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[START INTERVIEW] 

 

Keia Mastrianni:  This is the Southern Foodways Alliance Charlotte Central Avenue 

Corridor Project.  My name is Keia Mastrianni.  It is Tuesday, May 2nd [2017].  I am at 

Le’s Sandwich Shop in Charlotte, North Carolina, and I’ll be interviewing Ming, Le, 

Tuan and Emily.  And let’s get started.  Please tell me your name and your birth date. 

 

[00:00:23] 

Ming Nguyen:  My name is Minh Quang Nguyen.  My birthday is October 2nd, 1955. 

 

[00:00:30] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Thank you. 

 

[00:00:31] 

Le Nguyen:  My name Le, and I am— 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:00:49] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Thank you. 

 

[00:00:50] 

Twan Nguyen:  Hi.  My name is Tuan Nguyen.  I was born April 16th, 1980. 
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[00:00:53] 

Emily Nguyen:  I’m Emily Nguyen, and my birth date is September 26, 1981. 

 

[00:00:59] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Thank you.  So I’d really love to speak with Le and Minh about 

where in Vietnam you came from and about when you came to Charlotte and why you 

came to Charlotte. 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:01:40] 

Minh Nguyen:  I came to Charlotte 1975 after Saigon fell.  I live in Charlotte.  Then I go 

to California 1980.  I come back after six months. 

 

[00:01:52] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Why Charlotte? 

 

[00:01:55] 

Minh Nguyen:  I like Charlotte better. 

 

[00:01:57] 

Keia Mastrianni:  What was it about Charlotte? 
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[00:02:00] 

Minh Nguyen:  Charlotte is just nice people.  Weather is good weather.  That’s why I 

like it. 

 

[00:02:05] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Sure.  And tell me how old were you when you came to the United 

States. 

 

[00:02:11] 

Minh Nguyen:  I came here, I am twenty-two. 

 

[00:02:14] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Were you working in Vietnam before you came here? 

 

[00:02:19] 

Minh Nguyen:  Military in Vietnam, four years in service. 

 

[00:02:22] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Okay.  And what about Le?  What was she doing? 

 

[00:02:25] 

Minh Nguyen:  She work in—she is at sale, like flea market, and she came in 1979, and 

she live in Charlotte 1979.  Okay. 
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[00:02:42] 

Keia Mastrianni:  And Tuan was telling me that you traveled around the United States, 

but Le has been here in Charlotte mostly. 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:02:54] 

Minh Nguyen:  Yeah.  So first in America I live in Boone, North Carolina.  Then I go to 

Missouri, Kansas City, Missouri.  I stayed there about three months. 

 

[00:03:05] 

Keia Mastrianni:  What did you do there? 

 

[00:03:06] 

Minh Nguyen:  I’m looking for job, but no job over there, and I come to Charlotte. 

 

[00:03:10] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Okay.  And I’d like to hear about how the sandwich shop got started, 

its original location, and I’d love Le to tell the story if she could, in Vietnamese is fine. 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 



Le’s Sandwiches   6 
 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

[00:04:13] 

Tuan Nguyen:  I can translate it for you.  Basically, the first part was she started making 

the sandwiches at home, basically with American products, just American hams, 

American pâtés, stuff like that, because there wasn’t anything in Charlotte.  Basically we 

made it at home and sold it to the Asian markets.  That’s how it kind of first started, I 

guess. 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:04:51] 

Tuan Nguyen:  Basically, after the sandwiches that were made at home, she noticed 

there was a lot of Vietnamese people in Charlotte, so she wanted to open a shop, which is 

Tung Hun, which is off of Central in Charlotte, with her cousin.  So that’s how our first 

shop got started.  

 

[00:05:15] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Originally when she started making the sandwiches, was that because 

she missed that food from home, she recognized a need in the community that people 

were looking for Vietnamese food? 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 
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[00:05:44] 

Tuan Nguyen:  Basically, it was a street food that everybody liked and then she saw a 

need for it.  There wasn’t anything like that in Charlotte, and I think that’s why she 

started to make the sandwiches at the house to sell to the markets, to kind of start sharing, 

I guess, the food or introducing the street food to Charlotte itself. 

 

[00:06:07] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Sure.  Do you have something to say too?  [Laughs]  Okay.  And then 

talk to me about how transition from the Central Avenue shop to here in the Asian Corner 

Mall. 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:06:45] 

Tuan Nguyen:  Basically, I was young, so she basically sold the shop to her cousin, 

which ran the shop, and then she went to work doing nails with another company.  

