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THE RISE AND FALL OF THE
SOUTH'S ACP KINGS

How one town’s restauranteros built an empire

BY GUSTAVO ARELLANO
FF THE INTERSTATE 285
Buford Highway exit in Dora-

O ville, Georgia, stands Monterrey
Mexican Restaurant. Business is brisk
on a Saturday evening as waiters deliver
steaming platters of enchiladas, burritos,
and fajitas to mostly non-Latino diners.

This type of sit-down Mexican spot,
with its bingo-card menu of combo plat-
ters swimming in cheese sauce, is déclassé
among Mexicans but still popular in small-
town America. A bartender pours frozen
margaritas into giant glasses. Televisions
broadcast soccer matches. Christmas
lights hang across the ceiling. The rest of
the decor is similarly “Mexican”—maps
of states, sombreros, neon beer signs.

A framed painting depicts a tree-filled
plaza and a looming Catholic church.
Customers may not think much of it. But
this art is a hieroglyph; to the trained eye,
it reveals the history of the Mexican
restaurant industry in the South, and the
saga of the two men who started it.

The painting depicts San José de la
Paz, a town of just over one thousand in
the state of Jalisco. To make their for-
tunes in the United States, natives have
left it nearly empty. Instead of working
stereotypical immigrant jobs in factories
or fields, San José de la Paz residents
build American dining empires.

Over the past forty years, men and
women from the pueblo have opened hun-
dreds of Mexican restaurants across the
South and beyond. The names of the
chains change across the country, but the
menus remain nearly the same, with
entrées like the Speedy Gonzales (a taco,
an enchilada, and either beans or rice) and
ACP (arroz con pollo, made with grilled
chicken and rice, drowned in a cheese
sauce somewhere between paste and
pudding,) The latter is a uniquely Sur-Mex
dish rarely found outside the region.

Back in San José, as the exodus began,
a pattern emerged: A man moved to el
Norte for a guaranteed job at a restaurant
owned by a fellow townsman. He worked
for a couple of years, learned the business
from sink to safe, and saved his money.
He opened a Monterrey Mexican Restau-
rant in a Southern town where Mexican
restaurants were rare, and called his
family to come and help. One restaurant
often led to more. The owner joined the
American middle class and gave jobs to
new arrivals. Repeat.

San José became so well known in
Jalisco that the demonym for its towns-
people became restauranteros. Today, as
newer arrivals spread their cuisines
across the South, the San José de la Paz
model slowly fades. Forty-five years ago,
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two former friends went to war to rule
Atlanta’s Mexican food industry. Their
tortillas-and-tacos race would transform
their hometown—and el Sur.

SAN JOSE DE LA PAZ isin Los Altos,
the highlands of Jalisco. The state is the
birthplace of tequila and mariachi. Los
Altos occupies the same space in the
Mexican imagination that Appalachia does
in the American mind. In Los Altos, the
people connect their identity to the region’s
mountains and agave fields. Native hooch
flows freely, and soaring music tells tales
of love, adventure, and pride.

“I’'m altefio, of the good guys/by birth-
right,” sang Mexican music legend Jorge
Negrete in his 1940s hit “Esos Altos de
Jalisco” (“Those Jalisco Highlands”).
“And when I talk about my homeland/
My heart enlarges.” Despite its beauty,
life in San José was tough. Many of its
men began to trek to the United States
in the 1950s as part of the bracero
program, which allowed Mexicans to
legally work under contract. One of them
was Jesus Macias, the father of José
Macias, a grocer who seasonally picked
avocados and grapes in California.

The oldest of ten siblings, José Macias
joined the wave in 1951 at age fourteen.
He bounced between the United States
and Mexico before he found a factory job
in Chicago in the 1960s, a gig secured by
a countryman. At 5'6”, he was short but

brawny; the photo that accompanies
Macias’ naturalization petition shows
him in a sporty V-neck T-shirt, a slight
smile hinting at his confidence.

