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ABOVE: 
Waylon 
Jennings 
in 1975;
OPPOSITE: 
Javeneh 
Hemmat, 
The Hummus 
Chick.
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E very year,  the NASH-
ville Scene holds a reader 
contest called “You Are So 

Nashville If…” (YASNI for short). 
The idea is that readers submit 
entries that complete the sen-
tence. For example, “You are so 
Nashville if you filled out a prayer 
request card for Google Fiber.”

Here’s another one: “You are so 
Nashville if you complain that you 
can’t buy tube socks and pineap-
ples anymore at the Nashville 
Farmer’s Market.” 

I judged this contest for seven 
years, and the entry we got most 
often was: “You are so Nashville 
if you’re not from Nashville.” This 
is the most perfect of all possible 
YASNI entries, which is why doz-
ens of people submit it every year, 
which is why it never gets printed.

One more YASNI. In 1996, the 
grand prize-winning entry was: 
“You are so Nashville if you never 
meant to stay here this long.” 
Which is to say, a Nashvillian is 
something you can become.

even if  you’ve been in Nash-
ville a good long time, you might 
not know the answer to this ques-
tion: What does the Immigration 
and Nationality Act of 1965 have 
to do with Waylon Jennings?

The 1965 Immigration Act ba-
sically did away with nationality 
quotas and, in e¨ect, opened the 
country to new immigrants from 
all over the world. In the five years 
after it passed, immigration to the 
United States from Asia increased 
fourfold. By the 1970s, immigrants 
began to arrive in Nashville in 

WHAT DOES THE 
IMMIGRATION AND 
NATIONALITY ACT  
OF 1965 HAVE  
TO DO WITH  
WAYLON JENNINGS?

significant numbers, many from 
Laos, Vietnam, and Thailand.

Around the same time, the 
country music industry experi-
enced a bit of an identity crisis. 
Country music was selling out. It 
was going pop. It was going to hell. 
In 1970, Paul Hemphill published 
The Nashville Sound. Hemphill’s 
book mapped the battle lines in 
the war for the soul of country 
music. Hardscrabble moun-
tain-music traditionalists stood on 
one side and spotlight-bathed, 
pop-oriented newcomers on the 
other. One of the biggest cross-
over successes on the pop-country 
side was Glen Campbell (born in 

5 8 | s o u t h e r n f o o d w a y s . o r g

On Nole� ville Pike

M
ic

ha
el

 O
ch

s 
A

rc
hi

ve
s/

G
et

ty
 Im

ag
es

E
m

ily
 B

. H
al

l

NASHVILLE, CITY 
OF NEWCOMERS

M U S I C C I T Y F R O M T H E O U TS I D E I N

by Steve Haruch
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mohammad “mo” karimy 
and his wife, Shiva, were both 
born in Iran. After they met in 
Istanbul, Shiva moved to Vienna, 
where Mo was living. “Political 
pressure,” as Shiva described it, 
forced them out, and they alight-
ed in Nashville because a nephew 
was already here. At first, Mo 
worked three jobs while Shiva 
studied computers. Later, the 
couple sold ice cream and chicken 
cordon bleu out of a flea-market 
stand on Murfreesboro Pike, until 
their landlord got sick of them 
cutting into his snack business. 
Finally, in 1989, they opened their 
own restaurant.

They called it “Expressway,” not 

because they liked the name, but 
because they couldn’t a�ord to 
change the sign out front. Today 
there are thirteen Fat Mo’s loca-
tions around the Nashville area. 
Their secret is not a sauce: The 
patty is seasoned like a shish ka-
bob. A Middle Eastern twist on an 
American classic, cooked to order 
at a drive-up window. Beautiful.

The year 1989 was a big one for 
some other newcomers to Nash-
ville. Clint Black (of Katy, Texas), 
Alan Jackson (of Newnan, Georgia) 
and Garth Brooks (of Tulsa, Okla-
homa) all released albums that year, 
ushering in an era of “new tradi-
tionalism.” A revival, if you will, of 
what established Nashville as the 

THEIR SECRET  
SAUCE IS NOT 

A SAUCE 
AT ALL: THE 
HAMBURGER 

PATTY IS 
SEASONED 

LIKE A SHISH 
KABOB.
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On Nole�ville Pike
Billstown, Arkansas), who ap-
peared in movies and on his own 
network television show. Onstage, 
he commanded $30,000 for a 
single concert. As Hemphill put it, 
the ascent of Campbell and his ilk 
“polarized the traditionalists and 
the new breed.”

By “traditionalists,” Hemphill 
meant folks who believed that 
drum kits and electric guitars 
didn’t belong at the Grand Ole 
Opry. Nashville had brought 
country music to the wider world, 
but not everyone in Nashville 
wanted the wider world seeping 
into country music. 

In 1975, the colliding plates of 
earnest tradition and countrypol-
itan sheen produced arguably 
their highest, sharpest peak. 
That’s the year Waylon Jennings 
(born in Littlefield, Texas) re-
leased “Are You Sure Hank Done 
It This Way.”

