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[Begin Joe St. Columbia.mp3] 

 

00:00:03   

Amy Evans:  This is Amy Evans on Friday, March 31st 2006 for the Southern Foodways 

Alliance; and I’m in West Helena, Arkansas, at the home of Mr. Joe St. Columbia who has 

Pasquale’s Hot Tamales—he and his family. Mr. St. Columbia, would you mind stating your 

name and also your birth date for the record please, sir? 

 

00:00:22   

Joe St. Columbia:  My name is Joe St. Columbia. I was born October 30th 1938. 

 

00:00:29   

AE:  Okay. And I know we’ve got a big story to tell here so you—. 

 

00:00:32   

JSC:  So it all began, Amy, with my grandfather [Peter St. Columbia] in the year 1892, coming 

to America and leaving my father [Pasquale “Sam” St. Columbia] who was a newborn child—

newborn baby, maybe a month or two old when he left Italy in 1892 and came to America, 

leaving his wife and baby there. He entered the Port of New Orleans and stayed in New Orleans 

maybe a few months cutting sugarcane down there to make some money. And Daddy said 

Grandpa earned fifty cents a day cutting sugarcane for a few months and earned passage on a 

riverboat coming north up the Mississippi River. And he came as far as Helena, Arkansas, and 
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decided to get off the boat. Daddy said Grandpa’s money ran out, and that’s why he chose 

Helena.  

 So he—he stopped here in Helena and being Catholic, the Catholic Church was here and 

that was attractive to him. The people began—they were—a lot of immigrants from Europe were 

coming into the [Arkansas] Delta at that time, and my grandfather was accepted among the 

people here in the community, and that certainly helped him stay here.  

 He was a merchant and got out among the public and was involved with food, had—in—

in Italy he had a farm, a little farm, a truck garden like. He sold produce, and they had a little 

store. And the building that I found that they had in Italy was a three or four-story building, 

where the store was on the bottom floor and they lived up above it on the floors above, and that 

was the amount of the real estate they owned in Italy. But—so Grandfather stayed here; he never 

came to America with the intentions of staying in America, but only to earn money to go back to 

America [Note: Meant Italy]. Well he was here five years, and he earned enough money to send 

for my grandmother [Maria St. Columbia] to come to America and bring my father, and they 

came in 1897.  

 Europe, at that time in history, you could work all day long and just barely make ends 

meet, and that’s why they were looking for something better—looking for a better future for my 

father, who is the only child in the family and the only male who would carry the name on. Well 

as time went on and my father grew here in America, he tried to go to school—five years old in 

1897 and he could not speak the English language very well—at all—and had to learn it first and 

the kids would laugh at him and make fun of him when he tried to go to school. So he played a 

lot of hooky and hung out among business people in the community. So as a teenager, growing 
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up in the early years of the 1900s he hung around businessmen downtown and learned the ways 

of the business world, the school of hard knocks as we call it today. 

 So he was deprived a formal education because of the language barrier, and he liked not 

going to school, as most kids like not to do. So in those early days daddy could speak a Sicilian 

dialect to some of the Mexicans that came in here, and there were Mexicans doing farm labor; 

there were Syrians that came here to Helena; French—there were a lot of Lebanese people—

different immigrants from all over Europe were coming into the [Arkansas] Delta, But my father 

was intrigued with the Spanish-speaking Mexican people here, and he learned from them about 

tamales. My father liked the taste of the tamales. He—and they taught him how to make tamales. 

As a young man, he shared Italian recipes with them. Now they used—Daddy said the type of 

meat they used he didn’t like; being Italian, he liked veal and your better cuts of beef. And they 

like to season things a little better, so my father sort of invented a better tamale using a better 

grade of beef and better seasonings. 

 So as the years went on my daddy—at home—would make tamales with his father. And 

they formulated a way of doing it. And the young black couple came to my father; it was 

before—right before the Depression. My father had built this building downtown, and they 

wanted to rent a space in it but didn’t have any money. So my father formed a business 

arrangement with these African American people to open their—they wanted to open a 

restaurant and sell soul food. So Daddy told them, he said, “Well if you sell my tamales in there, 

we’ll form a partnership, and I’ll show you how to make them, what to do; I’ll buy all the 

equipment, and you make them and we’ll share the profits of the business. So they did; they 

formed a business relation and the black family did well—did real well. In fact, they did so well 
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they educated their children and sent them to college away from here. They got jobs in Detroit 

and never came back—learning about the history of the young black couple that started it. 

