specialty consisting of small black
soybeans that have been preserved in salt before being packed into cans or plastic bags. They
have an extremely pungent, salty flavor and must be soaked in warm water for about thirty
minutes before using. Store tightly covered in the refrigerator for up to one year.SOYBEAN
PASTE, called miso, is essential in Japanese cooking. It has the consistency of peanut butter



and comes in a wide variety of flavors and colors. This fermented soybean paste has three basic
categories: barley miso, rice miso, and soybean miso. Each has a different salt content and
some have added sugar. Miso can be used in sauces, soups, marinades, main dishes, and
salad dressings. Stored in an airtight container in the refrigerator, it should keep several
months.SWEET BEAN PASTE is made with fermented soybeans and sugar. It is quite thick and
has a sweet-salty flavor.SOYMILKSua dau nanh is an iron-rich liquid made by pressing ground
cooked soybeans. It has more protein than cow’s milk. Soymilk is a cholesterol-free, nondairy
product that is low in calcium, fat, and sodium. It makes an excellent alternative to cow’s milk for
vegans. Soymilk has a tendency to curdle when mixed with acidic ingredients, such as lemon
juice or wine. It is an important ingredient in making tofu.SOY SAUCESi dau is a dark, salty
sauce made from fermented boiled soybeans and roasted wheat or barley. China and Japan
produce a number of varieties ranging in color from light to dark and in texture from thin to very
thick.DARK SOY SAUCE is the “regular” soy sauce. It has a rich soy flavor and color. This soy
sauce is generally used when a particular type is not specified in the recipe.DOUBLE-DARK
SOY SAUCE is a lot darker than regular soy sauce and is used mostly for glazing and for sauces
that need a dark brown color.FERMENTED BEAN CURDS are tofu curds that have been
fermented with salt, water, vinegar, rice wine, and/or spices until they develop an extremely
pungent taste and flavor equivalent to shrimp paste or Limburger cheese. They come in a small
jar and should be stored tightly sealed in the refrigerator for up to one year.FERMENTED
YELLOW BEANS (toung) are whole yellow beans that have been fermented in water and salt.
They often come in a bottle and are ready to be used in stir-fries and sauces. Close the lid tightly
and store the bottle in the refrigerator for up to one year.LIGHT SOY SAUCE (nuoc dau nanh
mantrang) is much thinner and lighter but saltier than regular dark soy sauce. It is also called thin
soy sauce, white soy sauce, or cooking soy sauce, as it has less soy flavor and a lighter color
that won’t turn sauces dark brown. Light soy sauce is the best substitute for fish sauce in a
vegetarian Vietnamese dish.LITE SOYSAUCE is regular soy sauce with less sodium.SUSHI OR
SASHIMI SOY SAUCE is a milder soy sauce with added rice products to sweeten its taste. It is
more expensive than regular soy sauce and is often used as a dipping sauce.SWEET SOY
SAUCE (nuoc dau nanh ngot) is a thick, sweet, dark sauce made from soy sauce and molasses
or palm sugar. It often is used instead of sugar and is valued for is dark color, thick texture, and
sweetness.TAMARI is Japanese dark soy sauce. It is rich, thick, and extremely dark.TOFU OR
BEAN CURDDau hu is made from curdled soymilk, resulting in curds that are drained and
pressed in a fashion similar to making cheese. Tofu has a bland, slightly nutty flavor that easily
takes on the flavor of the food it’s cooked with. Tofu comes in regular, low-fat, and nonfat
varieties, and in textures ranging from soft to extra-firm.BAKED TOFU is baked tofu in a sealed
package. Baking rids it of most moisture, making the tofu extra dry and firm with an intense
flavor. It is often prepared with added spices, such as Chinese five-spice powder. Store it in the
refrigerator for up to one week.FRIED TOFU (dau hu chim) is deep-fried tofu in a sealed
package. It is semicrunchy on the outside and soft in the inside. It contains small air pockets that



readily absorb sauces and flavors. Store it in the refrigerator for up to one week.PRESSED
TOFU (da hu tuol) is sold in small squares. It has a “meaty,” chewy texture and may have added
coloring or flavorings.SILKEN TOFU (dau hu non), named for its silky smooth texture, comes in
soft, regular, and firm styles. It is usually packed in water and is sold in a sealed plastic container.
It also may be vacuum-packed in plastic without water. Silken tofu is also available in aseptically
sealed packages that may be stored unopened at room temperature for up to eight months.
Once opened, silken tofu should be stored in water, which should be changed daily. The cake
should be kept refrigerated for no longer than one week.TOFU SHEETS OR TOFU SKINS (dau
hu mong nhi da) are thin layers of tofu that curdle on the surface of hot soymilk. They are sold
three different ways: fresh in water; fresh and folded or rolled in a sealed plastic package; and
dried in a big sheet, or packed airtight in a plastic bag. Dried tofu sheets can be kept for up to
one year and must be reconstituted before using. Fresh tofu sheets will keep for about one week
in the refrigerator. Fresh or reconstituted dried tofu sheets can be cut to desired sizes and used
as wrappers or additions to soups and stir-fries.Homemade TofuDau Hu Lan Tai NhaEither
soybeans or yellow mung beans can be processed to make tofu. The soybean (Glycine max), or
soya bean, was domesticated in China by the third millennium BC. The soybean has many
varieties that differ in seed size and color, including white, green, red, brown, and black. The
most common kind is smallish and pale brown and is known in Indian cuisine as white gram. The
mung bean, on the other hand, is the seed of the plant Vigna radiata, a native of India. It is
known as golden gram or green gram, depending on its color, and is often used as a main
ingredient in the Indian dish dal. All varieties of mung beans, after being shelled and split, have a
small, pale yellow seed inside. The Chinese regularly use mung beans to grow bean sprouts,
which are different from soya or soybean sprouts, and as a source of starch for mung bean
vermicelli, or cellophane or glass noodles. Dried soybeans and mung beans are sold already
hulled (the pod has been removed) and are available whole or split.Serves 61 pound dried
soybeans or yellow mung beans½ gallon hot waterFlavorings or spices (such as salt, soy sauce,
orChinese five-spice powder; optional)1 tablespoon magnesium or calcium sulfateSoybeans or
yellow mung beans are soaked in water for three hours before they are processed (blended with
water) and the liquid is extracted for “milk.” Both firm and soft tofu can be made from soymilk or
mung bean milk. To make firm tofu, magnesium sulfate is added to the bean milk; to make soft
tofu, calcium sulfate is added. The firmness also depends on how much whey (the liquid that
remains after the solids have been coagulated) has been extracted. Without magnesium or
calcium sulfate, a thicker milk with more bean pulp is required, along with using not-too-fine
cheesecloth to strain the processed blend. The pulp will help solidify the mixture, but it will only
make a soft tofu after more water has been squeezed (pressed) out. The tofu will be very
crumbly; handle it carefully.Square or rectangular wooden or plastic frames are used in
commercial tofu making to form the tofu. For homemade tofu, large round cookie cutters, empty
aluminum cans cut open at both ends, or small square milk cartons cut open at both ends can
be used as the frames.Pick through the beans and rinse them with cold water to rid them of



debris or small stones. Soak the beans in hot water to cover for 2-3 hours, or until the beans
have swelled and fully absorbed the water.Combine one-third of the beans with some of the
soaking water in a blender, and process until the beans are well puréed. Place a strainer on top
of a medium pot, and line the strainer with cheesecloth. Pour the mixture into the cheesecloth,
and pull the cloth’s edges together. Squeeze as much soymilk out of the mixture as possible and
discard the solids. Continue processing the remainder of the soaked beans in a similar
fashion.Put the pot over medium heat and bring the soymilk to a boil. Boil for about 3 minutes,
stirring constantly. Add any optional flavorings at this point. Remove from the heat and let cool for
10 minutes, or until lukewarm. Slowly stir in the magnesium or calcium sulfate to help the soymilk
curds congeal. Let the tofu sit undisturbed for 5-7 minutes, or until lightly firm.Place a rack on a
baking sheet, and place four 4 x 4 x 2-inch or 3 x 5 x 2-inch frames over the rack. Line the
frames with an 8 x 8-inch or 6 x 10-inch piece of fine cheesecloth. Alternatively, place several
large cookie cutters or homemade frames made from aluminum cans or milk cartons on the rack
and line them with oversized fine cheesecloth. Scoop the tofu into the cheesecloth to overfill the
frames, and fold the edges of the cheesecloth to completely wrap the tofu. Place flat, heavy
objects (such as a piece of brick in a zipper-lock plastic bag) on top of the tofu for 10-15
minutes, or until it is at your desired firmness, to squeeze out more water and make the tofu
firmer. Steam the wrapped tofu on a rack over boiling water for about 5 minutes, or until it is
completely heated through. Let cool, and unwrap the tofu for further use. Store the tofu by
submerging it in cold water. It will keep refrigerated for up to 5 days (be sure to change the water
daily).Other Ingredients Essential to vietnamese CuisineVietnamese food is a combination of
subtlety from Chinese and French cuisine, personalized by local ingredients with flavors that are
unique to Vietnam. Many varieties of Vietnamese herbs and their flavors are difficult to describe,
and they are often eaten fresh as accompaniments to various dishes. Vietnamese cooking
frequently uses “raw” (unrefined and unprocessed) sugar, such as rock sugar and block sugar,
to add sweetness; lime, tamarind, and vinegar contribute sour notes; hot chiles add heat; and
fish sauce or soy sauce is used instead of salt. Some of the ingredients are new to Western
kitchens, though they are available through Asian markets in the United States. Don’t be
discouraged to try cooking Vietnamese food because of its unfamiliar ingredients and cooking
techniques. In fact, Vietnamese food preparation uses a lot of simple French and Chinese
techniques that are recognizable to the Western cook. By getting acquainted with the
ingredients and their uses, even novices to this style of cooking can easily prepare any dish on a
Vietnamese menu. Only ingredients that are unfamiliar to the Western kitchen are mentioned in
this chapter, including where to find them and how to use them.HERBS AND SPICESWhat
makes Vietnamese food unique is the special herbs and spices. The ingredients and cooking
methods from the Chinese and French have greatly influenced Vietnamese cuisine. Noodles,
which originated in China, have been adopted and modified to create many classic Vietnamese
soup dishes such as pho (page 76). French baguettes, pate, and gâteau (cake) have suitable
places in Vietnamese meals, often with a touch of local flair. Surprisingly, from as far away as



