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IN HIS 2017 BOOK, CURRY: 
Eating, Reading, and Race, 
Naben Ruthnum argues 
that too much writing about 
South Asia— and too much 
thinking about people of the 
Indian diaspora—tends to 
use curry as a simple cliché 
for a complicated range 
of ingredients, tastes, and 
identities. The SFA asked him 
to apply that same notion to 
writing and thinking about 
the American South—an 
equally complicated place 
often rendered in the 
language of moonlight and 
magnolias, of Grandma’s lard 
can and Aunt Sissy’s biscuits. 
The result was a lecture 
that Ruthnum delivered as 
scholar-in-residence at this 
year’s Blackberry Farm Taste 
of the South. We’ve adapted 
it as a feature in this issue. 
Ruthum lives in Toronto, 
where he writes in a range 
of genres for a variety of 
Canadian and international 

publications. He will also 
speak at our Fall Symposium.

You write both fiction and 
nonfiction. What appeals to 
you about each of the two 
forms, and how (if at all)  
does one inform the other  
in your work?
I started in fiction and it’s 
still the primary lens through 
which I view the world—so 
when it came to writing 
critical prose, and then 
other forms of essayistic 
nonfiction, I had a sense that 
the story was still the thing. 
I still find myself creating 
a narrative, even when I’m 
writing a book review. Fiction 
will always be my primary 
home, whether I’m writing a 
literary short story or a crime 
novel, but there is something 
about nonfiction that allows 
writers to access a different 
audience, to communicate 
with a certain kind of 
directness that I really enjoy.

How did you decide to 
write your new thriller, Find 
You in the Dark, under the 
pseudonym Nathan Ripley? 
I came up with that 
pseudonym back when I was 
a teenager, because it’s a 
longstanding tradition for 
writers who work in different 
genres to use different 
names—not everyone does 
it, but John Banville and 
Craig Davidson come to mind 
as examples of writers who 
do. I wanted to write literary 
fiction and also thrillers, and 
it seemed that a transparent 
pseudonym was a good way 
of letting readers know what 
they were getting.

Midway through my career, 
as I was starting to see expec-
tations placed on me to write 
an immigrant fiction novel, 
or a book that fit loosely into 
that “currybook” category I 
talk about in my essay, I found 
another value to having a 
WASPy-sounding pseudonym. 
I felt, and I think there is at 
least some truth to this, that 
I was able to submit manu-
scripts and have people read 
them without expecting them 
to be a certain kind of story. 

You poke fun at what you call 
“currybooks,” but you clearly 
know the genre. If you had 
to pick a favorite currybook, 
what would it be? 
Ah! I think Monica Ali’s Brick 
Lane does a great job of 
using, then exploding, the 
currybook conventions. And 
as for an “immigrant novel” 
that shows how broad the 
category can be, and how 
distinct a book that fits into 
this category can be, I’d pick 
Akhil Sharma’s Family Life.

FEATURED CONTRIBUTOR

NABEN RUTHNUM
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In the spring of my fresh-
man year in college, I took a Brit Lit 
class in which we spent nearly half 

the semester on George Eliot’s last novel, 
Daniel Deronda. The professor was en-
ergetic, charming, occasionally subver-
sive, and hysterically funny—and I could 
not for the life of me understand what 
he saw in the book. (It’s been exactly 
fifteen years; I should probably give it 
another try.)

I have a clear memory of just a snippet 
of one lecture. Professor Nunokawa 
turned to the blackboard and wrote, in 
letters large enough to read from the back 
of the English department’s largest 
lecture hall, turn and face the 
strange. “Where does that lyric come 
from?” he asked.

“David Bowie!” exclaimed a voice a 
few rows ahead of me. It came from a 
girl named Lauren, a tall sophomore in 
two of my classes who seemed, from a 
distance, to be intimidatingly cool 
without trying very hard.

I had heard of David Bowie, but I could 
not have named any of his songs, including 
“Changes.” The professor seemed pleased, 
even a bit impressed. I remember feeling 
jealous. Much of my freshman year felt like 
a constant reminder of how little I knew.

That’s it. That’s the memory. I can no 
longer recall how “turn and face the 
strange” led to the nugget of literary 

theory that would have framed that day’s 
lecture. And it could only have led to 
theory—one thing you learn in college is 
that your own interpretation of a text no 
longer counts.

My opinion counts for something now, 
insofar as I get to choose the stories that 
appear in these pages. And as we worked 
on this issue, I kept returning to the 
words, “turn and face the strange.” I love 
this issue for shaking me—and, I hope, 
you, dear reader—out of my comfortable 
assumptions about this region. Out of 
unquestioned, or underquestioned, 
notions about the American South’s 
past, present, and future. Of who stakes 
a claim; who calls this place home. Of 
who comes to visit, and why, and what 
they find. 

The stories in this issue make the 
strange familiar, and they make the fa-
miliar strange. They are stories from 
native daughters, adopted sons, and per-
ceptive tourists. I encourage you to turn 
and face the strange—to engage with it, 
to explore it, to ingest it—until it becomes 
familiar, until it becomes everyday. I think 
we’ll find a place, and a future, for all to 
claim. —Sara Camp Milam

TURN AND FACE 
THE STRANGE
NOT SO STRANGE AFTER ALL



S p r i n g  2 0 1 8  |  5

FROM LEFT TO RIGHT:  
Vishwesh Bhatt, Meherwan Irani, 
Maneet Chauhan, Asha Gomez, 
John T. Edge, and Cheetie Kumar

Cardamom Hill and Spice 
to Table in Atlanta. She 
now operates Third Space 
and recently launched 
DYAD Tea & Spice 
Company. Gomez’s Kerala 
fried chicken put her on 
the map; less known but 
equally sublime is her 
black-pepper-inflected 
carrot cake.

MEHERWAN IRANI  
directs Chai Pani, an Indian 
street-food restaurant with 
locations in Decatur and 
Asheville. He takes 
inspiration from his 
grandfather, who owned a 
café serving tea, kababs, 
and Indo-Persian cuisine in 
the family’s hometown of 
Ahmednagar, India.

Thanks to CHEETIE 
KUMAR, 14 W. Martin 
Street is the coolest spot in 
downtown Raleigh, North 
Carolina. There, Kumar and 
her husband, Paul Siler, 
operate three businesses: 
Garland, an Indian and 
Asian restaurant; 
Neptune’s Parlour, an 
underground cocktail bar; 
and Kings, a live-music 
venue that Kumar and Siler 
revived after a much-
lamented closure by the 
previous owners.

Stephanie Burt hosts The Southern Fork 
podcast and is a writer based in Charleston, 
South Carolina.

set aside that yerba mate.  its close 
North American cousin, yaupon holly, is poised 
to become a breakout American beverage. South-
ern drink makers have tapped this ancient plant 
as a black tea alternative that lends itself to culi-
nary applications with a caffeinated kick.

Once brewed by Native American tribes like the 
Cherokee, Choctaw, and the Ais of Florida, “black 
drink,” later called, yaupon tea was widely consumed 
in the North Carolina Outer Banks and other pockets 
of the South. As indigenous knowledge and foraging 
waned, so did sipping yaupon. 

But the tea is making a comeback. “It tastes like 
green tea with more earthy maltiness,” says Scott 
Blackwell of High Wire Distilling in Charleston, 
South Carolina. It’s a star ingredient in the dis-
tillery’s Southern Amaro Liqueur. Dai Due in 
Austin, Texas, serves black yaupon iced tea, and 
Asi Yaupon Tea outside Savannah, Georgia, dis-
tributes a bottled yaupon tea product. Although 
most yaupon is still foraged or grown on small 
plots, Asi owner Lou Thomann farms the shrub 
on seventy-six acres and expects to produce 
30,000 pounds of tea in 2018. 

The University of Mississippi, Mississippi State, 
the University of North Carolina, Clemson, and 
the University of Georgia are conducting yaupon 
research. “It’s America’s most important and 
neglected economic plant,” says Arkansas-based 
herbalist and author Steven Foster. If Southern 
producers have a say, that disregard won’t last 
much longer.

SOUTHERN SIP
YAUPON HOLLY  
IS MORE THAN  
ORNAMENTAL SHRUB

BY STEPHANIE BURT
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THE DESI DREAM TEAM:
FIVE CHEFS TO KNOW

In January of this year, fi ve Indian American chefs staged a dinner at Meherwan Irani’s 
Chai Pani in Decatur, Georgia. It was the fi rst in a planned “Brown in the South” supper 
series, featuring chefs of Indian descent who have made the American South their 
home. Read more about the dinner and what it meant to an adopted Southerner—our 
deputy editor, Osayi Endolyn, in her column on page 8. First, though, meet the chefs.

VISHWESH BHATT is a 
native of Gujarat state. 
He moved to the United 
States to attend college 
at the University of 
Kentucky, where he was 
student body president. 
He began graduate school 
at the University of 
Mississippi, before 
restaurant kitchens pulled 
him down a different path. 

Bhatt is the chef at 
Snackbar in Oxford—don’t 
miss his okra chaat.

MANEET CHAUHAN 
graduated from the 
premier school of 
hospitality & hotel 
management in India 
before making her way to 
the United States. She 
earned a degree from the 

Culinary Institute of 
America and ran 
restaurants in New Jersey, 
New York, and Chicago. 
Since 2014, Chauhan and 
her family have made 
Nashville their home. 
Chauhan Ale & Masala 
House is the fl agship of 
her growing empire. 

ASHA GOMEZ founded 
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In late February, the SFA held our Winter Symposium in Birmingham, Alabama. One hundred and 
eighty curious writers, readers, thinkers, eaters, and chefs joined us for a day of talks about the 
power of narratives to effect change. One of the speakers was cookbook writer Julia Turshen, 
whose most recent titles are Feed the Resistence and Small Victories. Her wife, Grace Bonney, 
is the founder of the website Design*Sponge. What follows is a snippet of Turshen’s talk, one 
that has stuck with us and prompted thoughtful discussion in our offi ce and in our homes.

readers put out a veritable 
welcome mat for cookbook 
authors. This is incredible 
access. And with this access 
we get a chance to tell our 
stories and create more 
visibility, understanding, 
and even change.

Maybe next time you cook 
at home, you’ll use a recipe 
written by someone who 
doesn’t look like you and 
understand what the food 
means to that person. Or 
maybe you’ll choose to go to 
a restaurant run by someone 
who is not from where you’re 
from and you’ll ask them 
about the thing on the menu 
you don’t recognize. Maybe 
you’ll invite a neighbor over 
and get to better know them 
or break bread with someone 
with opposing views and talk 
about the differences in a 
safe space. When it comes to 
expanding our perspectives, 
exercising compassion, and 
feeding change, there is no 
such thing as too many cooks 
in the kitchen.

THE EVERYDAY RADICAL
JULIA TURSHEN ON THE QUIET POWER OF COOKBOOKS

feeling seen and heard and 
illustrates what my friend 
Sara Franklin calls “the quiet 
power of cookbooks.”

Cookbooks might not 
be an obvious fl ag for the 
LGBT community to fl y. But 
it’s exactly that that makes 
cookbooks so unexpectedly 
powerful. They refl ect our 
everyday. They normalize 
anything that is other. They 
live in intimate spaces and 
moreover people can cook 
from them! They bring your 
not only onto their coffee 
tables, but into their bodies 
and their memories. Cookbook 

I have loved to cook since 
before I can remember and 
taught myself how to do so 
through cookbooks. I was 
the kid who couldn’t fall 
asleep without reading a 
cookbook. It was like looking 
at a forecast of the meals I 
might get to cook one day in 
my own home when I was a 
grown up. It was pure fantasy 
on the page.

As I got older, though, I 
realized that these pages 
that meant so much to me 
didn’t actually fully refl ect 
me. It is why I intentionally 
bring my full self to my work, 
which means my identity 
as a proud gay woman. It 
is why I’ll intentionally do 
things like title a favorite 
cake recipe “Happy Wife, 
Happy Life Cake.” The most 
gratifying part of what I do 
has nothing to do with the 
food. It’s hearing from other 
gay women what it means to 
see the word “wife” written 
so often by another woman. 
This moment of connection 
is such a powerful moment of 

Julia Turshen at the
SFA Winter Symposium

B I L L Y R E I D . C O M
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and to be truthful, the one I’ve found to 
be most elusive. The discrete parts have 
long been present, but don’t always 
engage in the same space at the same 
time and under such joyous circumstanc-
es. The South these self-described 
“brown” chefs celebrate by their themat-
ic collaboration wouldn’t exist if they 
didn’t stake a claim in it. 

I am obsessed with one question all 
night: Why haven’t I experienced this 
before?

this  summer will mark my thir-
teenth year as a Southern resident. My 
initial move and continued presence here 
can be a topic of amusement for some 
friends and family, many of whom have 
limited, if memorable, experiences in 
this region. I still get ribbing from all 
sides—not just from the California born. 
My maternal great-aunt, age eighty-sev-
en, is a Louisiana native. From her Lake 

Charles home, she ponders how I ever 
left “out West.” She briefly moved to the 
foothills of the San Gabriel Mountains 
to be near her sister and recounts, like 
the names of beloved children, all that I 
sacrificed by leaving: the year-round good 
weather, all that sun, the views, the range 
of cultures, and the diversity of cuisine. 
We have a routine: 

“Do you miss it?” she asks, a gray-hued 
eyebrow arched.

“Not too much,” I say.
“You like it here?” she presses, leaning 

toward me. ‘Here’ is anywhere in the 
South that is not the wide swath of the 
Los Angeles area.

“I do,” I say.
“Hmph,” she says, smiling, often set-

tling back in her chair. “I surely did not 
see that coming.”

My great-aunt is not the only one. 
Upon arriving in Atlanta in 2005, just 
about everyone I met expressed shock 

Spiced fried chicken on uttapam, by Asha Gomez
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A NEW NORMAL SOUTH
Southern cooking by Indian American  
chefs offers refreshing ways to connect

BY OSAYI ENDOLYN

I look around the room at 
the inaugural Brown in the South 
dinner, and I shake my head in 

wonder. This event is the first in a new 
series, hosted at Meherwan Irani’s Chai 
Pani restaurant in Decatur, Georgia. It 
centers chefs of Indian background who 
live and work in the American South: 
Irani, Vishwesh Bhatt of City Grocery 
Restaurant Group in Oxford, Nashville’s 
Maneet Chauhan of Chauhan Ale and 
Masala House, cookbook author and 
founder of Atlanta’s Third Space Asha 
Gomez, and Cheetie Kumar of Garland 
in Raleigh.

The six-course spread I enjoy with 
about one hundred sixty diners embraces 
and expands what Southern food means, 
like Kumar’s deep-fried fish puppies 
served with chutneys and piccalilli tartar 
sauce. The boisterous crowd leaves me 
with a sense of awe, in part because the 
special evening feels strikingly normal. 

At my table, I dine with white Atlanta 
farmers, a Kentuckian chef of Sri Lankan 
descent, a reporter of Indian heritage, 
and Southern-born African Americans  
who work in publishing and academia. 
This is the version of the South that I’ve 
wanted to be a part of since settling here, 

Brown in the South celebrated five  
chefs with a six-course meal served  
at Chai Pani in Decatur, Georgia.
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you’re not from feel like home. 
What the first Brown in the South 

dinner accomplished that struck me as 
revelatory was the open acceptance of 
an evolving identity by a broad range of 
diners, all at once. It certainly helped that 
the talent was world-class, all touting 
loyal followings; it helped that the room 
teemed with industry insiders—all 
hungry for new conversations on the 
plate. Still, Brown in the South reminds 
us that this conversation isn’t new. 

Opportunities to expand the defini-
tion of what the South “is” have always 
been available for consideration. Un-
folding what the South can become is 
as much reconciliation and reeducation 
as it is adaptation. Chefs, historians, and 
writers still meet considerable obstacles 
when aiming to embrace the African 
roots of this country. We can celebrate Osayi Endolyn is deputy editor of Gravy.

the varied cultures that continue to 
shape the story we write for ourselves 
when we respect that the authorship 
has always been mixed. 

What I want most from the Brown in 
the South dinner series is for it to one 
day be wholly unremarkable that a group 
of Indian American chefs would claim 
their Southern identity so boldly. I want 
the series—and events inspired by it—to 
eventually be welcomed as interesting 
but not groundbreaking. Because why 
wouldn’t there be multiple ways of en-
joying the myriad dishes on offer in this 
abundant region? I hope this is just the 
beginning of many similar beginnings. 
For all the noteworthy text on the Desi 
Diner menu, the words I was most 
excited about were “Vol 1.” 

Maneet Chauhan (left) and Cheetie Kumar pause to revel in the night’s success.
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Future South
that I’d left LA. Years later, a Bay Area 
friend admitted surprise at the range of 
restaurants in Atlanta and Decatur. Two 
Cali buddies cut ties with the region 
because they didn’t want to raise kids 
here—one practically fled North Caroli-
na after the Marine Corps issued his 
honorable discharge; the other timed her 
return so her forthcoming baby would 
have a California birth certificate, as she 
does. “I am not giving birth in Georgia,” 
she swore to me over lunch. 