 So the—it survived the Depression; it survived the War. World War II came on and the 

business continued making money for both my family and their family. My family did not 

believe in American banks; they were old-fashioned Italians, so when the Depression came they 

had money and they spent a lot of that money on the community and building buildings and 

giving people jobs. So my family was well-liked at that time, building a reputation for 

themselves in helping other people, because they didn’t have jobs and my family had the money 

to—to hire the people to put them to work, and they did. So my father got into the taxi business, 

and they had a grocery business; he liked cars and automobiles, so he got involved with the—the 

motor parts, so he owned a motor parts business. 

 I remember, as a child making—planting garlic out on the farm. And we would grow 

acres of garlic and take it to Memphis and sell it to the Barziza family and—this was after the 

War, of course. And—shortly after the War. We would take the garlic to Memphis and sell it to 

the Barziza family on Front Street there in Memphis because garlic being brought in from 

California was much more expensive than we could produce it for them. So we were a good 

supplier for—for that import business there. Daddy had a farm and he had the grocery and he had 

the real estate business; he began to buy houses and got involved with real estate. My father, like 

I said, could neither read nor write, but he was very smart when it came to business and it came 

to people. He was very strong in his Catholic religion and believed that you get—go to the 

Church on Sunday and you see God first, and then you can go out and work all day, if you want 

to, and he did. 
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 He had certain principles that he always believed in, and when I became a teenager he 

would begin to try and tell me and teach me those things. The only one thing my daddy did not 

teach me was to make wine, and I wish now he had because we used to make wine in the cellar 

and Italian families would get together here in the [Arkansas] Delta and share their bottles of 

wine with each other. So Daddy took a lot of pride in—in cooking different types of food—

Italian foods and all and he passed a lot of that down to me. Well along those same lines my—

my grandfather had a lot of relatives and friends in Italy and would write them to come to 

America. And about that time they decided not to go back to Italy but to stay in America because 

they started prospering and of course the Wars came on—World War I and then World War II, 

and they decided they didn’t want any part of the—of the fight in Europe at that time, so my 

family never returned to Italy. 

 And after my father died—I was about eighteen years old—the Elm Street Tamale Shop 

that the black people had down there [Maggie and Eugene Brown] on Elm Street, they—they 

eventually died and it fell back into my family. So tamale making in the city of Helena for a 

while became dormant until my wife and I, who—my wife is an excellent cook—was trained by 

her grandmother, who was Italian, took my mother and father’s recipe of the tamale making and 

we here at the house began to upgrade it and more or less—fine-tuning with it. So when I 

decided, after selling my beer business—I was in the wholesale beer business and retired from 

it—we brought back the tamale business in the [Arkansas] Delta. And this time we decided to 

name it after my father; his real name in Italian was Pasquale, and it rhymed with tamale, so we 

came out with Pasquale’s Tamales. And this was about 1987 when we formally, I think, 

established Pasquale’s Tamales. And it’s been doing well ever since. 
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 We—our tamales, to give you some history on it—is made from all natural foods. We 

start out with around 100-pounds of—of beef. We use top sirloin and chuck roasts. We use all 

natural foods; we don’t use any powdered anything. We use real onions, garlic—no powdered 

anything; we use—I think we use all McCormick seasonings; we use the better cuts of beef and 

make an all-natural product. It’s—our cornhusks come out of Mexico. We wrap each tamale—

hand-roll them in the corn husks, and then after we make our tamales we cook them submerged 

in a special sauce for six to eight hours on slow heat where the—the tamale absorbs the 

seasonings and all submerged in this sauce and this juice and makes them real tender and 

succulent. So that’s basically the secret to our tamales and why they’re so juicy and—but we use 

a high grade of—of product. 

 

00:11:51   

AE:  Well I have about a million questions so—. 

 

00:11:52   

JSC:  Sure, all right. 

 

00:11:53   

AE:  I’d like to go back to your grandfather, if I may. 

 

00:11:56   

JSC:  Okay. 
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00:11:58   

AE:  And he was selling produce and—and grocery items along—all along the river or—? 

