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About the Author

Daniel Hyman is an Australian entrepreneur who
moved to Thailand in 2021 during the COVID
pandemic. He spent his first years in Phuket, where
he made a series of business mistakes that were
expensive and educational in roughly equal measure.
He subsequently moved to Koh Samui, where he now
runs Southern Cross Diving Co., a PADI dive
instruction business, and Brewed Awakening, a
mobile coffee operation on Bangrak Beach Road.

Before Thailand, he spent eighteen years in the
Australian Army's logistics corps. He holds a PADI
IDC Staff Instructor rating and has logged thousands
of dives in the Gulf of Thailand. He also built an Al
automation platform from scratch with no prior
coding background, which he now sells to small
businesses across Southeast Asia.

He writes travel and lifestyle guides about Thailand
and Southeast Asia because the information that
actually exists is often wrong, outdated, or written by
people who visited for a fortnight and decided that
qualified them as experts. He has been wrong about
Thailand many times. That, it turns out, is the most
useful qualification of all.
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Introduction

Thai street food is one of the great cuisines of the
world. Not one of the great cuisines of Southeast
Asia. One of the great cuisines of the world, full stop.
It is complex, regionally diverse, deeply traditional,
constantly improvised, available at 2 AM from a cart
on a street corner, and the product of a culinary
culture that takes quality seriously at every price
point.

The problem is that most visitors to Thailand eat a
small fraction of what is available, stick to the dishes
they already know the name of, and miss most of what
makes Thai food extraordinary. This guide exists to fix
that. It covers the regional differences between
northern, central, and southern Thai food, the
specific dishes worth tracking down in each region,
how to find the good stuff rather than the tourist
version of it, and how to communicate your
preferences and allergies in a country where the
language gap is real.

No recipe book. No cooking techniques. Just the food,
where to find it, and what to order.

A note on spice: Thai food is spicy. This
guide will not apologise for that. It will
tell you which dishes are genuinely fiery
and which are manageable, and give you
the Thai phrases to adjust heat levels
when you need to.




Chapter 1: Why Thai Street
Food Is Different

The Philosophy

Thai street food operates on a philosophy that most
Western food cultures have abandoned: that food
cooked by someone who has made the same dish
every day for twenty years, in a small space with
excellent ingredients and total mastery of the
technique, is better than food cooked in a large
kitchen by a rotating roster of staff following a
standardised recipe.

The woman at the corner noodle cart has been
making her broth for forty years. Her recipe has been
refined across decades of daily production and
customer feedback. She uses the same dried shrimp
from the same supplier and the same palm sugar from
the same source because these specific ingredients
produce the specific flavour she has been calibrating
for four decades. You will not find a more reliable
product in a three-star restaurant kitchen.

The Economics

Thai street food is cheap because the overheads are
low, not because the ingredients are poor or the
labour is devalued. A cart on a street corner has no
rent, no front-of-house staff, no interior design
budget, and no marketing spend. The money goes
into the food. This is why 60 THB buys you a bowl of
noodle soup with a broth that took twelve hours to
make.



The Regional Reality

Thai food is not one cuisine. Central Thai food,
Northern Thai food, Southern Thai food, and
Northeastern Thai (Isan) food are as distinct as
French and Spanish food within European cuisine.
The pad thai and green curry that most international
visitors know are Central Thai dishes. They are
excellent. They are also one small corner of a much
larger culinary landscape that most visitors never
explore.



Chapter 2: How to Find the
Good Stuff

The Queue Rule

The single most reliable indicator of quality in Thai
street food is a queue of Thai people. Not tourists.
Thai people, particularly Thai people who look like
they work nearby and eat here regularly. They know
where the good food is because they eat it every day
and they have no reason to accept bad food when
good food is available fifty metres away.

The Longevity Signal

A stall that has been in the same location for ten or
more years is making food that people come back for.
Longevity in the street food market requires
consistent quality. The stall that opened last month
and has a nice sign may or may not be good. The stall
that has been there since before the road was
widened and has a handwritten menu and chairs that
don't match is almost certainly excellent.

Go Where the Tourists Are Not

In any tourist-heavy area, the street food within fifty
metres of the main tourist drag has been adapted for
foreign palates and priced for tourist budgets. The
same dishes are available two streets away at half the
price and twice the authenticity. Walk away from the
obvious. Find the market that serves the people who
live in the neighbourhood.



