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Thoai Nguyen  

Interview Date:  

Location of interview:  

Interview conducted by Amanda Miller and Tobin Rothlein/miro 

 

Thoai Nguyen: My name is Thoai Nguyen, spelled T-h-o-a-i N-g-u-y-e-n.  I am 

44, turning 45 in about two weeks.  I was born in August 29, 1965.  

I work as an executive director for a nonprofit agency serving 

Southeast Asians and African immigrants based here in South 

Philly.  It‟s called SEAMAAC, Southeast Asian Mutual Assistance 

Associations Coalition. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: Great, [inaudible].  And so now that that‟s out of the way, I think 

it would be cool just to hear – I mean, I don‟t know your story at 

all, so just to hear a little bit about how you ended up in South 

Philadelphia. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Right.  I think – well, you might know that I‟m a Vietnamese 

refugee.  I came with my family in 1975, in April 1975.  I was 

9 years old and we came in the aftermath of the war in Vietnam.  

And how we ended up in Philadelphia, well, that‟s a long story.  

My father worked for the U.S. government and he worked with 

fairly sensitive information for the U.S. government.  So he and 

my family were targeted by the communist regime, had they – 

well, we knew that was imminent at that point that they were going 

to win the war.  So the U.S. government made him and his family, 

my father and our family, a priority to be evacuated. 

 

 So we were one of the few lucky families to have been evacuated 

by helicopter onto a U.S.S. carrier and then transported to Guam.  I 

think we were there for about a month.  The Historical Society of 

Pennsylvania actually has some photos of me in Guam and my 

family in Guam.  And then we were – our first resettling point was 

actually Hawaii.  I‟m pretty sure it was Oahu.  I think we were 

going to be resettled there; however, the resettlement people 

basically said that Hawaii‟s economy is not doing so great, now, 

Pennsylvania, that‟s a land of opportunity. 

 

 So I think that for my father, being a very sophisticated person, but 

not really familiar with the United States, took them at their word 

and we decided to come to Pennsylvania.  We were at Indiantown 

Gap, the resettlement encampment there in 1975, where you get all 

your shots and stuff like that.  I think we were there for about a 

week and, then, a week later, we found ourselves in Philadelphia.  
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Again, this all happened – I think we arrived to Philadelphia by 

June 1975.  So that‟s the long of it. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: I‟m going to stop you for one second.  I want to unplug this. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: I have the same thing.  Mine is much noisier. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: How much do you remember?  So you‟re – 

 

Amanda Miller: Did you restart it? 

 

Tobin Rothlein: I didn‟t stop the recorder; I just stopped [inaudible].  How much 

do you do remember from that time?  Sorta one of things we‟re 

asking people is what do you feel that you carried with you on that 

journey culturally and what was left behind? 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Right.  Wow.  Easy questions.  I remember basically everything 

from that period.  I was 9, so I think you get to remember a lot of 

stuff.  I remember having – we were living in Saigon at that time, 

but when my father was prioritized for evacuation, we moved to a 

southern city called Can Tho, I think, about a month-and-a-half 

prior to the fall of Saigon.  What I remember most about that 

period was seeing dead bodies strewn through the rice fields.  My 

family was – we were wealthy in Vietnam.  We had large tracts of 

land.  My father came from, I guess, old money. 

 

 So I was largely protected from everything that had gone up to that 

point, but by that point it wasn‟t the insurgency from the North 

anymore, it was happening everywhere.  So east of Saigon, west of 

Saigon, north of Saigon, south of Saigon, it was happening 

everywhere.  So you had battles and dead bodies basically 

everywhere.  I remember that trip from Saigon to Can Tho, and 

being in the car and going through some pretty rough areas. 

 

 We lived a very fragile existence in those month-and-a-half that 

lead to the final evacuation because we never knew what – when 

the hammer was going to fall.  Right?  Because the government 

basically said it could happen at any day.  You stay at the hotel 

here.  My dad is in the office, you‟ll get some notice.  So that 

whole month-and-a-half we were taken out of school.  I remember 

that each of us had a backpack. 

 

 I had a – I mean, this is perhaps symbolic, but we each had a 

backpack.  Change of clothing, dry food, pictures and family 
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information for us and the family.  My parents, my mom 

especially, adorned us with gold because that was a mode of 

exchange if we were to get lost.  So each of us got a golden 

bracelet, gold chains, extra money in the bag.  Everywhere we 

went, we all had these backpacks, so we looked really nerdy, 

probably very just like the Swiss Family Robinson in Vietnam. 

 

 On the eve of evacuation, there was a huge pitch battle.  From the 

roof of the hotel you can, essentially, see the battle play out.  I 

remember my dad coming home that evening and very calmly 

taking the three boys upstairs to the roof, and very calmly – he‟s a 

military man, so he was explaining strategy and what was going 

on.  We can see from a bridge five, six miles away that this pitch 

battle was happening.  Gun ships, tanks on the bridge, and 

explosions.  He was just explaining as if we were watching a 

movie. 

 

 Then he was called back into the office, and this was probably, I 

don‟t know, 11:00 at night.  He said, “Everything‟s going to be 

fine,” and he went.  Then we saw the victorious Vietnamese 

troupes roll by in their tanks and stuff and everybody‟s cheering, 

“Yay, we won this battle,” whatever.  Then at 3:00 or something in 

the morning, there were – the area was being shelled, so the market 

was being shelled with cannons or I don‟t know what. 

 

 My dad drove up with a Jeep and he said, “We have 45 minutes to 

pack everything up and we‟re leaving.”  So the whole family was 

in a panic and we packed everything.  As we were getting into the 

Jeep, my grandmom and my niece, who was a year younger than I 

am, my grandmom decided she didn‟t want to go, the reason being 

that she wanted to live the rest of her life in Vietnam.  So she 

decided to stay, but she wanted to keep my niece with her.  So that 

was really tough for us, I think.  I don‟t remember this, but I‟m 

sure that it wasn‟t an easy thing to leave them behind, but we had 

to make a quick decision, so we left them. 

 

 We drove and drove and drove into – back to my father‟s office 

and, then, we went into – I remember this building.  It was 

air-conditioned and it was very sterile.  Air conditioning was a big 

thing back in 1975 in Vietnam.  Now it is, but then, it was strange 

for me to be in that environment.  I remember sitting there and we 

were told to wait.  We were told that when we were told to leave 

just go out this front door.  A couple of black cars will pull up.  

