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Chef Thuy Diem Pham’s Vietnamese background, together with  
her upbringing in England, inspire her to create dishes made with love. 

From hosting supper clubs to opening a restaurant and writing  
a cookbook, she’s paving the way for Vietnamese food to be centre stage
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my life, my way

“It’s my mission to be 
successful; to show my 

gratitude to my parents  
for all they’ve done”



FAR LEFT AND 
BELOW Fresh blooms 
and chandeliers 
make The Little Viet 
Kitchen a welcoming 
space. Thuy and her 

husband, Dave, have 
put their heart and 
soul into the place  
LEFT Thuy's mission 
is to introduce people  
to Vietnamese food

“That connection 
and energy, when 
you have that  
many people 
enjoying your food 
– it ’s amazing”

hen chef and restaurant owner Thuy Diem 
Pham first travelled to England from Vietnam  
as a seven-year-old refugee, she was scared by  

the food. ‘They served us sausages and eggs and this brown 
liquid on the plane,’ she remembers. ‘I thought it would make 
us ill – it was brown! It was just cola, but I’d never seen it 
before; it scared me.’ Thuy remembered this when she  
was setting up her restaurant, The Little Viet Kitchen,  
and deliberately tried to make it as warm and welcoming  
as possible, to diffuse the scary feeling of trying different  
food for the first time. The decor is pale and light, with natural 
materials adding warm tones; chairs are covered with  
soft cushions, fresh flowers bring it to life and chandeliers  
twinkle from the ceiling. ‘I want people to feel like they’re 
walking into my home, so they are comfortable and enjoy  
the experience,’ says Thuy. ‘All my food is cooked with love;  
I learned this from my mum who wasn’t naturally affectionate 
when my sister and I were growing up, but she would spend 
hours cooking a broth, and making sure we had enough  
to eat – that was her way of saying “I love you”.’

Thuy lived in Vietnam until she was seven, when her father 
made the brave decision to travel to England by boat in search 
of a better life. ‘It was a risk; so many people didn’t survive the 

journey,’ says Thuy. ‘When they ran out of food on the boat,  
my father must have felt like giving up. But luckily, a British 
ship found them and took them to England.’ Her parents are 
Thuy’s inspiration: ‘I knew I had to make something of my life, 
not only to make myself proud, but to make my father’s journey 
worth it,’ she says. ‘My mum, too; she used to go to the city to  
sell food when we lived in Vietnam and sometimes came home 
with nothing to show for a day’s work – but still smiling, putting 
on a brave face for her children. It’s my mission to make their 
sacrifices worthwhile; that’s where my drive comes from.’

A moment of clarity
After studying for a marketing degree and working in 
advertising, travelling all over the world, the light-bulb 
moment came for Thuy one day on the morning commute.  
‘I was sitting on the train looking around at everyone else, and 
they all looked so unhappy,’ she says. ‘I realised that I’d look like 
that too one day if I didn’t step away from the rat race. I wanted 
to feel different; to do something that would make me happy.’ 

Thuy started cooking in her spare time and posting about 
it on Facebook; then ran supper clubs in her home with  
the help of her husband and sister. ‘Word spread and the 
supper clubs were sold out months in advance; I think if you 
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believe in what you’re doing and you put enough of your 
heart into it, everything you produce will be your best,’ 
says Thuy. ‘Looking back, I don’t know how we did it.  
We’d turn our living room into a restaurant by moving  
the sofa and using a cheap table and some pretty flowers  
and printed menus. It was valuable bonding time with  
my sister, too; if we made a mistake and burned the food,  
it didn’t matter; we had each other’s backs. It was great  
to welcome guests into my home; they make friends 
sharing a mutual understanding of how wonderful  
a dish tastes. That connection and energy when you  
have that many people enjoying your food – it’s amazing.’

When she began posting her food on Instagram, Thuy’s 
following grew. ‘I thought maybe this was the time to set up  
a restaurant, but I still doubted myself,’ she says. ‘I’d never 
cooked for more than six people before and the best cook  
I knew was Mum and she didn’t own a restaurant, so why  
did I think I could? But the encouragement I got from everyone 
was incredible. We began by organising pop-ups, where we’d 

take over someone else’s restaurant for a night – the first time 
I cooked for 50 people with 11 courses was so hectic and 
crazy, but I knew then that I would do it again and again; 
when you feel like that, you know you’re on the right path.’

The value of a team effort
Family is crucial to Thuy and when she and her husband, 
Dave, decided to buy the property in London where  
The Little Viet Kitchen is now, they helped her overcome  
the challenges. ‘I do freak out when things go wrong,’ 
Thuy admits, ‘but that’s when my mind thinks of 
solutions. We ran out of money after three months,  
so Dave sold his house and we lived in my parents’ shed 
for a while – that was a definite challenge. But we were 
prepared for the hurdles; having done the pop-ups and 
supper clubs, we just learned how to get past them. I don’t 
believe there is a secret to creating a successful business, 
but having a supportive team around you really helps.’

Thuy has big ambitions for her restaurant paving the 

way for Vietnamese food in the UK. ‘I want to take everything 
I’ve learned from growing up in London, together with my 
Vietnamese background, and put that on a plate for people  
to enjoy. One day, I’d love it if going out for a Vietnamese  
meal was as familiar for people as an Italian or Chinese.  
My new cookbook shows how Vietnamese food is accessible  
and anyone can make it. I also get messages from Vietnamese 
people who have lost connection with their background and 
they ask me about a certain dish – if I can help others get in 
touch with their roots through food, it makes me happy.’

Turning failures into positives
It’s been a big learning curve for Thuy, since opening  
The Little Viet Kitchen in 2015, but she’s learned to deal  
with failure: ‘If I fail trying something new, it doesn’t 
matter; it’s how you deal with it, how you turn it into a 
positive learning curve, that matters. To fail now is better 
than being old and resentful and saying: what if? My values 
are being honest, hardworking and loyal, and they are key 

points to creating a strong, powerful team. My company 
now has 15 people, and it’s demanding being the boss, but 
this is the path I’ve chosen, and I have to stick to it. It’s 
important for women to stay true to what they feel, no 
matter what society says; at the end of the day, you can’t 
teach someone to have drive and passion – when nothing 
goes well, it will be your drive and passion that wakes  
you up at 6am thinking of new dishes to try, and if no one 
eats them, then you try again. I have stories to tell and if  
I do have children one day, I want to be able to tell them 
about the failures as well as the successes, because it takes 
someone close to you to reveal the truth. It is not always 
nice to hear – but it’s what helps you learn.’

Ultimately, Thuy feels that she is lucky to love what she 
does for a living: ‘I never want it to feel like this is my job; the 
day my passion turns into just a job, I’ll stop enjoying it. I fear 
this and it’s what keeps me finding new ways to enjoy it.’

‘The Little Viet Kitchen’ by Thuy Diem Pham (Absolute Press, £22) is out now. 
thelittlevietkitchen.com; @the_little_viet_kitchen; @LVK_ISLINGTON

“One day, I would  
love it if going out  

for a Vietnamese meal  
was as familiar for  
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OPPOSITE AND LEFT  
Thuy is happiest in the  
kitchen, making food for 
people to enjoy. Fragrant  
herbs and spices bring  
a simple Vietnamese  
salad (top) to life

“Looking back, I don’t 
know how we did it. 
We’d turn our living 

room into a restaurant  
by moving the sofa and 

using some cheap flowers 
and printed menus”