Central America, chiles have traveled on Spanish and Portuguese fleets to land on fertile Indo-
Chinese soil and become part of spicy Vietnamese dishes. These herbs and spices usually
grow in tropical climates and find their way to Western countries. Nowadays, fresh Vietnamese
herbs and spices can be produced in the United States, especially in the hot climates of Florida
and Hawaii, and in California during the summer months. As the popularity of Vietnamese and
Southeast Asian cuisine grows, so does the market for these popular herbs and spices.
Vietnamese mint and lemongrass have earned commercial shelf space in the big-name grocery
stores.As the weather permits, I cultivate my own herb garden. Some of the herbs do well in the
ground and some are very content in pots. Most nurseries now carry exotic herb seeds and
starter plants for both cooking and decorative purposes. Most of the herbs are perennial and do
very well in the ground during the hot months. The ones in pots can be conveniently moved
indoors during severe weather and generally last for two to three years. Though most
Vietnamese herbs and spices can be cultivated locally, some must be imported in various forms:
fresh, dried, powdered, frozen, and canned in brine. For some herbs and spices, substitutions
can easily be made by using items more readily available outside Vietnam. However, to maintain
an authentic essence, the herbs and spices with an asterisk (*) cannot be replaced.BASILMany
varieties of basil can be cultivated in Vietnam, but only a few varieties can be successfully grown
in the United States. It may be hard to find the exact basil to use. You can alternate among them
or just use the widely available Thai sweet basil or Italian basil.LEMON BASIL (charh rau que)
(Ocimum basilicum) has light green leaves with a slight speckle of hairs, green stems, and
sometimes white flowers. It has a nippy peppery and lemon flavor that goes well with soups and
salads, especially with noodle soups.THAI SWEET BASIL (rau que) (Ocimum basilicum) has
small, flat green leaves with pointy tips, and its stems and flowers are sometimes reddish purple.
It imparts a very intense taste with a strong anise or licorice flavor. It’s often used as a flavorful
fresh accompaniment and garnish for leafy vegetables. Ordinary sweet basil makes a good
substitute. Sweet basil is available year-round.CHILESOt are available in many types, from large
to small and hot to sweet. They come in three colors, each indicating a different stage of maturity
and spiciness: mild yellow, hottest green, and sweet and hot red. Many varieties of fresh red
chiles are preferred in Vietnamese cuisine for their fragrance, heat, and bright red color.BIRD’S-
EYE OR THAI CHILES (mat chin va ot) (Capsicum minimum) are the smallest chiles, and with
Thai chiles, the smallest are the hottest. They are yellow, red, or green and have an extremely
pungent taste. Bird’s-eye chiles are used for chili sauces and dips and are added to salad
dressing for spicy heat. They are available in most Asian grocery stores under the label “Thai
chiles.”SERRANO (Capsicum annum) are green chiles with smooth skin and round bodies. As
they mature their color changes from bright green to scarlet red then yellow. They are easily
found in markets in the United States. Their flavor is as mild as the ot, making them a good
multipurpose chile.VIETNAMESE CHILES (ot) come in red, yellow, or green and are the size of
a forefinger. They look similar to a jalapeño chile but with a pointy tip. They are a lot milder than
bird’s-eye chiles and are used both fresh and dried. If fresh ot are not available, use fresh



serrano or jalapeño chiles. For the dried chiles, large dried Mexican chiles, such as guajillo
chiles, California chiles, or New Mexico chiles, are good substitutes.CHINESE FIVE-SPICE
POWDERHuong-liu is a Chinese ground spice mixture, also sold as “five-fragrance powder.” It is
golden brown in color and consists of star anise, fennel, cloves, cassia (Asian cinnamon), and
Sichuan pepper (or ginger and/or cardamom). The flavor of star anise is the strongest in the
mixture.CILANTRO*Ngo (Coriandrum sativum), or Chinese parsley, is indispensable to
Vietnamese cooking and is used generously. Each part of the plant, from the roots to the leaves,
can be utilized for different purposes. The roots are very pungent and are an important
ingredient in marinades and sauces and for flavoring clear soup broth. The stems and leaves are
used both for flavoring and as a leafy green garnish. Cilantro has delicate, light green leaves and
stems with white or light pink flowers, which are all edible. In most supermarkets in the United
States, cilantro is sold without roots, but the stems can be substituted for the roots in
cooking.GALANGAL*Rieng (Alpinia officinarum), or white ginger, is a perennial rhizome plant
similar to ginger but with a larger and more brightly colored root. The root tips are pink and have
a strong medicinal taste, so it can’t be eaten directly like ginger. Galangal is used as a pungent
ingredient in most Vietnamese aromatic and hot-and-sour soups. Galangal is available as the
fresh root or in frozen, dried, and powdered forms in most Asian grocery stores. If using dried
slices of galangal, soak them in warm water for at least thirty minutes, or until you can bend the
pieces. If a substitution is needed, replace fresh galangal with dried galangal, using half the
amount called for in the recipe. Regular ginger cannot duplicate the authentic essence of
galangal. Only as a last resort should ginger ever be used instead of galangal.GARLIC
CHIVESHe (Allium tuberosum), or Chinese chives, have a stronger aroma than European
chives. They have long, flat, slender leaves and long stems topped with white flowers. They are
used exclusively for stir-fry dishes and as a garnish over noodle dishes. Green onions are a
good substitute.JASMINENuoc hoa are flowers of the jasmine shrub (Jasminum species). Their
strong, sweet fragrance is often used in Vietnamese desserts in the same manner as vanilla
extract. Jasmine extract in a bottle is available at well-stocked Asian grocery stores. Jasmine
water is made by floating a handful of flowers in a bowl of cold water overnight, or by diluting the
extract with water. Use rose water or vanilla extract as a substitute.LA-LOT LEAVES OR
PEPPER LEAVESLa-lot (Piper species) have shiny, heart-shaped leaves and small nuts that can
be chewed like tobacco. The la-lot leaves, or pepper leaves, are from a plant in the pepper
family. The leaves are often used as wrappers, and when cooked, mostly grilled, they release a
mild anise flavor and camphor aroma into the food. La-lot can be found in well-supplied
Vietnamese and Thai markets. Perilla leaves, or Japanese shiso leaves, are faintly similar in
flavor and make an exceptional substitute.LEMONGRASS*Xa (Cymbopogon citratus)
resembles a grass with a strong lemon aroma. To use lemongrass, cut off the grassy top and
root end. Peel and remove the large, tough outer leaves of the stalk until you reach the light,
milky white inner leaves. Chop it very finely for use in salads, grind it into a marinade, or cut it
into two-inch portions and bruise it to use in soup broth. Lemongrass can be found fresh in most



grocery stores because it has a very long shelf life. Dried and frozen lemongrass are also
available in most Asian stores.PANDAN OR PANDANUSNuoc hoa (Pandanus odoratissimus),
or screw pine leaves, are the long, slender, bladelike, dark green leaves of a tropical plant. They
impart a sweet floral fragrance that is popular in Vietnamese desserts. Their intense green color
is valued as a natural food coloring. Pound and grind the leaves with a little water, and strain the
mixture to get a liquid extract. Bottled pandan extract is available in well-stocked Asian grocery
stores. The Vietnamese use pandan instead of vanilla in their cooking. Use rose or vanilla extract
as a substitute.PERILLA LEAVES: See “shiso leaves” and “la-lot leaves.”PRESERVED
TURNIPTan xai, or Chinese pickled radish, is a salt-cured Chinese turnip or radish. It is a flavor
enhancer that is salty and sweet with a crunchy texture. Chop it into small chunks before using. It
is available in the dried goods section of all Asian markets.SAW-LEAF HERB*Ngo gai
(Eryngium foetidum) have slender, bright, shiny green leaves with serrated edges. They emit a
unique fragrance that is a combination of cilantro and mint. Ngo gai are eaten fresh as an
accompanying herb to many dishes and are also added as a major herb in salad dishes.SHISO
LEAVESJapanese shiso leaves (Perilla frutescens) have heart-shaped, serrated-edged leaves
tinged with purple on their underside. They are related to mint, with a faint aromatic flavor of
ginger and cinnamon. Their other names are perilla and beefsteak leaves. They are used in
salad and noodle dishes.STAR ANISEHoi huong is a major spice in Chinese cooking and is
frequently used in Vietnamese cooking. These eight-pointed, star-shaped seedpods are
products of a slender evergreen tree of the magnolia family (Illicium verum), native to China, and
have a sweet licorice flavor. They can be used whole or ground into a powder and are often
added to long-simmering dishes. Star anise is one of the key elements in Chinese five-spice
powder.SUGARCANEMia is the fresh, bamboolike stem of the sugarcane plant. Before using,
peel off the green or yellow skin and use only the yellowish white meat. It can be cut into small
chunks and added to food for a sweet taste and the fresh flavor of sugarcane. Alternatively, cut it
into strips to use as skewers for grilling. Peeled and canned sugarcane in brine is available in
five- to eight-inch sticks.TAMARIND*Me chau (Tamarindus indica) is a fruit pod of a very large
tamarind tree with fine, fernlike leaves. Fresh green tamarind can be used in sauces or pickled
and served as a snack. The ripe brown pulp is extracted for tamarind liquid and is used to impart
a sour flavor without the tartness of lime. The tamarind liquid is often used in soups and sauces.
At Asian grocery stores, it is available in a pulp block, powdered, or ready-made in a jar. To make
tamarind liquid from the pulp, soak a one-inch cube of tamarind in one-half cup of hot water for
ten minutes. Work the tamarind with your fingers until it disintegrates and the water turns brown
and thickens. Alternatively, boil the pulp with water for five to seven minutes, or until it
disintegrates. Strain the mixture through a sieve; it will make about one-third cup of tamarind
liquid.TURMERIC*Bot nghe (Curcuma domestica) is another plant rhizome that is bright yellow,
making it good for both coloring and flavoring. Ground turmeric is used mainly in curry powders.
Fresh turmeric is hard to find; dried or ground turmeric can be substituted.VIETNAMESE MINT
OR POLYGONUM LEAVES*Rau ram (Polygonum odoratum) have green and purple slender



leaves with an herbaceous flavor that is cool, zippy, and spicy. This exotic herb is often added
fresh to salads and soups for authentic Vietnamese dishes. An exact substitute is unlikely;
regular mint is acceptable.VEGETABLES AND FRUITSAGAR-AGARThach-hoa is a gelatin
derived from refined seaweed. It is available in two forms: packages of two (ten-inch-long)
rectangular sticks (kanten in Japanese), or two-to four-ounce packages of fourteen-inch
translucent strands that resemble crinkled strips of cellophane. It is widely used in Southeast
Asian cooking for molded jellied sweets. To use agar-agar, soak it in warm water for thirty
minutes and squeeze the pieces dry. Add to cold water in a pot and simmer until the agar-agar is
completely dissolved. As a general rule, one-half stick of kanten or two-thirds ounce of agar-agar
strands will thicken four cups of liquid.Ready-to-use dried agar-agar sticks are also available in
many sizes and colors. They need to be boiled in water until tender and are used in iced
desserts or sweet drinks.ASIAN GOURD OR BOTTLE GOURDLoofah (Lagenaria siceraria) is a
long, slender, green vegetable similar to a green zucchini. Sometimes its skin will be ripped and
tough and the gourd will need to be peeled before it is cooked in stir-fry and soup dishes. Mature
bottle gourds have a hard dried shell that is water-resistant and can be used as a bottle. They
are also called loofahs.BABY CORNBar non (Zea mays) is young corn that has been harvested
before maturity. It is very sweet and tender and is used in stir-fries or in a fresh vegetable side
dish. Fresh baby corn is available in well-stocked Asian produce markets, but cooked and
canned baby corn is widely available. There is no comparison in taste between fresh and
canned baby corn.BAMBOO SHOOTSMang (Phyllostachys, Bambusa and Dendrocalamus
species) are the young sprouts of the bamboo bush.Table of ContentsTitle PageCopyright
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journey, sometimes I am annoyed by standing still, sometimes upset by stepping back. Now, I
am striding with my daughter, Pia—and I never mind getting sidetracked. Càm On!A portion of
the proceeds from this book will be donated to projects that promote the preservation of
endangered wildlife. With your help, they’ll keep on roaming.As I stride through my journey,
sometimes I am annoyed by standing still, sometimes upset by stepping back. Now, I am striding
with my daughter, Pia—and I never mind getting sidetracked. Càm On!A portion of the proceeds
from this book will be donated to projects that promote the preservation of endangered wildlife.
With your help, they’ll keep on roaming.ForewordMy first vegetarian cookbook, Buddha’s Table:
Thai Feasting Vegetarian Style, has been a source of inspiration, as it often receives hearty
comments that encourage me to explore other regional cuisines—this time, Vietnamese
vegetarian cooking.For me, Vietnamese is much more than a third language due to my few
sporadic years spent in Vietnam. Even though the Vietnamese alphabet is in English (Latin
based), their pronunciations with corrected stress and intonation are incomprehensible to me. I
tried mostly to learn the right names of dishes, but even then, my pronunciation often goes
astray. My Vietnamese friends, colleagues, and students have had their fair share of my
annoying, inexplicable squeaks; even my friend Emily, the Vietnamese grocer, no longer keeps
eye contact with me when I approach her busy counter. Thankfully, with their kindness, I was
able to translate into English as many words and sounds as closely as possible from the original
Vietnamese.My teaching curriculum now includes a Vietnamese vegetarian cooking class in the
Asian section. As usual, my students are testers and tasters. Sometimes my attempts have left
them tongue-tied, unable to aptly describe an unappealing taste. As a result, the recipes have
been repeatedly worked and reworked until they have reached perfection and finally ended up in
this book.I would like to express my sincere gratitude to everyone, including you, the reader, for
using the following recipes. Because of your support, I am inspired to take on another vegetarian
challenge and turn all cuisines, one at a time, into more beneficial and nutritious
eating.ChàoChat MingkwanForewordMy first vegetarian cookbook, Buddha’s Table: Thai
Feasting Vegetarian Style, has been a source of inspiration, as it often receives hearty
comments that encourage me to explore other regional cuisines—this time, Vietnamese
vegetarian cooking.For me, Vietnamese is much more than a third language due to my few
sporadic years spent in Vietnam. Even though the Vietnamese alphabet is in English (Latin
based), their pronunciations with corrected stress and intonation are incomprehensible to me. I