Just get in the cars, don‟t ask any questions.  There were, I think, 
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two other families with us of Vietnamese personnel that worked 

for the U.S. government. 

 

 So when the cars pulled up, I think there were three or four cars.  

We filed into the cars and we drove.  Then the driver told us that 

when the car stopped, the door opens, run into the rice field.  Okay, 

so don‟t ask any questions.  So we drove and drove, and we got 

into this rice field.  The door opened and I was told to hold my 

older brother‟s hand because we were – he was 11, so he was 

supposed to take care of me.  We were to run into the middle of the 

rice field, so we just ran into the middle. 

 

 Everybody started running into the middle of the rice field and we 

didn‟t know what was happening.  As soon as we were about 15 

yards into the rice field, these helicopters swooped down.  We 

didn‟t see anything, just swooped down into the rice field.  I 

remember this very clearly, but when the helicopters touched 

down, the force of the wind is that we couldn‟t run.  My brother 

and I were running against the wind and we couldn‟t get anywhere. 

 

 Then the helicopter door slides open and, then, these two GIs, 

huge, big GIs jumped out of the helicopter and ran towards us.  So 

the natural reaction was, for me and my brother, we started running 

the other way.  We‟re, like, “What is going on?”  We ran 

backwards, and he ran after us and scooped us up.  I remember 

that; that was pretty funny. 

 

 When we got to the helicopter, when we got onto it, they started 

throwing stuff out, things that – there was too much weight.  They 

wanted to throw stuff out.  I remember that my family still is very 

– something that they regret a lot was that they didn‟t get to choose 

what was thrown out.  So lots of photos and things like that were 

thrown out, thrown overboard. 

 

 We took off.  The second helicopter took off and, then, I think the 

third helicopter, as it was taking off, it was getting shot at by the 

South Vietnamese government; I mean, soldiers.  So at that point, 

the South did not want people to leave either, so they were 

shooting at the helicopter.  I think it was fine. 

 

 I remember that day very clearly and those months very clearly.  I 

remember that we, my older brother and I, collected comic books.  

We were told – when we got to Guam, we were told that we 

couldn‟t carry extra weight.  So the stack of comic books that we 
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valued so much we were told that we weren‟t allowed to take 

them.  So we walked into – in the camp, we walked into a remote 

area.  We dug a hole and we wrapped it as best we could, and we 

buried it.  Then we placed all these shells – there were tons of 

bullet casing just all over. 

 

 We collected bags of them.  We made symbols.  We were, like, 

“Okay, when we get older, we‟re coming back to dig this up.”  So 

in terms of physical things that we left behind, there were many.  I 

mean, symbolically, my younger brother, he wrote an essay in 

which, when he got onto the helicopter, one of his flip-flops fell 

off.  That was, for him, symbolically of things, certain things that 

he left behind.  I mean, I don‟t remember the essay exactly, but 

what I took with me, I don‟t know.  We took a very strong sense of 

who we were. 

 

 I mean, privilege is a very strange thing, right, because a lot of 

people think privilege is material things.  It‟s sometimes very 

much ingrained in sorta the way that people live.  So even though 

we lost all of our wealth and privileges, and then having to be 

resettled in South Philly, not the best of places, my father retained 

a strong sense of who we were as a family. 

 

 So that was something that I think my family built on, the fact that 

my parents valued education and certain things.  He never felt that 

we – even though we lacked in material things, it was all within us 

to, basically, achieve all that back again.  Of course, my family 

decries the loss of everything.  For me, it may have been probably 

the best thing that could have happened to our family because it 

really helped some of us to really see the other side or see a 

different part of life and way of life. 

 

 For me, I think it was key in understanding or it was instrumental 

in how I look at the world now, and what I‟ve committed to doing 

in the last 20 years working with the community and working with 

just people that are underserved. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: That‟s good.  Could you talk some about the work you‟re doing 

now and how that [inaudible] this community and how that might 

– connects to the story?  It sounds like it, I mean, you connected it 

with what you just said. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Right. 
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Tobin Rothlein: This idea of wanting to give something back or, I don‟t know, what 

is the motivation behind the decision, I guess? 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Right.  I grew up, from the age of 9 to now, in South Philly.  I‟ve 

lived in other places, in other countries, but essentially 

Philadelphia is my home.  The problem with privilege, even 

though it‟s just about the sense of privilege rather than material 

privilege, is that you tend to think – you‟re insulated.  You make 

an invisible barrier between you and others that your dad, my dad, 

deems to be less than or less than us.  “Don‟t worry about that.  

You‟re better than they are.  You‟re smarter, you‟re blah, blah, 

blah.”  It isolates you and it insulates you. 

 

 So in 1975, we were probably the only Vietnamese family to have 

settled in that immediate area.  I don‟t remember seeing another 

Vietnamese family within probably a mile radius, and a mile is a 

long way in South Philly, where neighborhoods change from 

block-to-block.  We‟re talking about ten blocks, so it‟s huge.  I 

don‟t remember ever really thinking about when the large groups 

of Southeast Asian refugees began to arrive, so that was probably 

around ‟78 through ‟85 where you had the Pol Pot regime going 

down in Cambodia. 

 

 A lot of Cambodian refugees, lots of Laotian, and more of the 

Vietnamese people, the boat people, the people who had escaped 

by boat.  So they came later.  Even only two or three years 

separated, our coming to their coming, it was a huge gulf.  I was – 

at least the younger kids were already – it‟s not integration, but the 

pressure of homogenization or integration was so great that we 

were sorta separated by two years, three years from the newly 

arrived kids, but it was not apparent to me at all.  It was not 

apparent to me that I had a connection with these people. 

 

 It was not until, I think, the eleventh grade, where I was shown by 

a teacher who was teaching ESL at South Philadelphia High 

School.  She had asked me to go on what I thought was a picnic.  It 

became more of a community organizing thing where we were in 

West Philly and I was knee-deep in mud in a public housing area 

that mostly Laotian and Cambodians lived.  The landlord was just 

totally taking advantage of them.  I think that was the first time that 

my eyes were kinda opened to the connection between how I got 

here and how they got here. 
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 These people lived literally around the corner from me and I knew 

nothing about them.  I wasn‟t unfriendly to them.  I mean, I saw 

some of the kids in school and things like that, but I was separated.  

