
TICKETS AVAILABLE at ABASD.org/Event

ay is Asian Pacific Islander Heritage Month. The San Diego Business Journal is pleased 
to be collaborating with the Asian Business Association to share stories of Asian 

and Pacific Islander businesses in San Diego County as well as co-host the 2022 Asian 
Pacific Islander Leaders of the Year awards event. We hope these stories and event will 
build awareness of the Asian Pacific Islander business community to get the support from 
the San Diego region.
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French-Vietnamese Taste Combo Hooks Patrons at Kingfisher
RESTAURANTS: Phan Sisters Create Food Fusion

 �By KAREN PEARLMAN

At first glance, it might seem odd 
that Kingfisher Cocktail Bar & Eatery, 
a restaurant that opened in January in 
Golden Hill, marries the culinary styles 
of two quite diverse countries, partnering 
ingredients favored by chefs from France 
and those from Vietnam.

At Kingfisher, beef tartare, wild mush-
room congee, poached shrimp and Viet-
namese sunchoke curry all share spots on 
the menu – a menu featuring entrees that 
fuse French and Asian flavors always with 
a California twist, and a menu that will 
change seasonally.

But the relationship between Vietnam 
and France is not a new one. It goes back 
to the 17th century when Catholic mis-
sionaries first arrived in the Vietnam. 
In the late 1880s, Vietnam, as well as 
Laos and Cambodia were controlled by 
France. For centuries, France oversaw 
defense and foreign policy in Vietnam. 
It wasn’t until 1954 that the French re-
treated from Vietnam.

“We were under French ruling for 100 
years and that gave us a lot of our culture 
– there was a lot of French influence,” said 
Kim Phan, 39, who co-founded Kingfisher 
with her sister, Ky Phan, 34.

“We always wanted to open a restau-
rant like Kingfisher, with a modern take 
on Vietnamese food, a Vietnamese French 
restaurant through a California lens,” Ky 
Phan added. 

Kim Phan’s husband Quan Le and 
Ky Phan’s husband, Michael Ly are also 
part owners of Kingfisher. The four fam-
ily members also run three popular Crab 
Hut dining establishments in San Diego.

For Kim Phan, Kingfisher allows her 
to pay homage to the family’s background 
and her childhood growing up in Vietnam. 

She was only 11 and Ky 5 when her par-
ents immigrated to the United 
States in 1994. Their mother 
was a seamstress and teacher, 
their father a lieutenant gen-
eral in the military. The fami-
ly initially moved in with fam-
ily members in Houston but 
eventually made their way to 
San Diego.

“When I was younger, I 
would write out menus of 
what I would like to serve 
at my restaurant,” said Kim 
Phan. “I’m a home cook and 
very proud of  my heritage. I love Viet-
namese food and when we first came 
here, I missed the food, especially the 
herbs we used. I missed a lot of  the 
vegetables and fish that I knew. So I 
wanted to introduce those foods that I 
ate when I was younger to our guests 
in San Diego.”

She said Kingfisher focuses on the tra-
ditional food she ate with her family when 
she was young, while also highlighting 
produce from San Diego County farms 
and fish caught locally.

“We cook what is familiar to us,” she 
said. “A lot of  Vietnamese restaurants 
serve Pho and Banh Mi and egg rolls, but 
we serve more of a variety, more poultry 
and duck. And in Vietnam we ate raw fish 
and raw beef. A lot of those dishes have 
been lost in translation.”

Hot and Sour Catfish Soup
Kim Phan said some of the menu items 

at Kingfisher take her back to her Vietnam 
childhood, noting that the herbs and spic-
es and flavors in one dish made with scal-
lops reminds her of a hot and sour catfish 
soup she enjoyed when she was young.

Kingfisher was originally supposed to 
be a stylized cocktail bar headed by David 

Tye – the restaurant’s general 
manager and beverage director 
– and very different from the 
offerings at Crab Hut, which 
is a more casual seafood din-
ing spot.