The Market as Education

Night markets and morning markets are the best
street food education available. Walk the entire
market before buying anything. Observe what Thai
people are ordering at each stall. Note what is being
cooked in quantity. The stall with the largest wok and
the most empty plates in front of the cook is making
the most popular dish. Order that.

The question every serious food traveller
should ask at every night market: what
is that? Point. Use Google Translate's
camera mode on the Thai-script menu
board. Order what you cannot identify.
This is how you find the twenty dishes
that nobody writes about in travel
guides but that Thai people consider
essential.




Chapter 3: Bangkok: The Street
Food Capital

Yaowarat: Chinatown After Dark

Yaowarat Road in Bangkok's Chinatown is the most
celebrated street food destination in the country, and
it earns that reputation. From about 6 PM, the street
transforms into an outdoor dining room that extends
into every side alley and stretches for a kilometre of
seafood restaurants, noodle carts, roast duck
vendors, dim sum trolleys, and dessert stalls.

The seafood is the main event. Whole grilled prawns
the size of small lobsters. Live crabs cooked while you
wait. Scallops with glass noodles steamed in their
shells. Oyster omelette from a wok so hot the eggs hit
the surface and inflate immediately. The quality is
exceptional and the cost is a fraction of what
comparable seafood would command in a formal
restaurant.

The Jay Fai Question

Jay Fai is a street food vendor on Mahachai Road who
has held a Michelin star since 2018 and still cooks
everything herself at a charcoal stove while wearing
ski goggles to protect her eyes from the flames. The
crab omelette is extraordinary. The cost is 1,000 THB
minimum per person. The queue starts early.

Whether to visit Jay Fai is a personal calculation. It is
genuinely exceptional food. It is also not budget
street food by any definition. If you have one special
meal in Bangkok and food is the priority, Jay Fai is the
answer.



Or Tor Kor Market

Or Tor Kor, across from Chatuchak Weekend Market
in northern Bangkok, is the city's finest prepared food
market and is attended primarily by Thais who take
quality seriously. The prepared food stalls offer
regional dishes from across Thailand at a quality that
reflects the market's discerning customer base. It
opens in the morning and is best visited for lunch.

The Silom Lunch Scene

The streets around Silom Road between
approximately 11:30 AM and 1:30 PM transform into
one of Bangkok's best street food environments as
office workers pour out for lunch. The vendors know
their audience: fast, good, and priced for daily
consumption. Pad krapao with a fried egg, boat
noodles, khao man gai, and dozens of regional one-
plate dishes at 50 to 80 THB. This is what Bangkok
actually eats for lunch.



Chapter 4: Northern Thai Food

What Makes Northern Thai Distinct

Northern Thai cuisine is less spicy than the south,
uses fresh turmeric and galangal more prominently,
incorporates more pork than the seafood-dominant
south, and has a distinctive sour fermented element
from pickled vegetables and fermented sausages. It is
subtler and more complex than the food many visitors
expect from Thailand.

The Dishes

Khao soi is the signature dish of Chiang Mai and the
north, and it is one of the great noodle soups of the
world. A rich curry broth, typically made with chicken
or beef, is ladled over egg noodles, topped with crispy
fried noodles for texture, and served with lime,
pickled cabbage, shallots, and chilli oil on the side.
Each component is added by the diner. The best khao
soi in Chiang Mai has been the subject of decade-long
arguments among residents, which is evidence of
how seriously the dish is taken. Khao Soi Khun Yai
and Khao Soi Lamduan are the most referenced
names.

Sai ua is northern Thai sausage, seasoned with
lemongrass, galangal, dried chilli, and shallots,
grilled over charcoal. It is sold by the link at every
market in Chiang Mai and eaten with sticky rice. It is
among the most satisfying things you can eat
standing up at a market stall.

Nam prik ong is a meat and tomato relish with a deep,
complex flavour that comes from dried chillies and
fermented shrimp paste. It is served with fresh and
blanched vegetables and pork rinds for dipping, as



part of the northern Thai spread called khan toke. It is
the dish that most northern Thai people eat when
they eat at home.

Gaeng hang lay is a slow-cooked pork belly curry from
the north with Burmese influence, deeply savoury,
fragrant with dried spices, and noticeably less spicy
than central Thai curries. Find it at traditional
northern Thai restaurants rather than tourist-facing
menus.