 

00:12:03   

JSC:  Right. He—when he first came to America, what he did was—there were a lot of sawmill 

companies along the levies down there and the farmers, he would go out with in the farms and 

along the levy and would take sandwiches, salami, different homemade foods—tamales was part 

of it—and they would feed the workers and—and at the—out on the farms and at the sawmill so 

they didn’t have to go to lunch. They didn’t have to stop their work—Daddy—Grandpa and 

Daddy would pull up there and they had everything for the people. They would buy from them 

like I would do with my trailer—my food trailer today, you know, and he would sell them their 

food and the farmers. And the—the owners of those businesses liked that because their workers 

would not have to leave and spend an hour or two eating lunch, you know. So it was beneficial to 

them as well. 

 

00:13:03   

AE:  Now tell me your grandfather’s name. 

 

00:13:04   

JSC:  My grandfather’s name was Peter St. Columbia. And my father, his son—only son—was 

Pasquale St. Columbia. Of course it was an Italian called Pasquale Santa Columba and the 

English translation came down as Pasquale St. Columbia. St. Columbia is the English for Santa 

Columba, which is a lot easier to say in English. 
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00:13:32   

AE:  And your grandmother’s name? 

 

00:13:33   

JSC:  My grandmother’s name—my father’s mother’s name was Maria—Mary. And her name 

was—her maiden name was Dana—Mary Dana. 

 

00:13:45   

AE:  D-a-n-a? 

 

00:13:46   

JSC:  D-a-n-a. 

 

00:13:47   

AE:  Italian also? 

 

00:13:48   

JSC:  Right, they’re all Italians and all came from the same town. 

 

00:13:52   

AE:  Which is Cefalú. 
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00:13:53   

JSC:  Cefalú, Sicily, right. And, of course, my wife’s family [the Centenio family] came from 

there also. Her family were friends of my family in Italy before they came here. They were just 

simply friends and my grandfather would write to his relatives and friends, and a lot of Italians 

that came to Helena, Arkansas—almost nearly 100 families were from Cefalú. The town itself 

began to migrate to America looking for a better way of life because you could live there and 

work all day long, and you’d never get ahead. You’d always—couldn’t make enough money—

just barely enough to survive on. And my grandfather wanted better than that, and he had heard 

that America had an opportunity, if you didn’t mind working. And they came to America, and 

that’s what spurred him to come over here. 

 

00:14:50   

AE:  And I definitely want to talk more about Cefalú because it’s really integral to this whole 

interview, but I want to make sure we get the tamale story first. So you’re saying that your 

grandfather and father together peddled tamales along the [Mississippi] river? 

 

00:15:03   

JSC:  Oh yeah, they both did it together. 

 

00:15:05   

AE:  Is that—in the early days, were they tamales that someone else made or that they made? 

 

00:15:09   
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JSC:  No, they made them themselves. 

 

00:15:10   

AE:  Okay. 

 

00:15:11   

JSC:  They—my daddy and grandfather had learned from—my daddy was really more friendly 

to the Mexicans, and my daddy learned from them. So he and his father got together with my 

grandmother and they would make them there at—at their house, you know—at the store and 

that’s how it first developed. 

 

00:15:29   

AE:  Do you have any idea how that happened? Like because tamales are so labor intensive and 

there are so many steps in making them, and it’s not something you can just describe to 

someone. 

 

00:15:39   

JSC:  Right. 

 

00:15:40   

AE:  So I wonder how much time your—your Italian family was actually in a kitchen with some 

Mexicans learning how to—. 
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00:15:45   

JSC:  Yeah, they would come there to the store, and they made friends with them and then 

they’d say, “Let’s get together and make tamales.” So the Mexicans would get with my family 

and say, “Okay, here’s the way we did it in Mexico.” And they didn’t have the facilities like my 

family had, and they kind of got there at the store and my people had the machinery and things—

grinders and what have you, but it was all hand-ground, now. They didn’t have electric grinders. 

And so then my family had the meat and the things necessary; and, of course, what they used 

down there was like chicken, goat, bull—whatever they could get their hands on in Mexico. But 

my family they had access to your better cuts of beef, veal—my family liked the better cuts of 

beef and that’s why they—they made a better tamale. 