But when the Phans hired 
Jonathan Bautista to be King-
fisher’s executive chef, food be-
came a central focus. Bautis-
ta has a strong culinary back-
ground with an expertise in 
French cooking, including 

stints as chef at George’s at the 
Cove and L’Auberge Del Mar. Once he 
came on board, the bar and food connec-
tion all came together, the sisters say.

“We feel like this is more of a complete 
project than what we first planned,” Kim 
Phan said. “It is something that’s still new 
to us as a fine dining experience. Our ex-
perience is fast casual dining. But with 
Kingfisher, we want to provide a comfort-
able atmosphere for everyone to come in. 
We are not pretentious at all. When guests 
come in, it’s all about helping them have 
a good time, with food and drinks. When 
we look around and see smiles on peo-
ple’s faces having conversations, it makes 
us so happy.”

The Phan sisters are both graduates of 
Hoover High. Ky Phan went to San Di-
ego State University and Kim Phan to the 
University of California, San Diego. They 

now live about 10 minutes away from each 
other in Carmel Valley. 

Kingfisher and Crab Hut are not the 
first food ventures for the Phan family. 
Kim and Ky’s father opened 
and operated a restaurant in 
El Cajon called Panda Rice in 
the late 1990s, but the family 
sold it in 2009.

The first Crab Hut opened 
on Convoy Street in 2007, with 
the Phans’ parents offering 
their home equity as collater-
al for the loan.

Ky Phan said that initially, 
their parents were concerned 
when they learned that their 
daughters were going to go into 
the restaurant business.

Family Matters 
“They were like, ‘Are you insane?’ We 

put you through further education so you 
don’t have to work like we do,’” Ky Phan 
said. “But we told them, ‘We have a vi-
sion and that we think we can do it.’ We 
were young at the time but they believed 
in us. They had absolute faith in what we 
were doing and signed the lease of equi-
ty in their house so we could be finan-
cially secure and open our first Crab Hut 
restaurant. 

“I believe they’re very happy with our 
decision right now. We were able to get 
both our parents to retire. My dad still 
goes back and forth from the restaurants 
to make sure we are doing OK.”

Kingfisher, originally scheduled to open 
in 2020 but delayed two years because of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, was financed 
through Crab Hut. 

“COVID put a really big hit on 
us but we were able to pull through, 

thankfully,” Ky Phan said. “As a busi-
ness we’ve been able to keep a lot of  our 
salaries for staff. We have about 25 em-
ployees at Kingfisher and over 100 at the 

moment at Crab Hut.
“We’ve never looked for in-

vestors or outside funding,” 
Ky Phan said. “We do pretty 
well for ourselves at Crab Hut 
so we’ve never had to secure a 
bank loan.”

Ky Phan said while they are 
“not making a lot of  money 
for ourselves,” they are devot-
ed to their employees and work 
“in a very family style.” 

She said that “each restau-
rant is like our baby” and that 

now that Kingfisher has been open for a 
few months and is doing well, the sisters 
can concentrate on making sure things 
stay on course at all four of their dining 
establishments.

“We are focused on doing the right 
things for our employees, like providing a 
good salary and health benefits,” Ky Phan 
said. “Those are things we are proud of. 
At this point, we are past our honeymoon 
period and making sure we have the lon-
gevity to stay on course.” �

Inside of Kingfisher in Golden Hill. Photo by Kimberly Motos

Celebrating Asian Pacific Islander Heritage Month

Kim Phan
Co-founder 
Kingfisher

Ky Phan
Co-founder 
Kingfisher

FOUNDED: 2022
FOUNDERS: Kim Phan and Ky Phan
HEADQUARTERS: 2469 Broadway, Golden Hill
BUSINESS: Restaurant
EMPLOYEES: 25
WEBSITE: kingfishersd.com
CONTACT: (619) 432-1014 
NOTABLE: Sisters run Golden Hill business.

Kingfisher
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Cross Street: Where Chicken Meets Beer in San Diego 
RESTAURANTS: Business ‘A Labor of Love’ for Old Friends

 �By KAREN PEARLMAN

Best friends going into the restaurant 
business together can be a recipe for di-
saster.

But that has not been the case for Tom-
my Nguyen and Wilson To, co-founders of 
local restaurant Cross Street Chicken and 
Beer, which has three locations around 
San Diego.