tried mostly to learn the right names of dishes, but even then, my pronunciation often goes
astray. My Vietnamese friends, colleagues, and students have had their fair share of my
annoying, inexplicable squeaks; even my friend Emily, the Vietnamese grocer, no longer keeps
eye contact with me when I approach her busy counter. Thankfully, with their kindness, I was
able to translate into English as many words and sounds as closely as possible from the original
Vietnamese.My teaching curriculum now includes a Vietnamese vegetarian cooking class in the
Asian section. As usual, my students are testers and tasters. Sometimes my attempts have left
them tongue-tied, unable to aptly describe an unappealing taste. As a result, the recipes have
been repeatedly worked and reworked until they have reached perfection and finally ended up in
this book.I would like to express my sincere gratitude to everyone, including you, the reader, for
using the following recipes. Because of your support, I am inspired to take on another vegetarian
challenge and turn all cuisines, one at a time, into more beneficial and nutritious
eating.ChàoChat MingkwanIntroductionWhen I was young, growing up in Thailand, I often heard
horrendous news about neighboring Vietnam—casualties from napalm bombs, brutal
communist Vietcong, and the miserable conditions endured by the Vietnamese people. My heart
went out to them when I heard that young children my age became orphans and homeless when
their parents and families were taken away. Not once did I hear about the beauty of Vietnam, the
friendliness of the Vietnamese people, and the delicious complexities of their cuisine. During
that tough time, the Vietnamese people, and even Miss Saigon, probably had little concern
about their nationalism; rather, they were preoccupied with survival—escaping bombs and
finding sustainable food. After more than three decades of recuperation since the war ended,
Vietnam slowly returned to normalcy and embraced foreign contacts, opening the country to
businesses and tourism. I was among the first wave of visitors to witness the comeback of
Vietnam and, from my culinary profession and background, their cuisine impressed me the
most.I began my journey at Hanoi, the center of the northern region, going through Hue, the old
capital of learning and culture in central Vietnam, and ended up in Ho Chi Minh City, previously
known as Saigon, the home of Miss Saigon, in the south. Streets were crowded with mostly
bicycles, motorcycles, and a few automobiles that were drowned out by the distinctive sounds of
bells and horns. Every rider and driver made noises for the right-of-way as they navigated
through the jammed traffic. Pedestrians, including myself, had to consolidate and garner the
courage to cross Hanoi streets, where there were very few traffic lights and crossing paths. The
chaotic state of traffic had little effect on the genial disposition of the people of Vietnam. After
years of war, internal conflicts, and economic hardships, they remained calm, friendly, and
gracious to each other and to everyone.The streets were lined with beautiful and well-preserved
buildings from the French colonial era—grand and imperial—especially those in Hanoi that were
designed to duplicate Paris on a smaller scale. After business hours, certain streets were
transformed into food courts with a variety of hawker food stands. It was dinnertime and a
chance to pick and choose a delicious Vietnamese meal. Locals had a variety of choices for
dinner, which could be a one-plate dish, such as a bowl of noodle soup called pho, a crepe, a



Vietnamese baguette sandwich, or a put-it-together-yourself meal of multiple courses from
different food stands. The course meal in a traditional Vietnamese setting, for instance, could
start with an appetizer of mousse, followed by hot-and-sour soup, papaya salad, an entree
flavored with lemongrass, and a French-influenced gâteau (cake) for dessert. I often washed all
these delicious dishes down with a cup of hot, slow-dripped Vietnamese coffee.Hanoi was a
little cold and overcast during the winter months, so the local food was hot and hearty to keep
you warm and comfortably full, with such dishes as pho. The cold climate of the north limited the
cultivation of many spices; as a result, the food was lighter and less spicy than in the central and
the southern regions. The northern region shares a border with China, and the Chinese culinary
influence of stir-fries is common in this area. Hue, in the central region, was the ancient capital of
Vietnam, where once the country’s royalty resided. Vietnamese culinary culture was developed
here among many royal kitchens. The food is elaborate and highly decorative, using various
spices grown along the region’s mountainous terrain. A classic Hue meal consists of small
portions of many dishes that are meticulously prepared and grossly time-consuming. The
southern region’s fertile lands and hot and humid climate produce a large variety of vegetables,
herbs, spices, fruits, and livestock. Foreign influences, notably French and Indian, landed ashore
and introduced white potatoes, asparagus, tarragon, shallots, and curry spices to this region.
Seafood is mainly used and is plentifully supplied by the vast areas of the southern shoreline.
Most dishes are tasty and fragranced with herbs and spices; they are often served with plenty of
fresh vegetables.The Chinese have had a strong influence in Vietnam, which is evident
throughout, particularly on local architecture, including the concept of feng shui, styles of
furniture, color themes, and animistic beliefs. The French later inserted their presence during the
colonization era, and it continues even now. Both Chinese and French influences are intertwined
in everything Vietnamese. One of the most obvious is the cuisine of Vietnam, where the
prominent culinary culture of the East meets the West. Some consider Vietnamese cuisine as
French cooking in a Chinese kitchen or vice versa. The Chinese concept of yin and yang and stir-
frying techniques are used as often as French caramelizing in Vietnamese cooking. Indian
influences are also prevalent, as their curries and spices add more depth to South Vietnamese
meals. Ingredients and techniques of both cultures are utilized and give rise to a Vietnamese
cuisine of unique and endless possibilities in tastes and flavor.IntroductionWhen I was young,
growing up in Thailand, I often heard horrendous news about neighboring Vietnam—casualties
from napalm bombs, brutal communist Vietcong, and the miserable conditions endured by the
Vietnamese people. My heart went out to them when I heard that young children my age
became orphans and homeless when their parents and families were taken away. Not once did I
hear about the beauty of Vietnam, the friendliness of the Vietnamese people, and the delicious
complexities of their cuisine. During that tough time, the Vietnamese people, and even Miss
Saigon, probably had little concern about their nationalism; rather, they were preoccupied with
survival—escaping bombs and finding sustainable food. After more than three decades of
recuperation since the war ended, Vietnam slowly returned to normalcy and embraced foreign



contacts, opening the country to businesses and tourism. I was among the first wave of visitors
to witness the comeback of Vietnam and, from my culinary profession and background, their
cuisine impressed me the most.I began my journey at Hanoi, the center of the northern region,
going through Hue, the old capital of learning and culture in central Vietnam, and ended up in Ho
Chi Minh City, previously known as Saigon, the home of Miss Saigon, in the south. Streets were
crowded with mostly bicycles, motorcycles, and a few automobiles that were drowned out by the
distinctive sounds of bells and horns. Every rider and driver made noises for the right-of-way as
they navigated through the jammed traffic. Pedestrians, including myself, had to consolidate and
garner the courage to cross Hanoi streets, where there were very few traffic lights and crossing
paths. The chaotic state of traffic had little effect on the genial disposition of the people of
Vietnam. After years of war, internal conflicts, and economic hardships, they remained calm,
friendly, and gracious to each other and to everyone.The streets were lined with beautiful and
well-preserved buildings from the French colonial era—grand and imperial—especially those in
Hanoi that were designed to duplicate Paris on a smaller scale. After business hours, certain
streets were transformed into food courts with a variety of hawker food stands. It was dinnertime
and a chance to pick and choose a delicious Vietnamese meal. Locals had a variety of choices
for dinner, which could be a one-plate dish, such as a bowl of noodle soup called pho, a crepe, a
Vietnamese baguette sandwich, or a put-it-together-yourself meal of multiple courses from
different food stands. The course meal in a traditional Vietnamese setting, for instance, could
start with an appetizer of mousse, followed by hot-and-sour soup, papaya salad, an entree
flavored with lemongrass, and a French-influenced gâteau (cake) for dessert. I often washed all
these delicious dishes down with a cup of hot, slow-dripped Vietnamese coffee.Hanoi was a
little cold and overcast during the winter months, so the local food was hot and hearty to keep
you warm and comfortably full, with such dishes as pho. The cold climate of the north limited the
cultivation of many spices; as a result, the food was lighter and less spicy than in the central and
the southern regions. The northern region shares a border with China, and the Chinese culinary
influence of stir-fries is common in this area. Hue, in the central region, was the ancient capital of
Vietnam, where once the country’s royalty resided. Vietnamese culinary culture was developed
here among many royal kitchens. The food is elaborate and highly decorative, using various
spices grown along the region’s mountainous terrain. A classic Hue meal consists of small
portions of many dishes that are meticulously prepared and grossly time-consuming. The
southern region’s fertile lands and hot and humid climate produce a large variety of vegetables,
herbs, spices, fruits, and livestock. Foreign influences, notably French and Indian, landed ashore
and introduced white potatoes, asparagus, tarragon, shallots, and curry spices to this region.
Seafood is mainly used and is plentifully supplied by the vast areas of the southern shoreline.
Most dishes are tasty and fragranced with herbs and spices; they are often served with plenty of
fresh vegetables.The Chinese have had a strong influence in Vietnam, which is evident
throughout, particularly on local architecture, including the concept of feng shui, styles of
furniture, color themes, and animistic beliefs. The French later inserted their presence during the



colonization era, and it continues even now. Both Chinese and French influences are intertwined
in everything Vietnamese. One of the most obvious is the cuisine of Vietnam, where the
prominent culinary culture of the East meets the West. Some consider Vietnamese cuisine as
French cooking in a Chinese kitchen or vice versa. The Chinese concept of yin and yang and stir-
frying techniques are used as often as French caramelizing in Vietnamese cooking. Indian
influences are also prevalent, as their curries and spices add more depth to South Vietnamese
meals. Ingredients and techniques of both cultures are utilized and give rise to a Vietnamese
cuisine of unique and endless possibilities in tastes and flavor.Characteristics of Vietnamese
FoodFresh is the first obvious characteristic of Vietnamese food. An array of fresh ingredients is
used in cooking, and additional fresh vegetables and herbs are essential accompaniments to
every meal. Most Vietnamese dishes are designed so that fresh vegetables and herbs play an
important part in completing the dish. For example, fresh vegetable leaves may be used as
wrappers, as their mild flavors will dilute the intense taste or spiciness of a dish. Ideally, the meal
is a balancing act among the flavors of the dish and the accompaniments. The dish can also be
completed by using a variety of fresh herbs, which adds various flavors to be savored in every
bite. Herbs can be eaten individually, or they can all be combined to make each bite
multiflavored. Not only does the unique variety of Vietnamese herbs make every bite different, it
offers new flavor sensations to the Western palate.Nutritious is another characteristic of
Vietnamese food, whose array of fresh vegetables and herbs supplies important vitamins,
minerals, phytochemicals, and fiber, not to mention the medicinal properties of certain herbs,
such as mint and ginger. The Chinese concept of yin and yang, the hot and cold property of food
ingredients, is also a factor in healthful Vietnamese cooking and eating. In most Vietnamese
dishes, the ratio of meat to vegetables averages 1:2, 1:3, or even 1:4, where a small portion of
meat in the dish is to be eaten with a larger portion of fresh vegetables and herbs. This same
proportion is prevalent in most Asian cuisines, especially Chinese, where a small portion of meat
can be stretched for a big meal when cooked with a lot of vegetables. Although Vietnamese
cuisine has absorbed much Chinese influence, Vietnamese dishes utilize significantly more
fresh vegetables and herbs, and they are often eaten raw. In Western cuisines, meat is the main
focus. Therefore a large portion of the dish is comprised mainly of meat and accompanied by a
small amount of vegetables and starch. But for the Vietnamese, the reverse is true: fresh
vegetables and herbs are served in large portions with small amounts of meat; the main focus is
on the nutritious vegetables and herbs. In fact, in Vietnam the accompanying fresh vegetables
and herbs are provided at no limit with the dish. They are usually arranged in large amounts, in
large containers, and placed in front of diners, who share and choose their favorite fresh
accompaniments to go with their food.The fusion of two worlds is another main characteristic of
Vietnamese food, where the major cuisine of Asia meets its European counterpart. This is where
the best of both worlds combine as French cuisine from the Chinese kitchen or Chinese cuisine
from the French kitchen. Either way, Vietnamese cuisine has got the right fusion. Vietnam is a
very close neighbor to China, sharing a border in the north and sharing the South China Sea in