My friends were, by that time, Italian, Irish, Polish kids, African-

American kids, and I didn‟t have a lot of connection with them.  

After that event, I started seeing more of myself in them in their 

struggles, but that was purely based on a racial – a race analysis.  It 

wasn‟t until I got to college that I started to understand the class 

analysis. 

 

 I went to school in Maine and it was a private liberal arts school; 

very insulated, again.  There weren‟t a lot of African-Americans or 

people of color, minorities, refugees, immigrants in 1984 in 

Lewiston, Maine.  There were, of course, the underclass, and they 

were French-Canadians.  Now, I couldn‟t tell the difference 

between the blue blood white folks, the WASPs who ran the city 

and ran the school, and the white folks who were cleaning and 

doing the janitorial work, and grounds.  I just felt this sense of 

affinity to the working class group. 

  

 I also did volunteers.  We had soup kitchens and tutoring, and most 

of the kids were just white French-Canadian kids.  So that sorta 

helped put a class analysis onto what the original race analysis 

was.  I wanted to be a teacher.  I wanted to teach in a college.  I 

wanted to teach anthropology.  I wanted to be a filmmaker.  I 

wanted to be an artist.  I didn‟t think that I was going to be doing 

community work for the past 20-something years. 

 

 So it was the furthest thing on my mind, but there was something 

that drew me to it, primarily because I felt with my language skills, 

my perhaps political analysis or leaning, and what I looked like, 

how I can culturally navigate between perhaps two different 

cultures if you want to say that.  Where I could have the most 

impact in terms of – I don‟t want to use the word helping people, 

but just making things right. 

 

 Of course, this is not supported by my family all that much.  I 

mean, now they do, but when I first started doing this work they 

just thought it was the most ridiculous thing ever. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: Where did you first live when you were here in – moved to 

Philadelphia? 
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Thoai Nguyen: Exactly where I live now, and it‟s Seventh and Wolf.  At that point 

though, in 1975, the Seventh Street corridor south from, basically, 

McKean all the way down to Oregon, was a bustling business 

corridor.  In fact, it was – there‟s the Fourth Street Market, the 

Seventh Street Market and the Ninth Street Market.  Those were 

the three main markets in Philadelphia. 

 

 By the time we arrived, Fourth Street Market was still alive around 

the South Street area, but largely rendered not as effective as Ninth 

Street.  I mean, Ninth Street still is thriving today, but Seventh 

Street was sorta the second area where you go and do shopping.  It 

was primarily Jewish businesses.  This is before these supermalls 

and Wal-Marts, and Kmart and Target, so you had a specialty store 

for everything.  You had a store for hosieries, you had a store that 

sells only eggs and milk, and you had tons of butchers.  It was a 

really exciting place to be. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: What was going on?  Were you ever over here [inaudible]? 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Yeah.  I mean, that was not until the early ‟80s that my family 

were part owner.  You‟ll laugh at this, but we were part owner in 

the King of Jeans business.  You still see the sign on Passyunk 

Avenue.  At one point, there were – the original King of Jeans was 

on South Seventh Street, in the middle of the block.  Then the 

second store was on the corner on that block.  When it was a joint 

venture, it was expanded.  So we kept the one on Seventh Street, 

we had a King of Jeans, a smaller one, on Passyunk Avenue, and 

we had one on the Fourth Street Market, right around the South 

Street area. 

 

 So this is the early ‟80s, so you had – we just sold tons of Sergio 

Valente jeans and Calvin Klein.  You guys, I‟m sure you 

remember all this, but it was perhaps the most fun, tackiest era that 

I can remember.  Yeah, so I was familiar with, I went to South 

Philly High, and I would walk down Passyunk Avenue to get to 

King of Jeans for my after school, my job as a stock boy.  So yeah, 

I remember this area well. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: It‟s interesting I think most people just assume that King of Jeans 

would have been this Italian owned place, probably because of the 

mural, the famous painting out front. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Right.  Well, I don‟t know if you noticed with the girl bending.  

The guy has a tattoo and I think it has a heart, and it has the name 
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Jade on it.  That‟s my niece‟s name.  You get all the inside tacky 

stuff.  It was a joint venture between my sister and her husband, 

who is Jewish.  So we catered to South Philly Italian. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: But it‟s actually a Jewish-Vietnamese store. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Exactly. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: That‟s great stuff. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: We took over what used to be Arnold‟s where it is now.  Arnold‟s 

was a long-time sorta Italian – he sold suits and furniture.  I never 

really got that, but I think there were two separate stores and, 

eventually, we – the King of Jeans thrived.  I mean, business was 

good.  We were able to buy the building and expand it to a huge 

store there.  It doesn‟t look like much now, but, I mean, imagine 

South Philly 15, 20 years ago.  You just really, you know.  It was 

fun.  It was fun. 

 

 I remember working there and I guess I would sit outside on the 

sidewalk sale, and I would be reading some literature thing from 

high school.  I remember one day I was reading 100 Years of 

Solitude while watching the sidewalk sale.  I remember getting – 

my friends would walk by or people, “What the – what are you 

reading, 100 Years of Solitude?”  It was a funny contrast to the era, 

the time, and where I wanted to be heading, because it was the 

summer before I went off to college.  So yeah, it was fun. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: Who owns that business now?  Is that still with your family? 

 

Thoai Nguyen: My sister and the guy are divorced, so he bought her out.  So I 

guess he owns it completely now, although I stop by and say hi to 

him.  He‟s a good guy.  He‟s a really nice guy, Isaac. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: Is this [inaudible]?  I thought it was the other one. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Yeah. 

 

[Crosstalk] 

 

Tobin Rothlein: [inaudible] that one. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Oh, yeah.  They were our rival and it was really dumb.  They 

would send spies over to our store to see what we were selling, and 
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then all this competition between getting these companies to only 

exclusively sell certain lines.  So we would spend an enormous 

amount of money on a certain line of Sergio Valente, so that they 

couldn‟t have it. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: So when you relocated to Philadelphia, was your father – was your 

family still being supported through work with the U.S. military or 

was that a complete change and sorta – 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Yeah, it was really tough for my parents, in particular my dad, 

because he felt that given his – he worked – he served for the 

South Vietnamese military, but he was an attaché under the 

French.  Then, when the French left, the U.S. took over, he was an 

attaché to them.  So he felt a sense of what do you call it?  He 

deserved more from them, but their priority was just to get us out 

of Vietnam.  When we got here, they wash their hands of him. 

