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Granddaughter of the

hen Bina Barth took her fouryear old son, Avi, to the Imperial City of Hue in Vietnam,
he was the only one there
wearing a yarmulke. Bina
showed him the palace of the
emperors and said to him, “This
is where my grandfathers lived.”

BINA BAR T H IS
DESCENDED
F R O M V IET NAM ESE
ROYALT Y. NOW
SHE’ S RAISING
A JEWISH FAMILY.
BY DEVORIE KREIMAN
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The Imperial
City of Hue

Bina was born in 1972 in Da Nang, a large port city
in central Vietnam with miles of white sand and coconut
trees. Until she was a teenager, she didn’t know any
Jews.
At birth, Bina was named Thao Ngoc Cong Nguyen.
Thao is a common Vietnamese name for a girl, so
common that her two sisters have the same first name.
Ngoc means jade. Cong is a clan name that translates
as “from the house of Cong.” Vietnamese is a difficult
language for foreigners to learn as it involves a lot of
tongue movement and different tones.
About half of the Vietnamese people have the
surname Nguyen (pronounced “Ng’win”); it was
common practice to take on the last name of those in
power as a way of showing loyalty. Nguyen was the last
imperial family in the country, ruling from 1802 to
1945. The first emperor of the dynasty, Nguyen Anh,
known as Gia Long, was Bina’s great-great-great-greatgrandfather. He was the one who united the modernday territory of Vietnam. Vietnam means “the Viet
people who live in the South.”
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Gia Long established his capital in the
city of Hue (pronounced “Wei”) on the
banks of the Perfume River. The Imperial
City was surrounded by four walls—each
two kilometers long—and a wide moat.
The emperor lived inside this fortress in
what was called the Purple Forbidden City.
The Vietnamese Indo-China banknote
features a picture of a boy with the Lady
of Liberty. That boy is Bina’s grandfather.
Although the palace was bombed by the
Americans during the Vietnam War, it is
still breathtakingly beautiful, and the Imperial City remains a popular tourist attraction.
Bina is wearing a long-sleeved dress and
a dark brown sheitel. Her features are Asian
and her smile is warm. She speaks softly.
“I used to tell my children that although
we descend from the ruling family of
Vietnam, I don’t want to take advantage of
that. We only deserve it when we act in a
dignified manner, as befits a prince or a
princess, and treat others with kindness
and respect. I also point out to them that
it has been 75 years since the Nguyens
ruled, but the laws of Torah are everlasting.”
Vietnam was under French control from
1862 to 1945. Although the royal dynasty
remained in place, the French administration held the real power. They denied the
Vietnamese people civil liberties and
limited their access to education, medicine,
trade and fair working conditions.
In 1945, Ho Chi Minh and his Viet
Minh party of revolutionaries led the
struggle for Vietnamese independence from
French rule. A year later, full-scale war
broke out and Vietnam became a divided
nation. The Viet Cong communist forces
in the north, backed by the Soviet Union,
fought against the Vietnam Republic in
the south, which was backed by the United
States. The war continued until 1973, when
a peace treaty was signed decreeing a ceasefire and a peaceful unification of the country.
The United States withdrew its troops,
but the Viet Cong did not abide by the
36

“I USED TO
FEEL A
PRESENCE
AND A
POWER, BUT I
DIDN’T KNOW
WHAT
TO CALL IT.
NOW I KNOW
IT IS
HASHEM.”
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Avi Barth at The Perfume River, Hue, Vietnam

agreement. In 1975, North Vietnam attacked Saigon, the capital of South
Vietnam, and renamed it Ho Chi Minh
City. The Vietnamese communist government established hundreds of “re-education”
camps where millions of people were imprisoned and tortured for their political
views.
Bina was four years old when the communists took over. Her mother, grandparents, siblings, aunt, uncle and cousins made
it onto the last flight leaving the country.
But before the plane could take off, her
father—an army captain on active duty
who was unable to leave Vietnam and
unwilling to let his family go without
him—came on board and insisted that his
relatives get off.
The only other way out of Vietnam was
in fishing boats headed toward Malaysia
or nearby islands. The boats were neither
large nor comfortable. Some families split