Cross Street Chicken and Beer special-
izes in different types of chicken marinat-
ed in Korean spices then cooked in classic 
U.S. Southern style. The poultry is then 
paired for those interested with 20 on-tap 
craft beers and more than a dozen spe-
cialty cocktails.

Cross Street Chicken and Beer has had 
a sweet run of success for five years and 
recently opened a third location east of 
Del Mar near Carmel Valley. Its original 
spot is on Convoy Street in Kearny Mesa 
and a second location opened in 2019 on 
Palomar Airport Road in Carlsbad.

Twenty years have passed since Nguyen 
and To first met as 12-year-olds at Farb 
Middle School in Tierrasanta. 

“Tommy was honestly the only other 
Asian guy I saw in my school on the first 
day of class in 2002, and that’s how we 
started being friends,” To recalled. “At that 
age, just having that common ground of 
ethnicity was good enough, although we 
also shared similar interests in cars and 
music.”

Nguyen and To – along with Nguyen’s 
wife, Grace Chi – opened the first Cross 
Street location on Convoy Street in Ke-
arny Mesa in 2017, and followed that up 
with a second location in Carlsbad two 
years later. 

Nguyen and To remained 
close friends throughout high 
school at Serra High, from 
where they graduated in 2007, 
and then both attending col-
lege at San Diego State.

“It was always a dream of 
ours to start a business togeth-
er,” said Nguyen. “I trust him 
to death with my life. We want-
ed to build a place where we 
could have friends come and 
join us in a nice, comfortable 
spot.”

While Nguyen and Chi are the co-own-
ers of  TNGN Enterprises, Inc., To is a 
founding partner.

Chi Family Operates Many 
Local Restaurants

Chi’s family has a long history running 
successful restaurants in San Diego, oper-
ating many, including Grandma Tofu and 
Korean BBQ, Friends House Korean, Olleh 
Korean BBQ and Bing Haus.

In February, the trio opened their third 
Cross Street Chicken and Beer location, 
on the second floor at the Del Mar High-
lands Town Center.

“We got a lot of  feedback from our 
customers at our Convoy location that 
they wanted us to move north, so that’s 
why we opened up the Carlsbad location 
(in 2019),” Nguyen said. “During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, we got an oppor-
tunity to open at Del Mar Highlands and 
we were told that our concept and brand 
could do really well in that area, that Del 

Mar wanted a little more of an Asian in-
fluence.”

Besides chicken, the venue offers fried 
rice, beer-battered fries, tater tots, chipotle 

cole slaw, kimchi, corn poppers 
and even plant-based options 
for non-chicken eaters.

Business is Hopping
Business has been hopping 

since a grand opening event 
held in March drew people 
with a unique concept – NFT 
passes for Cross Street mem-
bers, with NFT bridging the 
gap between the tech world 
and restaurant world, Nguy-
en said. 

Twenty-five NFT member-
ships were given away at the promotion, 
which allows holders exclusive deals, in-
cluding one free beer every day for a year, 
free merchandise and opportunities to 
move ahead of the crowd in the reserva-
tion line.

Nguyen said the creation of  Cross 
Street was “not just great Korean fried 
chicken and comfort food but a place 
where family and friends can go grab din-
ner or close a business deal in a comfort-
able spot.” 

To said that Cross Street brings together 
two major passions he and Nguyen have: 
fried chicken and craft beer.

To also said the combination of chicken 
and alcohol is not something that is out 
of the ordinary in parts of Asia.

He said that the pairing chicken with 
beer is a popular concept in Korea known 
as “chimaek,” – with the “chi” coming 
from the word chicken and the “maek” 
from “maekju,” the Korean word for beer 
-- and that chimaek is typically served in 

the evening in many South Korean restau-
rants. It is a part of a social event known 
as “anju,” a Korean term for food served 
with alcohol.

The restaurant has earned countless 
awards for its concept and 
food, Nguyen said, includ-
ing a moment as one of USA 
Today’s Top 20 fried chicken 
places in the U.S., best chicken 
wings from San Diego Maga-
zine in 2018, taking top hon-
ors for best wings at San Di-
ego’s Wing Fest in 2019, and 
an award as “best food cham-
pion” at the San Diego Beer 
Fest.