the east. Their association has lasted for centuries through trade and cultural exchanges. China,
a powerful country in both economic and military might, has asserted much influence throughout
Southeast Asia, and more so on their next-door neighbor, Vietnam. Chinese ingredients such as
noodles and techniques such as wok stir-frying are common among Vietnamese households.
Chinese education, economy, and military traditions were sought and taught in Vietnam, and
later the communist ideology was also a part of learning and became a cause of the military
conflict. The French came upon the shore of Vietnam for trade and later to secure a place for
their military presence and a balance of power among colonizers in Indochina. As with their
Chinese predecessor, French education, economy, and military traditions were taught and
assimilated into Vietnamese society. French coffee, baguettes, and pates have been a part of
the Vietnamese diet, and caramelizing sugar is a major method used to season Vietnamese
dishes. Indians have also had a prominent role in the development of Vietnamese cuisine. As
their trade ships came ashore at the southern sea-ports, their spices and curries were
introduced and became a part of many signature dishes. Notwithstanding both major influences
on their cuisine, the Vietnamese assert their own personalities by using unique herbs and spices
that are found locally, thereby creating subtle tastes and flavors to call their own. An abundance
of ingredients, a profusion of techniques, and an endless way of combining concoctions have
given rise to many delicious Vietnamese dishes that bring out a nostalgia of French, Chinese,
and Indian cuisine.Characteristics of Vietnamese FoodFresh is the first obvious characteristic of
Vietnamese food. An array of fresh ingredients is used in cooking, and additional fresh
vegetables and herbs are essential accompaniments to every meal. Most Vietnamese dishes
are designed so that fresh vegetables and herbs play an important part in completing the dish.
For example, fresh vegetable leaves may be used as wrappers, as their mild flavors will dilute
the intense taste or spiciness of a dish. Ideally, the meal is a balancing act among the flavors of
the dish and the accompaniments. The dish can also be completed by using a variety of fresh
herbs, which adds various flavors to be savored in every bite. Herbs can be eaten individually, or
they can all be combined to make each bite multiflavored. Not only does the unique variety of
Vietnamese herbs make every bite different, it offers new flavor sensations to the Western
palate.Nutritious is another characteristic of Vietnamese food, whose array of fresh vegetables
and herbs supplies important vitamins, minerals, phytochemicals, and fiber, not to mention the
medicinal properties of certain herbs, such as mint and ginger. The Chinese concept of yin and
yang, the hot and cold property of food ingredients, is also a factor in healthful Vietnamese
cooking and eating. In most Vietnamese dishes, the ratio of meat to vegetables averages 1:2,
1:3, or even 1:4, where a small portion of meat in the dish is to be eaten with a larger portion of
fresh vegetables and herbs. This same proportion is prevalent in most Asian cuisines, especially
Chinese, where a small portion of meat can be stretched for a big meal when cooked with a lot
of vegetables. Although Vietnamese cuisine has absorbed much Chinese influence, Vietnamese
dishes utilize significantly more fresh vegetables and herbs, and they are often eaten raw. In
Western cuisines, meat is the main focus. Therefore a large portion of the dish is comprised



mainly of meat and accompanied by a small amount of vegetables and starch. But for the
Vietnamese, the reverse is true: fresh vegetables and herbs are served in large portions with
small amounts of meat; the main focus is on the nutritious vegetables and herbs. In fact, in
Vietnam the accompanying fresh vegetables and herbs are provided at no limit with the dish.
They are usually arranged in large amounts, in large containers, and placed in front of diners,
who share and choose their favorite fresh accompaniments to go with their food.The fusion of
two worlds is another main characteristic of Vietnamese food, where the major cuisine of Asia
meets its European counterpart. This is where the best of both worlds combine as French
cuisine from the Chinese kitchen or Chinese cuisine from the French kitchen. Either way,
Vietnamese cuisine has got the right fusion. Vietnam is a very close neighbor to China, sharing a
border in the north and sharing the South China Sea in the east. Their association has lasted for
centuries through trade and cultural exchanges. China, a powerful country in both economic and
military might, has asserted much influence throughout Southeast Asia, and more so on their
next-door neighbor, Vietnam. Chinese ingredients such as noodles and techniques such as wok
stir-frying are common among Vietnamese households. Chinese education, economy, and
military traditions were sought and taught in Vietnam, and later the communist ideology was also
a part of learning and became a cause of the military conflict. The French came upon the shore
of Vietnam for trade and later to secure a place for their military presence and a balance of
power among colonizers in Indochina. As with their Chinese predecessor, French education,
economy, and military traditions were taught and assimilated into Vietnamese society. French
coffee, baguettes, and pates have been a part of the Vietnamese diet, and caramelizing sugar is
a major method used to season Vietnamese dishes. Indians have also had a prominent role in
the development of Vietnamese cuisine. As their trade ships came ashore at the southern sea-
ports, their spices and curries were introduced and became a part of many signature dishes.
Notwithstanding both major influences on their cuisine, the Vietnamese assert their own
personalities by using unique herbs and spices that are found locally, thereby creating subtle
tastes and flavors to call their own. An abundance of ingredients, a profusion of techniques, and
an endless way of combining concoctions have given rise to many delicious Vietnamese dishes
that bring out a nostalgia of French, Chinese, and Indian cuisine.Soy ProductsMost Vietnamese
dishes use fish sauce (nuoc mam), primarily because of its saltiness and value as a flavor
enhancer. Other exotic ingredients, such as shrimp paste and fermented fish, also add authentic
flavors to Vietnamese cuisine. But none of these products are vegetarian. Therefore, various
plant-based seasonings are used in this book instead.Many types and brands of soy products
make good alternatives to fish sauce, from light-colored soy sauce for cooking a white sauce to
double-dark soy sauce for dark brown glazing. They also range in saltiness from low sodium (lite
soy sauce) to those with a high salt content. There even is a sweet soy sauce made with a thick
molasses and soy mixture. Instead of using animal products, a stir-fry soy sauce made from
mushroom extract and a variety of soy pastes can easily replace the oyster sauce in stir-fry
dishes. Black or yellow fermented beans and fermented tofu lend pungent, authentic flavors to a



vegetarian dish and can be used in place of shrimp paste and fermented fish. These products
are described in detail in the section that follows.Nowadays, thanks to creative vegetarian chefs
and merchants, innovative vegetarian foods with various tastes, textures, and colors occupy
supermarket shelves. In addition to traditional products, seasoned tofu is made to simulate the
flavor, texture, and appearance of meat products such as chicken, beef, pork, smoked duck,
goose liver, and more. Products from the rivers and oceans, such as water plants and sea
vegetables (seaweeds), replicate fish and seafood ingredients. Some of these products need a
little getting used to, as they are considered acquired tastes. For those who want to understand
the very basics of food preparation, making your own tofu can be a fun and fulfilling project. (For
a recipe for homemade tofu, see page 20.) You can make tofu from an assortment of beans and
create diverse flavors and textures to produce a wide variety of dishes.SOYBEAN OR SOYA
BEAN (GLYCINE MAX)The Chinese have cultivated soybeans for centuries, dating back to 2838
BC. In China they are considered one of the five sacred grains (wu lu). The United States has
now become the largest producer of soybeans, supplying about 75 percent of the world’s total
production. There are more than one thousand varieties, ranging in size from a small pea to a
large cherry. The beans come in various colors and combinations of red, yellow, green, brown,
and black. They grow in pods that have fine, tawny hairs. Unlike other legumes, the soybean is
low in carbohydrates and high in protein. Soybean products are also a good source of iron and
contain vitamins B1 and B2 and linoleic acid, an essential fatty acid that is one of the omega-6
fatty acids. Soybeans are used to produce kecap (Indonesian sweet soy sauce), miso (see
“soybean paste,” page 16), natto (Japanese fermented beans), okara (the residue from soymilk),
soybean oil, soy cheese, soy flour, soy ice cream, soy margarine, soy mayonnaise, soymilk, soy
nuts, soy sauce, soy sour cream, soy yogurt, tamari (Japanese dark soy sauce), tofu, yuba (tofu
sheets or skins), and soy pizza. Dried soybeans should be presoaked like any other dried beans
before being cooked and used in soups, stews, casseroles, or other dishes. Bean sprouts grown
from soybeans can be used in salads or as a cooked vegetable. Green soybeans (also called
edamame) are those picked when they are fully grown but not fully mature. They are sold fresh
or frozen and come in their pods, which are bright green and covered with fuzz. Steam the pods
for twenty minutes and serve them as a snack or appetizer. They can be shelled and eaten just
like peanuts.BEAN SAUCE AND BEAN PASTEThese soy products are seasonings made from
fermented soybeans. They can range from thin to thick and from smooth to chunky. They should
be stored in a nonmetallic, tightly sealed container in the refrigerator for up to one year.BLACK
BEAN SAUCE is a thin, salty, full-flavored mixture made with mashed fermented black beans
and flavored with garlic and sometimes star anise.BROWN BEAN SAUCE, OR FERMENTED
YELLOW BEAN SAUCE, is thick and made with fermented whole yellow soybeans, salt, and
water.HOT BLACK BEAN SAUCE has a medium consistency and is a combination of black
soybeans, chiles, garlic, sesame oil, and sugar.FERMENTED BLACK BEANS, also known as
Chinese black beans or salty black beans, are a Chinese specialty consisting of small black
soybeans that have been preserved in salt before being packed into cans or plastic bags. They