Basically, during that time, she stopped making sandwiches. 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

[00:07:27] 

Tuan Nguyen:  Basically, she hated the nail business.  She didn’t want to do the nail 

business because basically she was into cooking and making banh mi.  So she had a  
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friend that wanted to learn her trade to make banh mi, but her friend couldn’t make the 

banh mi, so that’s how my mom got back into it.  When she got back into it, it was just a 

cart that was at the Overseas Market in Charlotte, and it was just her and then a corner, a 

toaster oven, and a refrigerated cart.  That’s how she got back into it. 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:08:11] 

Minh Nguyen:  Four years. 

 

[00:08:13] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Four years doing the cart? 

 

[00:08:13] 

Minh Nguyen:  Yes. 

 

[00:08:15] 

Keia Mastrianni:  And what were you doing at that time? 

 

[00:08:16] 

Minh Nguyen:  I’m working for Pepsi-Cola. 
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[00:08:18] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Okay.  Okay. 

 

[00:08:19] 

Tuan Nguyen:  And then I guess after four years, they saved up enough money to 

basically move where we’re at now at the Asian Corner Mall.  So I think we opened 2004 

here. 

 

[00:08:33] 

Keia Mastrianni:  When did the original business open?  Like when was the official 

start of her making sandwiches, I guess, which would have been the Central Avenue 

business? 

 

[00:08:42] 

Tuan Nguyen:  I guess the official start would have been when she started making banh 

mi at the house to sell to Asian markets, I guess.  But then like the official business would 

be Tun Hung. 

 

[00:08:53] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Well, I guess what year did she start making sandwiches at the house? 

 

 



Le’s Sandwiches   10 
 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:09:08] 

Tuan Nguyen:  She thinks about when I was twelve.  So that would have been ’92 

[1992]. 

 

[00:09:15] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Wow.  And when did you start to get involved in the business? 

 

[00:09:22] 

Minh Nguyen:  You know, I like it.  This is the first thing.  I’m working for the 

company, but my wife, she want to do the business by herself.  That’s the time I’m 

working for Pepsi-Cola.  You know Pepsi-Cola, I don’t make enough money there, and I 

come over here to help my wife.  Then I stop working for Pepsi-Cola 2004. 

 

[00:09:51] 

Keia Mastrianni:  And you started coming to—you started working in the front of the 

restaurant? 

 

[00:09:58] 

Minh Nguyen:  Yes. 
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[00:10:00] 

Keia Mastrianni:  So I think this is a common misconception in Charlotte, and it had 

been mine, too, which I come in and I see your face always at the front, and so I’ve 

always assumed that it was Mr. Le, you know, but I didn’t realize you were Le and you 

started the business.  And I didn’t know that for a long time, just because everybody 

always sees your face and so they just assume that it’s you started it.  So it’s wonderful to 

get the story to hear that you started it because she loved food and wanted to share that. 

 

[00:10:36] 

Minh Nguyen:  She loved cooking and she like it.  She start the business.  Then after 

that, I come to help her.  I stop and work for company.  I come to help her. 

 

[00:10:45] 

Keia Mastrianni:  And tell me how this is—you’ve worked many jobs in the United 

States since you got here, and tell me how this is more fulfilling to you. 

 

[00:10:57] 

Minh Nguyen:  Well, I worked for too many jobs for survive family, okay?  The first 

thing I work for, a Charlotte Trimming Company.  That’s a knitting company.  Then I’m 

working for a soap, cleaning.  They making, you know, a chemical.  Then I’m working 

for landscape when my little boy is small. 
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[00:11:19] 

Keia Mastrianni:  So the first two jobs were kind of factory jobs?  You were working 

inside these factories? 

 

[00:11:25] 

Ming Nguyen:  Yeah.  I’m working for the company, Charlotte Trimming Company. 

 

[00:11:30] 

Keia Mastrianni:  How was that?  Now, did you know English when you got here? 

 

[00:11:34] 

Minh Nguyen:  Also not much.  I learn from somebody and for working, or dictionary. 

 

[00:11:41] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Yeah.  Tell me about that experience, moving here, new place, new 

culture, trying to find your way and get these jobs.  How was that? 

 

[00:11:51] 

Minh Nguyen:  I like it.  Listen, in the United States it’s a freedom.  I can do anything I 

want to do.  That’s I like it. 
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[00:11:59] 

Keia Mastrianni:  And you didn’t feel like you had that freedom in Vietnam? 

