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Steven Nghia Pham is the owner 
of Turtle Tower, a small chain of 
Vietnamese restaurants in San 

Francisco. They are one of the few shops 
serving Northern-style pho in San 
Francisco, and Pham is happy to school 
anyone who comes into his restaurant 
looking for bottles of hoisin or platters 
piled high with herbs and bean sprouts 
(Southern-style pho staples). “Some 
people are disappointed and they leave,” 
he says. “But most people are okay, and 
some are happy. If someone wants to eat 
Southern-style, they can eat it anywhere 
in the city. Right next door, actually. 

People eat before they learn. They want 
the bean sprouts but they don’t know 
why. They don’t know about pho. They 
just eat and see the other people eating 
and don’t learn about the food.” 

I was born in Hanoi in 1958. I’m the 
third generation in the family res-
taurant business. My mom’s father 
was a chef and had a restaurant in 
Hanoi. When my grandfather passed 
away, my mother kept the restaurant, 
and I helped her run it until I left. 
My brother also runs a restaurant in 
Hanoi called Vinh Loi—it used to be 

my parents’ restaurant. It’s Vietnam-
ese food, but it’s more fine dining. Not 
like a pho restaurant.

My whole family still lives in 
Hanoi—I have a family of five broth-
ers and sisters. I am the only one in 
the whole family who left Vietnam. 
I try to visit a couple of times a year, 
but I don’t think I would ever move 
back there. Once you leave you can’t 
go back; nobody does that. When I 
left, it was a hard time to live there. 
Things started to change for the 
better in early 1990, but I left in 1988.

After the war, Vietnam was a very 
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communist country. My father was 
running a capitalist business, so he 
was put into prison. My family wasn’t 
having a good time under a commu-
nist government, but they stayed. For 
me, the first thing was to escape from 
Vietnam; a lot of people were looking 
to get away from the country. 

When I left I wasn’t aiming for the 
U.S. My wife, my two daughters, and I 
took a boat to Hong Kong, because it 
was the closest country that was open 
to taking in refugees. We left when my 
youngest daughter, Thao, was only 
three years old. When we arrived in 
Hong Kong, we had to be screened. We 
got to the refugee camps and we stayed 
there for three years. The policy for ref-
ugees in Hong Kong was that we had 
to stay in the camps; we couldn’t work. 
We just stood around or played sports. 
That’s it. There was nothing to do. It 
was like being in a detention center. 

I came to the U.S. in April 1991, 
directly to San Francisco from Hong 
Kong. We had to go through another 
screening, but one advantage I had 
was that my father-in-law lived here 
in San Francisco.

When I first came here we had 
a strict budget. We came here with 
nothing, so we had to build up a 
certain amount of money and knowl-
edge of this new country to get by. At 
first, I worked in construction, but 
I got hurt and I got some compen-
sation, so I went to school for three 
years. I drove a taxicab until 1999, 
when I decided to sign the lease for 
the first location of Turtle Tower.1 

I opened up Turtle Tower mostly 

1 The restaurant is named after the three-tiered 
tower that sits on an island in the middle of Hoan 
Kiem Lake in Hanoi. According to legend, during 
the fifteenth-century occupation of Vietnam by the 
Chinese, a golden turtle who lived in the lake pre-
sented the Vietnamese general Le Loi with a mag-
ical sword with which the Vietnamese were able to 
drive out the Chinese. When Le Loi returned to the 
lake as emperor, the turtle surfaced to reclaim the 
sword. The lake was named Hoan Kiem (“Lake of the 
Restored Sword”) and a pagoda was erected in  
honor of the event. 

because most of the pho in America is 
cooked in the Southern style. What’s 
missing here is Northern style. I 
decided to make the original and tra-
ditional pho, to show the difference 
between Northern and Southern pho.  

Northern style is very simple and 
light. We use only cilantro and green 
onion in the broth, no sprouts and 
no basil. The basil is very strong in 
smell and flavor. If you put things 
like that into pho, the taste of the pho 
is gone. Bean sprouts also shouldn’t 
go into a hot bowl of soup—they 
change the temperature. If you really 
love bean sprouts and I don’t have 
bean sprouts, that’s not a pho issue, 
that’s a bean sprout issue. At Turtle 
Tower, I serve vinegar, fish sauce, salt 
and pepper, and hot sauce, because 
these are the basic condiments of the 
North. I don’t use soy sauce or hoisin 
sauce. I think they’re too much; the 
flavor is too strong. The noodles we 
use are fat noodles. You have to be 
very careful, they have to be as fresh 
as possible. The beef is the same cut 
of beef as the South, but they prepare 
it differently. The rare beef in South-
ern style is frozen beef, but my beef is 

fresh beef and we cut it by hand. 
When I eat Southern pho, I con-

sider it to be a different food. I enjoy 
it, but not as pho—I made up my 
mind that true pho is the Northern 
style. Pho started out simple; people 
can do whatever they want with it, 
but then it’s not traditional pho. And 
that’s okay. Sometimes people come 
to me and ask if I sell vegetarian pho, 
and I say no, there is no such thing.  
If you want to call that “vegetarian 
noodle soup,” yes. But it’s not pho. 
When you come up to me, you don’t 
call me by another name. You call me 
by my name. It’s the same with pho. 
It’s not a noodle soup that I make 
here, it’s pho. 

Those of us who eat pho every day 
can recognize very small differences—
some are sweeter or saltier—and only 
we can understand them, because 
we know it so well. We eat it every 
day. Nobody taught me how to make 
pho. I grew up in a family that made 
food, so it was something that came 
naturally to me. I didn’t have to learn. 
Pho is not something that Vietnam-
ese  people have to travel far to learn 
about, it is just in the air. 
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