up and went in different boats because they
knew that not every boat would make it,
and they wanted to increase the chances of
at least part of the family surviving. About
800,000 refugees fled by sea. Only half of
them made it to safety; many drowned or
died at the hands of pirates or soldiers.
Bina remembers, “We escaped Vietnam
under cover of night. We were running,
and my flip-flops got stuck in the mud. At
one point, my grandmother carried me on
her back.”
The sense of being held in the darkness
at a time of danger would return to Bina
again and again: We are carried. We are
not alone. As she grew and learned about
Hashem, she understood that as a little girl,
she had already been aware of a Presence
above her and with her Whom she could
trust.
Her family boarded the boats with only
the things they could carry, abandoning the

businesses and Esso gas stations they
owned. There were around 150 people
crammed onto the boat. Bina was hidden
in a rice bin, out of the sight of pirates, who
would come aboard and abduct people.
The journey would take three days unless
they encountered a storm. However, Bina’s
boat was repeatedly stopped by the border
patrol on the South China Sea and turned
back. On the ninth try, they finally made
it to Bidong Island, the refugee camp in
Malaysia. “The boat docked and someone
threw me onto the beach,” she remembers.
The refugee camp was overcrowded and
inhospitable. The beaches became polluted,
and disease was rampant. Many of the “boat
people” were malnourished. Bina describes
it as “my first experience of Sukkos, even
though I had no idea what that was at the
time. We had to make our own huts to sleep
in. I have a memory of my grandmother
fanning me when I was hot.

“I was a wild child. I would climb the
fence and run around the open market. I
don’t remember being afraid. I got used to
things quickly, as children do. My grandmother used to say that she wasn’t hungry
to make sure we had enough to eat. We ate
squash soup and rice balls, which are still
my favorite foods.”
In the refugee camp, Bina’s awareness of
a Higher Power sharpened. “I was very
connected to nature. I used to feel a presence and a power, but I didn’t know what
to call it. Now I know it is Hashem.”
The family remained on Bidong Island
for six months. In 1979, Bina’s aunt and
uncle sponsored her family, and they flew
to Guam, and from there to Longview,
Washington. Bina started first grade in
public school. She, her siblings and her
cousins made up the entire ESL (English
as a Second Language) class. They were the
only Asian kids in the school.
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They were a large family, consisting of
her grandparents and 11 of their 13 children, most of whom were married with
spouses and kids of their own. Yet somehow
they all squeezed into a single-story threebedroom house. “There were dozens and
dozens of us,” Bina recalls. “We slept everywhere. The adults worked as migrant
fruit pickers, picking strawberries, cucumbers, cherries and whatever else was in
season. During the summer, my uncle
would hand me a basket and tell me I’d get
a dollar if I filled it up. We were given
clothing by various charity organizations.
I had to roll up my pants because they were
five sizes too big.”
Bina’s father didn’t come to America,
having been sent to a “re-education” camp,
and he and his wife divorced. Bina was nine
years old when her mother remarried and
the family moved to Oregon. Her stepfather
was a Vietnamese doctor who had served
as a general surgeon during the Vietnam
War. In the United States, he taught at
Oregon State University and worked as a
psychologist, helping the immigrant community deal with the trauma of their experiences. He adopted his wife’s children
and raised them as his own, along with the
son they had together. They lived in a
Christian community. Bina and her siblings
were sent to Bible school in the afternoons.
As a third-grader, she had her first encounter with racism. A friend’s mother
wouldn’t allow the girls to play together
after school because “we don’t play with
Chinese.” As she grew older, she realized
that it was common for people to lump all
Asians together, whether Chinese, Japanese,
Korean or Vietnamese.
When she was 12 years old, her stepfather
died. The family moved to Bixby Knolls, a
neighborhood in Long Beach, California,
and her grandparents moved in to help
raise the children. Bina’s mother was an
enterprising woman. She tried several different businesses—a service for laying down
fiber optic lines, a chimney sweeping
38
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Avi Barth in a Chabad House in Vietnam

