Calt to Aetron

CELEBRATE
DON'T “DISCOVER®

Aren’t we tired of Columbusing
yet? Let’s build excitement around
communities that celebrate their
own traditions, ingredients,
techniques, and styles, rather than
“swagger jacking” centuries-old
practices. It's OK to highlight chefs
from outside a community, but it's
misleading to only offer outsiders
aplatform to represent that cuisine
or culture. Writers should not
compare chefs in communities of
color with white chefs doing the
same culinary repertoire unless
they are willing to report on both.

As Gravy readers know, food
writing is more than what’s served
for dinner. Writers must continue
to tackle issues that impact the
larger picture of food in a given
locale. Food and wealth disparities,
food access, gentrification, and
police overreach can and often do
impact a community’s food culture.

DITCH THE
DRAMA

Conflict sells and generates clicks.
But stories that amplify culinary
justice and partnerships can benefit
many. Multiple examples of
cooperation, understanding, and
community empowerment risk
being buried. Consider Sapelo
Island, Georgia, where the search
for Southern heirloom ingredients,
such as ribbon cane syrup, is
empowering both scholars and the
Gullah-Geechee community.

WATCH 00T FOR
“AUTHENTICITY"

Lukewarm attempts at authentic-
ity do not bode well for any of us,
especially when outsiders write
about other cultures. For example,
it can be insulting when audienc-
es are instructed on how to
“authentically” prepare and enjoy
traditional foods that have been
around for centuries (and often
readily available in the United
States for generations)—when the
teacher is a self-proclaimed expert
not from that community. e

Michael Twitty, a 2014 Smith Symposium Fellow, and 2016 TED
Fellow, writes at the award-winning blog, Afroculinaria. His book The
Cooking Gene, will be published in August by HarperCollins.
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Good O’ Chueo

An Afro-Mexican
housewife poses in

MORE THAN
MERE MEXICANS

THREE MEXICAN DIASPORAS IN THE AMERICAN SOUTH

by Gustavo Arellano

ROWING UP, I DIDN’T
consider myself Mexican,
or American, or even

Mexican-American. My cultures
were cargaderense, jerezano, and
zacatecano, hyper-regional identi-
ties referring to my parent’s home
village (El Cargadero) and munic-
ipality (Jerez) in the Mexican state
of Zacatecas. Over a century of

migration from those areas to my
hometown of Anaheim, California,
resulted in a community of thou-
sands where our definition of
“Mexican” differed from what
Americans knew. We didn’t like
mariachi; we preferred tamborazo,
Mexican brass bands. We didn’t
wear sombreros; we liked tejanas,
our name for Stetsons (it translates

the Costa Chica
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as “Texans”—go figure). Soccer
was a mystery to us; we played
baseball.

My upbringing is nothing new.
Transplant micro-communities in
the United States date to when
Italians adopted New York City
neighborhoods according to their
home provinces, and Irish-
Americans sung ballads about the
good days in County Cork or Kerry.
Micro-communities remain the
best way to understand Mexican
migration in the South. Most of
those immigrants don’t consider
themselves mexicanos. They’re
more aligned by city, state,
language, or even race. Following
are quick dispatches about three
distinct Mexican diasporas in el
Sur. May they inspire ustedes to
engage with your Mexican neigh-
bors, beyond just a morning hola.

AFRO-MEXICANS IN
WINSTON-SALEM

WINSTON-SALEM, NORTH
Carolina, is home to one of the most
famous Mexican communities in
the South. Here, tens of thousands
of residents trace their roots to the
Costa Chica, a coastal area that
spans the states of Guerrero and
Oaxaca. Costachiquefios have
garnered academic and media
attention in the United States and
Mexico because they’re three
times a minority: shunned by
Mexicans for being black,
by African-Americans for being
Mexican, and by whites for being
something they have a hard time
understanding. They are
Afro-Mexican. Bobby Vaughn,

anthropology professor at Notre
Dame de Namur University in
California, has written articles
about the Costa Chica-Winston
Salem connection. During the
1990s as an undergraduate student,
he went to Cuajinicuilapa,
Guerrero, home to one of the
largest Afro-Mexican communi-
ties in Mexico. “I saw black
people, and T was dumbfounded,”
Vaughn told the Winston-Salem
Journal in 2005. “I saw old men
who looked like my grandfather.”
These Afro-Mexicans are
descended from slaves who
escaped the Spanish crown in the
16th century. Their isolation led
to the cultivation of traditions—
dances, foods, music—that define
one of the lesser-known stories
from the African diaspora. Costa
Chica migration to North
Carolina is, arguably, credited to
one man: Viterbo Calleja-Garcia.
In 1978, while working at a ranch
in Texas, a smuggler told him
there was better money in the
tobacco fields of the Tar Heel
State. He went, found the living
good, then sent word to relatives
in Cuajinicuilapa and in Santa
Ana, California, where an
Afro-Mexican community had
already established itself. Over the
next four decades, enough people
from “Cuaji” arrived that today,
Vaughn estimates 80 percent of
Winston-Salem’s Latino commu-
nity—about 27,000 in real
numbers—can claim Guerrerro as
their home state.
Winston-Salem is enough of a
destination for Costa Chica
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cultural life that it frequently
hosts musicians and personalities
from Mexico. Parties feature the
region’s musical genre called
chilenas—think sped-up Stax
horns mixed with a galloping
percussion section. The city has
also hosted Guerrero’s most
popular comedian, Tico Mendoza,
who goes by the nickname “El
Arrecho De La Costa” (politely,
“The Flirt from the Coast”).

