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Seasonality plays a huge part in the availability and the Confucian driven appropriacy of the kinds of dishes you will find in Hanoi.  There is a certain poetry about the way Vietnamese celebrate the passing of the year, to every thing there is a season.  Add to this the foods or drinks that are typical of provincial areas and the very enterprising nature of Vietnamese people and the result is that the streets of Hanoi are dotted with food stalls, mobile vendors, makeshift restaurants and whole streets of their more substantial counterparts selling what seems to be an endless variety of cuisine.  

Hanoi is like a collection of villages that have grown and merged into one city.  In the true spirit of competitive enterprise some quarters are devoted to particular crafts or the sale of particular items such as traditional medicines, religious artefacts, second hand clothes, pirated CD’s, whatever.  Some streets will host a number of restaurants specialising in seafood or snake.  By Hanoi’s largest lake, on the way to a famous temple there are several restaurants specialising in prawn cakes.  You can eat inside or out on the platform built over the water.  From here you can see the fish swimming and feed them your leftovers.  Prawn cakes are made from four, shredded sweet potato and coconut juice, deep fried and with a prawn or two embedded on the top.  You eat the whole thing, shell and all, for extra crunch.

Goat meat is another favourite.  What better advertisement could there be for a goat meat restaurant than a live goat tethered outside on the footpath and bleating away?  As the days pass one goat is replaced by another and then another.  No prizes for guessing where they all go.  In the surrounding countryside you will come across village after village which sells its own particular product:  rice wine, jackfruit, spare tyres, cane furniture, all arrayed at stall after stall along the length of the roadway.

One of the first treats I was introduced to was snails blanched in their shells in water flavoured by grapefruit or lime leaves.  The sauce they are dipped in is very typical of the north: fish sauce with vinegar, sugar and chopped red chilli. The trick is how to get them out of their shells.  My girlfriend Hang was quite adept, with a toothpick she would spear one end and then hold it firm while deftly twirling the shell so that the whole snail could slip into her mouth.   Hang is a very gentle natured, fun loving person, who was working as a receptionist in the first hotel I stayed in Hanoi.  Hang has excellent English and now lives in Canberra, as she married a similarly gentle natured Aussie who was working in Hanoi as a chef.  

One of the first things that struck me about Hang was her purity and sincerity.  As our friendship developed she took me to a series of temples, in the evenings, when people went there to worship as the shadows of candles and murmured prayers graced their age old portals.  Her mother had instructed her well in religious and other Vietnamese traditions and Hang could explain to me stories associated with any number of statues enshrined in the smoky recesses, her quizzical mind tried diligently to convey to me the purpose of the prayers, to give me a window on her world.

It was actually Hang who introduced me to my second and kinder sponsor, for which I am eternally grateful.  When it was time for her to go through the processes to get her passport and permission to leave Vietnam as she was about to marry, she refused to pay any bribes.  This gave her a tremendous amount of work, of frustration, of time wasting exercises in dealing with the bureaucracy.  But she resolved to see it out and see it out she did.  A truly honourable person.

How amusing it was to revisit her in Canberra and enjoy a very special meal which turned out to be… from a box.  She held it up, face glowing, long jet hair sweeping off her shoulders.  “I got it at Woollies.  It’s called Asia at Home”.  This from a young woman who used to go to the market two and three times a day to buy fresh herbs, meat and vegetables.   I told her she should be on TV, it made such a beautiful sight.  The next time I was invited it was to traditional Hanoi style noodles, with a broth that had been made from bones cooked for hours.  

For this is how Vietnamese cook.  All good things take time so it is said and all good women are supposed to take time to do the basic chores of the household, whether it be washing, shopping, cleaning or whatever.  In fact Hang delighted in telling me that as she had married a chef she was unburdened from some of that.  And as she had married an Aussie she was also unburdened from some of the other household chores.  This was good news to me.  I remember one time I visited her home and met her brother.  He told her to make a cup of tea for him.  He didn’t ask.  She hadn’t offered.  Nobody else was having a cup at the time.  He wouldn’t bother to get it for himself, let alone for her as well.

There is an awesome variety of foods that Vietnamese women prepare, that they carry on their heads to sell in the streets, that a woman from the age of twelve to sixty or more provides on a daily basis to make a living.