I am proud to be a daughter of the 
West, but there’s a lot of myth surround-
ing California. While it’s still a promised 
land with many advantages, from public 
health to education, my home state has 
more challenges than some care to ac-
knowledge. Los Angeles especially, a 
sponge for go-hard dreams, absorbs the 
sometimes-misguided hopes of the folks 
who flock there. Which is why the South 
continues to fascinate me. People bring 
hopes and dreams of all kinds here, too, 
even if that’s a less-told story. 

newcomers to this country have a 
long history of merging their traditional 
dishes with local ingredients. Peanut 
stew, red rice, and gumbo echo the Sen-
egalese mafe, jollof rice and Nigerian 
okro soup enslaved cooks adapted upon 
arrival. SFA Smith Symposium Fellow 
Soleil Ho writes in Taste about being 
surprised banh mi in Vietnam didn’t 

come on sliced white bread, as she was 
accustomed to in her family’s rural Illi-
nois home. Famously, early twenti-
eth-century Greek families in Birming-
ham integrated their spices to the 
Southern larder, as documented by mul-
tiple SFA oral histories and the Ava 
Lowrey film, Johnny’s Greek and Three. 

In Asha Gomez’s award-winning cook-
book My Two Souths, she offers a visual-
ly stunning guide that blends her native 
Kerala with this region. The Desi Diner, 
as the evening was nicknamed, pushed 
this conversation further. Irani made 
upma, a classic South Asian porridge-like 
dish, from grits stone-ground in Oxford. 
He drowned the upma in a broth of 
head-on shrimp and tomato patia for a 
piquant interpretation of shrimp and 
grits. Gomez served her spiced fried 
chicken on uttapam, akin to a johnnycake. 
Bhatt’s pork meatloaf came with a crispy 
root vegetable hash. The evening closed 
with his carrot halva bread pudding and 
Chauhan’s hot chocolate spiked with 
garam masala and rose marshmallow. I 
blissfully sipped my mini mug, assured 
that the spice blend has a permanent 
place in my homemade cocoa recipe.

For people whose Southern identities 
have been inherited rather than forged, 
the question of belonging may feel over-
wrought. It’s not. This distinction is easy 
to overlook when you have made your 
life in the place that you’re from, or if 
you’re not immediately interrogated for 
characteristics that set you apart from 
your neighbors. All of us have a role in 
building our own narratives. But if you 
never sat in your parents’ laps and asked 
why they came to America, or had to 
justify to loved ones why you’re moving 
so far away, it can be easy to understate 
the psychic shift required to make a place 

Brown in the South 
reminds us that  

this conversation 
isn’t new.
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of the SFA’s John Egerton Prize, which 
he would accept on behalf of the CIW. 
The award recognizes people who con-
front issues of race, class, gender, and 
social and environmental justice, through 
foodways. “I found out about it on the 
bus trip to the catfish place,” he recently 
told me over the phone, referring to the 
Symposium’s annual pilgrimage to Taylor 
Grocery. “That’s when everything finally 
made sense.”

Asbed and friends parked a flatbed  
trailer in front of Taco Bell’s headquarters 
for a rally and a concert with Rage Against 
the Machine lead guitarist Tom Morello.  

That campaign succeeded.

Asbed nor I knew what to make of our 
presence there. I had been invited to give 
a presentation, but all we saw before us 
was a roomful of people drinking and 
laughing the night away. There we were, 
two radicals, feeling out of place amid 
the merriment.

“What are we doing at a party?” Asbed 
asked with a laugh, as I nodded in agree-
ment. It wouldn’t be until the following 
night that Asbed realized the magnitude 
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HARVEST OF HOPE
MacArthur Fellow Greg Asbed and  

the ongoing fight in the fields
BY GUSTAVO ARELLANO

face was the same bewildered grin he 
flashed when we saw each other at 
opening night of the Southern Food-
ways Fall Symposium in 2012. We hadn’t 
hung out in about a decade, not since 
he and the CIW brought a Taco Bell 
boycott campaign to my homeland of 
Orange County, California.

Back then, the CIW demanded that 
the fast-food chain pay a penny more per 
pound for the tomatoes it bought from 
Florida growers; doing so, they argued, 
could double the pay of pickers. Asbed 
and friends rented a flatbed trailer and 
parked it in front of Taco Bell’s head-
quarters for a rally and a concert with 
Rage Against the Machine lead guitarist 
Tom Morello. That campaign succeeded, 
and inspired a generation of Orange 
County college students—including 
myself—to become activists.

Asbed and I kept in touch over the 
years, and I was always thrilled to see 
the CIW make national headlines for 
its good work. It’s truly a remarkable 
organization that teaches something 
downright revolutionary to the low-
est-paid workers in the United States: 
Refuse to remain on the margins. Work 
to become part of your community on 
a higher sociopolitical level. Create an 
entirely new socioeconomic structure 
where everyone participates. 

At the 2012 Symposium kickoff, neither 

E very fall, when macarthur 
Fellowship recipients are an-
nounced—the much-lauded 

“genius grants”—I quickly skim the 
names to see if I know any honorees. 
Three of my friends and mentors have 
won in the past. What can I say? I like to 
surround myself with brilliant folks, and 
I expect the MacArthur committee to 
eventually discover them.

The latest group of recipients includ-
ed a welcome shocker: Greg Asbed of the 
Coalition of the South Florida-based 
Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW). 
The MacArthur Foundation recognized 
his work on behalf of one of the best 
organizations I’ve had the honor of cov-
ering, a worker-led group that has fought 
to improve the lives of farm workers in 
the Sunshine State’s tomato fields for 
over twenty-five years.

It’s a victory for food justice in the 
United States, but especially for the 
South, because it’s the region that helped 
shape the CIW and Asbed. The CIW’s 
response to the South’s unique circum-
stances offers a way forward to the mar-
ginalized links in our nation’s food chain.

“It’s a huge honor,” he says of the MacAr-
thur award. “It’s a recognition not of any 
individual thing I did, but of the communal 
thing we’ve done for twenty-five years.”

I wasn’t there when Asbed found out 
he won, but I’m sure the look on his 
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Gustavo Arellano has covered food issues, general injustices, and perpetual 
merriment for the past fifteen years from southern California.

exploitation hadn’t changed much since 
legendary newsman Edward R. Murrow 
exposed what he called “the sweatshops 
of the soil” in the 1960 documentary 
Harvest of Shame. “The violence in 
every form—beatings by bosses, men 
against women, systemic labor, forced 
violence—hung in the air,” Asbed re-
membered. “But it was a fortuitous 
confluence of people with all kinds of 
experience we found. And the spark 
that allowed that to come together was 
in Immokalee.”

One incident in those early days sticks 
out for Asbed: what he jokes was his 
formal introduction to the American 
South. In 1993, the CIW launched their 
first strike, and an editorial cartoon in a 
local newspaper labeled them “outside 
agitators” who didn’t know how things 
were supposed to run in town.

“It was fairly predictable,” Asbed now 
says. “They weren’t content with the 
ways of before. But if you actually wanted 
to do something, it had to be driven by 
the community.” 

The CIW has been an avalanche of 
people power since. The bottom-up or-
ganization advocates for about 35,000 
farmworkers. It negotiated fair-labor 
agreements similar to the Taco Bell deal 

with corporations from McDonald’s to 
Walmart that have slowly improved the 
lives of farmworkers. Marginalized 
people now have a permanent and central 
place at the table.

Asbed credits their success to geogra-
phy. “If fundamental transformational 
change can happen in a place like Im-
mokalee, then it can happen anywhere 
in the South,” he maintains. “A poor and 
disempowered Southern town beat some 
of the biggest companies in food and 
harnessed that power into this new 
system that gives workers dignity.”

Now fifty-four, Asbed plans to use the 
MacArthur award’s $625,000 no-
strings-attached grant to implement the 
CIW’s approach on a national scale. “We 
need to focus on expanding the solu-
tion,” he told me. They plan to challenge 
even more unfair corporate policies and 
continue to host activists from across 
the country in Immokalee, to see every-
thing upfront. 

“It’s time for resources to stop going 
to things that don’t work and put them 
into things that do. We need to take social 
work as serious as we do science. That’s 
how you progress.” 

And if it can happen in Immokalee, in 
the South, it can happen everywhere. 

The CIW has been an avalanche  
of people power since 1993.  

The bottom-up organization advocates  
for about 35,000 farmworkers.
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asbed has always carried exploited 
immigrants in his heart. His grandmother 
was the only member of her family to 
survive the Armenian Genocide; as for 
his father, Asbed once told a magazine, 
“There’s no word for the type of poverty 
he was born into.” The Maryland native 
took that family history with him to 
Brown University, where he studied neu-
roscience and met his future wife, Laura 
Germino, who continues to organize for 
the CIW. The two got involved in human 
rights campaigns in the mid-1980s, which 
led to Asbed working in what he refers 
to as part of the “Global South”: Haiti. 
There, he learned Haitian Creole and, 
more importantly, the political training 
that has influenced him since.

“It put me in a place where I was able 
to learn from an incredible worker’s 

movement,” he said. “About how to work 
with poor communities and resources 
with no power to make real change in 
people’s lives on a daily basis.”

He returned to the United States in 
the early 1990s and eventually ended 
up in Immokalee. There, Haitian activ-
ists he had worked alongside picked 
tomatoes in their new lives as refugees. 
Also in the fields were Central Ameri-
cans and Mexicans who brought their 
own legacies of resistance. But they 
couldn’t implement these methods on 
a widespread scale due to language bar-
riers, which growers used to divide 
immigrants. Mayordomos pitted group 
against group, and the lack of a lingua 
franca led to factions instead of unity. 

These farm workers toiled in an in-
dustry, in a region, whose brutality and 
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THE SANCTUM  
OF A BLOOM

A pear pie marks  
womanhood across  

multiple generations
BY ROSALIND BENTLEY

A couple of years ago,  my 
mother and I were making our 
way through the Whole Foods 

produce section when she stopped at the 
pears. Green, yellow, red, and dusty 
brown, they stood single file in rows like 
choirs. Mama picked up a fruit the color 
of tender young sprouts and turned it, 
curvy and firm, in her hands. 

“Umph. This one isn’t good,” she said. 
It seemed fine to me. She loves pears, 

so I pulled a plastic bag for her to fill. 
Then she looked at the prices per pound.

“Three ninety-nine,” she said, her voice 
rising. “Who gon’ pay that for some 
pears?! That’s why folks can’t keep 
money, shopping in here.”

She put the fruit back in the bin. My 
mother was almost eighty years old then 
and though she’d been living frugally by 
training and necessity, the price was an 
affront to her. She grew up on her family’s 
farm in Jackson County, Florida. On their 
land, food flowed plentiful and free. From 
the corn kernels ground for grits, to the 
pigs and cows they slaughtered for bacon 
and stew, the family grew and raised just 
about everything they ate. They drank 
wine made from tangles of blackberries 
clustered near the woods. Their juices 

fermented in the log smokehouse in a tall 
clay pot most likely hand-thrown by one 
of our enslaved ancestors. The pot was 
available anytime someone wanted a swig 
of wine, enjoyed by itself or maybe after 
a helping of pear pie.

The pear tree was visible from my 
grandparents’ front porch, but to get to 
it you had to cross the fields and skirt the 
edge of the woods. In spring, the tree 
exploded with delicate white blossoms, 
each a promise of the bounty to come. 
By late summer, when the branches 
drooped and groaned with fruit, my 
grandmother would send my mother to 
the tree to harvest. Sometimes, Mama 
gathered a bushel for canning, but more 
often she picked a few pears for one of 
Grandma Willie’s pies. Juicy and lush, 
wrapped in delicate crusts, those pies 
were really more like cobbler. 

When I think of her walking toward 
that tree, I imagine my mother like Janie, 
the protagonist of Zora Neale Hurston’s 
master work, Their Eyes Were Watching 
God. Under the branches of a pear tree, 
Janie watches bees flit around a profusion 
of white blooms. She senses she’s on the 
cusp of womanhood. The pollinating bees 
suggest the ripeness of her own body, 
though she cannot name the change 
coursing through her flesh and mind. 

In that moment, Janie is sixteen years 
old, unaware she’s about to be married off 
to a man old enough to be her father. She 
embarks on a life of trials that bruise and 
mark her. In time, she finds a real rela-
tionship with a younger man called Tea 
Cake. It’s an affirming but ill-fated love 
that leaves her with no regrets. Later, 
when the world begins to look past a mid-
dle-aged woman and toward girls on the 
cusp of bloom, Janie finds some peace. 
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thirteen years old, they sent her to Talla-
hassee, just over seventy miles away, 
where there was an accredited high school 
for Negro children and a historically black 
college, Florida A&M University. 

The sweetness of my mother’s life was 
about to dissipate. Just as Janie’s grand-
mother gave her advice before marrying 
her off, my grandmother gave my mother 
words to guide her: “‘You can go down 
there and mess up if you want to. You’ll 
be back here chopping cotton.’” 

Translation: Don’t get pregnant. 
If only my grandmother had warned 
Mama about the kind of man she should 
have looked for. 

there aren’t many pictures of my 
mother from her early teen years. In a 
sepia one I’ve seen, she is lovely. There’s 
a light in her eyes. Her lips are soft and 
slightly plump. Her wavy hair is pressed 
into curls. Her skin tone is a soft amber. 

That beauty attracted boys, but her 
mother’s admonition helped Mama keep 
them at a hand-holding distance, as did 
the older woman who boarded my 
mother in Tallahassee. Before she left 
Jackson County, my mother never had a 
boyfriend. A senior in high school, she 
started dating my father. 

He was nice looking, smart, not partic-
ularly tall. His voice was a silken tenor. A 
sharp dresser, my father could be the life 
of a party. He also drank to excess.

He was the nephew of the woman with 
whom Mama lived. “Annie Hon,” as she 
was called, loved my mother and saw in 
her nephew an immaturity and a weak-
ness that made him wrong for “Apple Pie,” 
her nickname for my mom. But my father 
was persistent. And my mother’s parents 
didn’t object, because my dad came from 
a decent family. Like Janie’s grandmother, 

they wanted her to be protected. Marriage 
was supposed to guarantee that. 

My parents wed during my mother’s 
junior year at Florida A&M, where she’d 
gotten a four-year scholarship. She was 

The sand pear is 
round and stout like 
an apple. Its skin is 
mottled and rough, 
almost scaly. These 

are not beauties 
meant for display.

twenty years old. Matrimony meant she 
was a woman. In her mind, she would 
work hard, have four boys with a faithful 
husband who worked equally hard and 
whose love for her was abundant. That 
was the dream she’d nurtured since her 
days of going to the pear tree. 

She did finish college, and she didn’t 
have a child until she had been married 
eight years. To say there was never any 
affection between my parents wouldn’t 
be accurate, but I never witnessed much 
of it. What she endured before and after 
my birth ended any white-blossomed 
fairytales. 

The list of offenses sprouted like leaves 
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My mother’s path reminds me of Janie’s, 

though no man like Tea Cake ever came 
along to sweeten a season of her life.

the pear tree Hurston describes with 
such longing and sensuality was likely the 
same type grown by my family. On the 
cover of old paperback editions of Their 
Eyes, the pear is rendered in a typical bell 
shape, like a Bartlett or a Bosc. Its skin is 
cast golden as an egg yolk. But the pear 
that grows best in north Florida, where 
Mama is from, and in central Florida, 
where Hurston was reared, is di� erent. 
It’s an Asian variety, Pyrus pyrifolia, com-
monly called a “sand pear.” It can be round 
and stout like an apple. Its skin is mottled 
and rough, almost scaly. The fruit’s texture 
is gritty and its fl esh dense. These are not 
beauties meant for display in the dining 
room fruit bowl.

Clearing weeds between the rows of 
peanuts on the farm, ironing shirts with 
Argo starch, or helping her father hold 
a pig for castration: These were ways my 
mother began to feel like she was com-
manding her young life. But watching 

her mother coax sweetness from those 
pears suggested a woman could conjure 
magic in the kitchen. In that room, 
my mother began her transition into 
womanhood. 

Mama watched as her mother dropped 
big dollops of butter across the top of the 
pear chunks, dusted with a bit of nutmeg, 
before she crimped the top crust into 
place. The pies came out plump, their 
liquid like syrup.

Grandma Willie’s pie wasn’t the only 
sand-pear pie my mother knew. Aunt V, 
my grandmother’s sister-in-law, also made 
one. They called Aunt V’s a plate pie, 
because it didn’t ooze across the saucer 
when served. My mother tells me it was 
as fi rm and elegant as my grandmother’s 
version was saucy and voluptuous. 

Before she could master either of them, 
the realities of segregation pulled Mama 
away from her mother’s kitchen, the 
family farm, and the pear tree. She was a 
math wizard in school, and her family 
wanted her to go to an accredited high 
school rather than the Jackson County 
Training School for “coloreds.” So, at 
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woman must find her own way forward, 
make her mistakes and her own magic. 

this past christmas,  my mother 
visited me and my partner in Atlanta. 
We’ve been together seventeen years. It 
was a love I didn’t expect, but recognized 
as genuine when it came along. My 
mother has accepted our relationship 
and treats my sweetheart like a daughter. 
For an eighty-two-year-old black woman 

because not all men could be trusted. She 
was and remains a mama bear. But I also 
believe she didn’t want to risk her own 
heart breaking again. 