Chapter 5: Southern Thai Food:
The Hot Stuff

The Warning

Southern Thai food is the spiciest regional cuisine in
Thailand, which is already a spicy country. If you
order southern Thai food and ask for it the way Thai
people eat it, you will be eating food that is hotter
than most Western palates have encountered. This is
not hyperbole. It is information.

'Mai pet' means no chilli. Learn it. Use it if you need
it. But also consider pushing your tolerance a little,
because the flavour complexity underneath the heat
in southern Thai food is extraordinary and is partly
constructed by the chilli, not just masked by it.

The Dishes

Gaeng tai pla is a southern Thai fish curry made from
fish stomach, fermented fish, and a paste of dried
chillies, lemongrass, galangal, turmeric, and shrimp
paste. It is dark, intensely savoury, sour, and very
spicy. It is also one of the most complex curries in the
Thai repertoire and is eaten enthusiastically by
southern Thais who grew up with it. Order it once and
make your own assessment.

Massaman curry has Malay and Persian influence and
is one of the few southern Thai curries that is rich,
mildly spiced, and genuinely approachable for heat-
averse visitors. It is made with potatoes, onions,
roasted peanuts, and either beef, chicken, or lamb in
a sauce built on coconut milk, tamarind, and warming
spices. It is slow-cooked, deeply comforting, and
completely different in character from the green and
red curries most visitors already know.



Kanom jeen, thin rice noodles served with a variety of
curry-based sauces, is the southern Thai dish that
appears at every temple fair, merit-making ceremony,
and family gathering. The sauces range from a mild
fish curry to intensely spicy crab curry. It is typically
eaten as a morning or lunch dish.

On Koh Samui Specifically

The food on Samui reflects its southern Thai location
with one modification: the island's tourism economy
means that spice levels are often adjusted for foreign
customers without being asked. If you are at a local
restaurant and want the real southern Thai heat level,
say 'pet jaing jaing' (genuinely spicy). The response
from the cook will tell you something about their
opinion of your tolerance.



Chapter 6: The Gulf Islands:
Seafood

The Seafood Principle

On an island in the Gulf of Thailand, the seafood is
caught within sight of where you are eating it. The
fish on the grill was swimming this morning. This is
not a marketing phrase. It is the logistics of how
island food supply chains work. The quality difference
between fresh-caught local seafood and the seafood
available in landlocked cities is significant and worth
understanding because it shapes what to order.

What to Order

Pla kapong (barramundi or sea bass), grilled whole
with a sweet, spicy, and sour sauce made from garlic,
coriander root, lime, and palm sugar, is the standard
fish dish of the Gulf islands and a reference point for
the cuisine. Order it at any local restaurant on any of
the three main islands.

Hoi malaeng phu (mussels) steamed with lemongrass,
kaffir lime leaves, and basil. Very cheap, very fast,
and among the most fragrant dishes in the Thai
shellfish repertoire. Available at most seafood
restaurants on the islands.

Poo nim (soft-shell crab) deep fried with garlic and
pepper or wok-tossed with yellow curry is a seasonal
delicacy that appears on island menus when the crabs
are in the right stage of their moulting cycle. When
you see it, order it.



Where to Eat Seafood on Samui

The local seafood restaurants around Bophut pier,
the fisherman's restaurants in the fishing village
areas away from the main tourist beaches, and the
seafood market at Nathon all provide genuine island
seafood at genuine prices. The beachfront seafood
restaurants in central Chaweng serve the same
species at three to four times the price with a view
thrown in.



Chapter 7: Noodles: The
Complete Guide

The Noodle Types

Thai noodle dishes use four main noodle types and
understanding which is which helps enormously
when ordering. Sen yai are wide, flat rice noodles
used in pad see ew and drunken noodles. Sen lek are
thin rice noodles used in most noodle soups. Sen mee
are very thin, vermicelli-style rice noodles. Ba mee
are yellow egg noodles made with wheat flour, used
in certain noodle soups and dry noodle dishes.

The Essential Noodle Dishes

Pad Thai is the dish most visitors know and it is worth
knowing properly. A good pad thai is made with sen
lek noodles stir-fried at very high heat with egg, firm
tofu, bean sprouts, and dried shrimp, seasoned with
fish sauce, palm sugar, and tamarind. The garnish of
lime, ground peanuts, dried chilli flakes, and sugar
vinegar is added by the diner. The tourist version,
made with sweet sauce on a low flame in a big batch,
is categorically different from a properly made pad
thai on a hot wok. Seek the latter.