The humble com binh dan (pronounced zan) shop is like your lowest form of restaurant, often found at markets too.  Translated it means average rice for civilians.  Customers select from arrays of ready to serve meat and vegetable dishes such as pork in a sweetish barbecue sauce, meatballs with tomato seasoning, fried water hyacinth, beef and ginger, stirfried mixed vegetables, deep fried spring rolls and so on.  The mainstay of the meal is the rice, and I never managed to put away the amount of a normal serving, because I preferred to fill up on the other dishes.  I would marvel at the tiny little women, so slender that from their tummies to their backbone was the length of a hand span, pigging out on huge bowls of rice.  In turn, I was told that the amount of meat that I could finish by myself was truly unheard of.

Che (tea) stands consisting of a makeshift bench, some low plastic stools and various pots of home made drinks pop up on the streets according to the seasons.  In the cooler months the che is warm.  Pots of sweet gluggy stuff, made from tapioca, some yellow, some pinkish, all good, with a dollop of coconut glug on top.  In the summer months there is more variety.  Grass jelly blocks sitting on a plate, adorned with jasmine flowers.  A slice is cut, popped in a glass and fresh cooling liquid added.  Cordials made from salty plums and salted fruit.  There is something in the actual drink itself which cools the body more than just the ice it held, a palpable lesson in the yin and yang of foods.  

Another tradition is the caramelising of meat casseroles in clay pots.  When you buy a serving on the street, you keep the pot.   The price may be ridiculously small, a whole meal costing about 30 cents.  

For the more adventurous there is dog and snake.  Some streets will host shop after shop of dog meat.  These are specially bred smallish creatures, most light tan coats.  Sometimes as a decoration at the stand its roasted head faces the passing crowd, teeth bared in a rictus of final humiliation.  More often its hindquarters are on display, little tail curling in the air.  The meat is pretty oily and tasteless, and it is sold with a purple shrimp based sauce.  Dog sausage is also a favourite.

A lot can be done with snakes.  Roasted, boiled, served in a soup, fried.  The blood is supposed to have special aphrodisiac qualities as is also the rice wine steeped in snake, kept in large glass jars so you can see the preserved reptile inside.  Tasty!  

Hanoi is famous for its pho (pronounced like fur), which are flat white noodles dipped in a beautiful rich broth, seasoned with spring onions and mint.  Mien are thin glasslike vermicelli and mi are egg noodles.  Each can be cooked in the same way.  A few strips of chicken or beef are tossed into a small bamboo basket and submerged in the simmering broth for a couple of minutes, then added to the bowl. You can also add fresh chilli, a bit of fish sauce, lime juice and around new year halved cumquats appear on the tables instead, for an extra juicy tang.  

Breakfast time is a busy time for street vendors.  Warm packets of sticky rice wrapped in banana leaf are a favourite.  They come in two shapes: a triangular one or a longer flatter version.  In the centre of one cake there are pieces of barbecued pork with mushrooms or eggs from quail, chicken or duck.  The other kind has a yellow bean inside.  When you unwrap the banana leaf you hold the cake in it as a wrapper and it can also serve as a plate.  Biodegradable.  .

One thing that strikes you immediately about Vietnamese food is that is fresh.  Freshly picked vegetables are brought to the markets each morning, vendors cycling in from the countryside in the still cool hours before dawn.  Fish are swimming in tubs.  You pick one and the fishwife dispatches it with a swift whack on the head.  All the meat has been freshly killed, blood still draining onto the wooden boards it is displayed on.  Entrails and offal are a delicacy.  You will find the yellowish balls of chicken gall neatly wrapped up in intestine and heaped in piles.  Heart and liver are similarly prized.  Pig’s ears are finely sliced to make a salad.  On the way to work I used to pass a row of pig’s heads by the side of the road, ready for sale.  Game is also available: quail, venison, rabbit, even porcupine if you are lucky.

Soon after I had first arrived I met a couple of women at a com binh dan.  One was wealthy looking with gold and jade around her neck.  The other was the foodshop owner, a thinner woman whose face was lined with wrinkles and whose hands moved swiftly and purposefully about her work.  With my very limited Vietnamese somehow we communicated through eyes and gestures that I lived nearby so we were neighbours.  “What are you going to do now?” I was asked.  I said I was going to the market.  As the lunchtime trade had slowed the two old friends left hubby in charge of the shop and took me to the market to introduce me to the sellers.  

How they could bargain!  With every purchase they managed to get a little bit extra thrown in, a bunch of herbs, a lemon or two, a handful of chillis.  They were a marvel to observe.  I tried to imitate their moves while they basically did my shopping as well as theirs.  When we had all finished I thanked them as best I could.  This was my first and very unexpected lesson in bargaining. It was so helpful of these experts in action to invite me.  Though foreigners were often charged ten times the local price for sundries in the tourist quarter here I was being treated like a resident.  How welcoming.  I felt as if I was really starting to learn the ropes in my new home.