 

 It took him a good 15 years to fight to get his GS level to where he 

left off because the GS salary – it‟s a salary grade for government 

officials or government workers.  He could have a job back or he 

could have his job, but it would start at whatever the starting GS 

was, and he was insisting that, “I‟ve served this many year and I 

want to get this started, this GS level.”  He was completely 

deflated in terms of his status, so his first job in Philadelphia was a 

security guard at the Wannamaker Building. 

 

 You talk about going from a military attaché state department to a 

security guard at Wannamaker, I think that really hurt him.  Then 

he left there and he wanted to go back to school because none of 

his degrees were being recognized.  He taught for a little while and 

he was doing refugee resettlement with a Jewish resettlement 

agency here in Philadelphia; I think it was HIAS.  Now that I‟m a 

colleague with Judith Bernstein-Baker, she remembers my dad.  

I‟m, like, “Please don‟t tell me, Judy, that he was mean to you or 

was difficult, because I know he was.” 

 

 He eventually got his GS back and he worked for INS for a 

number of years as an investigator of Vietnamese who were 

petitioning for U.S. citizenship.  His specialty was to investigate 

Communist ties.  By that time, I already was doing community 

work, so very progressive political work, radical political work.  

My friends would say, “Is there any chance that your dad is going 

to look into your work with us?”  I‟m, like, “No.  I don‟t want to 



Journeys South  

A Project of the City of Philadelphia Mural Arts Program  

Interview with Thoai Nguyen 
 

 
 

 
 

11 

talk about it.  I don‟t want to think about it.  I think it‟s separated.  

We don‟t get along, we don‟t even talk all that much.” 

 

 It was – I think your original question, Tobin, was – 

 

Tobin Rothlein: Oh, boy.  My original, original question [inaudible].  I think my 

original question was where did you live after you came back. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Right. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: I asked you where you lived and we kinda went in a good way.  I 

think I was asking a little bit about what it was like, what was the 

switch and was he able to continue working for the government or 

did they kinda – as I kinda suspected, they would wash their hands.  

It seems like the way they like to do things. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Right.  That‟s happened a lot.  Now that I work with the 

community, I hear a lot of the same story.  My dad‟s politics, or at 

least outlook, he was vehemently supportive of U.S. involvement 

in the war.  Then he went into, “No, it was basically wrong they 

intervened,” or he went to, “They betrayed us because they 

promised us this and, then, all they did was got us over here.”  It 

was tough for him. 

 

 It was tough for my mom and my older siblings too, but for a 9-

year-old, it‟s just an adventure.  You get to see a warship, you get 

to get on a helicopter, you get to do all kinds of things. 

 

Amanda Miller: I‟m curious, back to your mom and maybe the house that you lived 

in, kinda what your home life was like as an immigrant family. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: At that time especially. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Right. 

 

Amanda Miller: Where did you shop?  Where did – you know. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Right.  I was so preoccupied with being a 9-year-old that I 

probably don‟t remember the home life through my mom‟s eyes or 

through my eyes.  I remember that first winter when the heat came 

on we all had nosebleeds because it was dry heat.  The whole 

family was, like, “Oh, my, God, we‟re going to all die.”  Then we 

were told that it was just dry heat and you just had to make sure 

that the radiator had water in it, and moist. 



Journeys South  

A Project of the City of Philadelphia Mural Arts Program  

Interview with Thoai Nguyen 
 

 
 

 
 

12 

 

 I remember – yeah, it was a nice home life because I come from a 

family of ten siblings.  I have nine siblings.  Two had already 

passed by the time we came to the U.S., so we were eight.  We 

traveled with seven siblings plus my mom and dad.  So we were a 

huge family.  We were nine people in a row home.  It was very 

close knit.  We all shared rooms, three or four to a room.  Then in 

those early days, if one of my sisters got married, I remember that 

one of them got married and the brother-in-law moved in and built 

a small, a subsection inside the house. 

 

 So you can imagine, I mean, my house is a little longer than yours, 

but, yeah.  Essentially, it‟s two stories, it‟s three bedrooms, and I 

remember just – maybe I was smaller and I don‟t remember how 

cramped it was.  Now that I live in the same house, I mean, it‟s just 

me and my partner, and we think it‟s cramped.  Oh, my, God, 11, 

12 people living here, yeah.  I remember why we picked the house. 

 

 I don‟t know if you‟re interested in that story, but we were staying 

at one of these really seedy hotels up on – I think I found what it 

was.  It was on – I think it‟s on 13
th
 or 12

th
 and Spruce, or 

something like that.  It was one of the seedy hotels. 

 

Amanda Miller: The best [inaudible]. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: It is now, yeah.  It‟s the one they turned into a fancy [inaudible].  

There was a bunch of murders in there and stuff. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Right.  Well, I remember that that was where we stayed while we 

were looking for a home.  I think we looked at several homes.  

When they showed up 708 Wolf Street, we went inside.  We 

looked at it and, then, when we walked out, my brother, my 

younger brother walked out and a pigeon pooped on his head.  I 

guess my mom thought that it was a sign of good luck, so we 

stayed and we‟ve been there for 35 years. 

 

 He doesn‟t remember this, or maybe he doesn‟t want to remember 

this, having bird poop on his head, but that‟s how I remember 

some of the stories being told. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: How long was it before you felt like it was home, that South 

Philadelphia was home? 
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Thoai Nguyen: For a child, I think children just deal better with stuff.  I could tell 

you when I was politicized I no longer felt it was a home.  So it 

was like a reverse where I remember learning about the history of 

racism in this country and racism against, obviously, African-

Americans, but Asian-Americans and how far it dates back.  That‟s 

when I started becoming more political and I was, like, “The U.S. 

is not my home.”  So in order for me to think it‟s not my – to 

denounce it meant that I considered it my home up until that point. 

 

 So I guess an answer, a reverse answer to your question, but when 

you are first politicized, you‟re full of beans and you think about a 

lot of stuff.  I was only 17 or 18, so you can‟t hold me to that.  I 

wavered back and forth between is this my home or Vietnam my 

home, until I went back to Vietnam in 1996.  That was the first 

time I came back.  I think understanding between the political, 

what you read, all the political stuff and what you saw in the gulf 

between the two.  I wouldn‟t say I was disillusioned, but it brought 

me more to earth, back to earth, in terms of I believed in the 

revolution. 