 

[00:12:02] 

Minh Nguyen:  You know, in Vietnam, this is before 1975, these people have a freedom.  

But after 1975, they don’t have no freedom at all. 

 

[00:12:14] 

Keia Mastrianni:  And you were there to see that change?  You felt that when you were 

living in the country? 

 

[00:12:20] 

Minh Nguyen:  I left in 1975.  After that, I don’t know.  I do not know anything about 

after that, okay?  Then so I came back Vietnam 1995, I guess, and they changed a little 

bit.  But right now they change it.  But hopefully, one day they change it a lot. 

 

[00:12:40] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Sure, sure.  And then you brought your wife here after you kind of got 

settled? 

 

[00:12:46] 

Minh Nguyen:  No, I met she in here 1979. 



Le’s Sandwiches   14 
 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

 

[00:12:49] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Here? 

 

[00:12:50] 

Minh Nguyen:  Yes, in Charlotte, mm-hmm. 

 

[00:12:51] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Ah!  Tell me about that. 

[00:12:53] 

 

Minh Nguyen:  That’s it.  I’m happy.  [Laughter] 

 

[00:12:56] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Maybe Le could tell me.  How did you two meet? 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:13:17] 

Minh Nguyen:  She went to shopping center.  She went shopping.  She doesn’t have a 

car, transportation, and I have a old car.  I met her and I bring her home that way.  

[Laughter] 
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[00:13:27] 

Keia Mastrianni:  So you gave her a ride. 

 

[00:13:29] 

Minh Nguyen:  Yes.  [Laughter] 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:13:35] 

Tuan Nguyen:  Basically, they met at the supermarket, and I guess my dad gave her a 

ride home.  I don’t know. 

 

[00:13:40] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Love at the supermarket.  [Laughs]  I love that.  So tell me about this 

love of food.  Where did that come from and kind of what inspires you to share that with 

others? 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:14:10] 

Tuan Nguyen:  Basically, she didn’t cook at all in Vietnam.  She didn’t know how to 

cook at all in Vietnam.  It was a survival thing, I guess, from what she was saying, 
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because it’s a family thing.  She had me, and then my dad started learning how to cook in 

the States, actually. 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:14:51] 

Tuan Nguyen:  Basically, she’s saying it’s all self-taught.  Her mother didn’t cook that 

much either, but she didn’t cook the same as her.  So it’s just when she got here she 

basically learned everything. 

 

[00:15:05] 

Keia Mastrianni:  How did she learn? 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:15:11] 

Tuan Nguyen:  I guess it just came in her head, from what she’s trying to say.  So it’s 

just something, you know, if she’s thinking of something, she’ll make it.  She’ll try to 

make it.  If it tastes good, she’ll keep the recipe. 

 

[00:15:22] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Yeah, I guess.  But her food still tastes like Vietnam, so she must 

have that intrinsically in— 
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[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:15:49] 

Tuan Nguyen:  She said it’s from memory, the taste, the food from Vietnam, it’s from 

memory.  Even with the banh mi, she tried to make it as authentic as possible just from 

what she’s tasted in Vietnam.  All her food, all her soups and stuff that she’s been 

cooking at the house, it all comes from memory, the taste of it is from memory. 

 

[00:16:13] 

Keia Mastrianni:  That’s incredible that she remembers all those flavors.  Tell me about 

the food that you serve here.  What is most popular with—I’d like to hear what’s most 

popular with the Vietnamese community and with the non-Vietnamese community who 

comes in. 

 

[00:16:32] 

Tuan Nguyen:  Sure.  A lot of the Asian community likes are the cold cuts.  The cold 

cuts are basically a lot of the—you know, the French basically colonized Vietnam, so 

there’s a lot of like European flavors to it.  So there’s pâté, there’s the Vietnamese ham, 

there’s headcheese, which is a European cured meat, and there’s also cured ham.  

Basically it’s—and you’ve got the French baguette, which came from the French itself.  

Then we make a—basically they call it like yellow mayonnaise, which also came the 

French.  The French make mayonnaise, so that was influenced there. 
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Then a lot of the American folks like our number six, is the lemongrass grilled 

pork, I think just because it’s simple.  The flavor is savory, and I guess the flavor’s not 

like as bold.  So you don’t have all the fattiness from the pâté, the headcheese.  When we 

tell people what headcheese is, they’ll kind of like steer away from it, just because it’s the 

meat from the head, and they’re not used to that.  So they usually stick with something 

safe. 