company and a restaurant. As a teenager,
Bina worked as a waitress and as the frontdesk hostess in the restaurant, which ultimately failed.
In 1992, Bina’s biological father immigrated to the US, and Bina met his new
wife and their son. She says, “Large chasidic families don’t faze me. I have two
sisters, four brothers and five stepbrothers.
We were always big on family values and
modesty. I never wore makeup. Studying
was a priority; we had to do our homework
and read a lot. We watched very minimal
TV, and what we did watch was strictly
censored. We were also restricted in terms
of whom we were allowed to hang out
with.”
In 1993, her mother decided to go back
to Vietnam to open a business. This was
only a year before the US lifted its embargo
on the country. Conditions had improved

a bit, and there were investment opportunities. Bina’s grandparents remained in the
US to raise the children.
When Bina was a senior in high school,
her family went through a rocky period.
Her mother had always called regularly
from Vietnam to check on them, but she
suddenly stopped calling. Her grandmother soon learned that her daughter had
been charged with tax evasion and imprisoned—a tactic the Vietnamese used to
extort money from relatives who lived
abroad. Her mother remained in prison for
three years, and Bina went through a bout
of hopelessness and depression. She had
trouble getting out of bed and missed many
days of school. She still managed to graduate with a GPA of 3.7 and enter college,
but for several years her concern about her
mother’s imprisonment and the needs of
her siblings interfered with her ability to

focus on her studies.
Bina was 15 years old when she became
friends with Bradley, one of her classmates.
At first she thought he was Italian, but as
they got to know each other, she learned
that he was Jewish. His mother’s maiden
name was Shapiro. His father’s grandfather,
Moshe Barth, had come to America from
Sanok, Poland, in 1906; his mother’s grandparents had come to the US from Belarus.
His parents had been raised in New York
as Conservative Jews. They kept kosher but
only at home, and sent their children to
Jewish day schools.
Bina and Bradley began to spend all their
free time together. She joined his family
for Shabbat and holiday services at the local
Reform temple.
In 1996 Bradley proposed, and Bina said
yes. During their engagement, Bradley
brought up the question of conversion. He

HER
FAMILY
BOARDED
THE BOATS
WITH
ONLY THE
THINGS
THEY
COULD
CARRY,
ABANDONING
THE
BUSINESSES
THEY
OWNED.
explained that his Jewish ancestry went
back to the days of Moses, and even though
he wasn’t a practicing Jew, he didn’t want
to break the lineage. Bradley was a prelaw
student. When one of his professors sparked
his interest in finding out more about his
own religion, he wrote a paper on Judaism
and law.
Bina and Bradley attended a class together at the temple, and she agreed to
undergo a Reform conversion before their
wedding. She was given a book to read and
an appointment at the University of
Judaism for the conversion.
She says, “They made it all so easy. I
showed up. They asked me a few questions
about why I wanted to become Jewish, and
that was that. It felt odd. I knew it was not
enough, but I didn’t know what else was
out there. There was a beis din comprised
of fellow members of the congregation and
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truth. I’ve had people storm out of here
screaming, ‘How can you tell me I’m not
Jewish?’”
The Barth girls went to the Chabad
Hebrew school every week for six years. In
the meantime, Bina gave birth to a third
daughter, Aliyah. When their oldest daughter was almost 13, the Barths tried to
arrange her bat mitzvah at the Reform
synagogue, where they celebrate it at the
age of 13. However, the Barths were told,
“You can’t do it here because she hasn’t gone
to our Hebrew school. She needs to be
trained here. Then she can have it when
she’s 14.”
Bina says, “We were shocked. We asked,
‘There are no exceptions?’ The answer was
no. So we asked if we could make her a bat
mitzvah at Chabad, but Rabbi Eliezrie