Rhinestone suits and new 
shiny cars, it’s been the  
same way for years

We need to change
Somebody told me when I 

came to Nashville
Son, you’ve finally got it made
Old Hank made it here, we’re 

all sure that you will
But I don’t think Hank done  

it this way

Nineteen seventy-five is also the 
year that Patti and Win Myint 
opened International Market & 
Restaurant on Belmont Boulevard. 
It was (and still is) barely a restau-
rant. The Myints serve pad thai and 

other Thai dishes cafeteria-style 
inside a small grocery store. 

About three years after Interna-
tional Market proved that white 
Nashvillians would eat Southeast 
Asian cuisine, Pete Silpacharn 
opened Siam Cafe on McCall 
Street in South Nashville. The 
restaurant o�ered a steam table 
bu�et and a full-service menu with 
Thai curries and pla lard prig. 

I recently heard a white gentle-
man who lived there in the 1960s 
describe that part of South Nash-
ville like this: “When I was growing 
up, there was only one color on 
Nolensville Pike: redneck.” 

In the nearly forty years since 
Siam Cafe opened, this corridor 
has become—slowly, organically, 
weirdly, unevenly—the de facto 
International District of Nashville. 
No one, at this point, would call 
this place monochromatic. It is 
home to the largest concentration 
of Latinos in the state, many orig-
inally from Mexico, and others 
hailing from Central and South 
America. Salvadoran-style pupusa 
joints have proliferated in recent 
years. One of the first to attract 
citywide popularity was Las Amer-
icas, which, like many immi-
grant-owned food businesses here, 
comprises a restaurant and small 
market. After English, Spanish is 
the predominant language on signs 
for everything from tacos to used 
tires to attorneys. Arabic, Korean, 
and Vietnamese speakers live and 
work here, too. The most diverse 
population in the Metro Nashville 
Public Schools system attends 
nearby Glencli� High School. R
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comprise the largest in the United 
States. That distinction goes to 
Minneapolis. If they are slightly 
less visible than the Kurds, that’s 
because Somalis are more likely 
to be on the move. As my friend 
Mohamed-Shukri Hassan says, 
Somalis are a nomadic people. 
Their businesses here tend to 
revolve around transportation. 
Think shipping, long-haul truck-
ing, taxis. Entrepreneurship 
extends to culinary endeavors. 
There is a Somali co�ee shop on 
Murfreesboro Pike called The 
Horn, where you can find sambu-
sas—triangular fried-dough 
parcels stu�ed with seasoned meat 
or potatoes—as well as co�ee and 
tea. If “sambusa” sounds a bit like 
“samosa,” that’s no coincidence.

Because the Somalis and Kurds 
here are Muslim, Hassan says 
they think of themselves as sister 
communities. They have certain-
ly su�ered the wrath of Islam-
ophobia together. One of the main 
Somali places of worship, a masjid 
just south of Downtown, has been 
vandalized twice since 2001. In 
2011, state Senator Bill Ketron and 
state Representative Judd 
Matheny introduced a bill that 
would have e�ectively outlawed 
Islam in the state of Tennessee. 
It basically criminalized adher-
ence to Sharia law, which, as 
Muslims pointed out, also in-
cludes such tenets as not stealing. 
Fortunately, it never became law.

Recently, Somali families in 
Nashville have been on the move 
again. As rents have gone up, 
dozens of families have been 

priced out of their apartment com-
plexes in South Nashville, scatter-
ing what had been an informal 
center of the community. That, 
Hassan says, is gentrification.

if  you believe the numbers, 
a hundred people a day move to 
Nashville. We expect a million 
more in this region over the next 
twenty years. These people need 
to live somewhere. Across the 
city, cranes crosshatch the skyline, 
building condominiums or luxury 
hotels. This concerns some who 
cannot a�ord them, and others 
who care about the less a£uent. 
Meanwhile, neighborhoods are 
changing very fast.

Glen 
Campbell 
sporting a 
turtleneck  
in 1972.
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country music capital before people 
like Glen Campbell messed it all up 
with their violins and turtlenecks. 
Nineteen eighty-nine is also the 
year Taylor Alison Swift was born, 
in Reading, Pennsylvania.

by the 1990s,  Kurdish, Somali, 
and Sudanese refugees began set-
tling in Nashville and finding their 
way to Nolensville Pike. Violence 
drove many from their home coun-
tries. The Kurds fled war in Iraq, 
and through refugee resettlement 
programs found their way to the 
United States. Today, the largest 
Kurdish population outside the 
Middle East—about 13,000 
people—calls Music City home. 

Among them is Kasar Abdulla. 
After escaping Iraq with her 
family, she grew up in a sprawling 
refugee camp in Turkey. Later 
they resettled in North Dakota, a 

jarring experience culturally and 
climatically. Word eventually 
reached them that a community 
had taken hold in Nashville, and 
they headed south for good.

