Street Food From Around The World

Food beats loudly in the heart of culture. 

Travelling abroad for five months in Europe I ate a lot of “typical cuisines.” It was almost certain that every time I opened my menu, someone would guide my choice to the most typical “Blank” food I could order. As I dined in Italy I enjoyed such dishes as lasagna, meatballs and pizza. Or, in France, I walked the bustled streets with a camera in one hand and a baguette in the other. It was important to soak up all the culture I could in my limited stay, which meant being typical. 

What took me about three months to learn was that, “typical” didn’t necessarily look the part. 

“Street foods often reflect traditional local cultures and exist in an endless variety. There is much diversity in the raw materials as well as in the preparation of street food beverages, snacks and meals” (http://www.fao.org/docrep/u3550t/u3550t08.htm ). The preparation of ingredients and culinary techniques used to cook food can give us deep insight into the culture itself. 

Blanketed under one large, somewhat negative connotation, lies a taste of true authenticity. 

We all know what it looks like. Small vendors parked along the streets, making order-to-prepare food. It is usually greasy, cheap and eaten on the go. But, despite these cross-country similarities, the cook, experience and ingredients give each culture a bite of its own. 

Nicaragua’s street food comes highly recommended. “The beauty and richness of Nicaragua is definitely reflected in its dishes, and one thing that no tourist should miss on a trip to this country is the street food” (http://www.travelgrove.com/blog/food-experiences/street-food-in-nicaragua). Tradition dishes such as Vigoron, Gallo Pinto and Vaho, capture the essence of the diverse heritage of Nicaragua. Much of the countries most authentic dishes incorporate ingredients that date back to the pre-Columbian times. Since its origin, the fundamental basis of Nicaraguan gastronomy has been corn. Thus, its wide usage and derivatives constitutes the culinary inheritance left by indigenous tribes that lived in the area.

Traces of a culture’s ethnic heritage influence the character of food. We acknowledge through the taste of the dish, what characterizes it as Indian or Thai. But, the one who prepares the food can give us a richer insight to the culture as a whole. 

In Ghana, 94 percent of the street vendors are women. "You have to look at the whole person. First, is her hair braided in neat rows, or does it go every which way? If it is neat, you are safe” (http://www.nytimes.com/2006/02/01/dining/01ghana.html). The social demands of a country can often slip our attention. As tourists, we look at the food itself. Is it appetizing? Does it peak the interests of our curious palate? We, often, fall blind to our hunger and the chef becomes irrelevant. When the majority of street vendors are women, but only male vendors are allowed to handle dairy products, such as ice cream and yogurt, we learn something about their values. 

The street food culture is very important for locals. It is cheap and fast, supplying much of the poorer population with a meal. 

When we travel we anticipate the diversity of another culture’s food. When we become accustomed to a particular style of cooking and the custom ingredients of our own country, it can be exciting to take a risky bite of food. Taking a chance comes not only with the cleanliness of the food but the ingredients used. It takes courage to step into another cultures palate. Unusual meats, for a westerner, are doused in hot spices in many South Korean dishes. 

The added heat of their dishes warms the body, which in the freezing temperatures of fall and winter is necessary. Street food has become a part of South Korean culture and over the last 20 years, there have been more “creative” foods. If you don’t have any money but you go to South Korea, you can literally live on street food. 

The food culture in Germany is not one of courage but climate and temperament. German’s tend to eat heavy and hearty food. The colder temperatures and husky nature of Germany is evident in their food. Their most traditional dishes include meat, bread, and potatoes. 

Although the core ingredients remain the same, the preparation of these foods is what varies most. Depending on the region, one can discover how different a potato really can taste. 

Germany’s street vendors are very well kempt and display a clean demeanor. This reflects their culture and tells us something about their temperaments. There is a clear distinction between Street food found in Germany and in Ghana. The stability of a culture shines through in many facets of their culture, but the cleanliness and quality of sanitation of food preparation is one of great magnitude.


When one goes and sits down at a restaurant a menu is usually their only interaction with the culture. Street vendors offer more than just a quick bite to eat; they offer direct communication to their way of life. As well as tantalizing your taste buds, street food will allow you to, gossip, argue and even flirt with the locals (http://www.everyculture.com/wc/Afghanistan-to-Bosnia-Herzegovina/Barbadians.html). These brief moments of interaction can, perhaps, lead to a greater insight than, say, visiting a museum or eating at a restaurant.

Here in the United States, street food has not been such a commonality. But after the economic downturn, we are seeing restaurants struggle and more trucks and vendors opening up shop. 

When you take something as simple as food and break it down even further, to street food, there is a lot more than meets the mouth. 

It is even more so a curious thing that the most notable “typical” cuisines can be found in restaurants all over the world, but I have yet to ever taste anything similar to the street foods I purchased throughout my travels. With no knowledge of the particular dish I was eating, I found a taste unlike any Italy, or Ireland I had ever experienced before. 
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