have an extremely pungent, salty flavor and must be soaked in warm water for about thirty
minutes before using. Store tightly covered in the refrigerator for up to one year.SOYBEAN
PASTE, called miso, is essential in Japanese cooking. It has the consistency of peanut butter
and comes in a wide variety of flavors and colors. This fermented soybean paste has three basic
categories: barley miso, rice miso, and soybean miso. Each has a different salt content and
some have added sugar. Miso can be used in sauces, soups, marinades, main dishes, and
salad dressings. Stored in an airtight container in the refrigerator, it should keep several
months.SWEET BEAN PASTE is made with fermented soybeans and sugar. It is quite thick and
has a sweet-salty flavor.SOYMILKSua dau nanh is an iron-rich liquid made by pressing ground
cooked soybeans. It has more protein than cow’s milk. Soymilk is a cholesterol-free, nondairy
product that is low in calcium, fat, and sodium. It makes an excellent alternative to cow’s milk for
vegans. Soymilk has a tendency to curdle when mixed with acidic ingredients, such as lemon
juice or wine. It is an important ingredient in making tofu.SOY SAUCESi dau is a dark, salty
sauce made from fermented boiled soybeans and roasted wheat or barley. China and Japan
produce a number of varieties ranging in color from light to dark and in texture from thin to very
thick.DARK SOY SAUCE is the “regular” soy sauce. It has a rich soy flavor and color. This soy
sauce is generally used when a particular type is not specified in the recipe.DOUBLE-DARK
SOY SAUCE is a lot darker than regular soy sauce and is used mostly for glazing and for sauces
that need a dark brown color.FERMENTED BEAN CURDS are tofu curds that have been
fermented with salt, water, vinegar, rice wine, and/or spices until they develop an extremely
pungent taste and flavor equivalent to shrimp paste or Limburger cheese. They come in a small
jar and should be stored tightly sealed in the refrigerator for up to one year.FERMENTED
YELLOW BEANS (toung) are whole yellow beans that have been fermented in water and salt.
They often come in a bottle and are ready to be used in stir-fries and sauces. Close the lid tightly
and store the bottle in the refrigerator for up to one year.LIGHT SOY SAUCE (nuoc dau nanh
mantrang) is much thinner and lighter but saltier than regular dark soy sauce. It is also called thin
soy sauce, white soy sauce, or cooking soy sauce, as it has less soy flavor and a lighter color
that won’t turn sauces dark brown. Light soy sauce is the best substitute for fish sauce in a
vegetarian Vietnamese dish.LITE SOYSAUCE is regular soy sauce with less sodium.SUSHI OR
SASHIMI SOY SAUCE is a milder soy sauce with added rice products to sweeten its taste. It is
more expensive than regular soy sauce and is often used as a dipping sauce.SWEET SOY
SAUCE (nuoc dau nanh ngot) is a thick, sweet, dark sauce made from soy sauce and molasses
or palm sugar. It often is used instead of sugar and is valued for is dark color, thick texture, and
sweetness.TAMARI is Japanese dark soy sauce. It is rich, thick, and extremely dark.TOFU OR
BEAN CURDDau hu is made from curdled soymilk, resulting in curds that are drained and
pressed in a fashion similar to making cheese. Tofu has a bland, slightly nutty flavor that easily
takes on the flavor of the food it’s cooked with. Tofu comes in regular, low-fat, and nonfat
varieties, and in textures ranging from soft to extra-firm.BAKED TOFU is baked tofu in a sealed
package. Baking rids it of most moisture, making the tofu extra dry and firm with an intense



flavor. It is often prepared with added spices, such as Chinese five-spice powder. Store it in the
refrigerator for up to one week.FRIED TOFU (dau hu chim) is deep-fried tofu in a sealed
package. It is semicrunchy on the outside and soft in the inside. It contains small air pockets that
readily absorb sauces and flavors. Store it in the refrigerator for up to one week.PRESSED
TOFU (da hu tuol) is sold in small squares. It has a “meaty,” chewy texture and may have added
coloring or flavorings.SILKEN TOFU (dau hu non), named for its silky smooth texture, comes in
soft, regular, and firm styles. It is usually packed in water and is sold in a sealed plastic container.
It also may be vacuum-packed in plastic without water. Silken tofu is also available in aseptically
sealed packages that may be stored unopened at room temperature for up to eight months.
Once opened, silken tofu should be stored in water, which should be changed daily. The cake
should be kept refrigerated for no longer than one week.TOFU SHEETS OR TOFU SKINS (dau
hu mong nhi da) are thin layers of tofu that curdle on the surface of hot soymilk. They are sold
three different ways: fresh in water; fresh and folded or rolled in a sealed plastic package; and
dried in a big sheet, or packed airtight in a plastic bag. Dried tofu sheets can be kept for up to
one year and must be reconstituted before using. Fresh tofu sheets will keep for about one week
in the refrigerator. Fresh or reconstituted dried tofu sheets can be cut to desired sizes and used
as wrappers or additions to soups and stir-fries.Homemade TofuDau Hu Lan Tai NhaEither
soybeans or yellow mung beans can be processed to make tofu. The soybean (Glycine max), or
soya bean, was domesticated in China by the third millennium BC. The soybean has many
varieties that differ in seed size and color, including white, green, red, brown, and black. The
most common kind is smallish and pale brown and is known in Indian cuisine as white gram. The
mung bean, on the other hand, is the seed of the plant Vigna radiata, a native of India. It is
known as golden gram or green gram, depending on its color, and is often used as a main
ingredient in the Indian dish dal. All varieties of mung beans, after being shelled and split, have a
small, pale yellow seed inside. The Chinese regularly use mung beans to grow bean sprouts,
which are different from soya or soybean sprouts, and as a source of starch for mung bean
vermicelli, or cellophane or glass noodles. Dried soybeans and mung beans are sold already
hulled (the pod has been removed) and are available whole or split.Serves 61 pound dried
soybeans or yellow mung beans½ gallon hot waterFlavorings or spices (such as salt, soy sauce,
orChinese five-spice powder; optional)1 tablespoon magnesium or calcium sulfateSoybeans or
yellow mung beans are soaked in water for three hours before they are processed (blended with
water) and the liquid is extracted for “milk.” Both firm and soft tofu can be made from soymilk or
mung bean milk. To make firm tofu, magnesium sulfate is added to the bean milk; to make soft
tofu, calcium sulfate is added. The firmness also depends on how much whey (the liquid that
remains after the solids have been coagulated) has been extracted. Without magnesium or
calcium sulfate, a thicker milk with more bean pulp is required, along with using not-too-fine
cheesecloth to strain the processed blend. The pulp will help solidify the mixture, but it will only
make a soft tofu after more water has been squeezed (pressed) out. The tofu will be very
crumbly; handle it carefully.Square or rectangular wooden or plastic frames are used in



commercial tofu making to form the tofu. For homemade tofu, large round cookie cutters, empty
aluminum cans cut open at both ends, or small square milk cartons cut open at both ends can
be used as the frames.Pick through the beans and rinse them with cold water to rid them of
debris or small stones. Soak the beans in hot water to cover for 2-3 hours, or until the beans
have swelled and fully absorbed the water.Combine one-third of the beans with some of the
soaking water in a blender, and process until the beans are well puréed. Place a strainer on top
of a medium pot, and line the strainer with cheesecloth. Pour the mixture into the cheesecloth,
and pull the cloth’s edges together. Squeeze as much soymilk out of the mixture as possible and
discard the solids. Continue processing the remainder of the soaked beans in a similar
fashion.Put the pot over medium heat and bring the soymilk to a boil. Boil for about 3 minutes,
stirring constantly. Add any optional flavorings at this point. Remove from the heat and let cool for
10 minutes, or until lukewarm. Slowly stir in the magnesium or calcium sulfate to help the soymilk
curds congeal. Let the tofu sit undisturbed for 5-7 minutes, or until lightly firm.Place a rack on a
baking sheet, and place four 4 x 4 x 2-inch or 3 x 5 x 2-inch frames over the rack. Line the
frames with an 8 x 8-inch or 6 x 10-inch piece of fine cheesecloth. Alternatively, place several
large cookie cutters or homemade frames made from aluminum cans or milk cartons on the rack
and line them with oversized fine cheesecloth. Scoop the tofu into the cheesecloth to overfill the
frames, and fold the edges of the cheesecloth to completely wrap the tofu. Place flat, heavy
objects (such as a piece of brick in a zipper-lock plastic bag) on top of the tofu for 10-15
minutes, or until it is at your desired firmness, to squeeze out more water and make the tofu
firmer. Steam the wrapped tofu on a rack over boiling water for about 5 minutes, or until it is
completely heated through. Let cool, and unwrap the tofu for further use. Store the tofu by
submerging it in cold water. It will keep refrigerated for up to 5 days (be sure to change the water
daily).Soy ProductsMost Vietnamese dishes use fish sauce (nuoc mam), primarily because of
its saltiness and value as a flavor enhancer. Other exotic ingredients, such as shrimp paste and
fermented fish, also add authentic flavors to Vietnamese cuisine. But none of these products are
vegetarian. Therefore, various plant-based seasonings are used in this book instead.Many types
and brands of soy products make good alternatives to fish sauce, from light-colored soy sauce
for cooking a white sauce to double-dark soy sauce for dark brown glazing. They also range in
saltiness from low sodium (lite soy sauce) to those with a high salt content. There even is a
sweet soy sauce made with a thick molasses and soy mixture. Instead of using animal products,
a stir-fry soy sauce made from mushroom extract and a variety of soy pastes can easily replace
the oyster sauce in stir-fry dishes. Black or yellow fermented beans and fermented tofu lend
pungent, authentic flavors to a vegetarian dish and can be used in place of shrimp paste and
fermented fish. These products are described in detail in the section that follows.Nowadays,
thanks to creative vegetarian chefs and merchants, innovative vegetarian foods with various
tastes, textures, and colors occupy supermarket shelves. In addition to traditional products,
seasoned tofu is made to simulate the flavor, texture, and appearance of meat products such as
chicken, beef, pork, smoked duck, goose liver, and more. Products from the rivers and oceans,



such as water plants and sea vegetables (seaweeds), replicate fish and seafood ingredients.
Some of these products need a little getting used to, as they are considered acquired tastes. For
those who want to understand the very basics of food preparation, making your own tofu can be
a fun and fulfilling project. (For a recipe for homemade tofu, see page 20.) You can make tofu
from an assortment of beans and create diverse flavors and textures to produce a wide variety of
dishes.SOYBEAN OR SOYA BEAN (GLYCINE MAX)The Chinese have cultivated soybeans for
centuries, dating back to 2838 BC. In China they are considered one of the five sacred grains
(wu lu). The United States has now become the largest producer of soybeans, supplying about
75 percent of the world’s total production. There are more than one thousand varieties, ranging
in size from a small pea to a large cherry. The beans come in various colors and combinations of
red, yellow, green, brown, and black. They grow in pods that have fine, tawny hairs. Unlike other
legumes, the soybean is low in carbohydrates and high in protein. Soybean products are also a
good source of iron and contain vitamins B1 and B2 and linoleic acid, an essential fatty acid that
is one of the omega-6 fatty acids. Soybeans are used to produce kecap (Indonesian sweet soy
sauce), miso (see “soybean paste,” page 16), natto (Japanese fermented beans), okara (the
residue from soymilk), soybean oil, soy cheese, soy flour, soy ice cream, soy margarine, soy
mayonnaise, soymilk, soy nuts, soy sauce, soy sour cream, soy yogurt, tamari (Japanese dark
soy sauce), tofu, yuba (tofu sheets or skins), and soy pizza. Dried soybeans should be
presoaked like any other dried beans before being cooked and used in soups, stews,
casseroles, or other dishes. Bean sprouts grown from soybeans can be used in salads or as a
cooked vegetable. Green soybeans (also called edamame) are those picked when they are fully
grown but not fully mature. They are sold fresh or frozen and come in their pods, which are bright
green and covered with fuzz. Steam the pods for twenty minutes and serve them as a snack or
appetizer. They can be shelled and eaten just like peanuts.BEAN SAUCE AND BEAN
PASTEThese soy products are seasonings made from fermented soybeans. They can range
from thin to thick and from smooth to chunky. They should be stored in a nonmetallic, tightly
sealed container in the refrigerator for up to one year.BLACK BEAN SAUCE is a thin, salty, full-
flavored mixture made with mashed fermented black beans and flavored with garlic and
sometimes star anise.BROWN BEAN SAUCE, OR FERMENTED YELLOW BEAN SAUCE, is
thick and made with fermented whole yellow soybeans, salt, and water.HOT BLACK BEAN
SAUCE has a medium consistency and is a combination of black soybeans, chiles, garlic,
sesame oil, and sugar.FERMENTED BLACK BEANS, also known as Chinese black beans or
salty black beans, are a Chinese specialty consisting of small black soybeans that have been
preserved in salt before being packed into cans or plastic bags. They have an extremely
pungent, salty flavor and must be soaked in warm water for about thirty minutes before using.
Store tightly covered in the refrigerator for up to one year.SOYBEAN PASTE, called miso, is
essential in Japanese cooking. It has the consistency of peanut butter and comes in a wide
variety of flavors and colors. This fermented soybean paste has three basic categories: barley
miso, rice miso, and soybean miso. Each has a different salt content and some have added



