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Kong Tran 

Interview Date: ?  

Location of interview: 9
th
 Street Market 

Interview conducted by Michelle Ortiz with Tony Rocco 

 

 

Kong Tran: Hi, my name is Kong Tran.  I've been working in the Italian 

Market for over 15 years, helping my family out and it's been an 

influential experience.  Taught me a lot. 

 

Interviewer: You've been working with your mom and your father, right?  And 

how has that been for you? How did you learn your work ethic?  

Who were your role models that have taught you to work hard? 

 

Kong Tran: My role models were actually my parents.  They either told me to 

treat the customer better or work in a faster pace so the customers 

wouldn't get mad.  And just helping out.  Even the neighboring 

stores that are selling foods and – 

 

Interviewer: Supporting them in that way. 

 

Kong Tran: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: I know you're first generation born here. Can you tell me a little bit 

about where your family comes from and also what either have 

been the struggles or the joys of being a first generation American 

coming from an immigrant family? 

 

Kong Tran: Since I'm a first generation citizen of an immigrant family, I've 

been struggling through a lot of acceptance from the people around 

because the market consisted mostly of Italian families and around 

here, especially this area, those Italian families just like kids just 

roaming around and then they have a group of friends.  And every 

time I pass by, it's like I got a look of like, "He's different," or, "He 

shouldn't belong here."  And as time passed, it actually changed.  I 

was actually seen as part of the neighborhood or part of the 

community, the market. 

 

Interviewer: And could you explain a little bit about, again, like you said about 

the struggles in being here and seeing that you were different, but 

do you want to talk about did you ever witness any struggles that 

maybe your parents have gone through and that you didn't 

experience directly, but that you witnessed them when you were a 

child? 
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Kong Tran: For my parents, it was very difficult for them to speak English and 

understand the American ways.  They had a lot of tradition and 

changing from the Asian tradition to the American tradition was 

really difficult.  And they were criticized for that and a lot of 

people didn't understand them. 

 

Interviewer: How have they survived those situations?  How do you feel that 

they have moved on?  Have you seen any change in them from 

when you were a child to now as vendors in the market? 

 

Kong Tran: From the beginning, it was very hard for people around them to 

accept them because they were new.  But as time passed by, they're 

being more recognized as part of the market and people pointing 

them out and just giving them credit for what they're doing around 

here. 

 

Interviewer: How many years have your parents been at the market as vendors? 

 

Kong Tran: They've been here for 20 years, since 1990. 

 

Interviewer: And at what age did you start helping them? 

 

Kong Tran: When I was about eight years old I started helping my parents out 

selling fruits, and then as I got older, I started helping bring the 

produce, bags of carrots that were 50 pounds, or potatoes and 

apples. 

 

Interviewer: Are there any traditions from your parents' homeland?  Because 

your mother is originally --- her ancestry is Cambodian, right? 

 

Kong Tran: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: Her family immigrated to China. 

 

Kong Tran: No, she's Chinese, but she immigrated to Cambodia. 

 

Interviewer: Cambodia, the other way around, okay.  Can you tell us a little bit 

about that in terms of your ancestry and your family history? 

 

Kong Tran: For us, we're of a Buddhist religion and we celebrate Buddhism 

and any traditions that follow it.  We go to temples and we pray 

once a month, praying to the gods.  But every year, we have a 

tradition where we have a lion dance where we burn firecrackers 
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and brought lion dancers here.  And then we actually show how the 

Chinese people celebrate the New Year's in the daytime. 

 

Interviewer: And when you said that your mother is of Chinese decent and had 

to go to Cambodia, do you know what was the reason for that?  

There were challenges that she had back home which brought her 

to come to the U.S., is that correct? 

 

Kong Tran: Yeah.  She missed her family very much, that's why she went back 

to Cambodia.  For her, it was like seeing all her family again was 

very meaningful to her.  They were the ones that helped raise her 

and went through her struggles with her. 

 

Interviewer: And I just want to make sure I'm getting this right.  So your mother 

is Chinese? 