 

[00:17:49] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Great.  Tell me about you were working all these other different jobs 

and then you’re up front here.  So how has it been getting to know Charlotte through 

people just coming to your counter, you know, just seeing familiar faces?  How has that 

experience been for you? 

 

[00:18:08] 

Tuan Nguyen:  Hold on.  I’m trying to figure out how to translate it. 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:18:31] 

Minh Nguyen:  It doesn’t matter what I come from or where you come from, they are 

people.  People is it—you know, I want to be family.  I want to be nice with the people.  

That’s the way it is. 
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[00:18:43] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Yeah, yeah.  And how has it been to see the city of Charlotte kind of 

embrace your food and your business and your family, basically, through what you guys 

have created?  How has that been, that experience been? 

 

[00:19:01] 

Tuan Nguyen:  I don’t know.  I can’t speak really for my dad or actually just seeing 

them.  I think the business is just a business for them.  It’s a survival thing.  They’re 

paying their bills.  That’s the most important thing.  But being new in the business, I 

think it’s a huge thing for us and actually makes me feel proud that what my parents have 

made.  And coming in the business, I never knew how big of a following that we had.  So 

we actually have like tons of chefs that come in.  They don’t ever say that they’re chefs 

or anything like that; they’ll just come in, and finally they met me, and they’ll kind of 

introduce them, just they’re trying things.  So it’s just a huge sense of pride, I guess, with 

that.  So I think they’re proud with their foods too.  I’m not saying they’re not.  It’s just 

they enjoy their customers, too, and seeing them, and you can tell that, because my dad 

memorizes people’s orders and stuff like that. 

 

[00:20:08] 

Minh Nguyen:  Yes.  These are very nice people.  I like it, yeah.  I like to talk with the 

people, you know. 
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[00:20:12] 

Keia Mastrianni:  And you’ve probably seen people for many, many years now, right? 

 

[00:20:17] 

Tuan Nguyen:  I guess my dad’s been in this business for—was it twelve, thirteen years 

here?  So we’ve seen a lot of regulars.  There’s a few people that come in, they’ll be, I 

guess, local celebrities that my dad doesn’t really know, and then all of a sudden 

somebody will tell him, and he’d come to me and say, “Hey, coach from the Panthers 

came in today.” 

 I was like, “Oh, really?”  I was like, “I don’t believe you, Dad.”  But working 

here, we’ve seen a lot of people come in, so it’s a good thing. 

 

[00:20:55] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Yeah.  And I mean, your mom’s been working hard doing all the 

cooking.  I know that you guys are, you know, starting to get older, so how does she 

intend to pass those recipes and teachings down? 

 

[00:21:11] 

Tuan Nguyen:  It’s basically all up to me now.  When I started the business two years 

ago, that was the first thing that I had to learn, all the recipes, even her techniques, the 

way she organizes things, just to make sure that we keep the flavors of our shop 

consistent.  You know, it’s just hard work, just to try to remember all the recipes and 

trying to come up with new ones just because, you know, I’m new to the business, I want  
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to learn and I want to experiment also.  So with her help, there’s probably new foods and 

stuff like that.  She’ll give me thumbs up and thumbs down if I make anything that’s not 

good. 

 

[00:21:58] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Tell me—I guess I want to hear a little more of that background story.  

You must have always grown up knowing, you know, being around the business, and just 

tell me how this has kind of turned into you being a part of the business.  Tell me that 

backstory. 

 

[00:22:16] 

Tuan Nguyen:  I was pretty young with her first shop, but they put me, I guess, child 

labor, you know.  I think I was fairly young, probably ten or eleven.  I would be in the 

back of the kitchen, like cutting carrots, peeling carrots.  So I was kind of already in the 

kitchen watching what Mom was cooking, so I guess that’s a good start. 

Then went to school, got my degree in graphic design, did graphics for 

International Paper for about ten or eleven years.  I had little miscellaneous graphic jobs 

here and there too.  But then with their announcement of retiring, it took me a while to 

kind of like decide if I want to really take over the business, just because I kind of already 

grew up in the business and I’ve seen what it entails.  It’s just really hard work, long 

hours.  So it took me about maybe two years to figure out if I really, really wanted to do 

it, and then I told them okay.  It was something about thinking that what my parents 
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worked really hard on, just to see it go to waste.  So I just want to kind of get my hands 

on it and see if I can actually do it, keep up with it.  And then it’s a Charlotte thing.  It’s 

something that we brought to Charlotte—or I wouldn’t say we brought to Charlotte; I just 

want to think that we brought something to Charlotte. 