Boat noodles (kuay tiew rua) are a Bangkok specialty:
very small bowls of intensely flavoured pork or beef
noodle soup seasoned with pig blood and fermented
bean curd, eaten in rapid succession. The standard
order is four to six bowls. They originated on the
canals of Bangkok where vendors sold them from
boats, hence the name.

Tom yum noodles combine the tom yum soup base of
lemongrass, galangal, kaffir lime, and chilli with
noodles in a rich, sour, spicy broth that is one of the



most satisfying things to eat on a rainy day in
Thailand. Available throughout the country at noodle
shops.

Pad see ew, flat wide noodles stir-fried with egg,
Chinese broccoli, and pork or chicken in a soy and
oyster sauce, is the noodle dish that Thai people eat
when they want something substantial and
comforting. It is less famous than pad thai
internationally and better-regarded locally.



Chapter 8: Rice Dishes Every
Visitor Should Know

Khao Man Gai

Poached chicken served on rice cooked in the chicken
stock, with sliced cucumber, coriander, and a clear
broth on the side. The sauce is a mixture of fermented
soybean paste, ginger, garlic, and chilli. It is the Thai
equivalent of a perfect weekday lunch: simple,
completely calibrated, deeply satisfying. The best
versions are at dedicated khao man gai shops that
have been making this and only this for decades.

Khao Moo Daeng

Red barbecue pork over rice with a sweet, savoury
gravy, sliced cucumber, and a fried egg. A Chinese-
Thai dish that is available throughout the country at
shophouse restaurants from 6 AM through the
afternoon. One of the most reliable cheap meals in
Thailand.

Khao Pad

Thai fried rice, made properly, is significantly better
than most fried rice you have encountered. The key is
high heat, day-old rice, and fish sauce rather than soy
sauce. Khao pad gai (with chicken), khao pad kung
(with prawn), and khao pad moo (with pork) are the
standard versions. Khao pad sapparot, fried rice
served in a pineapple half with pineapple, cashews,
and raisins, is a Thai-tourist staple that is worth
ordering at least once.



Pad Krapao

Stir-fried minced pork or chicken with holy basil
(krapao), garlic, fish sauce, and chilli, served over
rice with a fried egg. This is the most popular working
lunch dish in Thailand. Every office worker and food
court in the country serves it. When Thai people are
asked what they want to eat and cannot think of
anything else, they order pad krapao. It is a
benchmark dish for judging any Thai kitchen.



Chapter 9: Soups, Curries and
One-Plate Wonders

Tom Yum

Tom yum is the soup that most non-Thais know by
name and fewer know well. The base is a broth of
lemongrass, galangal, kaffir lime leaves, lime juice,
fish sauce, and chilli. Tom yum goong (with prawns) is
the classic version. Tom yum nam khon is the cream-
enriched version, less traditional but popular. The
quality indicator is the broth: it should be
simultaneously sour, spicy, fragrant, and savoury in a
way that is hard to achieve without good ingredients
properly handled.

Green and Red Curry

Green curry (gaeng khiao wan) and red curry (gaeng
phet) are Central Thai dishes that are known globally
and made badly globally. The genuine article, made
with freshly ground paste rather than commercial
paste from a tub, coconut milk that has been cooked
down to release its oil before the paste is added, and
good-quality protein, is a completely different dish
from what most Western restaurants serve under the
same name.

In Thailand, find these at traditional curry shops (ran
khao gang) where a range of curries sits in pots and
you point to what you want served over rice. These
shops typically open in the morning and sell out by
early afternoon. The freshness of the curry made that
morning is part of the quality.



Gaeng Jued

Clear soup with tofu, glass noodles, minced pork, and
vegetables. Mild, savoury, and the dish Thai people
order when they want something gentle. Often
included as part of a multi-dish Thai meal to balance
the heat of other dishes. Worth knowing because it is
a reliable, good option in any Thai restaurant.