 

Kong Tran: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: Meaning she's of Chinese descent or she – 

 

Kong Tran: She's of Chinese descent. 

 

Interviewer: Chinese descent.  And then her family lived in Cambodia? 

 

Kong Tran: Correct. 

 

Interviewer: And because of that, she knows how many languages? 

 

Kong Tran: She knows about seven.  Well, four different dialects of Chinese, 

Taiwanese, she knows Thai, Cambodian, Vietnamese and English. 

 

Interviewer: And have you learned any of those additional languages? 

 

Kong Tran: I learned three: Vietnamese, Chinese and English.  I know some 

Spanish, but not well enough. 

 

Interviewer: Not too much. 

 

Kong Tran: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: Okay.  And then you talked about the Buddhist way, are there any 

things that you continue?  There's usually lessons or words or 

phrases that you go by in terms of religion or, for example, we 

have the Ten Commandments: “Thou shall not steal, thou shall not 
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covet neighbor's wife, honor your father and your mother.” Are 

there things that you as your family, and it doesn't necessarily have 

to be related to the Buddhist religion, but if you were to say what 

were the lessons or phrases that you remember your parents telling 

you as a child that you have learned from and you incorporate in 

what you do now as an adult?  What would they be?  What would 

be those phrases? 

 

Kong Tran: I believe giving respect to others and you'll see respect back.  

Smile more, it's contagious.  And just be a good citizen was 

basically it. 

 

Interviewer: And when I spoke with your mom and yourself, there were three 

words that, remember we said, that represented the market to you, 

do you recall what those three words were and do you remember 

why you chose them or why did you think that your mother chose 

these three words? 

 

Kong Tran: I remember two.  There was life and family.  For us, family is very 

important because they help us through the struggles, good and 

bad, they're always there.  And they just want us to have a good 

life basically. 

 

Interviewer: Let me think.  Do you have any questions, Tony, as I'm thinking? 

 

Tony: Just one question. You grew up in the market, right? 

 

Kong Tran: Yeah. 

 

Tony: Pretty much.  Even if you didn't live there, you spend all your days 

there. 

 

Kong Tran: Yep. 

 

Tony: What was it like growing up in the market?  I mean, you said 

sometimes people picked on you, I guess, a little bit, do you still 

feel that that attitude is the same as it was when you were younger 

that that intolerance has changed?  Or do you think it's still there? 

 

Kong Tran: I think it changed for the better.  As people grew older, there 

wasn't much – I think when people are grouped together they start 

to point at other people and categorize them as outsiders and they 

shouldn't be a part of the community or be part of us.  For that part, 

it's just more of misunderstanding, I believe, that as we grow older 
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it changes.  I haven't seen much around of it.  I mean, as kids you 

might see it, especially in grade school or high school, but as 

people grow older it's different.  It changes. 

 

Interviewer: And right now you still continue to work in the market, why?  Why 

do you continue to be there with your parents and be in the 

market?  Is it important to you in life? 

 

Kong Tran: For me, it's important because I want to help them out.  I don't 

want them to struggle too much.  And I kind of miss the market 

when I'm not there because I see familiar faces and there's a lot of 

nice people around there. 

 

Interviewer: How about what's your perception, because not just in the market – 

I'm assuming they're watching the World Cup. 

 

Tony: Yeah, yeah.  Uruguay must have scored. 

 

Interviewer: But what I was gonna say was you grew up in the market and also 

working in the market with your parents, in a predominantly Italian 

community, but were you in contact with the Chinese community 

outside of the market?  If so, have you seen any changes in the 

surrounding area?  Have you seen any changes in the community 

itself, in your own community that you feel that was different?  Do 

you feel that that still exists now within your community or do you 

feel that it's progressed and how? 

 

Kong Tran: I think right now it's more of people want to make money and 

they're opening the market up to different ethnicities, different 

vendors and it's more of acceptance.  The market, I see it as 

changing a lot.  I don't see as many Chinese people, but there are a 

lot of Vietnamese vendors around the market, outside the market, 

but not inside.   