 

 I believed in the fact that we needed to overthrow the colonialist 

power that was basically subjugating Vietnam.  I believe in all that 

and I believe in all the idealism.  Then you see it on the ground and 

how people suffered, and how privileged I was to have escaped all 

of that.  You came, you understood things a little better, and so I 

think it‟s only recently that I consider South Philadelphia my 

home.  Prior to that, I had hoped that it was out there somewhere 

else. 

 

 I think that‟s partly because the longer you live in an area, in a 

place, you have institutional memory.  You understand that it‟s 

cyclical and that you‟re no better or no worse than everyone who‟s 

been in that cycle, in these cycles.  So it‟s certainly a place I‟d 

want to fight for now.  I can be very defensive.  It‟s funny because 

I have this thing where I can joke and I can criticize it to some 

extent, but I really don‟t like it when other people criticize it who 

don‟t really understand what South Philly is about. 

 

 So it‟s kind of snobby, reverse snobbism or whatever.  There are 

just a lot of things to love about South Philly and a lot of things 

still annoy me.  The things to love are just how – I don‟t want to 

sound trite, but how really truly diverse South Philly is, from not 

just block-by-block-by-block, but sometimes house-by-house-by-

house.  The tension that‟s always present and it can turn really 
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ugly, but it can be really nice too when someone makes good use 

of it. 

 

 I‟m always amazed at how quick an immigrant community turns 

into a nonimmigrant community and then turns against the newly 

arrived immigrant community.  So I think – and my family is not 

immune to this at all.  I hear comments about Mexican immigrants.  

“What?  Remember this 20 years ago they were saying about us?  

Do you remember this?” 

 

 I get particularly upset when, I guess, Italian or Irish immigrants – 

admittedly, they‟ve been here much longer.  Just be very close-

minded about what is a neighborhood and what is considered – 

people commenting on Buddhist monks in their orange robe 

walking around. 

 

 I mean, if the Pope walked around – a bunch of Popes walked 

around in South Philly and you‟ve never seen them, you‟d think 

they were weird.  You‟d think that their outfit is outrageous.  So 

it‟s more about what you‟re used to and what you know, what 

you‟re comfortable with.  I‟ve had people asking about all these 

Asian people with that dress like Muslim, “You people, how are 

you connected with that?”  I‟m, like, “Well, Joe, Indonesia is the 

largest Muslim country in the world.  So you should not be 

surprised that they come and use our services and they come and 

use our space.” 

 

 Those types of intolerances are annoying, but they‟re not – they‟re 

also moments when you can really – they‟re moments, they‟re 

opportunities where you can move forward.  I think when the 

tension is hidden or sorta behind the scenes, it‟s really hard to 

address them.  When someone is open about it, it‟s much easier for 

me to address it head on and not to get too defensive about it, and 

sort of chuckle and build the relationship further. 

 

 It is my personal policy to make sure that I see everyone in my 

neighborhood.  I look at everyone in the eye.  I acknowledge them 

regardless of race, where I think they come from.  I think I‟m also 

getting old and it sounds ridiculous to – we‟re probably about the 

same age, but I think I‟m getting a little crotchety too.  I get 

annoyed at kids, and fashions and trends. 

 

  I realize that it‟s – how a community really integrates is how they 

show themselves in kids.  You see Burmese, Karen Burmese and 
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Bhutanese.  What, they‟ve been here three years?  You look at the 

young people and you look what they wear, what kind of music 

they‟re listening to and who their friends are.  I think that‟s pretty 

awesome. 

 

 I don‟t know.  There‟s just a lot of things to love, having gone 

through public schools.  I went to Meredith for ESL, then, went to 

Key School Elementary, and Thomas Middle School, and then 

South Philadelphia High.  I value my experience.  I know that 

other people who went decided to go to Central or one of the better 

magnet schools in Philadelphia probably got a better education.  I 

feel that I got a richer education having just sorta stuck it out with 

my friends.  I mean, these guys I went to school with from the fifth 

grade, I think, through high schools.  They were my best friends. 

 

 They were mostly Italians and Irish, and African-Americans, but 

they – I remember it very fondly.  I don‟t keep in touch with 

anybody, we‟ve sorta fallen out of touch, but that‟s my life.  So I 

think that there are very distinct sections of my life, but I feel that 

they fit. 

 

Amanda Miller: That‟s very interesting.  It sounds like when you first arrived here 

you made every effort to really become a part of some of the 

American experience.  I don‟t know.  You probably ate pizza and 

learned the language really quickly to really integrate into the new 

community.  I‟m wondering how – what the inside the house was 

any different.  You were one of the younger kids it sounds like.  

Were there still things from Vietnam that your parents said, “These 

are important?” 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Yeah. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: Had one interview with a – it‟s a Mexican family, and she talked 

about they kept these family dance and music parties that they 

would have every week, things at the house.  That was a great 

[inaudible]. 

 

Amanda Miller: Yes.  I‟m wondering if there‟s something that when you have your 

life outside the home.  Clearly you were very integrated into the 

neighborhood and into the community, and really becoming part of 

that.  Then was time at home any different?  Were there things at 

home that were, “This is [inaudible] part of our culture and it‟s 

important that you know it – 
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[Break in tape] 

 

Tobin Rothlein: Okay.  Sorry about that. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: That‟s okay.  Should I just start all over again? 

 

Tobin Rothlein: As best you can, yeah. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: My father‟s role in the new place, he didn‟t have a lot of 

difficulties dealing with the outside world being a very well 

educated man and speaking a number of languages fluently, 

including English.  My mom was much more the traditional 

barrier, right.  So just in terms of the practicality of things, we had 

to speak Vietnamese inside the home.  So you can speak English 

all you want outside; inside we had to speak Vietnamese. 

 

 In a lot of ways, I really appreciated my mom and dad enforcing 

that rule.  Even though my dad could have communicated with me 

in English, he, just to make sure my mom was in on all the 

conversations, we kept it to Vietnamese.  So I retained, even 

though coming at an early age, and even my younger siblings, 

they‟ve retained a lot of their spoken – I can still read and write.  

My younger siblings cannot because they were not in school in 

Vietnam long enough. 