I called her a couple of months before 
her Christmas trip. She sounded partic-
ularly upbeat. She’d been working in her 
garden all day and felt good. The house 
where she lives is the same one she’s 
lived in since before I was born, and she 
finally has it the way she has always 
wanted it. Her neighbors call her “The 
President,” because she’s the unofficial 
block captain who gets things done.

“You know, I feel like this is the best 
time of my life,” she said on the phone. 
“My health is pretty good, and I just feel 
like I’m free.” 

 Toward the end of her holiday visit, I 
told her I wanted to make a sand-pear 
pie. I hadn’t made one in decades and 
neither had she. At the Buford Highway 
Farmers Market we cruised bin after bin 
for a variety that would approximate a 
sand pear.

“Well, a Bartlett won’t work, so put 
that back,” she said as I reached for one. 
No to the Anjous and the Boscs. Then, 
in the organic section, we had a hit. 

“Ummhmm, that’s it. That’s it,” she 
said as I pulled back the white netting 
cuddling each brown, scaly pear. 

We got too many, and when the cashier 
rang them up at $26 for five-and-a-half 
pounds, Mama shrieked. 

The night before I took her to the 
airport, I peeled half the pears and she 
sampled them for crispness. “Ummhmm, 
the texture’s right. It’s good,” she said. 

I sliced them as she always had and 
coated them with sugar and nutmeg. 
Then she rolled out the dough. 

I was too young to 
see how the rhythm 

of the rolling pin 
across the dough 

helped my mother 
bear a bone-deep 

sadness.

from the rural South, who’s at church 
just about every time they open the doors, 
that is progress. 

“Y’all seem happy together,” she said. 
Her smile told me she meant it. 

Mama never remarried and she never 
found that chance at love like Janie or I 
did. She often said she didn’t want a new 
man in the house with a teenaged girl 
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and darkened the promise of her young 
life: The car that got repossessed as she, 
several months pregnant, prepared for 
work. The times the electric company 
cut off our lights because Daddy drank 
up the bill money. The nights he’d stagger 
in and pick fights with her as I listened 
in my room. The jobs he got and quickly 
lost because they were, in his mind, 
beneath him. 

Each offense taught my mother that 
womanhood could be a poor, hard place. 
A place that makes you ask, “Lord, if it’s 
this hard with one child, what would I 
do with another one?” Though she 
dreamed of a brood, she never had 
another baby.

 I don’t doubt that in the twilight of 
Jim Crow, being a black man who yearned 
for more was difficult if not emasculating 
for my father. But it was also crushing 
for a black woman so busy providing for 
her family on a meager secretary’s salary 
that she forgot what it was to be free, or 
worse, wondered if she’d ever known. 

Yet there were moments of light—and 
they often happened in our tiny kitchen. 
There’s the memory of Mama zesting 
lemons against the old aluminum grater 
for a lemon meringue pie, her lips 
pursed, humming as she worked. By the 
time the egg whites were whipped into 
peaks and spread atop the pie, she’d be 
three verses into her third hymn. There 
was old-style banana pudding, bread 
pudding studded with raisins, and I 
think once, when I was in Girl Scouts, 
there was an attempt at caramel apples. 
On rare occasions, there’d be a sand-
pear pie. 

I’d watch her work, as she mimicked 
her mother’s steps. I was too young to 
see how the rhythm of the rolling pin 
across the dough and the notes forming 

in my mother’s throat helped her bear a 
bone-deep sadness. 

By seventh grade, I’d developed my 
first real crush on a boy. I imagined we’d 
get married, a union the very opposite 
of my parents’. It would be perfect in 
every way. My body was transforming, 
as were my appetites. 

Two events stand out as markers of my 
budding: One is the day I told my mother 
we’d be better off without my father and 
that she should divorce him. At first her 
face registered shock. As I kept talking 
she began to relax. On some level, I knew 
he loved me and I wanted to believe he’d 
once loved her. But it was too late. She 
was tired and so was I. It was difficult 
after their divorce, but with the help of 
family and my mother’s penny-pinching, 
we made it. 

The other is the day I decided to make 
a pear pie on my own. I think I was about 
thirteen, the same age my mom was when 
she left home. I’m pretty sure it was a 
Sunday after church. I followed her steps. 
Measure. Sift. Nutmeg. Plenty of sugar. 
Chips of butter. The kitchen was redolent 
as the pastry baked. When I pulled it 
from the oven, I was so proud. It hadn’t 
over-cooked, and I just knew it would 
dribble with honey-toned nectar when 
we lifted a slice from the pan. 

When it cooled, we cut it. I was crest-
fallen. It wasn’t dripping. It was tight and 
clean. My first test, and I’d failed. I’m 
pretty sure I was about to cry, and my 
mother could tell. 

“This is a plate pie! Like Aunt V’s,” she 
said. 

I’d never seen Aunt V’s version, only 
my mother’s. But the way my mother 
relished each bite of it let me know it was 
okay to have done it my way. I didn’t 
realize it, but I was learning that each 
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BIOREACTOR TO TABLE
Can barbecue culture come to terms with cultured meat?
BY STEVE HARUCH

If you’ve ever sat in a barbecue 
restaurant and wondered how many 
flesh-and-blood animals it takes to 

supply the meat for all those shoulder 
sandwiches, smoked chicken quarters, and 
half-racks of ribs, you’re not alone. A new 
wave of companies is betting that in the 
not-too-distant future, the answer might 
approach zero. So-called “clean meat,” or 
meat that is grown in a laboratory from 
stem cells under controlled conditions, 
forgoes the live animal altogether. 

In his book Clean Meat: How Growing 
Meat Without Animals Will Revolutionize 
Dinner and the World, Paul Shapiro ex-
plains, “Using technology first developed 
by academics and the medical field and 
now being commercialized by several 
start-ups, innovators are taking tiny biop-
sies of animals’ muscles and then culturing 
those cells to grow more muscle outside 
the animals’ bodies.” The reasons for pur-
suing this method anticipate a near-certain 
imbalance of supply and demand: growing 
demand for meat by an increasing human 
population is unsustainable.

Certainly, the labs currently working 
on this technology will need to scale 
up to industrial bioreactors at some 
point, in order to brew anything ap-
proaching current production. In his 
book The One True Barbecue: Fire, 
Smoke, and the Pitmasters Who Cook 
the Whole Hog, Rien Fertel describes a 
hog slaughtering and processing plant 

in Tar Heel, North Carolina, where 
“2,500 Smithfield employees arrive in 
two rotating shifts to kill, prep, pack, and 
ship more than 30,000 hogs each day.” 
That’s a lot of pigs. 

It’s also a lot of water, a lot of land, and 
a lot of pollution. For the United States 
market, roughly 9 billion animals are 
raised and slaughtered for their meat 
each year. On a warming, crowded planet, 
livestock production accounts for more 
greenhouse gases than all modes of trans-
portation combined. What if it didn’t 
have to be this way?

in 2016,  a  company called Memphis 
Meats produced its first meatball, using 
beef cultured from cow cells, including 
those for muscle and connective tissue. 
CEO and co-founder Uma Valeti, who 
hadn’t eaten meat in years due to his 
discomfort with how it’s produced, de-
clared the meatball a success. He later 
told Inc. magazine that it “just immedi-
ately brought back all the memories you 
get when you eat meat.”

The cost of that lab-grown meat at the 
time was a daunting $18,000 per pound. 
More recently, Memphis Meats offered 
up two poultry creations: a “Southern 
Fried Chicken”—with a candy-orange 
swirl of sauce and a cilantro sprig that 
belied its non-Southern origins; and duck 
à l’orange. With the chicken coming in 
at $9,000 per pound, price is clearly still 
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Lab-grown meat would solve the un-
happiness of livestock by removing 
animals from the picture altogether. 
(Once their cells are gathered, that is.) 
To Peisker’s other point—that the low 
prices of commodity meat are borne on 
the backs of people earning very little—
Texas Monthly barbecue editor Daniel 
Vaughn adds that working conditions will 
be an important point of distinction 
between new lab-meat companies and 
the industry they seek to replace. “They 
really need to look at the way they treat 
their workers,” Vaughn says. “They need 
to focus big-time on that.”

The view from Porter Road is that lab-
grown meat also has serious gustatory 
shortcomings. “You can recreate actual 
tissue of animals in a lab,” Peisker says. 
“But...what develops flavor in muscle 
protein is the action of that muscle 
working.”

There appears to be a similar principle 
at work in cultured meats. “Valeti and 
Genovese noticed that if they harvested 
the meat earlier in the growing process, 

the flesh was more tender, similar to when 
taken from a younger animal like a calf or 
lamb,” Shapiro notes in Clean Meat. “If 
they waited a little longer, it was more 
texturized, like that of an older animal.” 
Longer, in this case, is a matter of days or 
weeks. That’s unlikely to satisfy the Porter 
Road butchers.

Oddly enough, the lab-grown muscles 
do work—or at least they twitch. When 
they reach a certain stage of maturity, 
the disembodied fibers begin to sponta-
neously contract. 

one advantage lab-grown meat has 
over plant-based alternatives, according 
to Valeti, is that they don’t require a change 
in mindset. “People can buy it off the shelf, 
take it home, and cook it in the ways 
they’ve known for centuries,” he has said.

But will people really eat it? A poll 
conducted by Pew Charitable Trusts in 
2014 found that only 20 percent of Amer-
icans were willing to eat “meat that was 
grown in a lab.” (A separate study of 
Belgian consumers found somewhat 
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a barrier. But the company reportedly 
hopes to have their products on store 
shelves by 2021.

Despite the moniker, Memphis Meats 
is based not in Shelby County, Tennessee, 
but in Silicon Valley. “We love the 
meat-loving culture of Memphis; it’s an 
iconic place,” Valeti told the Commercial 
Appeal in 2016. “There’s an association 
with good meat.” 

Their actual association with Bluff City 
appears to continue in name only: 
Co-founder Will Clem—a tissue scientist 
and owner of Baby Jacks BBQ, which for 
a time dedicated blank menu space to 
possible future clean meat dishes—no 
longer appears on the company’s website. 
Similarly, a reference to having “one foot 
in San Francisco and the other in 
Memphis, Tennessee” has been removed 
from the “Our Story” page—though it 
does still mention “combining the inno-
vative spirit of Silicon Valley and the rich 
food traditions of the American south 
[sic].” (Memphis Meats declined multiple 
interview requests for this article, and a 
company representative did not respond 
to a list of questions sent via email.)

With significant progress already 
under their belts and a recent $17 million 
fundraising round, they are widely con-
sidered to be the company best posi-
tioned to bring lab-grown meat to the 
consumer market. They count Bill Gates 
and Richard Branson among their finan-
cial backers. In January, the venture 
capital arm of Arkansas-based Tyson 
Foods invested, joining fellow agribusi-
ness giant Cargill.

Valeti likens the promise of lab-grown 
meat to “the second domestication.” 
Whereas humans first took control of 
animals to harvest their flesh, now we can 
directly harvest the cells themselves. The 

Memphis Meats team tends to use the 
term “cultured meat” a lot, and those in 
the business also speak of “brewing” 
meat—in a 2016 story in the Memphis Flyer, 
Clem compared the process to craft beer.

james peisker and Chris Carter 
started Porter Road Butcher as a pop-up 
farmers market stall, and have since ex-
panded to their own East Nashville shop 
and an online mail-order business. As 
you might imagine, they are skeptical of 
Memphis Meats and their ilk.

“I don’t necessarily think it’s the right 
move,” Peisker says of lab-grown meat. 
Though he calls the intent “noble,” he 
says that for him, lab meat fundamental-
ly addresses the wrong problem. “The 
way that we as humans need to think 
about meat,” he says, “is consuming it in 
a much more responsible manner—the 
way it’s raised, the way we harvest it—and 
eat a higher quality, and less of it.”

But as Paul Shapiro notes in Clean Meat, 
we’ve known for decades that “the Earth 
isn’t big enough to sustain a global popu-
lation of American-style meat-eaters.” 
Even so, vegetarianism has held steady 
around 2-5 percent of the population, and 
ethical arguments for reducing meat con-
sumption have historically failed. For his 
part, Peisker—a butcher advocating for 
reduced meat consumption—offers a so-
cio-economic argument.

“Meat is incorrectly priced, and it is 
getting paid for by the low wages of the 
people, by the misery of the animals,” 
Peisker says. In effect, he argues that the 
ugliness of the system alone should be 
enough for consumers to demand a 
change. “And if lab-creating meat is the 
only way we can feed our need for inex-
pensive unhappy meat,” he adds, “we 
need to look at ourselves as a society.” 
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CONSTRUCTING IDENTITY
ON THE PAGE AND THE PLATE

BY NABEN RUTHNUM
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Science
better results if the question was framed 
with environmental benefits.)

Rodney Scott, proprietor and pitmaster 
at his eponymous restaurant in Charles-
ton, South Carolina, is known for his slow-
cooked, whole-hog barbecue, and for 
sourcing and splitting his own wood. His 
motto, “cut, chop, cook,” speaks to a work 
ethic that accepts no shortcuts. 

When I call him and pose the question 
of cooking with lab-grown meat, he’s at 
a loss for words at first.

“Wow,” he replies. Then a long silence. 
“In my honest opinion, I wouldn’t,” he 

says. “I don’t think my customers would 
understand it, either.”

Scott admits part of this reaction comes 
from being set in his ways. “For us old-
school country boys,” he says, “that whole 
hog sums it all up.” Hearing him describe 
the way the juices from the back bone, 
along with the different flavors from the 
ribs, hams, and belly, all come together 
over the course of twelve hours above 
smoldering wood coals, it’s hard to 
imagine anyone choosing a cultured meat 
product over that.

Vaughn is less skeptical. Once a few 
high-profile chefs put it on their menus 
and their Instagram feeds, he reasons, the 
public will follow suit. “I think all these 
people who say they wouldn’t eat it, they 
just haven’t seen anyone else eat it,” he 
says. But, he adds: “Any of the barbecue 
hardcore folks out there, you’re never 
going to win them over.” Anyone who 
would decry prime grade brisket, he 
reasons, will reject lab-grown anything.

There’s also the question of whether 
lab-grown meat can ever really serve more 

than a niche market. As Vaughn puts it: “If 
we were having this discussion about kobe 
beef—all this meat is going to be expensive 
for a good long while, I imagine—if we’re 
talking about it in those terms, nobody’s 
saying, ‘Yeah, but what about that guy in 
the shack who’s cooking barbecue?’”

The whole idea of Southern barbecue, 
he says, is “taking these cheaper cuts, and 
through long, low cooking times, you can 
transform them into something entirely 
different. If you’re designing a cut of meat, 
why would you ever design it to be that 
difficult to cook?”

But this is about more than marbling. 
With global population heading toward 
9 billion and beyond, and demand for 
meat expected to double in coming 
decades, the math says that eventually 
even the pitmaster will feel the effects, 
one way or another. So it’s easy to agree, 
at least in principle, with Memphis Meats’ 
basic position that “we need a better way 
to feed a hungry world.”

There are as many questions as answers. 
Could this new generation of companies 
one day supply racks of lab-grown ribs? 
Or does it defeat the conservationist 
purpose to create waste material like bone? 
What about growing the never-alive body 
of an entire pig? It’s at least theoretically 
possible—but is the idea of brewing entire 
carcasses from stem cells just too freaky?

“Very freaky,” Scott offers. Another 
long silence. 

But the longer we talk, the more he 
comes around to the idea. “If that ever 
came about, I would love to try it,” he  
finally says. And if Scott’s manning the 
pits that day, he’ll draw a crowd. 

Steve Haruch is a writer and independent filmmaker based in Nashville. He is the 
editor of People Only Die of Love in Movies: Film Writing by Jim Ridley, out in 
June from Vanderbilt University Press.



peers by sickness during his childhood, 
Applewhite felt set apart, and says that 
this combined with what he thinks of as 
his writerly traits made him what he calls 
“an observing stranger” in his native land.

Expanding on this idea of the observ-
ing stranger, Applewhite even compares 
himself to Tarzan. Reading the Edgar 
Rice Burroughs books as a child, he was 
fascinated with “a person from another 
culture being deposited from the sky in 
a tropical environment.” As an adult, 
that’s just how Applewhite feels about 
himself and his home—and Naipaul com-
pletely relates, as he’d had the very same 
feelings as a child and teenager growing 
up in Trinidad.

The native stranger, observing: This is 
what it feels like to be a product of dias-
poric movement across the world. I think 
this idea of the native stranger resonates 
with Southerners who are neither black 

nor white. It’s particularly apt for indi-
vidual members of diasporic communi-
ties who feel a little out of step with their 
own minority communities, the ones that 
are supposed to be their enclaves, as well 
as feeling lost in the larger, mixed com-
munities around them.