While the two friends credit 
their consistent, loyal custom-
er base for spreading the word 
about the restaurant, the Cooking Chan-
nel recently took note and put Cross Street 
on the world radar.

Nguyen said the cable station shut 
down one of  the Cross Street Chicken 
and Beer sites to film -- and has been air-
ing an episode of  Food Paradise called 
“Extra Crispy” featuring the restaurant.

“It blew us out of the park to be on the 
Cooking Channel,” Nguyen said. “That 
helped put us out there to the world. I’m 
still trying to absorb what happened!”

‘From Zero to 100!’ 
Within the past few years, Cross Street 

Chicken and Beer has “gone from zero 
to 100, it has been insane!” Nguyen said. 

The two came up with the name “Cross 
Street” for geographical reasons, with the 
venue’s first location on Convoy located 
at the cross street of Armour Street. The 
second spot is in Carlsbad’s Windmill 
Food Hall.

“It’s also a play on the childhood joke, 
‘Why did the chicken cross the road?’” To said.

Nguyen said the restaurants are doing 
well enough that they are looking into ex-
pansion in the near future and considering 

new spots in downtown San 
Diego and/or National City.

He said they also have been 
eyeing expanding into Las Ve-
gas near The Strip and even 
had an opportunity to open a 
spot in Dallas.

“We need to make more of 
a footprint in San Diego be-
fore we go outside the state but 
we will wait for that time to 
come,” Nguyen said.

“The goal for the next sev-
eral years is to franchise our 
brand and that way kind of 

take it nationwide,” he said. “For now, 
we’re staying active with our community 
and the neighborhoods that support us. 
Rather than just another restaurant on the 
block, we’ve always wanted people to feel 
like family. That’s why we got into the in-
dustry – to share what we love.”�

Tommy Nguyen
Founder 

Cross Street Chicken 
and Beer

Wilson To
Founding Partner

Cross Street Chicken 
and Beer

FOUNDED: 2017
FOUNDERS: Tommy Nguyen and Grace Chi
FOUNDING PARTNER:  Wilson To
HEADQUARTERS: 4403 Convoy St., Kearny Mesa
BUSINESS: Restaurant
EMPLOYEES: 85
WEBSITE: crossstreetcnb.com
CONTACT: (858) 430-6001
NOTABLE: Cross Street Chicken and Beer hopes to 
expand to downtown San Diego and/or National City 
in the near future.

Cross Street  
Chicken and Beer

Cross Street Chicken and Beer co-founder Tommy Nguyen with diners Henry Casey Kawczynski (left) and Henry Diep at the Del Mar Highlands 
location. Photo by Karen Pearlman
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Asian American and Pacific Islander Heritage Month

by JASON PAGUIO
President & CEO

Asian Business Association San Diego

Every May marks Asian American and 
Pacific Islander Heritage Month and it’s a 
time to pay tribute to the generations of 
Asian and Pacific Islanders who have con-
tributed and enriched our country’s histo-
ry and are instrumental in our country’s 
ongoing success.

For many Asian-American and Pacific 
Islander (AAPI) serving businesses and 
organizations it’s a very busy time of year 
with events and programming available 
for the community almost every day! It’s 
also a time where many allies look to find 
ways to support and uplift our community 
especially with the recent rise in anti-AAPI 
violence and hate.

The San Diego region is fortunate enough 
to have such a robust and strong AAPI com-
munity that serves our diverse communities. 
The long list of organizations and businesses 
that center and uplift the AAPI community 
is only made stronger by the creation of the 
San Diego API Coalition. The San Diego API 
Coalition, which was founded in 2021 and 
born out of the rise in anti-AAPI violence and 
hate, convenes over 40 AAPI-serving organi-
zations in order to facilitate conversations, 
cultivating leadership, and acts as a hub for 
our community’s organizations to collabo-
rate and build a more equitable San Diego.