 

Interviewer: I mean, you talked about acceptance, do you feel – because a lot of 

people say tolerance, which is more about I'm tolerating you.  I'm 

not really accepting you for who you are.  One of the goals for this 

project is for people to kind of see the common thread, and people 

won't always point out what's different.  What do you see that's the 

same of your family compared to, for example, someone like 

Eugene Giordano’s family or any other families in the market, 

even the ones that are not specifically Chinese or Vietnamese?  

What's the connection that you see that is the same amongst your 

family and theirs? 
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Kong Tran: I believe for us and them, like Eugene's family, we love our family.  

We're there helping them out, trying to create a better business, a 

better name for ourselves.  It's actually the love for our family I 

believe that is the same. 

 

Interviewer: What do you think needs to happen in order for the market itself to 

progress? 

 

Kong Tran: I don't know how to answer that. 

 

Interviewer: You don't know. 

 

Tony: Let me put it this way.  If you could give advice to the people who 

make the decisions, if you could say, "Listen, these are some ideas 

you might want to listen to from someone maybe from your 

generation that has a different way of looking at the market," what 

are some things that make the market better? 

 

Kong Tran: We have to accommodate to the customers, especially make it 

more accessible for them, such as parking or a lot of our customers 

complain about getting tickets because they're parked illegally and 

it's not fair to them because they're just picking up some groceries 

for $10 and then they come out with a ticket that's $35.  That's 

unfortunate because they're just there for two minutes.  But another 

thing is we have to – other than that, we need to bring different 

type of ethnicity into the market because it opens up a wide range 

of variety and new stuff that will attract a different ethnicity of 

people. 

 

Interviewer: And right now there's – 

 

Tony: Is that the Columbian guy you were talking about? 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, that's him.  So right now there's a mixed group of people 

already in the market, but what we see is a lot of tension 

[inaudible] within that.  What do you think needs to happen to 

ease that tension and conflict?  Because you talked about 

acceptance, but what does that necessarily mean?  Do you 

understand what I'm saying?  In terms of the people that are in the 

market, what needs to happen for them to accept each other and 

see that they're all in the same boat?  What do you think needs to 

happen? 
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Kong Tran: I think people need to know if we keep excluding people or 

secluding other ethnicities or races that it's actually gonna be a 

downfall for the market.  We're actually gonna push away 

customers that we want to be there and we're not gonna expand or 

grow as a community. 

 

Interviewer: If you don't come together? 

 

Kong Tran: Yeah, if we don't come together. 

 

Interviewer: Anything else you want to add? 

 

Tony: How old are you now? 

 

Kong Tran: I'm 27. 

 

Interviewer: When you see your mother sacrifice and struggle, what does that 

mean to you? 

 

Kong Tran: When my mother comes out every day to work, for me it's like 

she's providing a better life for me.  When she was raised in 

Cambodia, she didn't have the luxuries that we have, the education 

that we have, driving around in a car or actually having food every 

day.  My mom gives me and my siblings a lot of luxury that we do 

not have. 

 

Interviewer: And what have you accomplished through your mother's 

sacrifices?  How have you moved forward and succeeded with her 

help? 

 

Kong Tran: I've actually gone to college and there's a lot of opportunity there 

because college is helping me out finding jobs and careers that I 

would like to pursue.  That's about it. 

 

Interviewer: And there's a bee on your head.  [Inaudible].  I don't want to hit 

you, but – I know you have two younger sisters, but the older 

sister, did she go to college or – 

 

Kong Tran: I have two younger sisters, one older one.  My oldest sister, she 

currently resides in Florida and she has a nursing license, but she 

works as a nail technician.  But she enjoys her job a lot.  She 

enjoys where she lives.  It's Florida.  It's beach every day. 
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Interviewer: Oh, yeah.  What's your fondest memory of the market?  This could 

be from when you were a little kid, a little boy, when you're 80-

something-years old and you forget everything, what's the one 

memory that really will stick to you about the market? 