LAST YEAR, I WROTE A SHORT BOOK
called Curry: Eating, Reading and Race, 
where I used a ubiquitous, beloved food 
as a tricky way of complaining about my 
writing career. This dish, which is actual-
ly thousands of di� erent dishes, is a useful 
metaphor for talking about how the 
culture of people from the Global South, 
and particularly South Asia, is delivered 
out here in the West. I coined my own 
term for the type of book that I felt pres-
sured to write by the cultural-identity-fo-
cused publishing industry: currybooks.
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My parents are from Mauritius, neither 
of them speak any Indian languages, and 
as a writer, I’ve always felt like the stories 
and novels I’ve produced were not what 
editors and audiences expected from me. 
The kind of stories they wanted, it seemed, 
were the ones that delivered a familiar 
brown tale to audiences who liked that 
Indo-Western culture clash story.

Being crowded by the assumptions 
around your supposed category isn’t 
something that diasporic people in the 
West have a corner on. In fact, assump-
tions about who you are and the place you 
live is something that American South-
erners are certainly familiar with. For 
every visitor who comes to Tennessee or 
Louisiana with an open mind, notebook, 
or camera, there’s one who is looking for 
the reflection of whatever image of the 
South they had in mind from Treme, Dolly 
Parton, or Deliverance. And maybe there’s 

nothing wrong with seeking familiar 
touchstones when you come to a new 
place. But there is a problem with ignor-
ing what’s in front of you.

There’s a great scene toward the end 
of the Trinidadian-British writer V.S. 
Naipaul’s 1989 travel book, A Turn in the 
South, his chronicle of traveling across 
this part of the world and the strange 
and unexpected resonances he found 
between the American South and his 
long-ago Caribbean childhood. In this 
scene, Naipaul is talking to James Apple-
white, the North Carolina writer and 
tobacco-farm owner who admits to him 
that he’s “always conscious of the fact 
that (he’s) not truly of the world he’s 
showing” to Naipaul.

Applewhite has a tenant who is the 
actual farmer, and he himself has never 
worked in tobacco before—being bed-
ridden and otherwise removed from his 

I’VE OFTEN FELT LIKE BOTH
TOURIST AND TOUR GUIDE
in the particular cultural segment I occupy, which I can loosely 
term “diasporic South Asian person in the West.” As much of 
a mouthful as that is, it’s still a vague, huge category, one that 
doesn’t describe where many of the people who supposedly fit 
into it actually come from, let alone who they individually are.
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Sounds a little insulting, I know, but I 
did make it up when I was a bratty teen-
ager, mocking the books that my parents 
gravitated towards: novels and memoirs 
that were often about a brown person 
adrift in the West, who comes to under-
stand that there is a solution to their 
unhappiness back in the motherland, be 
that India, Pakistan, Mauritius, or 
Guyana. Currybooks almost always 
feature a struggle between generations, 
and quite often that struggle is navigated 
through food, with recipes being passed 
down by somber, disapproving grand-
mothers, who gradually find a sense of 
connection to their errant grandchildren 
at the dinner table.

In Other Rooms, Other Wonders.
Why the name “currybooks”? Well, 

curry is one of those baggy food terms 
that refers to everything from certain 
ingredients—curry leaves, or that myste-
rious and hotly debated mixture called 
curry powder in the supermarkets—to a 
mass of dishes that contain one or both 
of those ingredients, and often neither. 
From the United Kingdom’s favorite, 
chicken tikka masala, to distinctively 
regional dishes like the toddy shop fish 
curries you get in Kerala—coconut oil–
slicked, deep red from an ungodly amount 
of chili powder, and with a nasal note of 
fenugreek—curry has a complex, divided 
history that tells us about how we  

THE INDIA THAT PEOPLE WHO LOOK LIKE ME
are assumed to be nostalgic for
 DOESN’T PROPERLY EXIST.
The reality is a much more interesting country,
with a complex present and past.

Part of the supposed value of these 
books, some of which are good and many 
of which are bad, is that they provide 
readers with a quick tourist’s scan of an 
immigrant household, and sometimes of 
life in a different country.

But part of my problem with curry-
books, and with the pressure to write one 
of them, is that more often than not, 
readers come to these texts hoping to find 
a version of the exotic that is already  
familiar to them: a predictable trip that 
they can take again by purchasing another 
book with a long black braid and a sari 
on the cover, whether it’s a commercial 
novel like Amulya Malladi’s The Mango 
Season or an earnest collection of short 
stories like Daniyal Mueenuddin’s  

essentialize culture right now, and how 
much rich history there can be in every 
bite of a dish, once we let go of our pre-
occupation with supposed authenticity. 

I’ll clarify what I mean by complicating 
our idea of “authentic.” That chili powder 
in the Keralan curry? It’s there because 
the Portuguese set up shop in India in 
the sixteenth century to establish a 
spice-trading route. They planted chilies 
from the Caribbean and forever changed 
the national cuisine of India. Atlan-
ta-based chef Asha Gomez is a proponent 
of Keralan regional food that explodes 
the ubiquitous North Indian-by-way-of-
UK curries we’re used to eating in North 
America. She is able to bring the food  
of her southwestern Indian state into  



changes as the present changes. The 
history of Koreans, South Asians, and 
Vietnamese peoples in the South, for 
example, has a more recent starting point 
than white or African American history 
here. But these people are present now, 
living, cooking, and bringing their own 
pasts with them. Their stories extend 
our notions—and even the geographic 
bounds—of Southern history.

With a term as overarching as “The 
South,” which takes in (depending on 
whom you ask) about ten to twelve states, 
hundreds of years of fraught history, and 
a changing racial population, you begin 
to wonder: if the South contains and 
means so many different things, does it 
mean anything specific? Anything direct-
ly explicable? Anyone who’s lived, or 
even traveled, throughout the American 
South comes to be aware of the sharp 
regional differences, the millions of in-
dividual lives, stories, and varieties of 

cuisine that exist not just from state to 
state, but from subregion to subregion. 
Just as curry is a metaphor for the way 
brown lives are lived, delivered, and per-
ceived in the West, “the South” is a met-
aphor for the incredible range of regions 
and people who make up the modern 
South. Introduce an increasingly diverse 
population that doesn’t fit into most out-
siders’ conception of the South (or many 
insiders’, for that matter), and those 
tastes-per-square mile densify.

MARGARET EBY, THE AUTHOR OF THE 
literary history-travel book South Toward 
Home, writes that “what makes a South-
ern writer a Southern writer is not just 
the circumstances of his or her birth, but 
a fierce attachment to a particular place, 
and a commitment to exploring its limits 
in his or her work.” This seems just as 
applicable to a description of what makes 
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conversation with Southern food in part 
due to the particular meatiness of Keralan 
cuisine. Her pork vindaloo, cardamom 
cornbread, and green bean open-faced 
sandwich is a marriage made possible by 
historic movements of international 
trade, diaspora, and, crucially, the inno-
vation of a singular chef.

Trade and colonial exploitation are 
historical bedfellows, so it would be 
beyond naive to look at those Portuguese 
chilies as a gift, or to see the complex 
rice dishes from Persia that Indian cooks 
reshaped into biryani for the Mughal 
courts as an example of purely positive 
cultural mixing. Still, these one-time 
interlopers are embedded in dishes that 
define present-day cuisines in the sub-
continent and across the diaspora. Part 
of what we taste are these stories of ex-
ploitation and exchange.

So yes, biryani and Keralan fish curry 
are authentically Indian, precisely 
because these dishes are the result of a 
country and a cuisine that has long been 
in conversation with the world. At times, 
that conversation was colonially imposed, 
and at other times it was the result of 
willing migrations and trade. The India 
that people who look like me are assumed 
to be nostalgic for doesn’t properly exist. 
The reality is a much more interesting 
country, with a complex present and past.

CULINARY ADAPTATION BECAME A PART 
of the diasporic movement of South 
Asian people to the West. Tikka masala 
was, depending on who you listen to, 
invented in England or Glasgow in the 
1970s, by Bangladeshi cooks trying to 

create a sauced and not-too-hot dish that 
would appeal to the post-football-match 
crowds they wanted to draw in—just as 
in the previous century, Indian cooks 
preparing dishes for the Raj compensat-
ed for that missing soup course that 
British occupiers pined for by adding 
gravies and sauces to dishes that previ-
ously had been served dry.

Those tikka-masala-innovators, and 
the cooks and restauranteurs who came 
after them, weren’t just pandering to 
white palates. Some of their own children 
would come to prefer hybridized dishes 
like tikka masala to the home-cooked 
curries their parents had grown up with. 
These hybrid dishes are still authenti-
cally representative of a certain culture, 
a certain place, and the diasporic hand 
that works the stove. 

My family ended up in Canada after 
perhaps three or four generations in 
Mauritius, a tiny dot on the atlas near 
Madagascar that needed a new pool of 
labor when the British Empire abolished 
slavery. Indian coolies came over by the 
boatload, and among them were my an-
cestors. By the mid-twentieth century, 
Mauritius was densely populated with 
the Indians, Africans, Chinese, French, 
and British citizens who contribute to 
the island’s creolized identity. As young 
adults, both of my parents knew they 
wanted to emigrate. And when they came 
to the West, they brought their stories 
and their food.

THE AMERICAN SOUTH AND ITS FOOD- 
ways have a complex, often ugly history. 
And like all histories, it’s a past that 

LIKE NOVELS AND TRAVELOGUES,
 MENUS TELL STORIES.
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how he sees things. In Theroux’s case, 
he sees through a constant lens of literary 
references, which I share, and one of 
distanced elitism, which I happily do not. 

Reminding us that even the brightest 
people can miss their own points, 
Theroux writes, “A travel book is usually 
based on a journey on which the traveler 
confronts places for the first time, de-
scribes them vividly, and then never goes 
back...(The) generalizing—the snap judg-
ment of the traveler—is the reason travel 
writing can seem so crisp, so insightful 
to the reader, and so maddening to the 
person who knows the place well or who 
inhabits the area, who does not recognize 
his or her home from the brisk descrip-
tion of the wisecracking wayfarer.” This, 
I would say, is plainly true, the words of 
a seasoned traveler and reader and writer 
of travel books. But Theroux goes on to 
suggest that by visiting the South Caro-
lina Plantation Belt a few different times, 
in different seasons, he arrives at a fuller 
representation of what a place like Allen-
dale, for example, is really like.

As reviews of his book by Southerners 
will tell you, he didn’t succeed. Theroux 
continues to see, and to represent, a 
world that had already been shaped for 
him by books, by first impressions, by the 
accidental wanderings and aloof conver-
sations he’d had. He writes the South 
that he expected, and even the few 
flashes of the new—the ubiquity of Indian 
motel owners, for example—he reduces 

and makes his own, foregrounding his 
familiarity with the region these mostly 
Gujarati families are from, giving scant 
attention to what their lives, and the lives 
of their American-born children, might 
be like in the South. He knows where 
they’re from, and he knows they own 
motels, and that a lot of them have the 
last name Patel—and this is enough. 

All but the most conscientious of us 
are guilty of this kind of cultural short-
cutting. Salman Rushdie said there’s an 
“India of the mind” in books that is ani-
mated by the memories and nostalgia of 
diasporic writers. In much the same way, 
there is a South of the mind, and tourists 
are constantly coming here expecting to 
find it and forcing themselves to ignore 
any elements that don’t jibe with the 
South they had in mind. That includes 
the increasing, unignorable numbers of 
diasporic people from South and East 
Asia and elsewhere who live here, who 
have changed the ways the cities and 
towns look and taste, and added their 
own histories to the already rich past of 
the region.

It can be harder to see reality, the 
present world in front of you, and to fold 
that into your concept of what life in the 
South is like, if ideas and stories of the 
past, the metaphorical South, are pack-
aged as the constant reality of the culture. 
Acknowledging the presence of the past 
is just how it is in diasporic writing, and 
in many diasporic families—and down 

EVEN THE MOST ADVENTUROUS DINERS
reach for points of comparison—

 FAMILIAR FLAVORS, OR
more commonly, familiar stories
BEHIND THE WAY A DISH CAME TO BE.
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a great Southern chef, especially when 
paired with what Eby thinks the best 
Southern novels do—“counter the sweep-
ing generalizations about the South by 
being unrelentingly specific about one 
place.” Good writers don’t tend to write 
about vast regions without being precise-
ly specific about the towns, the homes, 
the characters inside them—just as great 
cooks know that when they represent 
themselves in their cuisine, the self doing 
the cooking is comprised of a very spe-
cific set of geographical, historical, social, 
and personal circumstances—a collection 
of traits much too particular to be 
summed up precisely under categories 
like Southern Food, or Indian Food.

As Michael Twitty writes in The 
Cooking Gene, “there are multiple Souths, 
not just one, just as the there are multiple 
ways of being Southern.” My constant 
guides to the places I haven’t yet been 
are books and meals—the kind of vicar-
ious travel you settle for when you can’t 
properly afford to be a tourist. 

Like novels and travelogues, menus tell 
stories. Dishes—especially those that fall 
under the broad “ethnic” or “regional” 
cuisine categorization—often can’t be 
separated from stories that they come 
with, whether the eater is assuming that 
story, or the cookbook’s introduction has 
told it to us. We like to know that what 
we’re eating is somehow authentic, espe-
cially if it’s supposed to represent a place. 
Sometimes it falls to the chef to present 
his or her bonafides, to tell us some way 
or another that, hey—your cook is the real 
thing, therefore this dish is the real thing.

Chef Cheetie Kumar’s unique journey 
of being born in America, spending her 
early childhood in Chandigarh, India, with 
parents who longed to return to the States, 
and cooking an ocean-crossing stability 
into mealtimes when the family managed 
to move back and establish them- 
selves in the Bronx, is an inextricable  

part of the story around the menu at 
Garland, her Raleigh, North Carolina, 
restaurant. It’s an authentic backdrop 
that makes it easier for diners to follow 
her idiosyncrasies as a chef, when she 
creates innovative food that is Indian, 
sure, Southern, sure, but ultimately and 
most importantly, hers.

AMONG THOSE WHO HAVE THE WALLET 
to fly anywhere they want to, where there’s 
money, often there isn’t time. And even 
when both money and time allow it, when 
we get on that plane and travel to other 
shores, we’re still stuck visiting other 
places as ourselves, as tourists. How long 
do you have to stick around to get the ex-
perience of being an authentic resident of 
a place, a person who belongs there?

Hospitality can’t transform a tourist 
into a native—hospitality being, after all, 
what is offered to guests, to travelers, to 
people passing through. And hospitality 
is also, of course, one of the signature, 
stereotypical elements of being a visitor 
to the South. But being an authentic res-
ident of a place, truly belonging to it and 
understanding it—it’s something we want 
as travelers, whether we’re trudging 
around on foreign soil, visiting an “ethnic” 
restaurant, or opening a book that’s sup-
posed to transport us elsewhere.

Paul Theroux, who has written excel-
lent travel books and novels and a few 
bad ones, recently wrote one of his bad 
ones: a book called Deep South, detailing 
four car journeys through the Southern 
states. A travel writer you’ve read many 
times before is like a film critic you’ve 
been reading for years, long enough to 
know that you’ll like a certain kind of 
goofy comedy that he hates, or be com-
pletely bored by a costume drama that 
he loves. You get to know the writer well 
enough to see through his criticisms and 
into what shapes his taste, what he’s like, 



S p r i n g  2 0 1 8  |  3 9

make the one we’re eating now taste the 
way it does: and why, specifically, they 
chose to make it that way.

In writing my currybook an idea snuck 
up on me, the way ideas tend to do when 
your focus is supposed to be elsewhere. 
For groups of colonized or diasporic 
people, expressions of identity emerge 
to the greater culture in food first, and 
writing later. I don’t want to be categor-
ical here, but it is striking that a great 
rush of diasporic Indian writing came 
out of the UK in the 1980s on the heels 
of Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children, a 
decade after the Indian restaurants had 
begun their unstoppable spread across 
the Kingdom.

The visibility and adaptability of food, 
the opportunities for communication, 
assembly, and financial advancement that 
food culture provides: These factors all 
contribute to the establishment of an 
inner and outer identity for diasporic 
people in a new country. And building 
that identity is crucial to the emergence 
of writing, ideas, and unique stories of 
individuals from a diasporic community.

I look forward to the diasporic writing 
that emerges from the South in the 
coming years, following in the wake of 
early lights like Monique Truong’s Bitter 
in the Mouth and GB Tran’s graphic novel 
Vietnamerica. These writers and the 
chefs who came before, alongside, and 

Naben Ruthnum is a Toronto-based literary journalist, critic, and novelist. His  
first pseudonymous thriller as Nathan Ripley, Find You In The Dark, will be 
published in North America by Atria / Simon and Schuster.

will come after them, are native strang-
ers: a perfect fit in the modern South they 
were born in or emigrated to. They see 
themselves and the place around them 
with the constant freshness and reeval-
uation that living inside an evolving 
history and place demands.