Chapter 10: Snacks, Sweets and
Street Desserts

Mango Sticky Rice

Khao niao mamuang: glutinous rice cooked with
coconut milk and salt, served with sliced ripe mango
and a drizzle of sweet coconut cream. It is available
year-round but is best from March to June when the
nam dok mai mango, considered the finest Thai
mango variety, is in season. At 40 to 80 THB from a
market stall or cart, it is one of the most outstanding
value food experiences available anywhere.

Roti

Thai roti is fried flatbread, typically with a crispy
exterior and chewy interior, made on a hot griddle
with condensed milk and egg, or with banana and
condensed milk, or simply with sugar and butter. It is
a late-night street food found throughout Thailand
and on all the major islands. The sight of a roti
vendor's griddle at midnight is one of the specific
pleasures of Thai street life.

Kanom Krok

Small coconut milk pancakes cooked in a dimpled
iron pan, slightly crispy on the outside and soft and
custardy inside. Eaten immediately from the pan
while hot. Available at markets throughout Thailand
and particularly good in the north. 10 to 20 THB for a
portion.



The Fried Insect Situation

Fried insects are available at markets throughout
Thailand, particularly in Bangkok and the north, and
are a genuine local snack rather than a tourist
gimmick. Crickets (jing reed), grasshoppers (tak
gaten), and bamboo worms (rot duan) are the most
commonly available. They taste of salt and oil with a
specific umami character from the protein. They are
not extraordinary. They are interesting. Order a small
bag and make your own assessment.



Chapter 11: Drinks: From Cha
Yen to Chang

Cha Yen

Thai iced tea (cha yen) is strong orange-coloured tea,
brewed with star anise and other spices, poured over
ice and topped with sweetened condensed milk. It is
sweet, cold, and completely appropriate for the
climate. Available from most market drink stalls for
20 to 40 THB. The orange colour comes from food
colouring in the tea blend, not from any natural
source.

Coffee

Thailand has a thriving specialty coffee scene in its
major cities, particularly Bangkok and Chiang Mai
where third-wave cafes compete on the quality of
their Thai-grown single-origin beans from the
northern highlands. The coffee culture here is serious
and the quality in the better cafes is excellent.

Traditional Thai iced coffee (kafae yen or oliang) is
strong filtered coffee over ice with condensed milk. It
is different in character from espresso-based iced
coffee and is very good.

Fresh Fruit Drinks

Freshly pressed sugarcane juice, coconut water
served from the coconut, watermelon juice, and
mixed tropical fruit smoothies are available at
markets throughout Thailand for 20 to 40 THB. In the
heat, these are more refreshing and more nutritious
than any carbonated alternative.



Beer

Chang, Singha, and Leo are the three main Thai lager
brands. Chang is the cheapest and the most widely
available. Singha is considered slightly more
premium. Leo is the lowest-cost option and primarily
purchased by volume at local shops. All three are
cold, carbonated, and perform the function of cold
beer in a hot climate with complete reliability.



Chapter 12: Eating Safely and
Communicating Your Needs

Useful Thai Phrases

Mai pet: not spicy. Pet nit noi: a little spicy. Pet mak:
very spicy. Mai sai nuea: no meat. Mai sai pla: no fish.
Mai sai goong: no shrimp. Pae tua lisong: allergic to
peanuts. Pae ahaan talay: allergic to seafood. Jay:
vegan Buddhist style. Mangsawirat: vegetarian.

The Fish Sauce Reality

Fish sauce is used pervasively in Thai cooking as a
seasoning in the way salt is used in Western cooking.
It is present in dishes that appear vegetarian, in
soups, in sauces, and in marinades. If you have a fish
allergy rather than a preference, you need to
communicate this explicitly and confirm that the
specific dish does not contain fish sauce. 'Mai sai nam
pla' means no fish sauce.

Food Safety Principles

Hot food served immediately from the wok or grill:
safe. Fresh fruit you peel yourself or that is peeled in
front of you: safe. Cooked food that has been sitting at
ambient temperature for several hours: less safe.
Raw vegetables in tourist-facing salads washed in tap
water: approach with caution in your first week
before your gut has adjusted.

Stomach upsets in the first week in Thailand are
common among visitors regardless of what they eat,
as the gut adjusts to a new microbial environment.
They typically resolve within two to three days. Oral
rehydration salts and a light diet for twenty-four



hours is the standard management. If symptoms
persist beyond three days or include fever, see a
doctor.

Daniel Hyman, Koh Samui, 2026