sugar. Miso can be used in sauces, soups, marinades, main dishes, and salad dressings. Stored
in an airtight container in the refrigerator, it should keep several months.SWEET BEAN PASTE is
made with fermented soybeans and sugar. It is quite thick and has a sweet-salty
flavor.SOYMILKSua dau nanh is an iron-rich liquid made by pressing ground cooked soybeans.
It has more protein than cow’s milk. Soymilk is a cholesterol-free, nondairy product that is low in
calcium, fat, and sodium. It makes an excellent alternative to cow’s milk for vegans. Soymilk has
a tendency to curdle when mixed with acidic ingredients, such as lemon juice or wine. It is an
important ingredient in making tofu.SOY SAUCESi dau is a dark, salty sauce made from
fermented boiled soybeans and roasted wheat or barley. China and Japan produce a number of
varieties ranging in color from light to dark and in texture from thin to very thick.DARK SOY
SAUCE is the “regular” soy sauce. It has a rich soy flavor and color. This soy sauce is generally
used when a particular type is not specified in the recipe.DOUBLE-DARK SOY SAUCE is a lot
darker than regular soy sauce and is used mostly for glazing and for sauces that need a dark
brown color.FERMENTED BEAN CURDS are tofu curds that have been fermented with salt,
water, vinegar, rice wine, and/or spices until they develop an extremely pungent taste and flavor
equivalent to shrimp paste or Limburger cheese. They come in a small jar and should be stored
tightly sealed in the refrigerator for up to one year.FERMENTED YELLOW BEANS (toung) are
whole yellow beans that have been fermented in water and salt. They often come in a bottle and
are ready to be used in stir-fries and sauces. Close the lid tightly and store the bottle in the
refrigerator for up to one year.LIGHT SOY SAUCE (nuoc dau nanh mantrang) is much thinner
and lighter but saltier than regular dark soy sauce. It is also called thin soy sauce, white soy
sauce, or cooking soy sauce, as it has less soy flavor and a lighter color that won’t turn sauces
dark brown. Light soy sauce is the best substitute for fish sauce in a vegetarian Vietnamese
dish.LITE SOYSAUCE is regular soy sauce with less sodium.SUSHI OR SASHIMI SOY SAUCE
is a milder soy sauce with added rice products to sweeten its taste. It is more expensive than
regular soy sauce and is often used as a dipping sauce.SWEET SOY SAUCE (nuoc dau nanh
ngot) is a thick, sweet, dark sauce made from soy sauce and molasses or palm sugar. It often is
used instead of sugar and is valued for is dark color, thick texture, and sweetness.TAMARI is
Japanese dark soy sauce. It is rich, thick, and extremely dark.TOFU OR BEAN CURDDau hu is
made from curdled soymilk, resulting in curds that are drained and pressed in a fashion similar
to making cheese. Tofu has a bland, slightly nutty flavor that easily takes on the flavor of the food
it’s cooked with. Tofu comes in regular, low-fat, and nonfat varieties, and in textures ranging from
soft to extra-firm.BAKED TOFU is baked tofu in a sealed package. Baking rids it of most
moisture, making the tofu extra dry and firm with an intense flavor. It is often prepared with
added spices, such as Chinese five-spice powder. Store it in the refrigerator for up to one
week.FRIED TOFU (dau hu chim) is deep-fried tofu in a sealed package. It is semicrunchy on
the outside and soft in the inside. It contains small air pockets that readily absorb sauces and
flavors. Store it in the refrigerator for up to one week.PRESSED TOFU (da hu tuol) is sold in
small squares. It has a “meaty,” chewy texture and may have added coloring or



flavorings.SILKEN TOFU (dau hu non), named for its silky smooth texture, comes in soft,
regular, and firm styles. It is usually packed in water and is sold in a sealed plastic container. It
also may be vacuum-packed in plastic without water. Silken tofu is also available in aseptically
sealed packages that may be stored unopened at room temperature for up to eight months.
Once opened, silken tofu should be stored in water, which should be changed daily. The cake
should be kept refrigerated for no longer than one week.TOFU SHEETS OR TOFU SKINS (dau
hu mong nhi da) are thin layers of tofu that curdle on the surface of hot soymilk. They are sold
three different ways: fresh in water; fresh and folded or rolled in a sealed plastic package; and
dried in a big sheet, or packed airtight in a plastic bag. Dried tofu sheets can be kept for up to
one year and must be reconstituted before using. Fresh tofu sheets will keep for about one week
in the refrigerator. Fresh or reconstituted dried tofu sheets can be cut to desired sizes and used
as wrappers or additions to soups and stir-fries.Homemade TofuDau Hu Lan Tai NhaEither
soybeans or yellow mung beans can be processed to make tofu. The soybean (Glycine max), or
soya bean, was domesticated in China by the third millennium BC. The soybean has many
varieties that differ in seed size and color, including white, green, red, brown, and black. The
most common kind is smallish and pale brown and is known in Indian cuisine as white gram. The
mung bean, on the other hand, is the seed of the plant Vigna radiata, a native of India. It is
known as golden gram or green gram, depending on its color, and is often used as a main
ingredient in the Indian dish dal. All varieties of mung beans, after being shelled and split, have a
small, pale yellow seed inside. The Chinese regularly use mung beans to grow bean sprouts,
which are different from soya or soybean sprouts, and as a source of starch for mung bean
vermicelli, or cellophane or glass noodles. Dried soybeans and mung beans are sold already
hulled (the pod has been removed) and are available whole or split.Serves 61 pound dried
soybeans or yellow mung beans½ gallon hot waterFlavorings or spices (such as salt, soy sauce,
orChinese five-spice powder; optional)1 tablespoon magnesium or calcium sulfateServes 61
pound dried soybeans or yellow mung beans½ gallon hot waterFlavorings or spices (such as
salt, soy sauce, orChinese five-spice powder; optional)1 tablespoon magnesium or calcium
sulfateSoybeans or yellow mung beans are soaked in water for three hours before they are
processed (blended with water) and the liquid is extracted for “milk.” Both firm and soft tofu can
be made from soymilk or mung bean milk. To make firm tofu, magnesium sulfate is added to the
bean milk; to make soft tofu, calcium sulfate is added. The firmness also depends on how much
whey (the liquid that remains after the solids have been coagulated) has been extracted. Without
magnesium or calcium sulfate, a thicker milk with more bean pulp is required, along with using
not-too-fine cheesecloth to strain the processed blend. The pulp will help solidify the mixture, but
it will only make a soft tofu after more water has been squeezed (pressed) out. The tofu will be
very crumbly; handle it carefully.Square or rectangular wooden or plastic frames are used in
commercial tofu making to form the tofu. For homemade tofu, large round cookie cutters, empty
aluminum cans cut open at both ends, or small square milk cartons cut open at both ends can
be used as the frames.Pick through the beans and rinse them with cold water to rid them of



debris or small stones. Soak the beans in hot water to cover for 2-3 hours, or until the beans
have swelled and fully absorbed the water.Combine one-third of the beans with some of the
soaking water in a blender, and process until the beans are well puréed. Place a strainer on top
of a medium pot, and line the strainer with cheesecloth. Pour the mixture into the cheesecloth,
and pull the cloth’s edges together. Squeeze as much soymilk out of the mixture as possible and
discard the solids. Continue processing the remainder of the soaked beans in a similar
fashion.Put the pot over medium heat and bring the soymilk to a boil. Boil for about 3 minutes,
stirring constantly. Add any optional flavorings at this point. Remove from the heat and let cool for
10 minutes, or until lukewarm. Slowly stir in the magnesium or calcium sulfate to help the soymilk
curds congeal. Let the tofu sit undisturbed for 5-7 minutes, or until lightly firm.Place a rack on a
baking sheet, and place four 4 x 4 x 2-inch or 3 x 5 x 2-inch frames over the rack. Line the
frames with an 8 x 8-inch or 6 x 10-inch piece of fine cheesecloth. Alternatively, place several
large cookie cutters or homemade frames made from aluminum cans or milk cartons on the rack
and line them with oversized fine cheesecloth. Scoop the tofu into the cheesecloth to overfill the
frames, and fold the edges of the cheesecloth to completely wrap the tofu. Place flat, heavy
objects (such as a piece of brick in a zipper-lock plastic bag) on top of the tofu for 10-15
minutes, or until it is at your desired firmness, to squeeze out more water and make the tofu
firmer. Steam the wrapped tofu on a rack over boiling water for about 5 minutes, or until it is
completely heated through. Let cool, and unwrap the tofu for further use. Store the tofu by
submerging it in cold water. It will keep refrigerated for up to 5 days (be sure to change the water
daily).Other Ingredients Essential to vietnamese CuisineVietnamese food is a combination of
subtlety from Chinese and French cuisine, personalized by local ingredients with flavors that are
unique to Vietnam. Many varieties of Vietnamese herbs and their flavors are difficult to describe,
and they are often eaten fresh as accompaniments to various dishes. Vietnamese cooking
frequently uses “raw” (unrefined and unprocessed) sugar, such as rock sugar and block sugar,
to add sweetness; lime, tamarind, and vinegar contribute sour notes; hot chiles add heat; and
fish sauce or soy sauce is used instead of salt. Some of the ingredients are new to Western
kitchens, though they are available through Asian markets in the United States. Don’t be
discouraged to try cooking Vietnamese food because of its unfamiliar ingredients and cooking
techniques. In fact, Vietnamese food preparation uses a lot of simple French and Chinese
techniques that are recognizable to the Western cook. By getting acquainted with the
ingredients and their uses, even novices to this style of cooking can easily prepare any dish on a
Vietnamese menu. Only ingredients that are unfamiliar to the Western kitchen are mentioned in
this chapter, including where to find them and how to use them.HERBS AND SPICESWhat
makes Vietnamese food unique is the special herbs and spices. The ingredients and cooking
methods from the Chinese and French have greatly influenced Vietnamese cuisine. Noodles,
which originated in China, have been adopted and modified to create many classic Vietnamese
soup dishes such as pho (page 76). French baguettes, pate, and gâteau (cake) have suitable
places in Vietnamese meals, often with a touch of local flair. Surprisingly, from as far away as