Part of diasporic movement, of finding 
yourself in a new place with your family’s 
old skin color and traditions, is estab-
lishing a new story of identity. That same 
process goes into solidifying the conven-
tions of a genre. This may be why food 
comes before literature in diasporic 
storytelling, where the culture on the 
table is eventually reflected in how we 
tell our stories, and how the conventions 
of those stories become traps for later 
writers with different experiences. A 
diasporic person’s bond to the old 
country is a statement of authenticity, 
and that’s exceptionally important in the 
South, where bonds to the past and 
lineage have so much to do with how 
identity, both cultural and personal, is 
shaped. The bonafides of a diasporic 
citizen are in our grandmothers’ dishes 
and stories: a bond not just to the past, 
but to an old country, an Other-place that 
we have only come to know through their 
cooking, which becomes our cooking. At 
least, that’s the story we’ve been telling 
so far—and much of the time, at least part 
of it is true. 

PART OF DIASPORIC MOVEMENT,
 OF FINDING YOURSELF IN A NEW PLACE

with your family’s old skin color and traditions,

IS ESTABLISHING A NEW STORY OF IDENTITY.
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here in the South, too. Like Theroux, I 
couldn’t help seeing some aspects of the 
South strictly through a printed-page 
haze when I first visited. James Lee 
Burke wrote the New Orleans sky before 
I saw it, and my eyes weren’t sharp 
enough to distinguish the sunset cloud-
scapes I saw from the “torn-plum purple 
streaked” horizons in Burke’s books.

Travelers, readers, eaters—most share 
a conscious or unconscious tendency to 
seek out the familiar. Even the most ad-
venturous diners reach for points of com-
parison—familiar flavors, or more com-
monly, familiar stories behind the way a 
dish came to be. We’re often looking for 
the taste of someone else’s home in 
cuisine, because homeland, the past, and 
the longing to recreate these distant con-
cepts on a plate—these are ideas we’re 
familiar with. This, we understand.

When I started writing in Canada, it 
didn’t take me long to realize that a 
certain past, and the nostalgia I was 
meant to feel for it, was supposed to be 
at the root of the books that I wrote. If 
the introductions to cookbooks are any 
indication, many of today’s diasporic 
chefs feel that same pressure to present 
an authentic self that is tied to where 
they come from. We can go deeper, 
whether on the page or at the table, by 
focusing on the individual within the 
culture. At the same time, we recognize 
that the individual chef cannot be sepa-
rated from that culture, as distinct as 
their style or approach becomes. What 
you eat is a complicated reprocessing of 

the chef’s own synthesis of their past and 
culture with the regional realities of their 
present. That’s the marking identifier of 
“chef-driven Southern cookery,” as far 
as my reading and eating can pin it down. 

I chose to talk about curry as the 
running metaphor in my own book, which 
was really about how all publishers, 
editors, and readers seemed to want from 
me was a story of my identity—as long as 
it was a story that fit with the ideas of 
diasporic identity that they’d already seen 
before. I became so resistant to being 
forced to write about identity, nostalgia, 
and the past that I ended up writing a 
book about what I thought of identity, 
nostalgia, and the past. I am the product 
of a complicated mixture of cultural back-
ground and my parents, sure, but also the 
1980s thrash metal I grew up on, British 
sitcoms, Jewish-American writers, living 
at different levels of poverty and comfort 
in different large cities in Canada—all the 
elements that go into making an adult 
person. It’s not a special story, but it is a 
distinctive one: I write who I am, no 
matter whether the product is a book of 
cultural history or a film-script about 
werewolves. The same applies to chefs, 
whether they hail from Italy, India, or the 
American South. There’s no separating 
the Bolognese sauce, or the masala, or 
the gravy, from the hand that stirs it, but 
where we can draw a separation is 
between the metaphorical arm and the 
real person doing the stirring, between 
our idea of what a Bolognese tastes like 
and what this chef has actually done to 

 WE CAN GO DEEPER,
whether on the page or at the table,
BY FOCUSING ON THE INDIVIDUAL WITHIN THE CULTURE.
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Excerpted from Buttermilk Graffiti
                                         by  E D WA R D  L E E
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the equivalent of aquatic vermin. 
I pull into a Vietnamese restaurant in 

Kemah. All along the Gulf Coast, from 
Seabrook to Galveston to Palacios, Viet-
namese fi shermen have settled into com-
munities that started when thousands of 
refugees were relocated here after the 
Vietnam War. I sit down and order báhn 
xèo, a popular dish on the menu in every 
Vietnamese restaurant in America. It is 
a light, crispy crepe of turmeric and rice 
fl our folded over shrimp, pork, and bean 
sprouts and served with a sweet dipping 
sauce. The place is bright and airy. The 
customers are white and working class 
and polite. On my table is the familiar 
plastic chopstick holder that opens up 
when you pull a knob on the lid. Bottles 
of Sriracha and soy sauce sit on a plastic 
tray. My waitress goes back and forth 
between taking orders and studying an 
oversize textbook. 

just too tempting. The waitress tells me 
she is a college student studying for an 
exam. This is her uncle’s restaurant; her 
aunt is the cook. I tell her I’m here to 
interview Vietnamese shrimpers and 
could she ask her uncle if he knows any. 
She doesn’t hesitate to answer. 

“They will not talk to you,” she says 
bluntly. “Mostly, they want to be left 
alone.”

“Is it because of all the racial stu�  that 
happened here in the past?”

The relationship between the Viet-
namese fi shermen and the local Texas 
fi shermen has long been punctuated by 
controversy; skirmishes have boiled over 
into fi ghts and even murders. After the 
Vietnam War, when thousands of refu-
gees were placed along the Texas Gulf, 
many did what they knew how to do best: 
fi sh. This was a time before stringent 
regulations, and the Vietnamese, desper-
ate to make a living, broke many of the 
unwritten rules of the bay. They skirted 
laws, they ignored limits, they trans-
formed an old Texas profession into a 
cutthroat business. This behavior coin-
cided with the rage many Texans felt 
over unfair demon ization of American 
Vietnam War veterans. Though the im-
migrants were on the same side of the 
fi ght in Vietnam as Americans, here in 
Texas, tensions between Vietnamese and 
white fi shermen ran hot like a breezeless 
summer night. The strife was further 
complicated by a growing industry of 
cheap farmed shrimp from Southeast 
Asia fl ooding the American market, driv-
ing shrimp prices to all-time lows. Many 
of the Texas old-timers were pushed out 
of business. Many blamed the Vietnam-
ese for eroding a way of life that, on the 
Gulf Coast, was more than just a profes-
sion; it was a tradition. Others argued 
that the shrimp industry was already in 
decline with or without the Vietnamese. 
Even so, the tensions ignited into 

When the crepe arrives, I can tell the 
shrimp is not from the Gulf. I ask the 
waitress, but she tells me she doesn’t 
know. I’m hungry, so I fi nish what’s on 
my plate, wondering as I eat if it is more 
authentic for a Vietnamese restaurant to 
use frozen shrimp farmed in Vietnam 
than Gulf shrimp. Then I wonder if any 
of the restaurants here use the local 
shrimp, or if the lure of cheap imports is 
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Crossing from
Seabrook into Kemah,
for a moment I get the feeling I’m floating on air—
the highway elevates so swiftly over the piers. To 
my left is a clear view of the rich blue waters that 
stretch into Galveston Bay. The color mirrors the 
Texas sky. I am on my way to Galveston to secure 
a shipment of Gulf shrimp for my restaurant. It is 
something I have to have on my menu. Shrimp 
crosses all culinary borders. From the pages of 
Nathalie Dupree’s Shrimp and Grits Cookbook to 
the melamine plates of Vietnamese crepes stuffed 
with shrimp and pork to chilled martini glasses 
of shrimp cocktail served at every steak house in 
America, shrimp are adored everywhere. I’ve tried 
to avoid shrimp on my menus, but the demand is 
just too high. Americans consume about 1.3 billion 
pounds of shrimp annually. So here I am in shrimp 
country, to see with my own eyes an industry that 
has been much maligned. If I’m going to cook with 
shrimp, I need to find a source I can trust.

If you eat shrimp regularly, chances are 
they come from Southeast Asia, where 
they were most likely farmed in over-
crowded mud ponds manned by poor 
subsistence workers barely able to eke 
out a living. These shrimp swim in a tox-
ic cocktail of fertilizers and antibiotics, 
to ward off the host of diseases that infect 
these monoculture-breeding facilities. 
Still, chances are the shrimp don’t taste 

all that bad. Most farmed shrimp from 
Asia have no detectable flavor, good or 
bad. Once you dust them with paprika 
and cumin and blacken them in a cast-
iron pan, or drown them in a spicy sweet-
and-sour sauce, it matters little how 
flavorless they are. It is easy to overlook 
the chemical bath they were treated in 
before they arrived in frozen five-pound 
bricks. Shrimp are a cheap commodity, 
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a lost cause. We walk around his shop 
looking at all the varieties of shrimp he 
has displayed on mountains of crushed 
ice. White shrimp from the bay, brown 
shrimp from deep waters, small bait 
shrimp, and Royal Reds from Louisiana. 
I taste the ones from the bay. They are 
small, white, and delicate. I prefer them 
to the larger varieties. Most of the bay 
shrimp goes straight to bait shops, where 
they are used to fish for larger game. This 
is a shame. These little guys are special, 
nothing like the spongy, flavorless curls 
of flesh that went into my báhn xèo. Ken-
ny tells me the shrimpers can’t make 
enough money selling these shrimp to 
wholesalers. In an industry flooded with 
cheap imports, there is no demand for 
these tasty bay shrimp. There may come 
a day, he laments, when they close the 
bay to commercial fishing altogether. 

It is easy to get discouraged. In my ex-
perience, people in the fishing industry 
are a depressing lot. Their world is always 
on the brink of Armageddon and has been 
that way for as long as Kenny can remem-
ber. Kenny is quick to share with me a 
world of problems, but he has a shine in 
his eyes. He gets it from the water. He tells 
me he will pass along my order to his 
brother, Buddy. Right now, he has to get 
back to work. The forklift has been acting 
up all day. He winces at the sound of a 
truck backing up to his property. He’s got 
to load up a large order of tilefish for a 
customer in Houston. As he walks away, 
I see he has a slight limp, but something 
in his eyes tells me he’ll outlive the rest 
of us who lose our minds every time our 
wireless Internet goes awry. 

The next day, 
I drive back to 
San Leon at 5:00 a.m. 
I arrive at the docks while the Vietnam-
ese shrimpers are preparing their boats. 

It is still night. The winds are invisible 
in the dark, but I can feel them building 
strength above my head. There are about 
twenty shrimp boats docked in a make-
shift marina of crooked pilings and rot-
ting wooden planks. A squat cinder-block 
building provides the only light. The 
shrimp boats are rocking back and forth 
in the wind. All these boats are small 
single-engine trawlers no more than for-
ty feet long with a boom and a net. They 
are in varying degrees of disarray. Only 
a few boats have turned on their work 
lights, which are perched high above the 
cabin. I can see a few men working on 
nets or drinking coffee. They’re listening 
to the weather report on their radios. No 
one is willing to talk to me. I pace the 
docks trying to look as unsuspicious and 
trustworthy as I know how. I get to the 
end of one side of the dock and watch a 
boat go out, sputtering smoke as it slow-
ly grinds through the choppy waters. I 
can hear flags whipping in the wind 
somewhere behind me. There are distant 
lights on the other side of the bay, and 
they seem like a planet away. I want to 
get out on the water, though I know my 
chances are slim. I turn around to make 
another pass around the docks. Just then, 
a man jumps off his boat to have a ciga-
rette. I offer him one of mine. It’s hard 
to light the cigarette in this wind, so I 
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violence. Vietnamese shrimp boats were 
burned, shots were fired, rallies were 
held, and at one point, the KKK got in-
volved. A generation of mistrust and 
resentment ensued. 

This was more than thirty years ago, 
and the hatred has subsided, I’m told. 
Still, the local industry has been steadily 
constrained by catch limits, overfishing, 
oil spills, and increasing environmental 
regulations, and all the while, the amount 
of imported shrimp continues to rise. 
The Vietnamese shrimpers fare no better 
today than anyone else suffering in an 
industry that is being choked from all 
sides. I’m told that nowadays everyone 
gets along because no one is doing any 
better than the next guy. 

“That was a long time ago,” the wait-
ress says. “I’m too young to remember 
all that.”

Her aunt comes out of the kitchen, and 
I awkwardly thank her for a delicious 
meal. She doesn’t speak much English, 
and my waitress, eager to get back to her 
studies, does not volunteer to interpret. 
I pack up my notebook, but then, just as 
I am about to leave, the young waitress 
turns to me suddenly and says, “During 
the war, everyone came to Vietnam and 
burned it down, so they had no choice 
but to leave. They came here to work, 
not to fight.”

San Leon 
is a quiet 
coastal town 
a bit farther down from Kemah. It occu-
pies a peninsula that juts out like the tip 
of an oyster knife piercing Galveston Bay. 
It is a town of mobile home parks and 
modest houses built on stilts, a backwa-
ter resort where one can get away from 
the noise of everyday life. On the 
Bayshore side are restaurants and a few 
nautical-themed bars, such as Gilhool-
ey’s, a perfect place to waste an afternoon 
drinking tequila and slurping down Gulf 
oysters. The other side of the peninsula 
is where the commercial fishing boats 
dock. I drive along the edge of the water 
looking for people to talk to. Near an 
oyster processing plant, I see a few Mex-
ican workers wrapping up for the day. 
The crying of the seagulls drowns out 
any other noise as they circle and dart 
menacingly. As I approach, the men rise 
to their feet. I ask them where I can find 
Vietnamese shrimpers. They tell me if I 
want to catch up with them, I have to go 
to Twenty-Second Street an hour before 
dawn. I pencil that into my notebook. 
The men don’t sit down again until I’m 
back in my car. 

I drive down the coast another thirty 
minutes, to Galveston. I’m meeting up 
with Kenny from Katie’s Seafood Market 
on Pier 19, a small storefront operation 
that is actually one of the largest fish 
purveyors in the Gulf. Katie’s is a proud 
family-owned business made famous by 
Buddy Guindon, a larger-than-life figure 
and an outspoken proponent of the Gulf. 
“Kenny” is the brother who works behind 
the scenes. He is thoughtful and generous 
with his time. He looks like he hasn’t 
combed his hair in weeks. His hands are 
black from working a forklift all day. 

Kenny tells me that the real money in 
the Gulf is in snapper and big-game fish 
farther offshore; the shrimp business is 
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A small sliver of dawn is pushing up 
from the horizon. Mr. Ton pushes me 
aside to start the winch. It has been only 
thirty minutes, but he has decided to pull 
up his net. The gulls go crazy as the net 
emerges from the water. Mr. Ton guides 
the net over the holding box. He releas-
es the slipknots tied to the bottom of the 
net. A small catch of shrimp falls into the 
box. It isn’t much. Maybe twenty pounds. 
Mr. Ton is disappointed but shrugs as if 
to say he knew as much. The winds are 
picking up. He is eager to get back. He 
points to the other boats and gestures to 
tell me they are wasting their time. He 
reties the rope around the net and 
sets it aside. 

Knots serve many func-
tions. The obvious one 
is to connect two 
things. Most of the 
knots we use in our 
day-to-day lives 
have some origin 
in nautical history. 
Before mechaniza-
tion, a sailor’s life 
depended on knots. 
The trick of a good 
knot is making a pattern 
you can control. Anyone can 
tie a knot that binds. Anyone can 
use friction to create tension. The real 
skill is tying a knot that doesn’t move but 
will easily release when you need it to. 
In an age of steel and motors, knot mak-
ing is a dying art. On a boat like this, you 
probably need to know only a few knots 
to perform all the tasks needed. Mr. Ton 
uses a clove hitch to tie the boat up to 
the piling. It is a remarkably simple knot 
that clamps under its own loop. I’m sure 
he doesn’t know the name of this knot 
that he has tied countless times in his 
life, at least not in English. 

I help Mr. Ton transfer his catch into 
a plastic bucket, which he loads onto the 

back of his pickup truck. This will go 
straight to a bait shop. I o� er him money 
for his time. He smiles at me for the fi rst 
time and refuses. I give him the rest of 
my cigarettes. He says good-bye uncer-
emoniously and drives o� , his tires kick-
ing dust onto my jeans. It is just getting 
light. A lot of the other boats start to come 
back, with little to show for their e� orts. 
The wind has whipped up into a circular 
motion. The palm tree leaves are clapping 
violently. Seagulls cackle in protest. 

Hurricane Ike still haunts this region 
like a nightmare. In 2008, a tropical cy-
clone swelled into a Category 4 storm 

that made landfall in Galveston on 
September 13. The storm 

winds ripped away trees. 
They leveled every-

thing. Dozens of peo-
ple lost their lives, 
and the storm left 
billions of dollars 
in damage. People 
here refer to time 
as before Ike or af-

ter Ike. After Ike, 
everything had to be 

rebuilt, so everything 
here looks almost new. 