I’VE HAD
PEOPLE
STORM OUT
OF HERE
SCREAMING,
‘HOW CAN
YOU TELL
ME I’M NOT
JEWISH?’”

reminded us that she wasn’t Jewish. We
were upset with both Reform and Chabad.
We had no idea that a girl is automatically a bat mitzvah as soon as she turns 12,
even without the formalities. So my
husband decided that he would do our
daughter’s bat mitzvah service himself.”
The experience led to introspection.
Judaism was becoming more and more
central in their lives, and they wanted to
get it right. They made the decision to
register Aliyah in the Chabad Hebrew
school. Rabbi Eliezrie encouraged Bradley
to attend some classes. There was a JLI
( Jewish Learning Institute) course about
Shabbos, and Bina was actually the one
who dragged her husband to that one.
“We were learning what Shabbos was,”
she recalls, “and I loved the idea. Bradley

The Perfume River, Hue

the rabbi. I went to the mikvah and became
a Jew. Then we went out to eat at a kosher
restaurant in Los Angeles.”
Bina and Bradley wound up getting
married three times—to each other. Their
first wedding took place in Las Vegas on a
Shabbos; they had a chuppah and were
married by a “rabbi” they’d found in the
phone book. A year later, the couple had
another wedding, this time with more of
their family and friends present. At the
second wedding, they had a tea ceremony,
and both of them changed into Vietnamese Ao Dai tunics.
The couple settled in Yorba Linda,
California, where Bradley worked as a
lawyer in his father’s firm. Bina was welcomed into the Reform congregation. She
says, “I was deeply attracted to Judaism. I
studied and was overwhelmed with
emotion. I was aching for something
deeper—for more. But I didn’t know how
to find it. I love the history in the Torah,
all the places with their interesting names
and lessons, the details of the Mishkan and
40

Avi Barth in the royal palace, Hue

aron and the colors of the materials. The
stories in the parshah are just incredible. ”
Bina and Bradley were very involved in
their synagogue. Bina organized a group
of 18 families and called their group “Just
Chai.” They met and socialized on a
monthly basis. This Jewish connection was
extremely important to her; she felt pulled
toward it by something within her. When
they had children, they sent them to the
Reform preschool.
The catalyst that changed their lives was
a seemingly minor issue—an inconvenient

schedule. When her daughters were seven
and five years old, Bina wasn’t happy with
the Reform Hebrew school’s class schedule.
She searched for other options and found
Chabad, whose schedule was more convenient. She met with Rabbi Eliezrie, the
Chabad shliach in Yorba Linda, and told
him that she wanted to enroll her daughters
in the Chabad Hebrew school, making it
clear that the family would remain in the
Reform congregation.
Rabbi Eliezrie sat down with the Barths
and explained that according to halachah
the girls and their mother weren’t Jewish.
But because they were an intermarried
family, he allowed the girls to attend the
Hebrew school for a while, after which they
would assess where everyone was holding.
Rabbi Eliezrie explains, “We were given
a psak din to do it this way. We have many
families coming from the Reform congregation where the father is Jewish and the
mother is a convert. It’s a delicate issue and
a massive problem. We allow them to ask
questions, but first we have to tell them the
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Vietnamese Indo-China banknote. The boy is Bina’s paternal grandfather.