 

[00:23:44] 

Keia Mastrianni:  It’s your family’s legacy. 

 

[00:23:45] 

Twan Nguyen:  Mm-hmm, it’s family legacy.  So hopefully I can kind of hold up to it. 

 

[00:23:50] 

Keia Mastrianni:  How do you feel about Tuan’s interest in joining the business and 

continuing what you all have started?  And I’d like to hear from both of you. 

 

[00:24:00] 

Minh Nguyen:  You know, before I call John [Tuan’s American name] come to work 

with us, I let him think about it two years, I guess.  If he wanted, he can come over to 

take it, you know, take it over, because I’m going to retire, I’m going to retire.  And 

before, I talked to both of them, not only him, I talk to both of them because he have a 

good job.  I don’t want he lose his job.  That’s why I say, “Think about it before you 

come over to take the business.”  But he learn a lot.  He learn a lot.  Hopefully, one of 

this day I retire, he take it over. 
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[00:24:39] 

Keia Mastrianni:  And what about Le?  How does she feel? 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:25:24] 

Twan Nguyen:  Basically, she’s saying that she thinks I can do it.  I can’t translate it 

word—I can ask her like what her total thoughts are about me taking over the business.  I 

can’t translate that properly, so I translated that I asked if she thinks I can take over the 

business.  She said yes.  [Laughs] 

 

[00:25:43] 

Keia Mastrianni:  How has it been teaching him the recipes and doing that?  How has 

that experience been for her? 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:26:00] 

Minh Nguyen:  She wants a translator or she want to teach him everything before she 

retired, okay, but she hopefully, once she teach him, he can learn it.  He can do it. 
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[00:26:12] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Mm-hmm.  Mm-hmm. 

 

[00:26:15] 

Tuan Nguyen:  I mean, the experience has been good, but then, like, my mom and I are 

so similar, we’ll butt heads.  It’s probably hard on both ways, both sides.  Like what she 

was saying just now, she’s like she doesn’t want me to change anything, so having me 

come in and making things more efficient with like the process of keeping food 

consistencies and things like that— 

 

[Interruption, Mastrianni says the microphone is old and needs to be replaced] 

 

[00:26:54] 

Tuan Nguyen:  But, yeah, I think we just kind of butt heads because we’re so similar.  I 

want to do the new way and then she has the old-school way to do things.  So we try to 

meet in the middle as much as possible. 

 

[00:27:12] 

Keia Mastrianni:  And there is something to be said that what’s been going on forever, 

well, for many, many years, has been working, so it’s like it— 

 

 



Le’s Sandwiches   25 
 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

 

[00:27:18] 

Tuan Nguyen:  Yeah, it’s been working, and it’s tough for her to see that me coming in 

and just changing things is getting under her skin a little bit.  [Laughter]  But for me, like 

working in the company, I’ve seen efficiencies, things to make things go faster, and I’m 

trying to bring that here to get our process more efficient, I guess. 

 

[00:27:41] 

Keia Mastrianni:  But do you also want to honor what she’s kind of built up and kind of 

keep that consistency that the customers like? 

 

[00:27:49] 

Twan Nguyen:  Definitely.  My consistency is not towards, I guess, the change in taste 

of the food.  It’s just more the front end, trying to make food get out faster, less errors in 

taking orders, stuff like that.  In the back, just trying to make things a little bit more 

organized, containers and stuff where they should be.  It’s just quicker to access, just 

faster, efficiency. 

 

[00:28:22] 

Keia Mastrianni:  And, Emily, are you going to be a part of the business too? 
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[00:28:28] 

Emily Nguyen:  I don’t think the family trusts me to help make sandwiches.  Typically, 

when I help out here, I am responsible for making drinks.  [Laughs]  So that’s pretty 

much the limitations around the trust factor that they have in my skills.  [Laughter]  I’m 

certainly not the best cook in the family. 

 

[00:28:50] 

Tuan Nguyen:  But she’s definitely a really good baker. 

