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Owner Benny Lai at Vietnam Restaurant in Philadelphia’s Chinatown in 2018.
TIM TAI / Staff Photographer
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!e family of 10, who had "ed communist 
rule in China a#er the 1949 revolution, 
were sent to a “re-education camp” in the 
forest but "ed to a refugee camp in Malaysia 
before escaping Southeast Asia by sea.

Arriving in West Philadelphia in 1979, 
they settled in a two-bedroom apartment 
and lived in bunk beds, eating “nothing 
but chicken legs, rice, and broccoli for 2½ 
years,” son Benny told !e Inquirer. His 
father, Nhu Lai, got a job as a janitor.

!rough savings and gi#s, they came up 
with $10,000 by 1982 to open a grocery, Fu-
Wah, on 47th Street near Baltimore Avenue. 
In 1984, they came up with another $10,000 
to take over a turnkey restaurant and 
opened Vietnam, down the block from the 
Sixth Police District. It was similarly modest 
— just a storefront. Matriarch !uyen Luu, 
already cooking for her husband and eight 
children, was the chef.

Benny Lai, then 22, took over the businesses 
in 1989 as his parents retired. He oversaw 
an expansion and renovation, adding a 
lounge on the building’s third "oor. !e Lais 
opened a second restaurant, Vietnam Cafe, 
near Fu-Wah.

Benny Lai’s mother, !uyen Luu; his wife, 
Tammy; and their boys, Jonathan, 27, and 

Justin, 24 — who both work in %nance — 
help out when needed. Nhu Lai, Benny’s 
father, died 11 years ago. Benny said his 
sister Tina helped manage the restaurants 
but stopped a#er her 2013 marriage to 
Philadelphia Eagles chairman and CEO 
Je&rey Lurie.

The house special vermicelli at Vietnam Restaurant.
TIM TAI / Staff Photographer

Vietnam joins such local America’s Classics 
destinations as Corinne’s Place in Camden, 
White House Sub Shop and Chef Vola in 
Atlantic City, and John’s Roast Pork in South 
Philadelphia.

!e Beard committee praised Vietnam 
as “one of Philly’s favorite date-night 
destinations for classic Vietnamese cuisine. 
... ,” cited the Lai family as “among the %rst 
wave of Vietnamese refugees who came to 
Philadelphia to build a life on hard work 
and entrepreneurship fueled by lemongrass-
scented feasts. ... From barbecue platters 
laden with grilled meats, stu&ed grape 
leaves, and Philly’s crispiest spring rolls, 
to nước chấm–splashed vermicelli bowls, 
fragrant noodle soups, lemongrass stir-fries, 
and clay pots sizzling with caramelized 
pork, Vietnam’s kitchen has remained a 
model of consistency for decades.”
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