Central America, chiles have traveled on Spanish and Portuguese fleets to land on fertile Indo-
Chinese soil and become part of spicy Vietnamese dishes. These herbs and spices usually
grow in tropical climates and find their way to Western countries. Nowadays, fresh Vietnamese
herbs and spices can be produced in the United States, especially in the hot climates of Florida
and Hawaii, and in California during the summer months. As the popularity of Vietnamese and
Southeast Asian cuisine grows, so does the market for these popular herbs and spices.
Vietnamese mint and lemongrass have earned commercial shelf space in the big-name grocery
stores.As the weather permits, I cultivate my own herb garden. Some of the herbs do well in the
ground and some are very content in pots. Most nurseries now carry exotic herb seeds and
starter plants for both cooking and decorative purposes. Most of the herbs are perennial and do
very well in the ground during the hot months. The ones in pots can be conveniently moved
indoors during severe weather and generally last for two to three years. Though most
Vietnamese herbs and spices can be cultivated locally, some must be imported in various forms:
fresh, dried, powdered, frozen, and canned in brine. For some herbs and spices, substitutions
can easily be made by using items more readily available outside Vietnam. However, to maintain
an authentic essence, the herbs and spices with an asterisk (*) cannot be replaced.BASILMany
varieties of basil can be cultivated in Vietnam, but only a few varieties can be successfully grown
in the United States. It may be hard to find the exact basil to use. You can alternate among them
or just use the widely available Thai sweet basil or Italian basil.LEMON BASIL (charh rau que)
(Ocimum basilicum) has light green leaves with a slight speckle of hairs, green stems, and
sometimes white flowers. It has a nippy peppery and lemon flavor that goes well with soups and
salads, especially with noodle soups.THAI SWEET BASIL (rau que) (Ocimum basilicum) has
small, flat green leaves with pointy tips, and its stems and flowers are sometimes reddish purple.
It imparts a very intense taste with a strong anise or licorice flavor. It’s often used as a flavorful
fresh accompaniment and garnish for leafy vegetables. Ordinary sweet basil makes a good
substitute. Sweet basil is available year-round.CHILESOt are available in many types, from large
to small and hot to sweet. They come in three colors, each indicating a different stage of maturity
and spiciness: mild yellow, hottest green, and sweet and hot red. Many varieties of fresh red
chiles are preferred in Vietnamese cuisine for their fragrance, heat, and bright red color.BIRD’S-
EYE OR THAI CHILES (mat chin va ot) (Capsicum minimum) are the smallest chiles, and with
Thai chiles, the smallest are the hottest. They are yellow, red, or green and have an extremely
pungent taste. Bird’s-eye chiles are used for chili sauces and dips and are added to salad
dressing for spicy heat. They are available in most Asian grocery stores under the label “Thai
chiles.”SERRANO (Capsicum annum) are green chiles with smooth skin and round bodies. As
they mature their color changes from bright green to scarlet red then yellow. They are easily
found in markets in the United States. Their flavor is as mild as the ot, making them a good
multipurpose chile.VIETNAMESE CHILES (ot) come in red, yellow, or green and are the size of
a forefinger. They look similar to a jalapeño chile but with a pointy tip. They are a lot milder than
bird’s-eye chiles and are used both fresh and dried. If fresh ot are not available, use fresh



serrano or jalapeño chiles. For the dried chiles, large dried Mexican chiles, such as guajillo
chiles, California chiles, or New Mexico chiles, are good substitutes.CHINESE FIVE-SPICE
POWDERHuong-liu is a Chinese ground spice mixture, also sold as “five-fragrance powder.” It is
golden brown in color and consists of star anise, fennel, cloves, cassia (Asian cinnamon), and
Sichuan pepper (or ginger and/or cardamom). The flavor of star anise is the strongest in the
mixture.CILANTRO*Ngo (Coriandrum sativum), or Chinese parsley, is indispensable to
Vietnamese cooking and is used generously. Each part of the plant, from the roots to the leaves,
can be utilized for different purposes. The roots are very pungent and are an important
ingredient in marinades and sauces and for flavoring clear soup broth. The stems and leaves are
used both for flavoring and as a leafy green garnish. Cilantro has delicate, light green leaves and
stems with white or light pink flowers, which are all edible. In most supermarkets in the United
States, cilantro is sold without roots, but the stems can be substituted for the roots in
cooking.GALANGAL*Rieng (Alpinia officinarum), or white ginger, is a perennial rhizome plant
similar to ginger but with a larger and more brightly colored root. The root tips are pink and have
a strong medicinal taste, so it can’t be eaten directly like ginger. Galangal is used as a pungent
ingredient in most Vietnamese aromatic and hot-and-sour soups. Galangal is available as the
fresh root or in frozen, dried, and powdered forms in most Asian grocery stores. If using dried
slices of galangal, soak them in warm water for at least thirty minutes, or until you can bend the
pieces. If a substitution is needed, replace fresh galangal with dried galangal, using half the
amount called for in the recipe. Regular ginger cannot duplicate the authentic essence of
galangal. Only as a last resort should ginger ever be used instead of galangal.GARLIC
CHIVESHe (Allium tuberosum), or Chinese chives, have a stronger aroma than European
chives. They have long, flat, slender leaves and long stems topped with white flowers. They are
used exclusively for stir-fry dishes and as a garnish over noodle dishes. Green onions are a
good substitute.JASMINENuoc hoa are flowers of the jasmine shrub (Jasminum species). Their
strong, sweet fragrance is often used in Vietnamese desserts in the same manner as vanilla
extract. Jasmine extract in a bottle is available at well-stocked Asian grocery stores. Jasmine
water is made by floating a handful of flowers in a bowl of cold water overnight, or by diluting the
extract with water. Use rose water or vanilla extract as a substitute.LA-LOT LEAVES OR
PEPPER LEAVESLa-lot (Piper species) have shiny, heart-shaped leaves and small nuts that can
be chewed like tobacco. The la-lot leaves, or pepper leaves, are from a plant in the pepper
family. The leaves are often used as wrappers, and when cooked, mostly grilled, they release a
mild anise flavor and camphor aroma into the food. La-lot can be found in well-supplied
Vietnamese and Thai markets. Perilla leaves, or Japanese shiso leaves, are faintly similar in
flavor and make an exceptional substitute.LEMONGRASS*Xa (Cymbopogon citratus)
resembles a grass with a strong lemon aroma. To use lemongrass, cut off the grassy top and
root end. Peel and remove the large, tough outer leaves of the stalk until you reach the light,
milky white inner leaves. Chop it very finely for use in salads, grind it into a marinade, or cut it
into two-inch portions and bruise it to use in soup broth. Lemongrass can be found fresh in most



grocery stores because it has a very long shelf life. Dried and frozen lemongrass are also
available in most Asian stores.PANDAN OR PANDANUSNuoc hoa (Pandanus odoratissimus),
or screw pine leaves, are the long, slender, bladelike, dark green leaves of a tropical plant. They
impart a sweet floral fragrance that is popular in Vietnamese desserts. Their intense green color
is valued as a natural food coloring. Pound and grind the leaves with a little water, and strain the
mixture to get a liquid extract. Bottled pandan extract is available in well-stocked Asian grocery
stores. The Vietnamese use pandan instead of vanilla in their cooking. Use rose or vanilla extract
as a substitute.PERILLA LEAVES: See “shiso leaves” and “la-lot leaves.”PRESERVED
TURNIPTan xai, or Chinese pickled radish, is a salt-cured Chinese turnip or radish. It is a flavor
enhancer that is salty and sweet with a crunchy texture. Chop it into small chunks before using. It
is available in the dried goods section of all Asian markets.SAW-LEAF HERB*Ngo gai
(Eryngium foetidum) have slender, bright, shiny green leaves with serrated edges. They emit a
unique fragrance that is a combination of cilantro and mint. Ngo gai are eaten fresh as an
accompanying herb to many dishes and are also added as a major herb in salad dishes.SHISO
LEAVESJapanese shiso leaves (Perilla frutescens) have heart-shaped, serrated-edged leaves
tinged with purple on their underside. They are related to mint, with a faint aromatic flavor of
ginger and cinnamon. Their other names are perilla and beefsteak leaves. They are used in
salad and noodle dishes.STAR ANISEHoi huong is a major spice in Chinese cooking and is
frequently used in Vietnamese cooking. These eight-pointed, star-shaped seedpods are
products of a slender evergreen tree of the magnolia family (Illicium verum), native to China, and
have a sweet licorice flavor. They can be used whole or ground into a powder and are often
added to long-simmering dishes. Star anise is one of the key elements in Chinese five-spice
powder.SUGARCANEMia is the fresh, bamboolike stem of the sugarcane plant. Before using,
peel off the green or yellow skin and use only the yellowish white meat. It can be cut into small
chunks and added to food for a sweet taste and the fresh flavor of sugarcane. Alternatively, cut it
into strips to use as skewers for grilling. Peeled and canned sugarcane in brine is available in
five- to eight-inch sticks.TAMARIND*Me chau (Tamarindus indica) is a fruit pod of a very large
tamarind tree with fine, fernlike leaves. Fresh green tamarind can be used in sauces or pickled
and served as a snack. The ripe brown pulp is extracted for tamarind liquid and is used to impart
a sour flavor without the tartness of lime. The tamarind liquid is often used in soups and sauces.
At Asian grocery stores, it is available in a pulp block, powdered, or ready-made in a jar. To make
tamarind liquid from the pulp, soak a one-inch cube of tamarind in one-half cup of hot water for
ten minutes. Work the tamarind with your fingers until it disintegrates and the water turns brown
and thickens. Alternatively, boil the pulp with water for five to seven minutes, or until it
disintegrates. Strain the mixture through a sieve; it will make about one-third cup of tamarind
liquid.TURMERIC*Bot nghe (Curcuma domestica) is another plant rhizome that is bright yellow,
making it good for both coloring and flavoring. Ground turmeric is used mainly in curry powders.
Fresh turmeric is hard to find; dried or ground turmeric can be substituted.VIETNAMESE MINT
OR POLYGONUM LEAVES*Rau ram (Polygonum odoratum) have green and purple slender



leaves with an herbaceous flavor that is cool, zippy, and spicy. This exotic herb is often added
fresh to salads and soups for authentic Vietnamese dishes. An exact substitute is unlikely;
regular mint is acceptable.VEGETABLES AND FRUITSAGAR-AGARThach-hoa is a gelatin
derived from refined seaweed. It is available in two forms: packages of two (ten-inch-long)
rectangular sticks (kanten in Japanese), or two-to four-ounce packages of fourteen-inch
translucent strands that resemble crinkled strips of cellophane. It is widely used in Southeast
Asian cooking for molded jellied sweets. To use agar-agar, soak it in warm water for thirty
minutes and squeeze the pieces dry. Add to cold water in a pot and simmer until the agar-agar is
completely dissolved. As a general rule, one-half stick of kanten or two-thirds ounce of agar-agar
strands will thicken four cups of liquid.Ready-to-use dried agar-agar sticks are also available in
many sizes and colors. They need to be boiled in water until tender and are used in iced
desserts or sweet drinks.ASIAN GOURD OR BOTTLE GOURDLoofah (Lagenaria siceraria) is a
long, slender, green vegetable similar to a green zucchini. Sometimes its skin will be ripped and
tough and the gourd will need to be peeled before it is cooked in stir-fry and soup dishes. Mature
bottle gourds have a hard dried shell that is water-resistant and can be used as a bottle. They
are also called loofahs.BABY CORNBar non (Zea mays) is young corn that has been harvested
before maturity. It is very sweet and tender and is used in stir-fries or in a fresh vegetable side
dish. Fresh baby corn is available in well-stocked Asian produce markets, but cooked and
canned baby corn is widely available. There is no comparison in taste between fresh and
canned baby corn.BAMBOO SHOOTSMang (Phyllostachys, Bambusa and Dendrocalamus
species) are the young sprouts of the bamboo bush.Other Ingredients Essential to vietnamese
CuisineVietnamese food is a combination of subtlety from Chinese and French cuisine,
personalized by local ingredients with flavors that are unique to Vietnam. Many varieties of
Vietnamese herbs and their flavors are difficult to describe, and they are often eaten fresh as
accompaniments to various dishes. Vietnamese cooking frequently uses “raw” (unrefined and
unprocessed) sugar, such as rock sugar and block sugar, to add sweetness; lime, tamarind, and
vinegar contribute sour notes; hot chiles add heat; and fish sauce or soy sauce is used instead
of salt. Some of the ingredients are new to Western kitchens, though they are available through
Asian markets in the United States. Don’t be discouraged to try cooking Vietnamese food
because of its unfamiliar ingredients and cooking techniques. In fact, Vietnamese food
preparation uses a lot of simple French and Chinese techniques that are recognizable to the
Western cook. By getting acquainted with the ingredients and their uses, even novices to this
style of cooking can easily prepare any dish on a Vietnamese menu. Only ingredients that are
unfamiliar to the Western kitchen are mentioned in this chapter, including where to find them and
how to use them.HERBS AND SPICESWhat makes Vietnamese food unique is the special
herbs and spices. The ingredients and cooking methods from the Chinese and French have
greatly influenced Vietnamese cuisine. Noodles, which originated in China, have been adopted
and modified to create many classic Vietnamese soup dishes such as pho (page 76). French
baguettes, pate, and gâteau (cake) have suitable places in Vietnamese meals, often with a