HOT WATER IN
THE BLUEGRASS

LAURA PATRICIA RAMIREZ
owns Tortilleria y Taqueria
Ramirez in Lexington, Kentucky,
which rolls the best burrito in the
South. If you don’t believe me,
you haven’t tried it. She’s a
Mexican pioneer in the Bluegrass
State, having arrived in 1985.
Ramirez still remembers when
there was just one Spanish-
language Catholic Mass in the
entire state (in Springfield), a time
when you could literally fit all of
Kentucky’s Mexican immigrants
in one large room.

Ramirez’s home state is Jalisco.
That state’s love of horses and
spirits made it a natural origin
point for many of Kentucky’s first
Mexican migrants. When I inter-
viewed her for an SFA oral history
project in 2015, a different group
of Mexicans dominated life in the
Bluegrass. “I never thought that
there would be so many
Mexicans,” Ramirez said, “and it’s
all people from Aguascalientes.”

The small central state is
famous in Mexico for its natural

An Afro-Mexican
musician in
Cuajinicuilapa,
Guerrero

springs (hence its name, which
translates to “hot waters”) and
blankets (called cobijas San
Marcos, renowned for their thick-
ness and colorful designs). On
Alexandria Drive, in the heart of
Lexington’s barrio (called
“Mexington”), multiple businesses
use the name “Aguascalientes”:
supermarkets, bakeries, taquerias,
a sports bar, and more. This
concentrated naming convention
is always a telltale sign that a
particular diaspora has set up
camp in an American city.
Despite this new wave, little
research has been done on
hidrocdlidos (the demonym for
people from Aguascalientes) in
Kentucky. The 2005 book New
Destinations: Mexican Immigration
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in the United States, which
features a chapter on migration
to Mexington, didn’t mention the
Aguascalientes connection. To
some grad student out there,
here’s your dissertation. De nada.

MEXICAN INDIANS IN
SCIENTOLOGY TOWN

PERCENTAGE-WISE, HILDAGO
has sent more of its US-bound
natives to the South than any
other Mexican state—over a third.
Raleigh, Atlanta, and Orlando
were the top three destinations
for hidalguenses entering the
United States in 2010, according
to the Instituto de los Mexicanos
en el Exterior (Institute of
Mexicans Abroad). Many come
from La Huasteca, the region T
described during a Southern
Foodways symposium in 2012 as
the South’s brothers from another
madre. People from here also love
low-and-slow barbecue and the
music called son huasteco, where
high yodels meet awesome fiddle
breaks, resulting in a kind of
mestizo Bill Monroe.
Hidalguense migration reflects
much modern-day Mexican
migration to the States: people
come from Southern Mexico, and
are frequently indigenous. Take
Clearwater, Florida, known inter-
nationally as the spiritual head-
quarters of Scientology. Here is a
community from the municipality
of Ixmiquilpan, made up of mostly
Otomi Indians (or, as they call
themselves, Hiidhfu). Last year,

a group of Hidalgo teachers
taught the Hiidhiiu language and
shared customs with hundreds of
children in Clearwater.

This is a unique Mexican com-
munity in many ways. Instead of
living in the shadows, Hiidhfiu
leaders have openly courted
relationships with city government.
They’ve organized soccer leagues
through the Clearwater parks and
recreation department, and city
police have traveled to Hidalgo to
meet with indigenous leaders. The
cross-cultural meeting happened
after immigration raids in the 1990s
severely impacted the area’s
important tourism industry.

Clearwater’s Mexicans prove
that, contrary to popular opinion,
we often assimilate into
America—not gradually, but com-
pletely. Consider the story of US
Army specialist Arturo Huerta-
Cruz, a Countryside High School
graduate. He was born in
Ixmiquilpan before his family
migrated to the United States
when Huerta-Cruz was seven.
The 23-year-old was a so-called
“green card soldier,” a term
describing the 65,000-plus men
and women who serve in hopes of
becoming American citizens. An
IED in Iraq killed Huerta-Cruz
in 2008. On the day of his funeral,
flags in Clearwater and Tallahassee
flew at half-mast. “Arturo was
a green card soldier,” a council-
member told the St. Petersburg
Times after his funeral, “but he
was a son of Clearwater.” &

Gustavo Arellano is the editor of OC Weekly and a Gravy columnist.
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BOTTOM
OF THE POT

JOHN T. EDGE SHARES ORIGIN STORIES
FROM THE POTLIKKER PAPERS

HIS MAY, SFA DIRECTOR

I John T. Edge and Penguin
Press publish The Potlikker
Papers: A Food History of the
Modern South. John T. has now
edited or written more than a
dozen books. This one is more
personal. This one includes a fore-
word as homage to John Egerton,
inspired by the words John T.
spoke at Egerton’s memorial
celebration. This book is an attempt
to track the revolutions, minor and

major, that have transformed the
South over the last sixty years.
We know we’re biased, but we
think this project is a soaring,
powerful contribution to the con-
versation about our ever-changing
region, told through the narratives
of the farmers and cooks and
waiters who did the work. The
Potlikker Papers begins in the
1950s, during the early stages of
the civil rights movement, and
closes in the 2010s, as El Sur

Georgia
Gilmore,
cook and
midwife from
Montgomery,
Alabama
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