 

[00:28:55] 

Emily Nguyen:  But John [Tuan] is certainly a very good cook and gets that from his 

mother, so, you know, I kind of leave that for him.  [Laughs] 

 

[00:29:06] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Cool.  Tell me about—I think that there’s a certain way, like being a 

first-generation American, growing up with a family who is, you know, immigrant 

family—um, tell me about that experience.  I mean, did you always grow up knowing 

that—you know, how hard your family has worked since they got here to establish 

themselves and create a good life for their family?  Has that been something that you’ve 

known and respected and have seen? 
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[00:29:39] 

Tuan Nguyen:  Definitely.  I probably didn’t notice until I was a little bit older, probably 

maybe the end of middle school.  I noticed my parents were always at work.  My dad 

would work second or third shift, and then when he comes home, he would take care of 

me and Mom would end up going to work.  So it was a cycle thing.  So I did notice that 

they worked really hard, multiple jobs.  Even with both my parents working at Charlotte 

Trimming, they would bring extra work home, and they would actually get me to help 

because they needed somebody to sit on the pile of collars to pull out the yarn.  So I 

would remember that, just being a part of that, it’s just hard work.  They kind of taught 

that and ingrained it into me, I guess.  

 

[00:30:31] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Yeah.  Oh, yeah.  Yeah, and what have you wanted your son to know 

since coming here and working hard and building your life in the United States?  What do 

you want him to know about that and what do you want for him? 

 

[00:30:47] 

Minh Nguyen:  I want to know him working hard, because, you know, the old people, 

that’s an old generation.  It have to be die.  He is the young people, he grow up, he have a 

family, and he have to, you know, make money, feed some children, exactly the way I 

teach him.  That’s the way I like it. 
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[00:31:16] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Yeah, yeah.  And maybe Le can talk a little bit about that, too, what 

she wanted, wants for you moving forward, based on her own experience of working and 

creating something for herself here. 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:32:16] 

Minh Nguyen:  She want he have a good family, working hard for survival of family, 

like she teach him the same way, exactly the same way she teach it now, my son. 

 

[00:32:34] 

Keia Mastrianni:  And tell me about when you got here, was there a large Vietnamese 

community to kind of help you establish yourself here?  Did you find kind of your people 

here when you first got here? 

 

[00:32:47] 

Minh Nguyen:  My first time in Charlotte, not too many Vietnamese people, about a 

few, few family.  Then later on, later on, they came from California or they came from 

different state to Charlotte.  Now is it Charlotte big, is a big community, Vietnamese 

community in Charlotte. 
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[00:33:08] 

Keia Mastrianni:  And talk to me about Charlotte.  Has Charlotte become your home?  

Do you embrace the city as your home now? 

 

[00:33:13] 

Minh Nguyen:  Yeah.  Just this is Charlotte, or North Carolina is our second home.  This 

is my home, mm-hmm. 

 

[00:33:19] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Sure.  And what has made it so welcoming for you? 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:33:32] 

Minh Nguyen:  Charlotte, you know, I like Charlotte because Charlotte is very quiet, 

very quiet.  It’s easy to live in.  That’s why I like Charlotte most better. 

 

[00:33:45] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Sure.  And I guess I’d like to ask your mom what she’d like to see for 

the business moving forward.  What does she want?  How does she want to see this in the 

future? 
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[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:34:18] 

Tuan Nguyen:  She’s saying once she retires, she wants for me to open up another shop 

that’s a lot bigger than this shop here.  But I don’t know.  [Laughs]  For me, like I like to 

keep things a little bit small.  I like how small this shop is.  Maybe another shop where 

it’s in-and-out.  But we’ll see.  We’ll see what happens with that. 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:34:52] 

Tuan Nguyen:  She keeps emphasizing that whatever recipes that she teaches me, even 

the ones that she makes up, never change them.  [Laughter] 

 

[00:35:04] 

Keia Mastrianni:  You got that.  We have it on tape.  [Laughs] 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

[00:35:17] 

Tuan Nguyen:  She’s like, again, she’s saying she tries to make her banh mi as authentic 

as possible, and she wants to keep it that way.  She just wants people to taste her food, I  
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guess, and remember her, I guess, from her food. 

 

[00:35:35] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Do y’all recognize that through what you’ve created that you’re 

sharing a piece of your culture with people who didn’t know it before? 

 

[00:35:45] 

Minh Nguyen:  I shared my culture with some people they don’t know, you know, but I 

always keep recipe I have for my family, for my son.  You know, he can change—he is 

young people, he can change it, but 80 or 90 percent he have to keep recipe.  If he keep 

recipe, hopefully he get more customer. 

 

[00:36:15] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Yeah.  Has it been important to you, being Vietnamese American, I 

mean, do you feel like you want to preserve your Vietnamese culture through the owning 

of this business?  Does that play a part for you? 