But there are still remnants 
of empty plots of land where hous-

es once stood. And then there are these 
battle-scarred shrimp boats. Some sur-
vived the storm intact; others were re-
paired or rebuilt. To the Vietnamese 
immigrants here, this was their liveli-
hood, and they would patch it and get 
back to work. They were the fi rst ones 
back on the water after the storm. Their 
boats look tattered, but they work. They 
creak and they cough. In the light of the 
new morning, they look like ghost ships 
kept afl oat against their will. 

The fi shermen hurry to their cars and 
drive o� . For a moment, I think about fol-
lowing them in my car. But what would I 

reties the rope around the net and 

Knots serve many func-
tions. The obvious one 

things. Most of the 

that made landfall in Galveston on 
September 13. The storm 

winds ripped away trees. 
They leveled every-

thing. Dozens of peo-
ple lost their lives, 
and the storm left 
billions of dollars 
in damage. People 
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huddle in close. His face is worn and 
wrinkled. I can’t tell how old he might 
be because the sea seems to have aged 
him beyond his years. His cheeks are 
brown and shapeless, his eyes emotion-
less. I can see tufts of graying hair under 
the brim of his Texans baseball cap. He 
is wearing a windbreaker, polyester 
slacks, and sandals on his feet—not ex-
actly the uniform of an experienced sail-
or. His name is Mr. Ton. He tells me he 
works the entire boat himself, which is 
dangerous. Seagulls alight on the boats 
as if wakened by the motors around us. 

I pretend to complain about the weath-
er. He is not going out, he says. Too windy. 
His pickup truck is parked 
nearby, and he disappears 
into it for a while, 
talking loudly into his 
cell phone. Then he 
returns, and before 
he can get back on 
his boat, I grab his 
arm and ask him if 
he’ll take me out 
on his boat. I o� er 
him money. He 
shakes his head to tell 
me it is a preposterous 
idea. His work light is fl ick-
ering, so he gets on his boat to 
fi x it. Two more boats go out, and my 
chances of getting on one are dwindling. 
There is a small window to go out and 
catch shrimp while they are motionless, 
in the dark hours before dawn. The wind 
brings to shore a gust of low-pressure air 
that fi lls my lungs with salt. Mr. Ton ig-
nores me, but I wait by his boat drinking 
tepid co� ee and looking like a lost pet. 

Suddenly, he looks up at me and waves 
me onto his boat. He will make one pass, 
that’s it. He tells me to stay out of his 
way. He starts the engine, and we head 
out behind another boat that is spitting 
diesel smoke into the air. Mr. Ton tells 

me to wait in a small area of the boat next 
to the winch and the engine room. The 
sky is still dark. I can hear the sloshing 
of water, but otherwise, I’m blind to what 
is around me. I can see only what is hap-
pening on the boat. 

Mr. Ton is agile for a man his age, what-
ever that may be. He runs back and forth 
between the captain’s chair and the back 
of the boat as he lowers the outriggers. 
The mechanisms on these boats are very 
simple, not like those for the large com-
mercial boats that go o� shore deep into 
the Gulf. We drive slowly to a spot not 
far from the docks. Mr. Ton guides heavy 
metal doors, each one weighing about 

four hundred pounds, out over 
the black water. The nylon 

shrimp net goes out over 
the sides, and he low-

ers the doors into the 
bay. The net will 
unfurl into a coni-
cal shape and drag 
across the bottom 
of the bay. The 

doors keep the 
trawl net spread 

open. A tickler chain 
runs ahead of the net to 

stir up the fl oor and kick 
the shrimp out of the mud. 

Mr. Ton moves the boat slowly over 
the water. He looks into the choppy 
waves as though he can see what is hap-
pening underneath. He is calm now, 
smoking a cigarette. He tells me he 
bought this boat for forty thousand dol-
lars over twenty years ago. It has been a 
good living, he tells me, but not so much 
anymore. His kids are grown up, and he 
fi shes only when the catch is good, which 
is not often. On a day like this, everyone 
loses money. He points to the corks fl oat-
ing on the water, but I can’t understand 
what he’s saying. He looks out over the 
water and shakes his head repeatedly. 

er. He is not going out, he says. Too windy. 
His pickup truck is parked 
nearby, and he disappears 
into it for a while, 
talking loudly into his 
cell phone. Then he 
returns, and before 

metal doors, each one weighing about 
four hundred pounds, out over 

the black water. The nylon 
shrimp net goes out over 

the sides, and he low-
ers the doors into the 
bay. The net will 
unfurl into a coni-
cal shape and drag 
across the bottom 
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We talk about the food, and I thank him 
for his commitment to serving fi sh from 
the Gulf. He shows me a wall with all the 
accolades he has received over the years. 
He tells me he had many more but that 
those got washed away with Ike. We talk 
about fi shing and life in San Leon. I ask 
him if he gets along with the Vietnamese 
shrimpers. Yes, he tells me. He works 
with them all, and they are his friends. 

“But it’s hard for the old-timers,” he 
tells me. “Their kids do fi ne, they become 
American, but the older ones, they have 
a hard time letting go. I tell them, ‘This 
here is America. Why do you want to 
make this place Vietnam?’ I’ve had my 
own story, you know, but when I got here, 
I said to myself, I am going to embrace 
this country.”

I ask him what his story is. He lets out 
a sigh. It’s too long to recount. 

“Anyway,” he says, “I’ll just give you the 
short version. It was 1940 when the Rus-
sians came into Tarnopol. I was fi ve years 
old at the time. They gave us twenty min-
utes to pack, mostly clothes, some provi-
sions. They put us on a sled and took us 
to the railroad station. We were trans-
ported for two to three weeks. We had 
never left Poland before, and here we 
were, traveling weeks by rail with little 
food and no medicine and nowhere to 
sleep. When we got out of the train, we 
found out we were in Siberia. My parents 
were forced to work in a labor camp in 
the forest. We didn’t think we would sur-
vive. Some months later, they were trans-
porting us again by train, to another labor 
camp even deeper into Siberia. The train 
doors were left open, and my father de-
cided we would jump. He went fi rst and 
the children went next, and last was my 
mother. We walked to a nearby village in 
the snow. A woman, God bless her, al-
lowed us to stay with her. 

“This was 1942, and the Germans were 
beating up on the Russians. The Germans 

were recruiting all Polish men to fi ght 
with them, and if they did, they promised 
that their families could return to Poland. 
So my father joined. They took him away, 
and we didn’t see him for a long time. 
We heard he was fi ghting in Persia. Well, 
we were still in Siberia thinking we 
would go back to Poland, but then my 
mother heard of a group of families that 
were heading to Iran. We jumped aboard 
a train in the direction of the Caspian 
Sea. To this day, I still don’t know how 
my mother found the strength and will 
to keep my brother and me safe on that 
journey. We didn’t have papers; we didn’t 
have money. My brother and I hid under 
the seat compartments almost the whole 
trip. When we got o�  the train, we took 
oxcarts and trolleys. We were walking 
along a deserted road when we saw a 
military truck drive by. They were Polish 
soldiers, and when they realized we were 
from Poland, they let us on the truck and 
took us to Tashkent. From there we 
somehow got to a port on the Caspian 

Sea, where we waited to board a boat for 
Iran. Well, we fi nally got to Iran, where 
we lived in a tent city for many months.”

I’m writing very fast, trying to get ev-
ery detail of his story right. I’m not con-
cerned with the facts or the question of 
how he could know so many details of 
his life from the age of fi ve. It is clear to 
me he has told this story before, but that 
makes it no less fascinating. 

“I saw my father once, for two days, 

somehow got to a port on the Caspian 
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do if I caught up to one of them? I can 
o er nothing they want. And what I want 
from them—their privacy, their trust—is 
as elusive as darting fi sh in an oil-black sea. 

I can’t fi nd any Vietnamese restaurants 
in San Leon, so I stop at a Mexican restau-
rant for breakfast. I see migas on the 
menu and order it. Crispy corn tortillas 
mixed with eggs, pico de gallo served 
with refried beans and soft warm torti-
llas—it is a fi lling breakfast. At another 
table, a couple is eating breakfast with 
their small child playing at their feet. On 
the wall over the kitchen pass is a picture 
of Pancho Villa decorated like a shrine. 
The cook hands me a bottle of Cholula 
hot sauce, and the familiarity of it makes 
me happy. The restaurant is fi lling up 
with what seem like workers whose day 
has been cut short by the restless winds. 
The cook is also taking orders, and he’s 
getting in the weeds. His father, seated 
at a table next to the TV, is watching CNN. 
He turns to look helplessly at his son, 
who’s trying to write down the orders as 
fast as he can. I bus my own dirty plates 
and wipe down my table so a group of 
men in work boots can sit down. 

I take a 
long nap 
in my car 
and wake to the shrill cries of seagulls. 
It is lunchtime, so I head to a restaurant 
called Topwater Grill, at the end of Ninth 

Street, looking out over the bay. It looks 
like your typical fun-loving wharf eatery, 
complete with fi shing tackle decorations 
and the Zach Brown Band blaring from 
the speakers. The building sits on a piece 
of dock historically known as April Fool 
Point. It was one of the points of entry 
for slave ships from Africa. Just past the 
entrance is a display of T-shirts, hats, and 
beer koozies for sale. Places like this are 
typically not where you go for great sea-
food, but Topwater Grill has a stellar 
reputation, and I want to check the place 
out. Behind the restaurant is a small load-
ing dock, mostly for small sport-fi shing 
boats. The owner of the restaurant is 
Captain Wally, and everyone in San Leon 
knows him. You can fi nd him here, but 
no one knows exactly when. You just 
have to catch him on his rounds. He 
doesn’t like to stay in one place very long, 
the manager tells me. 

I leave my name and number with the 
hostess so she can call me when Captain 
Wally arrives. I sit down for lunch. I start 
with Gulf oysters roasted with garlic and 
oil. Then I devour a basket of steamed 
Royal Red shrimp with drawn butter and 
a little Texas Pete hot sauce. The menu 
runs the gamut from Camerones Ran-
cheros to Boudin Balls. The redfi sh with 
Ponchartrain sauce is delicious. As I am 
fi nishing up, a waitress comes by to tell 
me there has been a Captain Wally sight-
ing. I wait for a long time to see if he’ll 
come by my table. He fi nally does. He is 
wearing a clean outfi t of shorts and a 
sport windbreaker. He is a kind-looking 
man with wrinkled sea skin and a thick 
Polish accent. He asks if I’m Edward. I 
tell him yes, and he stares at me with 
some suspicion. What is it exactly I’m 
looking for, he asks. I tell him about my 
book, and he reluctantly sits with me. He 
starts by telling me he doesn’t have a lot 
of time. He has to meet with some con-
tractors about a new development. 

do if I caught up to one of them? I can 
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families knew each other, and I had ac-
tually met her once when she was just 
eight days old. Her family had been on 
the same journey as mine. She was in 
Siberia when I was there, she went across 
the Caspian Sea to Iran, and she lived in 
the same camp in Africa when I was there. 
She came to the United States a year after 
I did. When we were dating, I showed 
her a picture I had kept from Africa. 
There was a man who had killed a great 
crocodile, and all the kids in the camp 
surrounded the animal to take pictures. 
I showed her the picture, and wouldn’t 
you know it, she was in the picture.”

He grows quiet for a brief moment. 
“There was a reason for all this, for meet-
ing my wife. I am blessed. Too many times 
I should not have made it out alive. Now 
I have my own family, and I feel like it was 
all for a purpose. I am eighty-three, and 
no question I have lived a blessed life.”

My hand is cramping from writing so 
fast, my fingers trembling. I ask him 
where he keeps that picture of the man 
with the crocodile. He tells me he lost it 
during Ike. Like everyone here, he lost 
almost everything. 

“Well, this was much more than I in-
tended on saying,” he tells me. “I think you 
only wanted to know about my restaurant.”

I put down my pen and close my note-
book. There is nothing more to write. I 
shake hands with him and wish him a 
healthy life. He seems tired from talking. 
His phone rings as he gets up to leave 
the table. I watch him as he walks around 
his restaurant, shaking hands with cus-
tomers and wiping down a stained menu. 
Through the glass walls of the restaurant, 
I watch him go back to the marina, where 
he helps a fisherman bring his boat out 
of the water. A brown pelican sits perched 
on a rock, patiently waiting for the scraps 
to be thrown its way. 

I don’t know what these various cul-
tures have in common other than the bay 
that provides them work and, I assume, 
some deeper satisfaction of living. And 
hot sauce—they all seem to like hot sauce. 
As Kenny said, when you’re on the water, 
the rules of the land don’t apply. It’s as 
if you get to leave the planet for a while. 
Other problems arise on a boat, but they 
are mechanical or else involve battles 
with weather or annoying gulls. For most 
of the fishermen I talked to, the biggest 
problem is that the laws of the land have 
slowly but heavily crept onto the boats 
in the water, making that sweet journey 
of escape barely possible anymore. 

In 2017, Hurricane Harvey battered 
the Gulf Coast, leaving most of the coast-
al towns in devastating floodwaters. It 
was the worst storm since Ike. But the 
folks on the coast will rebuild. From the 
shrimp trawlers to the Mexican cooks to 
Captain Wally, they will return to their 
bond with the water; they will once again 
harvest their livelihoods from the bay.

Shrimpers are squeezed all around by 
the cost of operating a boat in the United 
States, the cost of meeting regulations, 
and competition with low-price, 
low-quality shrimp from Asia. The price 
of shrimp has become so cheap that we 
have devalued the flavor of shrimp. We 
think of it as an everyday food that we 
consume without a second thought. But 
if you like shrimp, you should get your 
hands on some Galveston Bay white 
shrimp. The boats never go out for more 
than a day, so the shrimp don’t get frozen. 
They come in fresh and are sold right 
away. They are delicate and taste of the 
bay. You will find that you don’t need to 
blacken them or bury them in a blanket 
of sauce. And you’ll know what the pel-
ican knows: that shrimp are best eaten 
fresh and simply prepared. 
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during all that time, and then we didn’t 
see him again for another seven years 
after that. We moved to Tehran, where 
we lived in a refugee camp. They set up 
Polish schools, and we lived six months 
there. Then we got on lorries and trav-
eled through some very dangerous parts 
to get to the Persian Gulf. They put us 
on a boat to Karachi, which was then 
India; now it’s Pakistan. We stayed there 
for four months, then got on another 
boat, to Mombasa, Africa. Then we 
boarded a train, first to Nairobi, then to 
Uganda, where we lived in a Polish set-
tlement camp on Lake Victoria. We 
stayed here for over five years. They 
built schools for us, and we were treat-
ed well here. When the war ended, we 
went back to Poland. We heard our fa-
ther had somehow made his way to En-
gland. So we went there to join him. We 
stayed there for three years, until about 
1952, when we decided to make a new 
life in America. We had a sponsor who 
lived in Indiana, and we made the long 
trip, on the Queen Elizabeth, landing 
on Ellis Island. We took a Greyhound 
bus to Hammond, Indiana, and my fa-
ther got a job as a welder. When I got 
older, I found work as a draftsman for 
the telephone company. In 1957, I was 
drafted into the U.S. Army, and I was 
sent to Washington, D.C., as a tech en-
gineer. I was discharged in 1959, and I 
went back to work for the telephone 
company. Back then, the solid-state 
transistor radio was becoming popular, 
and my manager allowed me to exper-
iment on the devices. I developed a few 
patents and got promoted. In 1972, I got 
a call to come to Houston to work for 
an oil rig company, doing their electron-
ics systems. I would come down here to 
San Leon to fish, and I liked it very 
much. I had a small shrimp boat back 
then, and I made some money doing it 
on the side. In 1975, this marina came 

up for sale, and I bought it. At the time, 
I was also going to Ecuador for work, 
so I didn’t focus too much on this prop-
erty. In 1983, I started to be here more 
full-time. I bought a fleet of shrimp 
boats, and we did that business for a 
while. When I built this restaurant, it 
was just a small place that served the 
seafood we would catch from the bay. 
Then, in 2008, Hurricane Ike took it all 
away. We rebuilt the restaurant, and 
now my son runs the show here, and it 
is doing very well.”

I’m trying to keep eye contact with him 
while madly scribbling. I ask him about 
the gold anchor around his neck. His 
wife got it for him a long time ago. 

“I’ll tell you a funny story about my 
wife,” he says. “When I was in the U.S. 
Army, some friends set us up on a blind 
date because we were both Polish. We 
started talking on that first date, and 
wouldn’t you know it, we had lived in all 
the same places at the same time. Our 



NUOC CHAM
This is a great dipping sauce for spring 
rolls and lettuce wraps. The grapefruit juice 
is optional, but it really makes the sauce 
vibrant. Makes about 1 1 ⁄ 2 cups

2⁄3 cup lukewarm water
 3 tablespoons sugar

1 ⁄3 cup fresh lime juice 
 5 to 6 tablespoons fi sh sauce
 1 or 2 Thai bird chiles, thinly sliced
 2 garlic cloves, minced
  Reserved juices from the grapefruit
  suprêmes (from the crepe recipe)

In a small bowl, whisk together the water 
and sugar to dissolve the sugar. Add the 
lime juice, fi sh sauce, chiles, and garlic 
and whisk to combine. Add the reserved 
grapefruit juice.