 

 We kept, for the longest time – in fact, until my mom moved out, 

just maybe five years ago, we kept a Buddhist shrine inside the 

home.  My family‟s policy about religion is very simple.  We – I 

was born Buddhist, I still consider myself Buddhist, but we 

weren‟t forced to – that‟s not – when you are of the age when you 

can make a decision for yourself, you do it.  In fact, when we were 

still in Vietnam, I, probably up until the age of 7 or 8, I was – one 

of the things I wanted to be, I wanted to be a Buddhist monk. 

 

 We went to the temple a lot in Vietnam and I studied martial arts in 

the temple, and ate really awesome vegetarian food.  It sounds all 

so silly, but to a kid that was a fascinating life.  I want to be a 

monk.  I want to be like him.  So we retained some of that here 

inside the home.  

 

 My older siblings were very involved in the early Vietnamese 

community, organized all these sorta dance parties – you spoke 

about it before.  They organized these huge – I don‟t know if you 

know, but Vietnamese love ballroom dancing.  I mean, they‟re 
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fabulous ballroom dancers.  So I‟m considered a big oaf because I 

don‟t know any ballroom dancing.  My older siblings though, they 

all know it.  They can do everything. 

 

 So I remember ‟75 was also the disco era, so we had this mix of 

Vietnamese music party and, then, disco music.  So I remember 

my sisters going out, my older sisters going out in hot pants.  Then 

one night they would go out in hot pants and then the other night 

they would go out in traditional Vietnamese dress for the big 

Vietnamese parties. 

 

 So that cultural connection was still very strong because I think the 

Vietnamese community was so brand new here.  A lot of wealthy 

elite slice of society from Vietnam were here, so they didn‟t have a 

whole lot of trouble starting stuff up again.  We celebrated 

Christmas in Vietnam and I remember that we had a fake 

Christmas tree, but it was silver.  I remember that all my life when 

I was a little kid, but when we got here though, we didn‟t celebrate 

it. 

 

 The reason I remember was because I think I was either the first 

year or my second year, I came down with the flu around 

Christmas  I was bedridden and I remember being nursed by my 

mom on the couch in the living room.  It was evening and, then, 

we got this knock on the door, and this guy in a big red Santa 

Claus suit with a big bag knocked on the door.  I‟m sure he said, 

“Ho, ho, ho,” which meant nothing to me.  We didn‟t know what 

was going on, but apparently it was paid by my ESL teacher at 

Meredith.  He was a really lovely man. 

 

 He thought this was our first Christmas and he had been here 

longer.  I remember how confused Santa Claus was because he 

didn‟t know where to put the gifts because there were no trees.  We 

couldn‟t understand why he was so confused.  We didn‟t 

understand what – why he was giving us gifts.  So I remember 

these snapshots of household things. 

 

 I remember my mom especially, and my dad too, instilling in us 

the proper way to be a gentleman or lady.  I remember and it still 

affects me to this day that I would never go outside in an 

undershirt.  She caught me and my brother once running around 

playing something and we had taken off our shirt because all the 

boys were taking off their shirt and playing.  She just really got 

down on us.  To this day, I still can‟t do it and I make fun of other 
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people who, like, “First you have to take off my shirt.  I‟ll play 

skins.” 

 

 Just this way of how to be a proper person and how to treat a lady 

correctly.  I can‟t tell whether they are Vietnamese virtues or are 

they Vietnamese virtues influenced by the French because my 

father‟s mom, my grandmom, was a very well respected French 

grammar teacher in Vietnam.  So he grew up very proper, very rich 

proper family, so I don‟t know.  Our density is so weird.  It‟s hard 

to place where things come from and how they get instilled, and 

how they get passed down. 

 

 I think the family life and the outside environment life, for me, I 

could speak most comfortably on.  Although you didn‟t think 

about it when you were living it, but looking back, they were very 

separated.  On the outside I excelled in school and I played sports, 

I hung out with everybody and I was accepted as one of the boys.  

Race is a really weird thing because I remember when more 

Southeast Asian refugees showed up in the neighborhood and 

started coming into school. 

 

 Some of my best friends, who were Italian, would say – would 

make these racial remarks or racist remarks against the newcomers.  

I remember being very confused because I was, like, “Dude, 

you‟re talking about me.  When you call someone a „chink,‟ you‟re 

calling me.”  I remember that it shocked them because they were, 

like, “You‟re not them.”  So it confused me because I am them, but 

I‟m also you.  I‟m also part of – so those sorta snapshots of 

moments, I guess, are kinda interesting to me. 

 

 I don‟t know how much they impacted on who I am now, but just 

the fact that I remember them so clearly must have meant 

something, right.  I mean, yeah.  I don‟t know if that answers your 

question. 

 

Amanda Miller: Yeah. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: That‟s great. 

 

Amanda Miller: Is there – did that topic of conversation come up at all in your 

family or at any of the Vietnamese party events, those Vietnamese 

cultural events?  Was that a topic of conversation that came up at 

all?  I‟m wondering how that was discussed or dealt with in your 

family, in your house or in your community. 
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Thoai Nguyen: Well, I don‟t think it ever filtered down to the younger children, 

but certainly my dad was the Vietnamese sorta self-elected, self-

proclaimed leadership.  Leaders in the Vietnamese community and 

they run all these nonprofit agencies.  I‟m not sure what they do.  

My father never got involved with them.  I mean, I think he was 

involved tangentially for a while and then realized that they were a 

crock.  He didn‟t get involved with them, but it‟s made my life a 

little bit difficult because they all claim to be good friends with my 

dad now that I‟m an executive director of SEAMAAC. 

 

 They want something from SEAMAAC, so they claim, “Oh, I‟ve 

known your mom and dad for 30 years, and you need to give me 

respect.”  I‟m, like, “I respect you.  Tell me what you need to do.”  

I think the middle siblings, the ones were in their teenage years, I 

think that, I mean, I think they were going through probably 

toughest times because – my sisters were very popular.  Out of ten, 

I have seven sisters and two brothers.  They were very much 

involved in – I don‟t know. 

 

 Actually, I don‟t know how they traversed both worlds because I 

remember them being into very much sorta Vietnamese pop music 

and, then, also the pop music of the day, so all the disco stuff.  I 

just remember my older brother and me fighting with my sisters 

who loved disco and we hated disco.  We were rock and roll.  

Those were the kind of rivalries that were happening inside the 

family, so very normal in a sense. 