 

[00:36:29] 

Tuan Nguyen:  Yes, definitely.  When my parents took me to Vietnam for the first time, 

I would say, what, six years ago?  Six years ago.  I kind of appreciate the culture more, I 

guess.  I actually finally set foot in Vietnam, so I guess the culture, the hard work, the 

working people, so it made me feel something.  So when I came back, I wanted to show  
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that small part of Vietnam to the people of Charlotte or the United States, so it’s a part of 

me, I guess, now.  Even with our Instagram account, there’s photos of the locals from 

Vietnam that have taken pictures of the landscape of Vietnam and posted up so people 

can actually see the culture and the images of Vietnam. 

 

[00:37:27] 

Keia Mastrianni:  And have your parents worked to preserve that for you, telling you 

stories and— 

 

[00:37:34] 

Tuan Nguyen:  At times they will tell me stories.  I think they would tell Emily more of 

the stories, because she kind of brings it out of them.  She’s curious of what their 

histories are.  For me, I’m kind of shy about it just because I know what they’ve been 

through with the war.  I never bring up the war because I’m scared it would bring bad 

memories.  But luckily, with Emily being around, she kind of likes to talk about that, 

likes to see where my parents came from or like what their backgrounds were. 

 

[00:38:11] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Sure.  I mean, I know your dad mentioned it a little bit, but were they 

witness to some of the harsher realities? 
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[00:38:21] 

Tuan Nguyen:  Yeah.  My dad was in the military, so he saw a lot of that.  And then 

Mom lives in the [Mekong] Delta. 

 

[Interruption] 

 

[00:38:36] 

Keia Mastrianni:  So talk to me a little bit about—we were talking about some of the 

harsher realities and experiences that maybe your parents had, and Emily had mentioned 

your mom was in a refugee camp.  So maybe could you expound on that for me. 

 

[00:38:53] 

Tuan Nguyen:  Yes, definitely.  My dad was in the military for a few years.  When 

Saigon fell, he basically kind of hopped on a ship and just kind of came over to the 

United States, but my mom, she lived in the delta, which a lot of the war happened in, so 

I’m sure she’s seen a lot of what’s happened or what had happened in Vietnam.  I guess 

when Vietnam fell, she went to a refugee camp in Cambodia, so she stayed there for a 

while. 

 

[00:39:30] 

Keia Mastrianni:  What’s a while? 
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[00:39:32] 

Tuan Nguyen:  Was it almost a year, right, she was in there?  Almost a year.  My dad 

probably can speak a little bit more to her history about being in the refugee camp. 

 

[00:39:44] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Sure. 

 

[00:39:49] 

Minh Nguyen:  She in Cambodia refugee camp, I think almost for one year, then 

Catholic Social Service brought her into Charlotte, 1979. 

 

[00:40:06] 

Keia Mastrianni:  And you were in the military and so did you have to experience war 

and see things like that? 

 

[00:40:15] 

Minh Nguyen:  1972, I start in the military until to 1975 after Saigon fell, and I go 

straight to the ocean with a little boat.  Then American ship, the big ship, pick me up, 

then stay in the ocean a while, almost for about one week.  They had to go to the Guam 

islands, okay, and I stay in the Guam island about two months.  Then American 

government know I have American family in Boone, sponsor me to North Carolina, but 

I’m living Boone, I think, about six months in Boone, North Carolina. 



Le’s Sandwiches   35 
 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

 

[00:41:15] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Wow.  I mean, that must have been scary, not knowing everything 

that was happening. 

 

[00:41:21] 

Minh Nguyen:  Yeah.  It’s happening, just so many, too many people in the big ship, in 

the big boat, okay? 

 

[00:41:31] 

Tuan Nguyen:  And I think that even with his family, I think they thought he was like 

passed away then, because they haven’t heard from him or seen him for— 

 

[00:41:41] 

Emily Nguyen:  Five years. 

 

[00:41:42] 

Tuan Nguyen:  Five years. 

 

[00:41:43] 

Minh Nguyen:  Five years, they don’t hear.  So my family, they don’t hear nothing from 

me for five years.  They thought I die.  And every evening they go to the ocean; they 

looking for my body.  This is 1979 I wrote first letter to my family, but they don’t believe  
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that I’m still living.  They say if I living, I still living, I still alive, send them a picture.  

Then my first picture to my family, that’s how they believe I still alive. 

 

[00:42:19] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Oh, my goodness.  And as a parent now, you can imagine how 

worried they must have been for so long. 

 

[00:42:25] 

Minh Nguyen:  Right.  When they have my picture and they so happy, but they want to 

see me.  My first time to come back to Vietnam, 1995, I guess, but that day my father 

pass away. 