touch of local flair. Surprisingly, from as far away as Central America, chiles have traveled on
Spanish and Portuguese fleets to land on fertile Indo-Chinese soil and become part of spicy
Vietnamese dishes. These herbs and spices usually grow in tropical climates and find their way
to Western countries. Nowadays, fresh Vietnamese herbs and spices can be produced in the
United States, especially in the hot climates of Florida and Hawaii, and in California during the
summer months. As the popularity of Vietnamese and Southeast Asian cuisine grows, so does
the market for these popular herbs and spices. Vietnamese mint and lemongrass have earned
commercial shelf space in the big-name grocery stores.As the weather permits, I cultivate my
own herb garden. Some of the herbs do well in the ground and some are very content in pots.
Most nurseries now carry exotic herb seeds and starter plants for both cooking and decorative
purposes. Most of the herbs are perennial and do very well in the ground during the hot months.
The ones in pots can be conveniently moved indoors during severe weather and generally last
for two to three years. Though most Vietnamese herbs and spices can be cultivated locally,
some must be imported in various forms: fresh, dried, powdered, frozen, and canned in brine.
For some herbs and spices, substitutions can easily be made by using items more readily
available outside Vietnam. However, to maintain an authentic essence, the herbs and spices
with an asterisk (*) cannot be replaced.BASILMany varieties of basil can be cultivated in
Vietnam, but only a few varieties can be successfully grown in the United States. It may be hard
to find the exact basil to use. You can alternate among them or just use the widely available Thai
sweet basil or Italian basil.LEMON BASIL (charh rau que) (Ocimum basilicum) has light green
leaves with a slight speckle of hairs, green stems, and sometimes white flowers. It has a nippy
peppery and lemon flavor that goes well with soups and salads, especially with noodle
soups.THAI SWEET BASIL (rau que) (Ocimum basilicum) has small, flat green leaves with
pointy tips, and its stems and flowers are sometimes reddish purple. It imparts a very intense
taste with a strong anise or licorice flavor. It’s often used as a flavorful fresh accompaniment and
garnish for leafy vegetables. Ordinary sweet basil makes a good substitute. Sweet basil is
available year-round.CHILESOt are available in many types, from large to small and hot to
sweet. They come in three colors, each indicating a different stage of maturity and spiciness:
mild yellow, hottest green, and sweet and hot red. Many varieties of fresh red chiles are preferred
in Vietnamese cuisine for their fragrance, heat, and bright red color.BIRD’S-EYE OR THAI
CHILES (mat chin va ot) (Capsicum minimum) are the smallest chiles, and with Thai chiles, the
smallest are the hottest. They are yellow, red, or green and have an extremely pungent taste.
Bird’s-eye chiles are used for chili sauces and dips and are added to salad dressing for spicy
heat. They are available in most Asian grocery stores under the label “Thai chiles.”SERRANO
(Capsicum annum) are green chiles with smooth skin and round bodies. As they mature their
color changes from bright green to scarlet red then yellow. They are easily found in markets in
the United States. Their flavor is as mild as the ot, making them a good multipurpose
chile.VIETNAMESE CHILES (ot) come in red, yellow, or green and are the size of a forefinger.
They look similar to a jalapeño chile but with a pointy tip. They are a lot milder than bird’s-eye



chiles and are used both fresh and dried. If fresh ot are not available, use fresh serrano or
jalapeño chiles. For the dried chiles, large dried Mexican chiles, such as guajillo chiles,
California chiles, or New Mexico chiles, are good substitutes.CHINESE FIVE-SPICE
POWDERHuong-liu is a Chinese ground spice mixture, also sold as “five-fragrance powder.” It is
golden brown in color and consists of star anise, fennel, cloves, cassia (Asian cinnamon), and
Sichuan pepper (or ginger and/or cardamom). The flavor of star anise is the strongest in the
mixture.CILANTRO*Ngo (Coriandrum sativum), or Chinese parsley, is indispensable to
Vietnamese cooking and is used generously. Each part of the plant, from the roots to the leaves,
can be utilized for different purposes. The roots are very pungent and are an important
ingredient in marinades and sauces and for flavoring clear soup broth. The stems and leaves are
used both for flavoring and as a leafy green garnish. Cilantro has delicate, light green leaves and
stems with white or light pink flowers, which are all edible. In most supermarkets in the United
States, cilantro is sold without roots, but the stems can be substituted for the roots in
cooking.GALANGAL*Rieng (Alpinia officinarum), or white ginger, is a perennial rhizome plant
similar to ginger but with a larger and more brightly colored root. The root tips are pink and have
a strong medicinal taste, so it can’t be eaten directly like ginger. Galangal is used as a pungent
ingredient in most Vietnamese aromatic and hot-and-sour soups. Galangal is available as the
fresh root or in frozen, dried, and powdered forms in most Asian grocery stores. If using dried
slices of galangal, soak them in warm water for at least thirty minutes, or until you can bend the
pieces. If a substitution is needed, replace fresh galangal with dried galangal, using half the
amount called for in the recipe. Regular ginger cannot duplicate the authentic essence of
galangal. Only as a last resort should ginger ever be used instead of galangal.GARLIC
CHIVESHe (Allium tuberosum), or Chinese chives, have a stronger aroma than European
chives. They have long, flat, slender leaves and long stems topped with white flowers. They are
used exclusively for stir-fry dishes and as a garnish over noodle dishes. Green onions are a
good substitute.JASMINENuoc hoa are flowers of the jasmine shrub (Jasminum species). Their
strong, sweet fragrance is often used in Vietnamese desserts in the same manner as vanilla
extract. Jasmine extract in a bottle is available at well-stocked Asian grocery stores. Jasmine
water is made by floating a handful of flowers in a bowl of cold water overnight, or by diluting the
extract with water. Use rose water or vanilla extract as a substitute.LA-LOT LEAVES OR
PEPPER LEAVESLa-lot (Piper species) have shiny, heart-shaped leaves and small nuts that can
be chewed like tobacco. The la-lot leaves, or pepper leaves, are from a plant in the pepper
family. The leaves are often used as wrappers, and when cooked, mostly grilled, they release a
mild anise flavor and camphor aroma into the food. La-lot can be found in well-supplied
Vietnamese and Thai markets. Perilla leaves, or Japanese shiso leaves, are faintly similar in
flavor and make an exceptional substitute.LEMONGRASS*Xa (Cymbopogon citratus)
resembles a grass with a strong lemon aroma. To use lemongrass, cut off the grassy top and
root end. Peel and remove the large, tough outer leaves of the stalk until you reach the light,
milky white inner leaves. Chop it very finely for use in salads, grind it into a marinade, or cut it



into two-inch portions and bruise it to use in soup broth. Lemongrass can be found fresh in most
grocery stores because it has a very long shelf life. Dried and frozen lemongrass are also
available in most Asian stores.PANDAN OR PANDANUSNuoc hoa (Pandanus odoratissimus),
or screw pine leaves, are the long, slender, bladelike, dark green leaves of a tropical plant. They
impart a sweet floral fragrance that is popular in Vietnamese desserts. Their intense green color
is valued as a natural food coloring. Pound and grind the leaves with a little water, and strain the
mixture to get a liquid extract. Bottled pandan extract is available in well-stocked Asian grocery
stores. The Vietnamese use pandan instead of vanilla in their cooking. Use rose or vanilla extract
as a substitute.PERILLA LEAVES: See “shiso leaves” and “la-lot leaves.”PRESERVED
TURNIPTan xai, or Chinese pickled radish, is a salt-cured Chinese turnip or radish. It is a flavor
enhancer that is salty and sweet with a crunchy texture. Chop it into small chunks before using. It
is available in the dried goods section of all Asian markets.SAW-LEAF HERB*Ngo gai
(Eryngium foetidum) have slender, bright, shiny green leaves with serrated edges. They emit a
unique fragrance that is a combination of cilantro and mint. Ngo gai are eaten fresh as an
accompanying herb to many dishes and are also added as a major herb in salad dishes.SHISO
LEAVESJapanese shiso leaves (Perilla frutescens) have heart-shaped, serrated-edged leaves
tinged with purple on their underside. They are related to mint, with a faint aromatic flavor of
ginger and cinnamon. Their other names are perilla and beefsteak leaves. They are used in
salad and noodle dishes.STAR ANISEHoi huong is a major spice in Chinese cooking and is
frequently used in Vietnamese cooking. These eight-pointed, star-shaped seedpods are
products of a slender evergreen tree of the magnolia family (Illicium verum), native to China, and
have a sweet licorice flavor. They can be used whole or ground into a powder and are often
added to long-simmering dishes. Star anise is one of the key elements in Chinese five-spice
powder.SUGARCANEMia is the fresh, bamboolike stem of the sugarcane plant. Before using,
peel off the green or yellow skin and use only the yellowish white meat. It can be cut into small
chunks and added to food for a sweet taste and the fresh flavor of sugarcane. Alternatively, cut it
into strips to use as skewers for grilling. Peeled and canned sugarcane in brine is available in
five- to eight-inch sticks.TAMARIND*Me chau (Tamarindus indica) is a fruit pod of a very large
tamarind tree with fine, fernlike leaves. Fresh green tamarind can be used in sauces or pickled
and served as a snack. The ripe brown pulp is extracted for tamarind liquid and is used to impart
a sour flavor without the tartness of lime. The tamarind liquid is often used in soups and sauces.
At Asian grocery stores, it is available in a pulp block, powdered, or ready-made in a jar. To make
tamarind liquid from the pulp, soak a one-inch cube of tamarind in one-half cup of hot water for
ten minutes. Work the tamarind with your fingers until it disintegrates and the water turns brown
and thickens. Alternatively, boil the pulp with water for five to seven minutes, or until it
disintegrates. Strain the mixture through a sieve; it will make about one-third cup of tamarind
liquid.TURMERIC*Bot nghe (Curcuma domestica) is another plant rhizome that is bright yellow,
making it good for both coloring and flavoring. Ground turmeric is used mainly in curry powders.
Fresh turmeric is hard to find; dried or ground turmeric can be substituted.VIETNAMESE MINT



OR POLYGONUM LEAVES*Rau ram (Polygonum odoratum) have green and purple slender
leaves with an herbaceous flavor that is cool, zippy, and spicy. This exotic herb is often added
fresh to salads and soups for authentic Vietnamese dishes. An exact substitute is unlikely;
regular mint is acceptable.VEGETABLES AND FRUITSAGAR-AGARThach-hoa is a gelatin
derived from refined seaweed. It is available in two forms: packages of two (ten-inch-long)
rectangular sticks (kanten in Japanese), or two-to four-ounce packages of fourteen-inch
translucent strands that resemble crinkled strips of cellophane. It is widely used in Southeast
Asian cooking for molded jellied sweets. To use agar-agar, soak it in warm water for thirty
minutes and squeeze the pieces dry. Add to cold water in a pot and simmer until the agar-agar is
completely dissolved. As a general rule, one-half stick of kanten or two-thirds ounce of agar-agar
strands will thicken four cups of liquid.Ready-to-use dried agar-agar sticks are also available in
many sizes and colors. They need to be boiled in water until tender and are used in iced
desserts or sweet drinks.ASIAN GOURD OR BOTTLE GOURDLoofah (Lagenaria siceraria) is a
long, slender, green vegetable similar to a green zucchini. Sometimes its skin will be ripped and
tough and the gourd will need to be peeled before it is cooked in stir-fry and soup dishes. Mature
bottle gourds have a hard dried shell that is water-resistant and can be used as a bottle. They
are also called loofahs.BABY CORNBar non (Zea mays) is young corn that has been harvested
before maturity. It is very sweet and tender and is used in stir-fries or in a fresh vegetable side
dish. Fresh baby corn is available in well-stocked Asian produce markets, but cooked and
canned baby corn is widely available. There is no comparison in taste between fresh and
canned baby corn.BAMBOO SHOOTSMang (Phyllostachys, Bambusa and Dendrocalamus
species) are the young sprouts of the bamboo bush.
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