 

 Then the departure was – I never really understood the attraction to 

hanging out with other Vietnamese people.  To this day, I don‟t 

really, and I don‟t say it proudly.  I just associate large parties with 

Vietnamese people with fights, and I don‟t want to be involved in 

fights. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: Sorry, I thought [inaudible]. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: I wanted to make sure you go that in there, right.  Thoai is going to 

be quoted [inaudible] thugs.  Yeah, I think my parents wanted, 

encouraged a certain sense of in my older siblings, my sisters, to be 

more part of the Vietnamese-American community.  I think 

because they understood it and, two, they wanted them to be 

married to Vietnamese men.  Of the five surviving siblings, only 

two of them are married to Vietnamese guys.  The other three are 
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married to Italian, Irish, Jewish guys.  My brother was married to 

an Irish woman. 

 

 So I don‟t think my parents – yeah.  I remember that they didn‟t 

understand certain things about the new popular trends, whether 

it‟s music or fashion, stuff like that, but I would say that they 

didn‟t understand in the same sense that parents don‟t understand 

trends of young people period.  My mom and my dad were pretty  

urbane people.  They lived in Saigon, so they were with it.  I 

remember listening to – growing up, listening to the Rolling 

Stones, the Animals, in Vietnam because my siblings were very 

much into the ‟60s music. 

 

 So I‟m not sure that it was a priority for my family to retain certain 

cultural identity aside from language and, perhaps, some spiritual 

connection with the Buddhist temple, and food of course.  My 

mom is a fabulous cook.  She‟s actually unbelievable.  She cooked 

for the original Vietnamese restaurant on Washington Avenue, so 

probably the later part of 1975 or ‟76 was the first Vietnamese Phở 

restaurant, Washington Avenue between Ninth Street and Tenth 

Street, on the north side.  I don‟t know if it‟s still there.  I think it‟s 

now owned by the Vietnamese newspaper or something like that, 

but she cooked for them. 

 

 Oh, one thing I should mention.  I don‟t know how culturally 

important this is to me, but I remember because my mom really 

couldn‟t participate in employment outside the home as effectively 

because of her lack of English.  She started making dessert food, 

Vietnamese dessert food to be made in the home and, then, 

packaged and then brought to these Vietnamese stores. 

 

 I remember when I was growing up getting up at six o‟clock with 

her and we all had our sorta assembly line up.  This is what we do 

for about an hour before eating breakfast and going to school.  I 

remember it very fondly.  It never felt like I was pressured into 

doing it, but she cooked these delicious little stuff that you see now 

in Vietnamese markets and restaurants all the time.  We call them 

orange cake, but it‟s the round crispy ball with sesame and mung 

beans inside. 

 

 You should have tried my mom‟s.  She made amazing – now I eat 

them and I can‟t not compare them to my mom‟s stuff.  So she 

made all these things.  We used to package them and then go to 

school.  Then my dad would drive my mom and drop them off at 
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the different places.  So that was a really big – although it was not 

intentionally – it was not, “We‟re doing this because we‟re going 

to teach you how to – we‟re doing this because we need to make 

extra money to survive.”  So accidentally very cultural retaining. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: Did she make the one with the beans and the coconut milk in the 

cup? 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Yeah, the che.  She makes the – 

 

Tobin Rothlein: With the spoon? 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Yeah. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: I love that one. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Do you like the taro ones? 

 

Tobin Rothlein: Uh-huh. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Oh, man, I love [inaudible]. 

 

Amanda Miller: He likes taro anything. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: We used to be Ba Le.  We used to always be going to, what is that, 

Ba Le? 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Ba Le.  Do you try the Nhu Y, which is on the corner of 

Washington and Eighth?  It‟s a little small place across the street 

from the PNC Bank? 

 

Amanda Miller: Okay, I‟ve seen it. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: If you like Vietnamese hoagies, and I‟m – 

 

Tobin Rothlein: I love them.  We just stopped eating pork and then that kinda 

wrecked our Vietnamese, all our favorite spots. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: What about the chicken one? 

 

Amanda Miller: The chicken.  The steamed bun at the Ba Le with the egg and pork 

inside, I can‟t it any more. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: Can‟t have it anymore. 
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Thoai Nguyen: Well, Nhu Y and Café Cuong, it‟s on Eighth Street.  It‟s the, bar 

none, the best Vietnamese hoagie shop. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: That‟s not one I‟ve seen, okay. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: You have to get there though before noon because they sell out.  

They don‟t – they sell out by [inaudible]. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: What‟s that called? 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Café Cuong, C-u-o-n-g. 

 

Amanda Miller: I know that one, [inaudible]. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Yeah.  Nhu Y has pretty good desserts.  I stopped going to Ba Le.  

I mean, Harry‟s a good friend of mine and his wife, Thi, and my 

family, go way back to Vietnam, but I just – when they closed the 

restaurant, I didn‟t see a whole lot of reasons to go there anymore. 

 

Amanda Miller: That‟s good, that‟s a question I had when you talked about being a 

privileged group of Vietnamese; being able to immigrate whether 

or not they wanted to go back.  Your family was here and maybe 

became kinda, like, “Oh, Pennsylvania is a good place to go.”  Was 

there a thing that – did other families look for families that they 

knew or that they remembered, or that they knew someone who 

knew someone that they could kinda move to a new place with a 

community already kinda established? 

 

Thoai Nguyen: It‟s remarkable how the government – they have a whole plan of 

resettlements.  Each year they have a quota.  They actually have 

places where they resettle people.  Resettling large groups of same 

ethnic or racial group is not a priority for them.  So what you‟re 

talking about occurs in sorta secondary or tertiary kinda migration.  

So that – I wasn‟t aware that happened a lot to Pennsylvania or to 

Philadelphia, but I was aware that there were mass exodus of 

Southeast Asian out of Philadelphia. 

 

Amanda Miller: To their family and friends? 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Or to areas where there were larger communities.  So Vietnamese 

went to Texas for fishing or shrimping, or New Orleans.  Large 

numbers went to Orange County in L.A. because it‟s the largest 

Vietnamese population outside of Vietnam, I think. 
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Amanda Miller: I didn‟t know that. 

 

Thoai Nguyen:  I think it‟s also the largest Cambodian outside of – 

 

Amanda Miller: Orange County? 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Yeah, in Southern California. 

 

Amanda Miller: Southern California, yeah.  I know Long Beach is a big – 

 

Thoai Nguyen: The Hmong community, for instance, there were lot of Hmong in 

Philadelphia in the early ‟80s, but by the end of the ‟80s they were 

gone.  I mean, you have maybe a dozen Hmong families in 

Philadelphia County left now.  They‟ve moved primarily to the 

Midwest.  A lot of Vietnamese went to Virginia too, Fairfax area, 

close to Washington, D.C. 

