My Street in Hanoi

By: John W. McCoy

TRAN QUOC TOAN is our street, our home in Hanoi. Everyone in Hanoi seems to know the street, its history and its people. We were accepted by our neighbours as one of them. The weather, at times, is unpredictable but in between the torrential rains the days are pleasant. We take advantage of the clear times and wander our street, shopping or just talking with the people living in the neighbourhood who we know well. The smiles are always there and it is good to be part of scenery.

Looking out over our small terrace from our apartment on Tran Quoc Toan, the local residence are busily working and preparing their meals on the sidewalk. That is their kitchen, dinning area and where they spend much of their lives. They live outside most times as their houses are small and about the size of our front room. The sidewalk cafes come and go depending on the time of day and the eating frequency. Parents chase the little children with bowl of food and the little toddlers eat standing as the motorbikes zoom by on the street. This is life on Tran Quoc Toan. No one is in a hurry and everyone has time to stop and talk.

The merchants pass along the street with their baskets loaded with goods balanced by a bamboo pole on their shoulders shouting: bread, soup, fruits and fish from the river or lakes. The western countries have lost the ability to trade or to carry on living in a simple fashion. The simplicity of living life as it exists is found on our street, and on most streets in Hanoi. 

Over the past week, the dust has been flying continually on our street from the house across from us. No one seems to complain and why should we. The neighbourhood is all part of the activity. Our neighbour across the street who was always waving at us and smiling with his little grandson decided to demolish his house. Our neighbour moved temporarily and the demolition started -- brick by brick, with big hammers and picks. The young construction labourers from the provinces balanced precariously on the top of the walls as they pounded layer by layer of bricks until they finally reached the ground. 

Then the mop up exercise of truck after truck of rubbish being loaded in the middle of the night and being carted away somewhere. Our neighbour across the street appears in the morning and nods his head at the progress and off they go again for another pounding exercise with hammers and digging trenches. Bricks or anything that can be recycled are cleaned and loaded on a truck and taken away to be sold or used for another building site. Nothing is wasted and everyone in the street takes part in the demolition and recycling of the old material.

No one bothers us about living on Tran Quoc Toan. Our neighbours have never showed any concern about the two foreigners living on the street with them. It's been a marvellous experience. The locals who live on the street and who sell their vegetables and other food to us are always helpful. The prices are local prices and not the inflated prices for foreigners. I buy our bottles of water in the corner shop and everyone calls me Mr. La Vie for some reason. The empty bottles, I give to the ladies selling vegetables and they're happy. The bottles are resold or probably reused for something else, but it doesn't matter. We have learned living here that nothing is wasted. Western societies have lost the ability to live simply and find a use for everything in their possession. 

Our Vietnamese is improving each day as the neighbours insist that we learn Vietnamese, and they in turn practice English. It becomes a joint exercise of Vietnamese and English but the most importance thing that comes out of the effort is we are communicating together. Our friendship becomes stronger and with a smile we learn about each other's life and culture. 

They insist that I repeat the Vietnamese words over and over until they're satisfied. If I'm in a hurry to go somewhere, it doesn't matter. I'll have to repeat and practice with my neighbours until they're satisfied that I'm speaking properly for that moment. It's all part of the enjoyable part of living on this street. If I'm in a hurry and they're not, I make sure I'm pronouncing everything correctly the first time. And then they trip me up by asking a question that I've never heard before, and the learning cycle goes on and everyone laughs with me as we practice and make mistakes together. And we enjoy life together.

Living on our street has made our stay in Hanoi a very enjoyable experience, one that is difficult to find in other countries. Smile and the neighbours respond with a smile. Ask a question even if you make a mistake, and you receive an answer and a smile. Vietnamese love asking questions and, as a foreigner, I had to learn how to answer openly and honestly. That is something we have lost in a western society, if we ever had it.

Tran Quoc Toan is a well-known street in Hanoi. Everyone knows the street, its history and people. It's our street and it's our home in Hanoi.
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