her a party. By now, they were all more
knowledgeable. Their daughter’s speech was
about the Jewish matriarchs and the intuition and abilities that define womanhood.
Bina began to learn more about authentic Judaism. She attended the JLI retreat
in Florida, where Rabbi Lau was one of
the speakers. “I felt like an outsider,” she
remembers. “At one point, I was learning
so much that I was overwhelmed. I knew
I wasn’t Jewish, but I felt Jewish and I
wanted to belong. I bought Rabbi Lau’s
book and tried to approach him to ask him
to sign it, but I felt like a fake. I started
hyperventilating and ran from the room.”
It took another year until she was ready
to tell Rabbi Eliezrie that she was considering another conversion—a real one this
time. There was no pressure from Bradley.
At first he wanted to know why she felt

she needed to do it. Bina searched for the
words to explain the yearning of her neshamah. Bradley agreed to take more classes
with her, but as they learned more and his
own observance increased, it became clear
that they were going to move forward as a
couple.
Rabbi Eliezrie was careful. He wanted
to help, but he also needed to make sure
Bina wasn’t being pushed; it had to be her
decision alone. When she insisted, he put
her in touch with Rabbi Zvi Block of Valley
Village, California.
Bina started to attend classes there every
Sunday. It was a 45-minute drive from their
home, and Bradley and Aliyah went along
with her. She was given an extensive reading
list; she learned about various halachos and
the details of many mitzvos, and she knew
that this was how she wanted to live.
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mezuzah on their office door, his father
wouldn’t allow it.
Bina poured out her heart to her rebbetzin: “I feel as if there are dark forces trying
to prevent something good,” she said. But
now she adds, “Because of this struggle, I
became much more appreciative of the gift
of becoming Jewish.”
Throughout this time she had been using
the Anglicized version of her Vietnamese
name; her friends knew her as Tina. Rabbi
Block told her to choose a Jewish name.
First she thought of Chuldah, the prophetess; then she considered Reuvena. With
Rabbi Block’s input, she ultimately settled
on Bina, which refers to the special understanding possessed by women and is also
the middle word in the acronym Chabad.
“On the Fifth of Teves 5774, my Jewish
soul was delivered to me,” she says. Aliyah,
who was six years old, went through the
giyur with her. Her two older daughters
didn’t. Thirteen days later, on a Shabbos,
the Barths’ son, Avi, was born—a Jewish
child.
The couple’s third wedding—their halachic wedding—took place at Rabbi Block’s
shul when Avi was a newborn. The Eliezries
were there, along with a few close friends.
The chuppah was Bradley’s tallis.
When Aliyah became bat mitzvah, she
was asked if she wanted to remain Jewish,
as halachah mandates. “Obviously,” she
replied. She really wanted to be Jewish; it
was a joy for her. But her older sisters had
a harder time with it.
“In retrospect,” Bina says, “I regret that

//

is a busy attorney, and the thought of shutting down for one day a week sounded like
heaven. We came home from the class
invigorated and decided to try it. We made
challah for the first time with our daughters.
We lit candles and started having formal
Friday-night dinners. It was a big change
from the way we usually ate, in the kitchen
or at a counter.
“We also started to follow some of the
rules of Shabbos. Our two older daughters
put up a big fight about that. Aliyah had
an easier time. She was learning about it
in school, and she enjoyed baking challah
and preparing for Shabbos. We stuck with
it, and it became a special family time for
us. Bradley and I became closer as well.”
When their second daughter turned 12,
the problem of her older sister’s bat mitzvah
repeated itself. Bina and her husband made

“But Rabbi Block pushed me away,” she
says. “He never made it easy, but I had this
feeling that there was great joy just around
the corner.” The Barths were told that they
had to live within walking distance of the
shul and enroll their daughters in a Jewish
day school.
While she was going through this
process, Bina was expecting her fourth
child. “Even though I wasn’t Jewish yet, I
felt an obligation to eat only kosher food
for the sake of the baby. On Shabbos, I
would go to shul and hear the chazan sing,
and I felt like both my soul and my baby’s
soul were being nurtured. I wanted to
convert before the baby arrived so that he
would be born Jewish.”
It was a wonderful time but a difficult
one. Their second daughter wasn’t adjusting
to the family’s move closer to the shul. The
pregnancy was high risk. And Bina felt lost
because her Reform friends excluded her
from their activities. She tried to keep those
relationships alive, telling them, “My personality hasn’t changed. It’s just my lifestyle
that’s different, and we can make it work.
Even if we go out to eat, I’ll just have a
soda.” But they refused to go along with it,
and Bina lost many friends who had been
in her life for years.
Even her husband’s Jewish parents had
a hard time accepting her observance. She
says, “Now I can look back and joke about
how Bradley’s mother wanted him to date
a nice Jewish girl and in the end got more
than she bargained for.” When Bradley
asked his father for permission to put a
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“I FEEL AS IF THERE ARE
DARK FORCES TRYING TO
PREVENT SOMETHING
GOOD,” SHE SAID. BUT NOW
SHE ADDS, “BECAUSE OF THIS
STRUGGLE, I BECAME MUCH
MORE APPRECIATIVE OF THE
GIFT OF BECOMING JEWISH.”
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Avi Barth in Vietnam

