
 
   

Dear VMDT, 
 
Once again, I received several emails containing 
things to share, so I decided to combine them into 
one online “newsletter”. 
 
Enjoy! 

 

  

 
Included: 

• "Stealing Buddha's Dinner" book review 
• Vietnamese Language Classes for Adults, St. 

Paul Community Education 
• VSA Tet 2007 Invitation (PDF attached) 
• New Moon’s Jan 24, 2007 Newsletter: Ugly 

Betty’s Beautiful Message  
 

  

Book review from today’s Minneapolis StarTribune (http://www.startribune.com/384/story/960376.html) 
 
One girl's terrible hunger to belong 
MEMOIR A Vietnamese girl's desire to become a "real" American is manifested in her obsession with junk food. 

By Emily Carter Roiphe, Special to the Star Tribune 

Twentieth-century American literature is mightily indebted to immigration. The immigrant's tale is a perpetually 
renewing source, at once enduring and changing -- creating new voices, new details and new experiences while 
forming its own tradition. Where would we be without Saul Bellow's cocky but anxious "Augie March," or Philip 
Roth's neurosis-packed "Portnoy's Complaint"? Russians, Italians, Hispanics and Somalis all have contributed 
their first-generation protagonists -- mixtures of energy and anxiety, shame and pride, longing and resistance.  

Bich Minh Nguyen, a Vietnamese woman who came of age in super-white, super-conservative Grand Rapids, 
Mich., in the 1980s, takes her place among them with her memoir, "Stealing Buddha's Dinner." At the same 
time, she brings a new and totally individual fixation into the mix: for Roth, America is a blonde; for Nguyen, it's 
a Hostess cupcake.  

Nguyen, whose extended family of seven arrived in Michigan with $5, longs for assimilation with a kind of 
battering fierceness. It's not just a matter of feeling inferior -- she doesn't feel "real."  

Her grandmother's homemade dishes -- the descriptions of which will make you salivate -- are merely obligatory 
pleasures. She hungers instead for the junk: the perfect white squiggle atop the shiny dark cap of the cupcake, 
the cloned perfection and strangely addictive medicinal aftertaste of Pringles, and always, McDonald's, the apex 
of perfection.  

"I knew what real people ate," writes Nguyen. "Real people ate hamburgers and casseroles and brownies. And I 
wanted to be a real person, or at least make people believe that I was one." For her, the pies at McDonald's are 
"deep-fried, gorgeously oblong and brown and burning hot as they slid out of their thin cardboard sleeves." Like 
any child, Nguyen spends a lot of time longing and scheming for sweets, but the intensity of her obsession is 
operatic in scale.  

The foil to all her desires is her Mexican-American stepmother, Rosa. Through Nguyen's eyes, Rosa is there to 
interfere and embarrass her with her unabashed differences from the other moms. Rosa works and goes to 



school, she is opinionated and weak only when it comes to her hard-drinking, smooth-dancing husband. 
Nguyen uses her child's perspective to let the reader see how remarkable Rosa really is. As she grows, she 
begins to see her stepmother in a different light, but the realization comes American-style. The name of the 
family's favorite restaurant becomes an instruction: Ponder Rosa.  

The humorous anecdotes are interwoven with more serious themes of war, displacement and the mystery of 
Nguyen's missing birth mother.  

Nguyen brings back moments and sensations with such vivid clarity that readers will find themselves similarly 
jolted back in time. She's a sensuous writer -- colors and textures weave together in her work to create a living 
fabric. This book should be bought and read anytime your soul hungers for bright language and close 
observation. My only complaint is that Nguyen stops too soon -- we want to follow her more fully into 
adolescence and young adulthood. She is, however, at work on a novel, for which I'm waiting the way a hungry 
6-year-old waits for dessert.  

Emily Carter Roiphe is the author of "Glory Goes and Gets Some."  

©2007 Star Tribune. All rights reserved. 
 

 
From Caroline Ticarro-Parker 
 
A beginner’s VN Language class (for adults). The website is: 
http://commed.spps.org/2007winter/Languages.pdf    
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Caroline Ticarro-Parker has forwarded the following from the Minnesota VSA: 
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From Kim Johnson (Kim noted that fellow VMDT’er, Caroline Ticarro-Parker, is quoted in the first article): 
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