BOURBON NUOC CHAM
Makes about 1 cup

2 cups bourbon, preferably 
  a 5-year-aged one
 3 tablespoons sugar

1 ⁄3 cup fresh lime juice
 5 to 6 tablespoons fi sh sauce
 1 or 2 Thai bird chiles, thinly sliced
 2 garlic cloves, minced

Put the bourbon in a medium pot, bring to a 
simmer over low heat, and simmer slowly until 
it has reduced to about 1 ⁄2 cup. The bourbon 
will ignite, so have a tight-fi tting lid next to 
the stove, and do not ever peek into the pot. 
When the bourbon ignites, simply put the lid 
over the pot to put out the fi re; remove the 
lid as soon as the fi re is doused. The alcohol 
may ignite once or twice more; just cover the 
pot to extinguish the fl ames. 

When the bourbon has reduced, pour it into 
a heatproof measuring cup, then add water 
until you have 2⁄3 cup reduced bourbon water.

Pour the bourbon water into a bowl and 
add the sugar, lime juice, fi sh sauce, chiles, 
and garlic. The nuoc cham will keep in your 
fridge, covered, for up to 2 weeks.
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BOURBON NUOC CHAM–ROASTED OYSTERS
Try to get lovely big, fat Gulf oysters for this recipe if you can. They aren’t as briny as some other 
varieties, but they are juicy and they cook really nicely. 

The oysters are topped with the same basic dipping sauce I serve with the crepes, but I replace 
the water with bourbon. It adds smokiness and depth to the sauce. When you cook with bourbon, 
you can’t just substitute it in equal parts for water. You have to cook the alcohol out of the bourbon.

SERVES 6 AS A FIRST COURSE

  Rock salt
 12 oysters, preferably from
  the Gulf, scrubbed clean
 1 ⁄4 cup Bourbon Nuoc Cham
  (recipe follows)

Preheat the oven to 500°F, 
or as hot as it will go.

Spread a layer of rock salt on 
a baking sheet and nestle

 the oysters in the salt, with 
the fl at sides facing up. Put 
the oysters in the oven and 
watch them carefully as they 
cook, as they will only take 
3 to 5 minutes. As soon as 
the oysters start to open up 
and you see a small bit of the 
oyster liquor bubbling around 
the sides, they are ready. 
Take the oysters out of 
the oven.

Wearing heatproof gloves, 
lift each oyster and pop the 
top shells off; they should 
come off easily. (I don’t even 
use an oyster knife for this, 
just a sturdy paring knife.)

Arrange the oysters on a 
serving plate and drizzle 
the bourbon nuoc cham 
right over the oysters. 
Serve immediately.

NUOC CHAM

the oven.
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VIETNAMESE CREPES WITH SHRIMP, PORK, AND HERBS
(Banh Xeo with Nuoc Cham)

Banh xeo is a traditional Vietnamese stuffed crepe dish, served with lettuce and herbs on the 
side. You wrap the crepe in lettuce and dip it into the sauce known as nuoc cham. But for this 
version, I serve the crepes open-faced, with the lettuce and herbs on top. Serve this as a casual 
fi rst course along with a crisp light beer. 

SERVES 4 AS A FIRST COURSE

B A T T E R

 2 cups rice fl our
 2 tablespoons plus scant 
 1 teaspoon cornstarch
 1 teaspoon salt

1 ⁄4 teaspoon ground
  turmeric

1 ⁄ 2 scallion, thinly sliced
1 ⁄3 cup coconut milk

 2 cups water

F I L L I N G

 1 1 ⁄ 2 teaspoons fi sh sauce
1 ⁄2 teaspoon sugar
1 ⁄ 2 teaspoon salt
1 ⁄ 8 teaspoon freshly ground

  black pepper
 12 ounces pork shoulder,
  sliced into thin strips
 12 ounces small shrimp, 
  preferably white 
  Gulf shrimp

1⁄2 small yellow onion,
  thinly sliced

1 ⁄4 cup vegetable oil
 2 cups bean sprouts, rinsed

G A R N I S H

 1 grapefruit, cut into
  suprêmes, juice reserved
  (see Nuoc Cham recipe)
 1 bunch mint, roughly 
  chopped
 1 bunch cilantro
 1 bunch Thai basil, chopped
 1 cup chopped romaine
  lettuce
  Nuoc Cham 
  (recipe follows)

To make the batter: In a 
medium bowl, combine the 
rice fl our, cornstarch, salt, 
turmeric, and scallion. Add 
the coconut milk and water 
and whisk well. Set aside 
at room temperature for 1 
hour. The batter will thicken 
slightly as it sits. 

Meanwhile, marinate the 
pork for the fi lling: In a small 
bowl, combine the fi sh sauce, 
sugar, salt, and pepper. Add 
the pork, tossing to coat, 
cover, and refrigerate.

When ready to cook, drain 
the pork and divide the pork, 
shrimp, and onion into 4 
portions each. 

Heat a 10-inch nonstick skillet 
over medium-high heat. Add 
2 teaspoons of the oil to the 
pan, then add one portion 
each of the pork, shrimp, and 
onion and sauté for about 1 
minute, stirring often, until the 

pork is slightly browned. 
Give the batter a good 

stir with a ladle, pour 
about 1 ⁄3 cup of the 
batter into the center 
of the skillet, and 

swirl the skillet to 
cover the bottom; the 

batter should sizzle and 
bubble as you pour it in. 

After 30 seconds, pile 1 ⁄ 2 
cup of the bean sprouts onto 
the crepe, lower the heat 
to medium, and place a lid 
on the pan. Cook for 2 to 3  
minutes, until the sprouts 
have wilted slightly.

Remove the lid. Pour 1 
teaspoon of the oil around 
the edges of the crepe and 
cook for 3 minutes more, or 
until the crepe is crispy and 
golden on the bottom. Slide 
the crepe onto a serving 
plate. Repeat with the 
remaining batter and fi lling, 
putting each crepe on a 
serving plate. 

Arrange the grapefruit 
segments, herbs, and lettuce 
over the crepe—build the 
greens nice and high. Drizzle 
the nuoc cham sauce over 
the herbs and crepe. Serve 
immediately, with more nuoc 
cham on the side if you want.

fi rst course along with a crisp light beer. 

SERVES 4 AS A FIRST COURSE

 2 tablespoons plus scant 

 teaspoons fi sh sauce

To make the batter: In a 

pork is slightly browned. 
Give the batter a good 

stir with a ladle, pour 
about 
batter into the center 
of the skillet, and 

swirl the skillet to 
cover the bottom; the 

batter should sizzle and 
bubble as you pour it in. 

After 30 seconds, pile 
cup of the bean sprouts onto 
the crepe, lower the heat 
to medium, and place a lid 
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brothers Beto and Noe Mendoza, out to 
celebrate love and friendship—amor y 
amistad, the spirit of el Día de San Valentin. 
Antonio expected the broad tent in front 
of the restaurant to attract a large crowd, 
despite the cool weather. People hadn’t 
turned out as hoped. But Antonio, a short, 
sturdy man in his fifties with a gray-fleck-
ed mustache who dependably wears polo 
shirts, welcomed those who came. 

We made the most of the extra space. 
As immigrant rights activists, we vented 
anxieties about nativist ideologies that 
constantly made headlines. Since the 
election, my activist friends and I had 
scrambled to help Athens’ migrant com-
munity respond to uncertainty as the new 
federal administration composed a flurry 
of memos on immigration enforcement. 
In Athens, as across the country, advocates 

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT:  
Noe Mendoza, of Dignidad 

Inmigrante en Athens, leads 
chants during a May Day 
immigrant rights rally in 

2017; The defaced sign on La 
Parrilla’s front door on Dia Sin 
Inmigrante, Feb. 16, 2017; Signs 

posted on the front door of 
Supermercado Camino Real

5 4 | s o u t h e r n f o o d w a y s . o r g

El S�  Latino

P
ho

to
s 

by
 A

nd
ré

 G
al

la
nt

THE FIGHT
TO SERVE
In Athens, restaurant 
workers balance 
activism with hospitality
BY ANDRÉ GALLANT

hips with friends on beat. Servers busted 
moves between deliveries of molcajete 
mixto and cerveza familiar.

At Tlaloc El Mexicano, the Athens, 
Georgia, restaurant owned by my friend 
Antonio, something he calls buenas vibras 
warmed the chilly Sunday evening. It was 
two days shy of the true sweetheart holiday. 
Good vibes, the core of the Tlaloc ethos, 
brought my family and our friends, 

A ntonio ramirez threw a
terrifi c Valentine’s Day party. A 
DJ mixed Los Tigres Del Norte 

into Katy Perry into Luis Fonsi, horn trills 
into sultry polyrhythms. The bass notes 
rumbled the ear drums of kids who 
clutched San Valentin teddy bears and 
stood too close to subwoofers. Adults 
balanced margarita-laced ice cubes 
inside their rocks glasses as they bumped 
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El Sur Latino
separated rumor from fact and deter-
mined next steps. 

Tlaloc had become a de facto head-
quarters for local action planning, a space 
where a white Canadian resident alien 
like myself learned the intricacies of the 
immigrant rights movement from veter-
ans like Beto and Noe. We talked tactics 
while Antonio served us pupusas during 
working lunches. Tonight, Tlaloc was a 
place to unwind. Beto, Noe, and I, a trio 
of inelegant dancers, took turns spinning 
my daughter in pirouettes. We danced 
hard and ate too much. Then our spiri-
tual barricade cracked.

A young white woman wearing a make 
america great again t-shirt walked 
through the party and took a seat with 
her boyfriend at an indoor table. We 
shouldn’t have been shocked. Tlaloc at-
tracts diners of all sorts, from college 
students to poultry workers. But tonight, 
this was supposed to be a safe space for 
the Latino community.

Smiles became side-eyes. Some of us 
gawked. The staff, all immigrants or chil-
dren of immigrants from Mexico and 
Central America, couldn’t face them. 
Tlaloc’s servers refused to greet the table. 
The wounds of the previous November’s 
election were still raw. Antonio under-
stood their concerns and took over. We 
watched him carry the couple’s smoul-
dering fajitas across the dining room, and 
I posted to Facebook from my phone in a 
frustrated fit: “The audacity of the white 
girl wearing a Trump shirt who walks into 
a restaurant run by immigrants.” Antonio 
responded in a comment later that evening 
that, even though some people thought 
ill of immigrants like him, it was still his 
job to serve them. He welcomed everyone 
to Tlaloc. Buenas vibras for all. 

“Happy customers and employees 

make for good business,” Antonio told 
me later. “Building a better community 
makes for better business.” 

Antonio believed hospitality could 
change minds, but I fretted that the eve-
ning’s events foreshadowed a nasty year 
to come: beloved immigrant-owned 
restaurants, sources of nourishment and 
security for documented and undocu-
mented alike, would become battlegrounds 
during a brazenly xenophobic presidency. 
If I was correct, how would restaurateurs 
like Antonio and his wife, Florinda Arroyo, 
respond? Did hospitality have its limits, 
or was there a point where small business 
owners would turn to activism? 

four days after the Tlaloc party, 
immigrants across the nation stayed 
home from work, closed their stores, and 
kept their children out of school in a 
show of absence called Día Sin Inmi-
grantes. Word of the strike spread 
through social media and Spanish-lan-
guage newspapers. In Athens, where 
people of Latin American descent 
account for ten percent of the population 
(a fair portion of which is believed to be 
undocumented), the protest occurred 
quietly. No walk-outs. No marches. Con-
struction jobsites sat idle. On social 
media, public school teachers noted 
empty desks. Tiendas and taco stands 
remained dark well into the evening. 

Alonso Haro arrived at work that 
morning unaware of any boycott. The 
Haro family runs Taqueria La Parrilla, 

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: 
Supermercado Camino Real owner Juan 
breaks down produce boxes; A lengua taco 
from Camino Real; The Tlaloc Family, right to 
left: Antonio Ramirez, Florinda Arroyo, their 
daughter Karen Ramirez and her son, Matteo.
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Athens-only rally to build on the mo-
mentum. His ask was more of a request 
for solidarity than a call to strike.

On the day of the rally, Beto and I drove 
around Athens, visiting supermercados 
and restaurants to distribute last-minute 
handbills about the march and record 
who’d confirmed support. At each stop 
we interrupted lunch rushes and check-
out transactions. Nobody had taken 
Beto’s advice.

Beto suggested we head to Supermarket 
El Camino Real, a market and taqueria on 
the north side of town. “They have the 
best tortillas,” he advised. We drove into 
an empty parking lot. Beto read two signs 
taped on the door: one sought a cook; the 
other announced that Camino Real would 
be closed for the immigrant march. Beto 
smiled and gave a little shrug, as he does 
when pleasantly surprised.

Later, Beto and I asked Camino Real 
owner Juan, who asked that his last name 
not be used, what prompted him to close. 
He’d received no blowback, as his clien-
tele is almost entirely Latino. 

“I don’t have the words to express 
myself politically,” Juan said. His actions 
weren’t meant as protest in the revolu-
tionary sense. He wasn’t some Marxist 
like those he’d heard about growing up in 
Michoacán, a province in southwestern 
Mexico. He was a businessman expressing 
the economic power that he and other 
immigrant entrepreneurs possessed. 

“It was something to show that we 
matter in this country,” Juan said. “If we 
all closed, they would take us seriously.”

Public support of migrant causes, like 
Juan’s closure of Camino Real, isn’t easy 
for immigrant businesses, Beto noted,  
even if such efforts go unnoticed by  

Beto Mendoza sends a text message outside Supermercado Camino Real,  
which had closed for an immigrant rights march on May 1, 2017. 
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the most successful chain of Mexican 
restaurants in Athens. They employ 
dozens of Latino workers at three restau-
rants across two counties. Their clientele 
is not predominately Latin American, 
but their staff is. Most cooks came to 
work, so all three La Parrilla locations 
opened for lunch at 11 a.m. But Haro, a 
tall man with a swaddling handshake, 
sensed his crew had shown up out of 
dedication to him. After the second or 
third plates of the day left the kitchen, 
Haro instructed managers at all three 
restaurants to close. On the front doors, 
each location posted an announcement: 

in light of recent events and 
social media news, we’ve 
decided to stand behind and 
support our employees as it 
is thanks to them and their 
support that we are able to 
do business. therefore, we 
are closed today. we’re sorry 
for the inconvenience and 
ask for your understanding.

A similarly worded Facebook post im-
mediately drew negative comments from 
patrons, including promises to never set 
foot in the establishment again. Haro 
shrugged them off. He advised his 
brother, Adrian, who runs their social 
media accounts, to unplug and let it go. 
Then the ire came. 

At La Parrilla’s spot in Watkinsville, a 
less diverse neighboring town to Athens, 
stymied diners marked up the paper 
message with their frustrations. 

trump train!! woo woo!!
build the wall!
you just got your last peso from my 
family. see you in mex.

Worst of all, swastikas. 
A photo of the sign circulated on social 

media. Soon after, Atlanta TV stations 
rang Haro’s phone incessantly. Local press 
called, too. He had no comment. He hated 
politics, and wished La Parrilla’s fifteen 
minutes of fame would tick away. Haro 
read hurtful Facebook comments by  
customers whom he recognized from 
their loyal patronage. The mutual respect 
between eater and cook had been lost, it 
seemed, and that saddened him. 

Beto monitored the situation and co-
ordinated a response. He told Haro to 
expect an outpouring of love the next 
day. From lunch to dinner service that 
Friday, people delivered bouquets and 
cards to all locations. Musicians serenad-
ed supporters who displayed pink hearts 
or posters in support of the restaurant 
and the immigrant community. A few 
folks left anti-Trump signs, but Haro 
threw them away. This wasn’t about the 
presidency. He cared about his custom-
ers and his employees. His job required 
him to please both. 

As another Día Sin Inmigrantes ap-
proached in May, Haro talked with his 
staff. Let’s care for the customers, he 
urged. We can donate sales to immigrant 
causes. Employees agreed. 

may day 2017,  el Día Internacional de 
los Trabajadores, dawned slate gray and 
drizzly. Local migrant support groups 
had scheduled a rally downtown that 
night, but poor weather would burn off 
well before start time. Discreetly, Beto 
and members of a group he coordinates 
called Dignidad Inmigrante en Athens 
encouraged shop owners and workers to 
stay home on May 1. People around the 
country took notice of Día Sin Inmi-
grantes, Beto argued, and he wanted this 



S p r i n g  2 0 1 8 | 6 1

Fiction

FOODS FROM A MARRIAGE
BY JACK PENDARVIS

An old movie was playing on TV but 
Boris wasn’t watching it. It was just on 
in the background while he was reading. 
Greta Garbo was the queen of Sweden. 
She was nibbling grapes from a bunch 
that her lover dangled over her head.

Boris read Clementine some facts 
about grizzly bears, about how they 
rolled in the snow and acquired a coat 
of ice that could stop a bullet. He said it 
was better not to shoot at them anyway.