What you’ll find with a lot of these organi-
zations and community groups are tangible 
ways to show allyship and support for the 
many different pockets of our community. 
A lot of these organizations are focused on 
outreach as well as capacity building to bring 
in the next generation of AAPI leaders to the 
region so investing in them is investing in our 
region’s future.

Here are just a few of the over 40 orga-
nizations that make up the coalition. I hope 
you’ll take the time to learn about each one 
and find ways to support the coalition and 
its members.

It’s a party with the San Diego Business 
Journal! Join us on Thursday, May 19, 2022 
at the Westin Gaslamp Garden Terrace from 
5:30 PM to 8:30 PM for our second annual 
Asian Pacific Islander Leaders of the Year 
Awards! In honor of Asian American and 
Pacific Islander Heritage Month we’re cele-
brating AAPI leaders that have made great 
strides in both the public and private sectors 
in our region. Buy tickets at abasd.org/event.

Convoy District Partnership: Representing 
the geographic area in the City of San Diego 
East of Interstate 805, West of State Route 
163, and South of State Route 52, the Con-
voy District proudly stands among the larg-
est Pan-Asian business districts in the U.S. 
The Convoy District Partnership nonprofit 
oversees the transformation of the greater 
Convoy area into a vibrant cultural center, 
dining destination, and innovative economic 

hub. From business owner meetups, signa-
ture events like San Diego Night Market and 
Convoy Nights, to painting murals on electric 
boxes, the Convoy District aims to provide 
authentic cultural experiences that repre-
sent the area’s vibrant Pan Asian and Pacific 
Islander community members. In 2020, the 
area was officially designated as the Convoy 
Pan Asian Cultural and Business Innovation 
District. Fast forward to 2022, the group is 
currently raising funds for 6 freeway signs 
to be installed on I-805 North and South to 
attract more visitors and residents to the re-
gion.   convoydistrict.com

National Association of Asian American 
Professionals (NAAAP) San Diego: Dedicated 
to developing and advancing the careers of 
Asian leaders, we cultivate professional excel-
lence among our members, connect accom-
plished professionals for mutual success, en-
gage our members in community service, and 
work with employers in business, nonprofit, 
and government to recruit, retain, and pro-
mote high-achieving individuals. NAAAP San 
Diego recently won the bid to host the Na-
tional NAAAP conference in February 2023! 
naaapsd.org

Taiwanese American Professionals San 
Diego (TAP-SD): Created in 2008 to serve 
the specific needs of the younger Taiwan-
ese-American professionals residing in San 
Diego. Tap-sd.org

Pacific Arts Movement: Presents Asian and 
Asian American Pacific Islander media arts to 
San Diego residents and visitors in order to 
inspire, entertain, and support a more com-
passionate society. pacarts.org

Alliance of Chinese Americans  San Diego: 
Dedicated to serving the Chinese community 
of San Diego by working to create and main-
tain an inclusive, diverse, and harmonious so-
ciety. acasandiego.org

San Diego Chapter - Japanese American Cit-
izens League: The mission of the SD JACL is to 
actively advocate for universal civil rights and 
social justice, foster cross-cultural awareness 
and understanding, and preserve and cultivate 
the heritage and legacy of the Japanese Amer-
ican experience in San Diego and the U.S. jacl-
sandiego.org/

Learn more about the San Diego API Coali-
tion at sdapicoalition.org.

About Jason Paguio
Jason Paguio is President and CEO of 
the Asian Business Association San 
Diego and serves on the Board of Di-
rectors of the NTC Foundation (Arts 
District Liberty Station), LEAD San Di-
ego, San Diego Community Housing 
Corporation, and the City of San Di-
ego Small Business Advisory Board.

Photo Courtesy: Taiwanese American Professionals San DiegoTaiwanese American Professionals San Diego. 

Photo Courtesy: Asian Business Association San Diego
National Association of Asian American Professionals San Diego ERG/ BRG Mixer at Ignite 
Sparked by BBB. 

Photo Courtesy: Asian Business Association San Diego
Linda Chung, contributing illustrator/ Phil Yu (Angry Asian Man), author / Philip Wang (Wong Fu 
Productions), author/ Brian Hu, SDAFF Artistic Director. 
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