they were exposed to the secular world in
their early years. If only we’d known about
Orthodox Judaism. But when our girls were
young, that’s what we knew. We did the
best we could.”
The frum community in Yorba Linda is
very small. The Barths were one of only five
families who were shomer Shabbos. During
COVID, Bradley began to work from
home, which opened up the possibility of
relocating. Bina says, “We were waking up
and wanted more. Five years ago, Bradley
had attended a seminar in Summerlin,
Nevada, a suburb of Las Vegas, and I went
with him. It was a growing community, and
we loved the shul and the neighborhood.
Once Bradley was working remotely, we
were able to make the move.”
Another big change that accompanied
the move was that Bradley asked his father
44

what his Jewish name was. His father told
him it was Yitzchak, and he is now known
as Yitzi. He learns every day, is making
progress in his Hebrew, and finds it joyful
to keep the mitzvos.
The Barths have visited Vietnam several
times as a family, obtaining kosher food
from the three Chabad Houses that have
been established in the country. Vietnam
has many Jews from the UK, Canada, Israel
and Russia who receive help from Chabad.
Bina recognizes that she was blessed with
more children because she found Yiddishkeit. She says, “This is the reward. I wake
up every day and I’m so grateful, not only
for my family but for the direction we have
now. In every detail of my life, I feel
Hashem. Even in the struggles, I see that
Hashem gives me what I can handle. And
there’s so much joy in the mitzvos. I light

candles, I speak to Hashem and I feel heard.
“Every time I’m in Vietnam, it brings
back the sounds and smells of my early
childhood,” she continues. “I have snippets
of memories. We lived upstairs in a tall,
skinny building. Our office was downstairs.
In Vietnam, the property taxes are calculated according to the square footage on
the ground, so people tend toward narrow
and high.
“I also remember the outdoor cooking.
It’s common to see people cooking on clay
pots in the courtyards and eating outdoors.
It used to be because it was too hot indoors.
But even now, with air conditioning much
more common, people still cook on wood
fires and dine outdoors.
“People who meet me are often curious
about Vietnamese culture. At one of our
women’s events in Yorba Linda, I taught
the community how to make pho, rice
noodles with broth. We also had candied
ginger and fruits. We hope to schedule an
event in Summerlin for our women’s group
to do the same thing.”
When the Barths’ older daughters visit,
they are very respectful of the laws of
Shabbos. Aliyah is now 15, learning and
thriving at a Chabad girls’ high school in
Florida, where she dorms. Avi is eight and
in second grade at the Chabad Desert Torah
Academy in Las Vegas. He has 18 boys in
his class. He loves going to shul.
Bina says, “We could have landed anywhere. There are so many Jewish communities, but Hashem led us to Summerlin,
where we were so well-received. We’ve
made a lot of friends. I’ve heard from other
geirim that they sometimes feel left out.
That has not been my experience. I’m part
of Jewish life here, and as a frum Jew I feel
close to Hashem.
“When I look back at everything I lived
through—the war, the dangerous journeys,
the struggles and the searching—I know
that Hashem was supporting and guiding
me. And as a family, we’ve truly come
home.” ●
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