According to family members, Macias
and a friend drove down to Atlanta to
accompany a coworker who transferred
within the company. Macias, who loved
to cook, asked for a transfer as well. He
saw an opportunity. Mexican food options
in the city were nearly nonexistent then.

José Macias opened Acapulco in 1973
near downtown Atlanta with Radl Ledn.
The two knew each other from San José.
Back home, Ledn had become a delegado
municipal—the Mexican equivalent of a
mayoral appointee—in charge of infra-
structure projects. He knew how to build
things. Macias invited Ledn to go into
business with him. The cantina tried to
cater to the few Mexicans who lived in
Atlanta at the time, but it closed within
a year. Not too long after, José Macias
and Radl Leon, business partners and
friends, split. No one knows why.

In 1974, Macias opened the first El Toro
in a former motel diner off Buford
Highway. He picked the name because
it was easy for Americans to pronounce.
There were several manufacturing plants
and factories near that stretch of Buford—
GM and GE and Frito-Lay. It was a
perfect place to lure hungry workers who
wanted lunch or an after-shift drink.

Macias explicitly changed recipes to
appeal to American palates. His menus
displayed phonetic pronunciations of
now-common dishes like chalupas and
quesadillas. Flour tortillas superseded
corn. Tacos came in hard shells. And
cheese smothered everything.

Macias opened a second El Toro a couple
of miles up Buford Highway in Doraville
two years later. In 1977, Ledn responded
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with his first Monterrey Mexican restau-
rant. It opened just off Buford Highway in
the city of Chamblee. He followed two
years later with a Monterrey in Doraville,
a two-minute drive from El Toro #2. By
then, Macias had three. Atlanta’s Mexican
restaurant war was on.

The El Toro and Monterrey chains
competed for workers, suppliers, loca-
tions, and especially for customers. They
poached family members from each
other. Martin Macias, José’s youngest
brother, first worked for Leén because
he paid more. “I stayed until José com-
plained to our mom, ‘Make him work for
us!”” says Martin, now owner of El Rey
del Taco in Doraville. “But Raul gave us
a lot of opportunities.”

In the late 1970s, most Mexicans in
Atlanta lived in one of a dozen or so
apartment complexes in Grant Park, one
of the city’s oldest neighborhoods. Every
Sunday, San José de la Paz natives would
relax in a nearby park and grill carne
asada. Mexicans were a rarity. “Back
then, people would tell us, “You don’t
look Mexican,” Martin Macias says with
a laugh. ““You have no sombrero. You
have green eyes. You're Italian!”

More El Toros and Monterreys opened.
José and Raul brought in more relatives
and friends to work their outposts. The
Macias clan opened restaurants in Sa-
vannah, Charleston, and Orlando. Former
employees opened still more with their
blessings, sticking mostly to the ever-ex-
panding Atlanta metro area.

Raul was ambitious. He convinced

workers to open restaurants in partner-
ship with him. In the deals, Ratl retained
the rights to the name “Monterrey,” sold
them ingredients from his wholesale food
company, made all the collective business
decisions, and reaped much of the profits.
He soon claimed interest in at least six-
ty-five Monterrey companies in North
Carolina and Tennessee.

“He didn’t care much about the quality
of the food,” says Martin. “He opened
and opened places. He was like, ‘Give me
my profit” But a lot of people made it
big,” Martin adds. “They did it with ease.”

BY THE LATE 1980s, Atlanta journalists
began to note the transnational entre-
preneurial spirit of San José de la Paz
natives. Mexican restaurant listings in
the Atlanta Yellow Pages, once sparse,
numbered over a hundred, many founded
by El Toro or Monterrey alumni.