 

Kong Tran: I think when there was an Italian festival, they had a greased pole 

and I just tried my hardest to climb up that and it was the hardest 

thing to get up there and I couldn't do it. 

 

Tony: You were with a group? 

 

Kong Tran: Yeah, I was with a group, but then I was halfway up and then just 

fell straight down. 

 

Tony: So you were at the top? 

 

Kong Tran: No, I wasn't at the top.  I didn't – 

 

Tony: No, but for your group?  You were one of the smaller guys because 

you were on somebody's shoulders? 

 

Kong Tran: Yeah.  That was pretty fun for me and just seeing people around, 

just yelling at your to get up there.  It was fun. 

 

Interviewer: That's awesome. 

 

Tony: It is awesome. 

 

Interviewer: Anything else you want to – 

 

Tony: I never even saw a greased pole.  I feel like I just missed out on 

such an important part of life.  I never even saw it. 

 

Kong Tran: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: So I do want to say this, but if you don't want to answer that's fine.  

But one thing is that, of course we're not interviewing your parents 

because they feel that they don't want their story to be public.  If 

you were to send a message to your community, and when I mean 

community, it's your other Chinese families or other families that 

are Asians, or even not Asian, people who are first generation born 

immigrants or those parents that are immigrants, what would you 

say to them about sharing your stories?  You're here now and 
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you're speaking with us and why do you feel that it's important to 

do this? 

 

Kong Tran: I think it's important that the Asian community speak and tell their 

story because we are part of the American society and American 

community and we need to show our faces.  It's part of life.  If you 

don't show yourself, how strong of a ethnicity or strong of a person 

we are, we're gonna be put down and looked down upon.   

 

Interviewer: So in other words, just taking pride in who you are and where you 

come from. 

 

Kong Tran: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: I mean, how important has it been for you to know where you 

come from? 

 

Kong Tran: It was really important because if – can you rephrase that?  I'm 

sorry. 

 

Interviewer: Okay.  I mean, you know your mother's story, you know the 

sacrifices that she's had, if you didn't know that story, if you didn't 

know about her sacrifices and where she comes from, how would 

that affect you?  I mean, of course you do know and the power of 

her story has influenced you how? 

 

Kong Tran: Seeing how she struggled and how other Asian people struggled, 

I'd like them to speak their story because it actually inspires other 

people.  It gives people passion to actually not be afraid and speak 

up and that [inaudible]. 

 

Interviewer: Okay.  Is there anything else you want to add? 

 

Kong Tran: I think that's it. 

 

Interviewer: This is your opportunity to say what you think. 

 

Kong Tran: I don't know what to say. 

 

Interviewer: All right, that's good.  Anything else, Tony, you want to ask? 

 

Tony: No, I think that was totally great.  I mean, I know you've been here 

for a long time, it seems like family is very important to you and 

it's something that I think is a common thread when Michelle and I 



Journeys South  

A Project of the City of Philadelphia Mural Arts Program  

Interview with Kong Tran 
 

 
 

 
 

10 

look for common threads throughout the market.  A lot of these 

businesses are family businesses. 

 

Kong Tran: Yep. 

 

Tony: I think it's something that sometimes people, they don't see beyond 

that when they see a different color face or whatever, that there is a 

family business there.  How will you describe this maybe to your 

kids one day?  I mean, the fruit stand you guys moved on to do 

something else.  How will you describe this as part of your life?  

What did this experience, working out here – not that many people 

have an opportunity to work with their family, you know what I 

mean? 

 

Kong Tran: Yeah. 

 

Tony: How will you remember that?  How will you describe that to your 

kids or your grandkids one day? 

 

Kong Tran: For me, it was hard working with family and there's a lot of 

bumping of heads and a lot of miscommunication, but you get to 

know your family more when you work with them and you know 

there's a sense of bonding and that familiarity where it feels like 

you're part of something.  Yeah, that's it. 

 

Interviewer: Okay. 

 

[End of Interview] 

 