“Why?” said Clementine.
“A wounded grizzly bear will kill you,” 

said Boris.

  4. PEPPERS
“You certainly are the gassy one today,” 
said Clementine.

“Well, peppers,” said Boris. “Peppers 
are great gas producers.”

  5. TURKEY LEGS
“I think they’re scu� ed already,” said 
Boris.

“I like a leather shoe that’s been broken 
in a little,” said Clementine. “So the leath-
er is worn and it can develop a personality.”

“Okay,” said Boris. “I forgot to shake 
‘em out. I hope there’s not a brown re-
cluse inside.”

“I think you’d have felt it by now,” said 
Clementine.

Boris thought about it.

  1. A CRACKER
Sunday nights the street was quiet.

Clementine stood at the front door, 
looking out.

“Whatcha see out there? Anything?” 
said Boris.

“Mm-nnh,” said Clementine. She had 
a cracker in her mouth.

“Wind’s blowing,” said Boris.

  2. BROWNIES
“These brownies really are amazing,” 
said Clementine.

“I know! And I don’t even like brown-
ies,” said Boris.

  3. TWO BEERS
Clementine came home from a party.

“Oh, stumbling in drunk,” said Boris.
“I had two beers,” said Clementine.
“I thought you weren’t staying,” said 

Boris.
“I danced a lot. They had a DJ.”
“Who was it?”
“Oh, a friend of David’s.”
“Who did you see?” said Boris.
“Chris. He said hello.”
“Did you make some excuse for me?”
“I said you were fl ying under the radar.”
“Who did you dance with? Jaime?”
“Yes, and Beth Ann, of course.”

Sunday nights the street was quiet.

“Wind’s blowing,” said Boris.

Clementine came home from a party.

“You certainly are the gassy one today,” 

“I think they’re scu� ed already,” said 
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non-immigrants. Undocumented entre-
preneurs face unique hazards. They live 
on the edge everyday, Beto said. They 
could build or expand, but it could all dis-
appear tomorrow. Activism could expose 
this frailty, so statements had to be well-
timed and somewhat unintrusive. Protest 
couldn’t interfere with a customer’s needs. 

May Day evening in downtown Athens, 
the migrant community made the loud 
declarations that its restaurants couldn’t. 
Under a clear sky, roughly three hundred 
people snaked past churches, through 
the University of Georgia campus, then 
halted in front of the county courthouse. 
Beto brandished a bullhorn to lead chants 
for a crowd that drew immigrants from 
around north Georgia. Noe skated across 
the courthouse steps, jumping and sliding 

to a tempo set by his brother’s amplified 
call. Elders and DREAMers emerged 
from long work and school days to unfold 
homemade signs. no more deporta-
tions. don’t break up our families. 
we are threads in a quilt that 
should not be unstitched.

Afterward, more than a dozen of us, 
three generations of immigrants and 
activists from a handful of countries, ate 
dinner at Tlaloc to celebrate a successful 
march. Sitting at outdoor picnic tables, 
we clinked icy mugs of beer and spooned 
chocolatey molés with rolled tortillas. 
Antonio walked outside with another 
tray of drinks. He set it down and threw 
an arm around Beto. Enjoy yourselves, 
Antonio said. Dinner was on him. But 
please, he smiled, leave a good tip. 

André Gallant is a journalist based in Athens, Georgia. His first book, The High 
Low Tide, will be published by the University of Georgia Press in fall 2018.

A Sunday evening at Tlaloc el Mexicano
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“Joe didn’t feel his until the next day,” 
he said. “When he started sweating un-
controllably.”

“I think he felt a pinch,” said Clemen-
tine. “Maybe I’m wrong.”

“Megan says she can meet me for 
drinks after my plane lands,” said Boris.

“That’s nice,” said Clementine.
“She said maybe I wouldn’t want any-

thing to eat. She asked me if I was going 
to eat before Sunday. Eat before Sunday! 
I told her I didn’t think one meal would 
pop my buttons. She said okay, we could 
get something ‘non-gluttonous.’ Who 
does she think I am, Diamond Jim 
Brady?” Boris made gobbling noises and 
pretended to wave around a couple of 
juicy turkey legs. “Non-gluttonous! I 
guess she thinks I’m Old King Cole!”

  6. DRIED APRICOT
Clementine wanted Boris to bring her a 
dried apricot, so he did.

“I like that movie where she gives him 
a dried apricot and he spits it in a napkin,” 
said Clementine.

“I don’t remember that,” said Boris.
“It’s famous,” said Clementine.
“I remember Mulholland Dr. where 

they give him espresso and he spits it in 
a napkin,” said Boris.

“It’s The Long Goodbye,” said Clementine.
“I don’t remember that part at all. Who 

is it?”
“Philip Marlowe,” said Clementine.
“Who gives him the apricot?”
“The femme fatale. I like that kind of 

detail.”
They had been talking during another 

movie, to which they now returned their 
attention.

“Now he’s basically got to kill Grendel,” 

said Boris. “The monster at the middle 
of the maze.”

“Yeah,” said Clementine.
“Ooh, that shit has poison on it,” said 

Boris. A medicine man had dipped a claw 
into a bowl of inky liquid. There was a 
fi ght and the hero got a scratch.

“Now he’s been hurt like Hamlet!” said 
Boris.

“Oh no, is he going to die?” said Clem-
entine. “I think it was The Long Goodbye.”

  7. A BAD OYSTER
Clementine got hold of a bad oyster, 
which she deposited delicately into her 
napkin. She went for the nearest likely 
thing to get the taste out of her mouth. 
Boris started to say something about 
Clementine putting her funky oyster lips 
on his negroni.

“Whatever happened is already hap-
pening,” said Clementine.

Somehow Boris knew just what she 
meant.

  8. SALMON
“Eat this last little piece of salmon so it 
doesn’t stink up the trash,” said Clementine.

“So now I’m a human garbage dispos-
al,” said Boris.

“If that’s how you want to think of 
yourself,” said Clementine.

  9. GUANCIALE
“So… white wine, garlic and bacon.”

“Or guanciale.”
“All right, I’m going.”
 “What?”A
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APRICOT

The Long Goodbye.”

  7. A BAD OYSTER
Clementine got hold of a bad oyster, 

“Eat this last little piece of salmon so it 

yourself,” said Clementine.

  9. GUANCIALE
“So… white wine, garlic and bacon.”
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Fiction
“Nothing!”
“What did you say?”
“Huh?”
“I said, ‘What did you say?’”
“I can’t hear you!”
“I was asking what you just said.”
“I said, ‘Nothing!’”
“What did you say before you said 

nothing?”
“I… can’t remember. It wasn’t important.”

  10. LEFTOVERS
Boris put a couple of eggs into some left-
overs. That was their answer for every-
thing! With a loud popping noise, some 
combination of undercooked egg, olive 
oil and red pepper fl akes shot into his eye 
from the hot pan. He shouted about it.

“Turn down the heat!” said Clementine.
Soon they ate the leftovers.
“Well, that was pretty terrible,” said 

Boris.
“I actually thought it was good,” said 

Clementine.
“And my eye hurts,” said Boris.
“Oh no! Did you wash it out?” said 

Clementine.
“No,” said Boris.
“Well, you should do that,” said Clem-

entine.
“I’m not going tonight. Tell them I got 

hot grease in my eye.”
“I’m not going by myself!” said Clem-

entine.
“It’s too late anyway, the hot grease is 

already in my bloodstream.”

  11. ARSENIC
Clementine and Boris were watching 
another movie with poison in it.

“I knew something was going to hap-
pen with that poison,” said Boris.

“Yes, very Victorian,” said Clementine. 
“Like when Lizzie Borden bought the 
arsenic for her sealskin cape.”

“Why did she need arsenic for her seal-
skin cape?”

“To clean it, somehow. And she told a 
neighbor that someone was trying to 
poison the family.”

“But you don’t think she did it?” said 
Boris.

“I just don’t think she could have done 
it!” said Clementine. “First of all, getting 
rid of all those objects when she never 
left the premises.”

“What objects?” said Boris.
“The axe, for one,” said Clementine.
“They never found the axe?” said Bo-

ris. “I didn’t know that.”
“They found some things, but never 

conclusively the actual ones.”

  12. OATMEAL
Clementine was feeling discouraged 
about work. She and Boris were talking 
about it when Boris looked out of Clem-
entine’s window and saw a big turtle 
moving fast across the yard.

“Look!” he said. “I hope it doesn’t go 
in the road.”

They watched as the turtle went toward 
the road. It ended up in the driveway, un-
der their car. Clementine vowed to save it.

“You’ll get salmonella!” said Boris.
Clementine said she wouldn’t touch it 

with her hands.
“What are you going to use, some mag-

ic item that the germs won’t get through?”
Clementine got an old sheet to “wrap 

it up in.”
Boris had some oatmeal on the stove. G
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you’re gonna love this. The medicine he 
gave me? He said it’s going to make me 
nervous and stay up all night.” Boris read 
his pill bottle. “Three tablets by mouth 
daily. Do you think that means I take 
them all at once?”

“You should call and ask.”
“Nope!” said Boris. He put three pills 

in his mouth at once.
“You!” said Clementine.
Boris walked over to the stove and 

poured some wine into a pot of beans. 
“Is that enough?” he said.

“No, you should cover them,” said 
Clementine.

Boris poured the whole bottle of wine 
into the beans.

“I can’t believe I wasted that whole 
bottle of wine,” he said. “That was good 
wine. Well, that’ll make ’em good, right? 
Damn it! I meant to caramelize the on-
ions before I did that.”

“That’s okay, I put raw onions in beans 
all the time,” said Clementine. “You got 
any other moles on your body you need 
somebody to look at? Like Cotton Mather?”

“I fi gure I’ll just strip down and give 
’em the whole sad picture.”

  16. MEAT
“They are lean, withered, hollow-eyed, 
look old, wrinkled, harsh, much troubled 
with wind, and a griping in their bellies, 
dejected looks, fl aggy beards, terrible 
and fearful dreams. Sister Anne, what 
dreams be these that confound and appall 
me! Continual, sharp, and stinking belch-
ings, as if the meat in their stomach were 
putrefi ed.” 

“I’m glad you’re reading this to me 
while I’m eating,” said Clementine.

  17. OFF-BRAND COOKIES
Their friends Chris and Melissa were 
temporarily subletting a little house near-
by while their own home was renovated. 
When Chris and Melissa were called out 
of town unexpectedly, they asked Boris 
and Clementine to take in their mail at 
the new place. On the fi rst day, Clemen-
tine went by herself. The second day it 
was just getting dark when she remem-
bered. She asked Boris to walk with her 
because the house had creeped her out.

“It has a tucked-away feeling. Maybe 
Melissa saying she’s uncomfortable there 
wormed its way into my brain.”

They grabbed the keys and went out 
their front door. “What’s all this trash in 
the yard?” said Clementine. There were 
scraps scattered around. Boris picked up 
one of them, a torn label.

“Some kind of o� -brand cookie?” he 
said. “Homekist?”

“What’s that?” said Clementine, point-
ing at something else.

“I’m not touching that,” said Boris.
They walked to the little house. It was 

tucked away in greenery as Clementine 
had implied.

“It doesn’t look scary. It looks quaint,” 
said Boris. “Is she a witch?”

“Why?” said Clementine.
“She has moons on all her shutters.”
“You have the key,” said Clementine.
But there wasn’t any mail so they didn’t 

need the key. It rained gently and they 
walked home in the rain. 

Jack Pendarvis has written fi ve books. He won two Emmys for his work on the 
television show Adventure Time.

’em the whole sad picture.”
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Fiction
He went to get it. When he came back 
and looked through the front window, 
he couldn’t see Clementine. He thought 
maybe she had crawled all the way under 
the car. She would do that. Finally she 
emerged with the sheet balled up. Obvi-
ously the turtle wasn’t in it. Boris opened 
the front door.

“It’s still under the car. I tried to turn 
it in the opposite direction, toward the 
yard,” Clementine said.

Moments later she happened to look out 
and the turtle was right next to the road. 
She grabbed a hand towel from the laundry 
pile, ran out, grabbed the turtle, and carried 
it way to the back of the neighbor’s yard. 
“That thing was booking it!” she told Boris.

“I think they can give you leprosy. I know 
armadillos can. Are you a leper now?”

“Perhaps in other ways,” said Clementine.

  13. DIPPING SAUCE
“Oh, I forgot to tell you I saw a couple of 
those crows,” said Boris. “One of them 
had a container of sauce, you know what 
I mean?”

“Oh, like the dipping sauce for chicken-
on-a-stick.”

“Yeah, he had it in his mouth. He fl ew 
away with it.”

“Did you see all three?”
“No, I just saw two of them.”
“I only ever see the one woodpecker now.”
“I thought he was always a loner.”
“Well, I used to see two of them hang-

ing out, early in the morning.”

  14. ICED TEA
Boris and Clementine were going to a 
party but they weren’t sure there would 

be food, so they ate at Volta fi rst. They 
talked about the turtle from the other day.

“My hands were shaking when I car-
ried it in that hand towel!” said Clemen-
tine. “When you said it might be a snap-
ping turtle I was imagining some sort of 
snapping mechanism on its underbelly.”

“A vagina dentata?” said Boris.
“Exactly!” said Clementine.
“What would make you think some-

thing like that?”
“My head,” said Clementine.
 “I think it was a gopher,” Boris said. 

“The kind of tortoise my grandfather 
called a gopher.”

“It was just under the car staring at 
me. That turtle was suicidal.”

“They live a long time.”
“It didn’t have cracks on its shell, but 

there were some rough places.”
“If they have those barbecue sandwich-

es at the party I might eat one if I feel 
like it.”

“I don’t want to stay long. You can get 
a ride home.”

“You’ll have to let me in. I didn’t bring 
a key.”

The server came and took their glass-
es away for refi lls.

“I meant to stop her,” said Clementine. 
“I’m not a big refi ll fan.”

“You don’t have to drink it,” said Boris.

  15. BEANS
“What did he say about your mole?”

“You were right. He said somebody 
needs to look at it. He recommended some-
body. He said it was a simple mole, then 
he said, hmm, it’s rolled up at the edges.”

“What does ‘rolled up at the edges’ 
mean?”

“I don’t know, I’m not a doctor! Oh, 

ing out, early in the morning.”

Boris and Clementine were going to a 

“Perhaps in other ways,” said Clementine.

  13. DIPPING SAUCE
“Oh, I forgot to tell you I saw a couple of 

there were some rough places.”
“If they have those barbecue sandwich-

es at the party I might eat one if I feel 
like it.”

“I don’t want to stay long. You can get 
a ride home.”

“You don’t have to drink it,” said Boris.

“What did he say about your mole?”
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EASTERN
KENTUCKY
CHILI BUNS

T h r e e  l o n g - s t a n d i n g 
Corbin, Kentucky establish-
ments—Nevel’s Pool Hall, The 

Fad, and the Dixie Café— defi ne the cradle 
of the chili bun: That’s what SFA founder, 
and Corbin, Kentucky, native, Ronni 
Lundy says. Made by fi rmly packing chili 
inside a warmed or steamed bun, smeared 
with yellow mustard and dusted with 
chopped white onion, the dish was likely 
popularized in Kentucky pool halls.

Government spending during World 
War II increased opportunities for the 
state, but by the early 1950s, the econom-
ic boom came to a grinding halt in eastern 
Kentucky. As mining operations mech-
anized, less manpower was needed, and 
mining jobs declined. From 1940 to 1970, 
Harlan and Letcher Counties, where coal 
mining had been the main source of em-
ployment, lost 50 percent of their pop-
ulation. Many left to seek better econom-
ic opportunities in cities like Lexington, 
Louisville, or Cincinnati.

Pool rooms served the working class 
of eastern Kentucky. Initially, they were 
all-male establishments, frequented by 
laborers who worked by day as coal 
miners and textile workers. At night, they 

gathered to play pool and socialize. Before 
the advent of fast food chains like Corbin-
born Kentucky Fried Chicken, chili buns 
were an inexpensive, fi lling alternative 
to  home-cooked food. In the 1960s, chili 
buns gained popularity beyond pool halls. 
Custard stands, drive-ins, and conve-
nience stores across the region adopted 
the dish. By the 1970’s, Weaver’s Pool 
Room in London, Kentucky reinvented 
itself as Weaver’s Hot Dogs and courted 
a family clientele. On the menu were hot 
dogs, chili dogs, and chili buns. In the 
years to come, chili buns became a stan-
dard menu item in restaurants.

Our new collection of oral histories 
chronicles the lives of eastern Kentucky 
residents who make and sell and eat chili 
buns. Pool halls and drive-ins like Pat’s 
Snack Bar in Manchester, Kentucky, and 
Joe’s Drive-In Chicken in Isom, Ken-
tucky, continue to serve their communi-
ties. Eastern Kentuckians took the sparse 
ingredients available to them and created 
an enduring classic. 

Visit southernfoodways.org to explore 
the Eastern Kentucky Chili Buns oral 
history project.
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