The Atlanta market became so satu-
rated that restauranteros staked out their
own fiefdoms. In 1986, Jesus Arellano
opened El Rodeo in Roanoke, Virginia,
after a San José de la Paz friend in Atlanta
urged him to find an area where there
was no competition. Arellano went on
to own thirty restaurants. One of his em-
ployees, José Isabel Ayala, broke off to
start El Dorado in Raleigh, North Caro-
lina, in 1988; there are seven today.
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José Ibarra, another El Rodeo alum,
born about forty-five minutes to the
south of San José, opened his own El
Rodeos in Raleigh, North Carolina, as
well as a more upscale restaurant, La
Rancherita. “A lot of people saw that a
lot of people did good,” says Jesus Leon.
A second cousin of Raul’s, he founded
the El Caporal chain in the early 1990s
in Louisville, Kentucky. His sister’s
husband founded the El Nopal chain,
which now has nearly thirty locations
across Kentucky and Indiana. “And it
extended and it extended, and slowly
almost everyone got into the restaurant
industry,” says Jesus.

SAN JOSE TRANSFORMED. Los hijos
ausentes—“the absent sons”—remitted
money to Mexico to improve infrastruc-
ture and renovate ancestral homes. When
los Macias returned in the mid-1980s, a
brass band greeted them at the Guadala-
jara Airport. In San José, extended family
threw a massive party at the Macias ranch.

In 1994, the town published a book,
San José de la Paz, Mi Pueblo, which

codified the term los hijos ausentes and
featured a list of fifty-four restauranteros
who owned a combined one hundred
ninety-seven restaurants in Georgia,
North Carolina, and Tennessee. Thir-
ty-eight of the migrants had at least two
locations; Macias and Leon had twelve
and thirty-three, respectively.

“People from San José de la Paz aren’t
going to beg for a job [in the United
States],” the Mi Pueblo authors bragged,
because “they come with their country-
men...And if they give a helping hand to
any Mexicans, they definitely give it to
those from the pueblo.”

After building his empire, Leon re-
turned to San José in 1986 to serve, again,
as adelegado. Macias, meanwhile, earned
acclaim in the United States. “José is like
a donkey that learned to play the flute,”
a cousin joked to Nation’s Restaurant
News in a1990 article. By 1992, his Chara
Enterprises (a reference to his nickname,
“Charabasco,” a pun on the small fishes
he caught as a kid) cracked Hispanic Busi-
ness Magazine’s Top 500 Latino-owned
companies in the United States. Annual
sales hit $5.7 million. He split his time
between Mexico and Atlanta, and opened
arestaurant in Guadalajara called El Toro
de Don José, with a large outdoor patio,
traditional Jaliscan food like birria and
tacos, and an evening mariachi extrava-
ganza. When the Georgia Dome stadium
debuted in 1992, El Toro opened a stall,
although the AJC dismissed the skimpy
chicken fajitas as a “rip-off.”

The San José de la Paz dynasty became
so famous that the Dallas Morning News
cited the restauranteros as a success story
in a 1999 multipart series on how
Mexican migration had changed the
United States. “Deep down,” Macias told
them, “we’re still humble people who
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believe in hard work.” By then, the
Morning News reported, San José de la
Paz expats ran at least five hundred forty
restaurants across the South and beyond.

“You forget that legacy

until people remind you.
You stay in awe that people
know about your family.”

TODAY, BUSINESS IS brisk at El Rey
del Taco on Buford Highway in Doraville.
On a Sunday afternoon, waiters deliver
steaming platters of alambres, a hot
skillet of beef, chicken, or chorizo (or all
three) with a choice of house-made corn
or flour tortillas. The crowd is almost
exclusively Latino.

El Rey del Taco occupies the building
where José Macias opened the second
El Toro. The owner is Martin Macias,
José’s brother, who helped create a
soccer culture in the region when he
began sponsoring Latino youth and adult
soccer leagues in the early 1990s. He was
one of Atlanta’s first restaurateurs to
open a true taqueria when he debuted
Los Rayos in 1995. “My brother was the
pioneer of Tex-Mex in Atlanta,” Martin
says, “and I was a pioneer of taquerias.”