 

[00:42:46] 

Keia Mastrianni:  That same day.  Wow.  Oh, my goodness.  So that was very 

emotional, happy, sad, everything. 

 

[00:42:55] 

Minh Nguyen:  Happy and sad.  [Laughs]  Yeah. 

 

[00:42:58] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Life is funny like that.  It always gives you all of those emotions in 

one thing.  Does—I’d like maybe Le to share a little bit about that experience.  I guess  
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having gone through hardships or these kind of uncertain times after Saigon fell, just how 

has that shaped her perspective?  How has that affected her life experience moving 

forward? 

 

[Vietnamese spoken] 

 

Minh Nguyen:  So in 1975, Saigon fell, she is at the sale in the flea market, but the 

government don’t let her—don’t give her permit or don’t let her working because it they 

say illegal.  They put her in jail about—two months in jail, two months in jail.  They say 

she sell something illegal, but a fish or swims not illegal.  But the new government, they 

don’t like that she do that. 

 

[00:44:30] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Oh, wow.  That’s hard.  So jail, refugee camp. 

 

[00:44:36] 

Minh Nguyen:  It’s very, very, very hard for us, you know, very difficult.  Everything is 

so different, difficult for us when the first time in United States. 

 

[00:44:47] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Mm-hmm.  Wow.  And so being here and being able to make a life 

for yourself, that is a good thing. 
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[00:44:55] 

Minh Nguyen:  Yeah.  I came here, I don’t have no family, by myself.  That mean I have 

to work anything for survive before I met my wife, before I have her here.  There’s a lot 

of thing I have to learn, yeah. 

 

[00:45:13] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Yeah, makes you stronger person, resilient. 

 

[00:45:16] 

Tuan Nguyen:  I definitely think what they’ve been through and their experiences with 

Mom being tossed in jail just for selling fish, the war has just toughened their skin up a 

little bit more.  I think that’s why they work so hard, to basically—it’s a survival thing, 

but then they’re basically working for the future, for me, or for Carter, my wife. 

 

[00:45:45] 

Minh Nguyen:  Yes.  Always, always I talk to them, always working hard.  The family 

first.  Be nice with the people about it, because I understand about the life there and life.  

That way I always to tell my children, my grandchildren, it’s always working hard is for 

family. 
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[00:46:07] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Sure, sure.  I guess I just want to ask if there’s any other things that 

you want to say that we’ve left out, and anybody can share if there’s something else 

you’d like to talk about. 

 

[00:46:22] 

Tuan Nguyen:  I really don’t, but I just want to thank—like, I don’t know who’s going 

to listen to this, but thank you, Charlotte.  It means a lot, especially going in the business 

and seeing the following that my parents created.  So hopefully I can keep up that work. 

 

[00:46:42] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Sure. 

 

[00:46:43] 

Tuan Nguyen:  So keep up the legacy, I guess. 

 

[00:46:48] 

Minh Nguyen:  One thing I say, I should thank you, American government.  Thank you, 

American people, to help us, bring me over here.  Now I have good life.  I always thank 

American people and American government. 
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[00:47:08] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Well, thank you for sharing your story, and most Americans will 

never have gone through what you’ve gone through because coming from that place and 

experiencing those things, to have these stories helps us understand a very different 

perspective, and I always have deep respect for people who’ve created businesses out of 

nothing and have made it successful here. 

 

[00:47:36] 

Minh Nguyen:  When I came here, I have only clothes, only one pair clothes, and my 

working hard, we don’t have enough money to buy the clothes for my son.  She working 

for knitting company, see some fabric, they throw it away.  She pick up to cut it clothes 

for my son.  That’s the way.  And my wife always to tell Emily—see, Emily is my 

daughter-in-law—about my life, how we working hard for the family, but hopefully they 

learn a lesson from us to take care of his family. 

 

[00:48:27] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Absolutely, absolutely.  Le, do you have anything else to say about— 

 

[Vietnamese spoken]  

 

[00:48:38] 

Tuan Nguyen:  I told you she was shy. 
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[00:48:40] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Yes.  Well, thank you for talking with us and thank you for starting 

what you started and for, yeah, being a part of this community. 

 

[00:48:49] 

Le Nguyen:  Thank you.  You come back. 

 

[00:48:51] 

Ming Nguyen:  Thank you for you spend your time with us today.  Thank you so much 

for you coming. 

 

[00:48:55] 

Keia Mastrianni:  Thank you.  All right.  So now we’ll do thirty seconds of silence. 

 

[End of interview] 