 

 Cambodians went to either Massachusetts or California, but now 

we‟re seeing some Massachusetts and New York Cambodian 

communities moving to Philadelphia, which is kinda interesting.  

You didn‟t have a whole lot of say. 

 

Amanda Miller: In where you went? 

 

Thoai Nguyen: In the original resettlement, yeah. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: You were [inaudible]. 

 

Amanda Miller: Well, no, I was just curious because you said that – 

 

Thoai Nguyen: We were in Hawaii. 

 

Amanda Miller:  – the Ba Le family, yeah, they knew each other.  Your parents 

knew each other from Vietnam.  I thought that‟s what I heard you 

say. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Right, but Thi‟s family settled in Virginia.  The reason why we still 

know and keep in touch with them is because my oldest sister 

lived, for many years, in Virginia and she frequented the shop that 

Thi‟s family opened up there, the business there.  Then they 

expanded and came up here to Philadelphia.  So, yeah.  I‟ve got to 

go.  I don‟t know if you another burning question or – 
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Amanda Miller: I was going to ask about nieces and nephews.  I‟m curious as to 

how now we‟ve got second or third generation.  Really maybe first 

American-born generation group coming up and the kinda balance 

in the whole is like in terms of keeping up with the kinda 

Vietnamese culture and history, and traditions, or not. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: It‟s a mixed bag, right, because I‟m considered first generation or 

1.5 generation, so those who were born here would be the second 

generation.  Then their children will be third generation.  So I 

have, I think, seventeen nieces and nephews, including some of the 

ones in Vietnam.  Then I have four or five grand-nieces or 

nephews, so children of my nieces or nephews. 

 

 It‟s really dependent on the politics of their parents, like, my 

siblings, and their own home environment.  So one of my nieces, 

although she was born here, she speaks Vietnamese pretty fluently.  

She doesn‟t read or write it, but she speaks it fluently.  That‟s 

pretty amazing.  She just had a baby boy.  I don‟t think that they‟re 

going to pass the language down to him.  My younger sister, who 

has three kids and another one the way, and her husband is 

Vietnamese, they seem – we‟re not really preoccupied with, “This 

is Vietnamese and this is not Vietnamese,” but they seem very 

well-grounded. 

 

 I have nieces and nephews who are, I think, kinda lost or in denial.  

The biracial kids will always claim the other, “I‟m Jewish,” or, 

“I‟m Italian,” or, “I‟m Irish,” or, “I‟m Native American.”  So that 

is, I have to say, sometimes very disappointing to me.  When they 

claim or they claim – I don‟t really care what they claim because 

they can claim to be Jewish certainly, it‟s part of their heritage, but 

to deny a certain big part of them in fact.  My family is very close 

knit, so we love our little ones.  They‟re probably over-loved and 

over-hugged and over-whatever, but it‟s a good thing. 

 

 So to hear them – and they love their uncles and aunts, and they 

know how much we care for them.  We don‟t expect them to say, 

“You‟re Vietnamese and you got to be proud,” but to associate it 

that not just being a good uncle and a good aunt, but it‟s more 

subtle than that.  I don‟t differentiate between me being a good 

person to being Vietnamese.  I don‟t think that I‟m a good person 

because I‟m Vietnamese or I‟m Vietnamese because I‟m a good 

person. 
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 So it‟s hard, but it comes out in very subtle ways when you hear a 

denial.  You have a couple of nieces and nephews who are more 

politically, not active, but attuned and they don‟t make a big stink 

about it, but you know that they know that they‟re Vietnamese and 

they‟re proud of it.  That doesn‟t necessarily mean that they hang 

out with Vietnamese kids and whatever, or even Asian people, but 

they know deep down that they have a rich, 1,000-year heritage.  

So I don‟t have any [inaudible].  It‟s a tough one. 

 

Amanda Miller: It is a tough one.  I have one more question.  Maybe it‟ll be quick.  

I‟m curious as to what are the or what is the main sorta impetus for 

a family get-together. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Now? 

 

Amanda Miller: Yeah. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: That‟s really easy, it‟s birthdays for the youngest ones.  Then we 

have these ones where any siblings have turned 50 gets a big thing.  

I think my brother is up next.  Actually, my sister and then my 

older brother is up next, and mine is down the road.  I can‟t wait 

for that one, get roasted.  See how Vietnamese we are that we 

throw roasts?  So the main impetus for family get-together, it used 

to be any excuse to go visit my mom when she lived in South 

Philly here.  This house where I live now is her house, but when 

she lived there it was the hub of everything.  Everything flows 

through it no matter where you live. 

 

 Christmas was a big thing for the children, so it was a way just to 

both visit my mom, celebrate the kids, and then eat her food.  That 

was a really big incentive.  So but nowadays, it‟s – I think she still 

gets visited the most.  She lives with my youngest sister and she 

has three little ones, and then one on the way.  I think most of the 

parties and barbeques still happens at my youngest sister‟s house. 

 

Amanda Miller: Where your mom is? 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Where my mom is, but it‟s in Feasterville.  My mom is getting 

older, so she‟s not as active in cooking any more, but that‟s still the 

major impetus for family get-together. 

 

Amanda Miller: What‟s the one thing that has to be there?  It would not be a 

Nguyen family party if this thing was missing, not your mom. 
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Thoai Nguyen: Right.  Well, we make – you like spring rolls, right?  Probably not 

any more because you can‟t pork. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: I still like it. 

 

Thoai Nguyen: Yeah.  Well, my family makes a mean, mean, mean spring roll.  It 

is very rare to – I mean, we have friends of family who are not 

Vietnamese and Vietnamese that, if they show up at a Nguyen 

family gathering and there‟s no spring rolls, they‟re kinda 

disappointed.  They go, “Oh, you didn‟t make spring rolls.”  I‟m, 

like, “No.”  “Why not?” 

 

 How rude of you to come in and demand spring rolls.  Then we‟ll 

screw with them, like, “No spring rolls today,” and there‟s a pile of 

it in the back kitchen, just to screw with people.  I would say that 

that would be the, yeah, that would be the Nguyen thing, yeah. 

 

Tobin Rothlein: Great.  Thank you.   

 

[End of interview] 

 