He’s one of the last Macias siblings to
own a restaurant; nearly everyone else

retired to their homes north of the city
in Gwinnett County, which they bought
at the height of El Toro’s success in the
1980s. The last El Toro closed a couple
of years ago.

José died in 2006 of diabetes. The
Atlanta Journal-Constitution did not mark
his passing with an obituary. Back in 1992,
he had asked the family to split up their
twenty-one restaurants among themselves
and give them new names (Martin
renamed his Los Loros—“Parrots”—so he
didn’t have to pay too much to change his
marquees). His restaurant in San José de
la Paz closed. “He made bad business
decisions,” Martin stated plainly.

El Toro’s legacy lives on. When Martin
moved two years ago to a new house, “All
my neighbors were El Toro customers,” he
says in amazement. “When they found out
who I'was, they said, ‘Oh, we used to go to
El Toro #1” You forget that legacy until
people remind you,” Martin says. “You stay
in awe that people know about your family.”

Ratl Ledn spent the last years of his
life appealing a $208,324 civil judgment
against him for breach of fiduciary duty
and fraud, filed by a distant relative who
opened a restaurant for him in Wise,
Virginia. A 2006 court decision upheld
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the initial ruling, and critiqued Leon’s
business philosophy. The plaintiffs “both
regarded Raul as their ‘patrone, or
patron, a person who gives instructions
and tells people what to do, a boss to be
followed without question.” The judge
included a disturbing footnote: Ledn died
of amethamphetamine overdose in 2001.

MANY IN THE second generation of the
San José de la Paz diaspora continue in
their parents’ footsteps. In Louisville,
Fabidn Ledn, the son of Jesus, runs The
Ville Taqueria, where he braises carnitas
in bourbon and mixes margaritas with the
same. He reaps the transformation that
his ancestral village wrought in the South.

“Back in the 1990s, my dad told me that
Preston Highway, where he first opened
[his] restaurant, was gonna be another
little Mexican village, like in Chicago,”
Fabidn said in a 2015 SFA oral history. “He
said that we’re gonna bring a lot of people
here. And I didn’t understand it [then],
but I see [now] what he was talking about.”

Monterrey restaurants and their spinoffs
still do business across the country. Each
sports the same simple logo of a sombre-
ro on top of a serape, with “Monterrey”
above it in red, cursive font. Dozens of
websites for different branches describe
their history this way: “Monterrey Mexican
Restaurant was first opened in Doraville
in the 1970s. From there, Mr. Raul Leon

continued opening restaurants creating
what started as a family business into a
chain. All restaurants are owned and op-
erated mostly by family.” None returned
my requests for comment.

The original Monterrey is now an
abandoned building. A new shopping
plaza dominated by Asian businesses
displaced the first El Toro. The parking
lot was pink with the labels of burnt fire-
crackers the last time I visited, a day after
the Chinese New Year. I try to imagine
the area as it was forty years ago, when
José Macias and Raul Ledn were young
and ambitious yet didn’t know that they’d
change the South’s palate and its restau-
rant landscape forever.

Then I recall a stanza to a corrido in-
cluded in San José de la Paz, Mi Pueblo.
“To my absent brothers/I recommend
this,” the song goes. “That, although you
may be far away/Don’t forget your
pueblo.” At this point in the town’s
history, the foods that originated with
the men and women of San José de la
Paz are as signal in the modern-day South
as Nashville hot chicken. Somewhere, I
think, as I drive to El Rey del Taco for
one more meal before flying home to
California, José and Raul must be smiling,
plotting to open more restaurants.

It’s easy to dismiss San José’s restau-
ranteros as men and women who
watered down their culture for gringos.
Indeed, Mexicans within and outside
the South dismiss ACP as inauthentic
when I describe the dish. But restau-
ranteros proved a valuable lesson: If
Mexicans could become successful and
integrate themselves into the American
South, then there’s cheese-covered hope
for the rest of us. w»

Gustavo Arellano is Gravy’s columnist.
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