Abdulla told me that the Amer-
ican Thanksgiving holiday has 
been so widely and deeply em-
braced here that the day has a 
special name of its own: eida 
eilokay, which basically means 
“the festival of turkey.” Alongside 
the turkey, her family’s table 
might also include Kurdish 
stuffed grape leaves called 
epikhras, naan from a local 
Kurdish bakery, and cheese en-
chiladas, made from a slightly 
modified version of a recipe by 
that Kurdish icon Rachael Ray. 
(Kurds tend to prefer a little less 
cheese and a little less sauce.)

Unlike the Kurds, the Somali 
community in Nashville does not 

Kurdish 
pastries at 
a market on 
Nolensville 
Pike.
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Steve Haruch is a Nashville-based writer who is producing a 
documentary film about college radio. He delivered a version of  
this article as a talk at the 2016 Summer Foodways Symposium  
in Nashville.

though it’s a regional business—
the original location is in Chapel 
Hill, North Carolina, and the 
second in Nashville’s Germantown 
neighborhood—some folks sense 
an intrusive presence. 

Some days the pace and tenor 
of change feel discouraging. And 
I don’t know if Hank would have 
done it this way. Although, to get 
real for a second, I don’t know 
what old Hank—or Waylon—
would have thought of Little 
Kurdistan, either. 

As Nashville grows, questions 
loom. How many of the small fam-
ily-owned operations that give 
Nolensville its character—the Fat 
Mo’s and International Markets 
of the future—have long-term 
leases? How many of these store-
fronts and restaurants stand to be 
“retenanted” by someone savvy 
and connected who wants to get 
in right as the demographics of the 
area start to shift? If the hoped-for 
improvements outlined in Envi-
sion Nolensville Pike do come, will 
the people who now live there be 
able to stay and enjoy them? 

Recent history suggests that no 
one and nothing in Nashville is safe 
from displacement by escalating 
real estate prices. Even the vaunted 
RCA Studio A, where Dolly Parton 
recorded “Jolene,” faced demoli-
tion until a philanthropist with 
deep pockets intervened.

Arguments about whether 

Nashville is losing its soul may be 
cyclical. Songwriter-turned-com-
puter-programmer-turned-entre-
preneur Kate O’Neill once told 
me, “Inevitably what happens is 
we tell our respective stories, but 
the upshot always seems to be, 
‘How can we work together?’” 
She was talking about how the 
collaborative songwriting culture 
of Nashville carried over into its 
tech community, but that mani-
fests more broadly. And it mani-
fests in local food culture. 

I am not kidding when I tell you 
the most exquisite biscuit I have 
ever tasted was brought into this 
world by Karla Ruiz, a transplant 
to Nashville by way of Mexico. 
Ruiz’s favorite culinary collabora-
tor is Javaneh Hemmat, a former 
chemistry student from United 
Arab Emirates whose hummus is 
now on shelves at Whole Foods. 
And Hemmat, in turn, used to 
share kitchen space on Nolensville 
Road with Brittney Blackshear, a 
crepe-making white Georgia trans-
plant, and Ragab Rashwan, a food 
truck owner from Egypt who once 
ran a co�ee shop in Tahrir Square.

It’s possible that the character 
of this place is changing irrevo-
cably, for both good and not-so-
good. It will be a while before we 
know. But in the face of all that, 
I do believe that a Nashvillian is 
still something that anyone who 
wants to can become. 
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Recently I took part in a cere-
mony at the Casa Azafrán com-
munity center. We presented a 
report called Envision Nolensville 
Pike, the culmination of two years 
of conversation about what peo-
ple living along Nolensville would 
like to see it become. They want 
better walkability and pedestrian 
safety. Bike lanes. Sidewalks. 
More green spaces and trees. Less 
tra�c. Better and more capable 
transit. They want to continue 
living among neighbors who val-
ue customs and foods and stories 
from many places. They want to 
be recognized as a signature part 
of Nashville, the way Music Row 
and Centennial Park and Lower 
Broadway are recognized. 

What will stop the next wave 
of newcomers from sweeping 
aside the last if this area is rezoned 
and redeveloped? I put this ques-
tion to a room full of city planners 
and administrators recently, and 

none of them had an answer. I 
don’t have an answer. I don’t think 
anyone does. 

na s h v i l l e  w e l c o m e s  a 
thousand refugees a year. Accord-
ing to the Partnership for a New 
American Economy, the number 
of new Americans in Nashville 
has doubled since 2004. For 
decades, immigrants have gravi-
tated to Nolensville Pike, an area 
that real estate agents are now 
starting to talk about as the “next 
hot neighborhood.” In recent 
memory, this kind of heat has 
always meant that a�uent whites 
are on their way in, and that the 
less well o¡, who are dispropor-
tionately black and brown, are on 
their way out. 

A chain of co¡ee shops recently 
opened a location on Nolensville, 
next door to a kabob restaurant. 
That has made some people in the 
neighborhood nervous. Even 

Kasar 
Abdulla  
at her 
Nashville 
home.
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