 

00:16:34   

AE:  So then early on—I’m just trying to get a handle on this—how established this tamale 

making tradition in your family is because—so early on your father and grandfather learned how 

to make these hot tamales but then it—it behooved them to make these tamales because they 

were then selling them back to the Mexicans in the field? 

 

00:16:53   

JSC:  Well yeah, right. 

 

00:16:54   

AE:  So they were selling something that they [the Mexicans] wanted? 
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00:16:56   

JSC:  Well they would go back—well it wasn’t just the Mexicans. It caught on among the 

African Americans as well and—and the Caucasians that were around here liked them; they liked 

the taste, and they were getting something—I remember them selling them [and saying], “Two 

for a nickel, three for a dime, would give you more but they just ain’t mine.” That was a little 

song they sung as they pushed the cart down the street. And my daddy helped a man make the 

cart that he did, you know—had. In fact, it’s in a museum, I think, over in Pine Bluff. The 

University of Arkansas came in here several years ago and bought a lot of that antique stuff that 

was in storage over here and took it to Pine Bluff. And my last information was that it was 

somewhere stored—the old original tamale cart—because I was interested in trying to get it back 

in Helena and—but it was tied up, so that it wasn’t worth trying to dig it out.  

 But my father helped this man build a little cart, and they would put the pots on it—a 

little burner underneath and during the War, I think, they would push it down Walnut Street and 

Elm Street at night, especially on Friday night, Saturday night. And people would buy it right off 

the street. And then, of course, come to the tamale shop and buy—the young Black American—

African American family had and my family’s business—they owned the building, see, and my 

family’s business was right down from theirs. 

 My—my family’s—I was born at 412 Elm Street and the tamale shop was at 4—I don’t 

know the address right off but it was about four doors down from it. And— 

 

00:18:46   

AE:  So your father and grandfather employed a vendor who would peddle them around town? 

 



© 2006 Southern Foodways Alliance                                                 www.southernfoodways.com 

00:18:49   

JSC:  Well they formed a partnership with the—with the— 

 

00:18:52   

AE:  Okay, that was the Browns? 

 

00:18:53   

JSC:  Right. They formed a partnership with them, and they would pay my family the rents on 

the equipment, the rent on the building—because my family owned it all, and my father just gave 

them the recipe to—to make them with. And then out of that they would—they would—

everything they got over their rent, then they’d get to keep and they did well. They did real 

well—enough to feed their family on and send their kids to college with. They—you know, in 

those days. 

 

00:19:22   

AE:  So how did you—do you know how that relationship started, like how the Browns decided 

that it was a moneymaking venture? 

 

00:19:29   

JSC:  Yeah, well the came to my father, and they wanted to open a café—a restaurant—to sell 

soul food, you know—African American soul food: turnip greens and what have you—plates of 

lunch, a little café. And my father said, “Well how are you going to pay me the rent?” They 

didn’t have any money; it was the Depression. And they said, “Well when we make some 
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money, we’ll pay you.” [Laughs] My daddy said, “Well I’ll tell you what, I’ll—I’ll put you in—

in the—” because he had just built this building and didn’t have a tenant, and he needed a tenant. 

He said, “I’ll tell you what, I’ll put in the building and I’ll furnish you the equipment to build—

make tamales and when you start making tamales and all and—” [he] set a rent on the building 

and the equipment, so they—they opened their little café. And they probably didn’t pay him rent 

for a month or two, you know, but then they started paying him as they made money. And so 

they formed a little partnership there, where all they had to do was pay my daddy the rents on it 

and they were there—oh, God, twenty-five, thirty years in that building, paying rent, you know, 

on the equipment and on the building. And my father just gave them the—the recipe to do it 

with. 

 

00:20:43   

AE:  So do you have an opinion on how—how it is that tamales got to be so popular in this area? 

 

00:20:49   

JSC:  Well I think because it was a thing they could carry out to—it was hot, fresh coming out, 

you know in the fields, and it was tasty. People liked the taste of it; they kind of like—had a hot 

meal in the middle of the day along with other vegetables and things my grandfather brought out, 

so—and they would just hold it in their hand and eat it and suck on the shucks, and it was real 

juicy. The way that Daddy told me they would—they would take these pots of tamales and put 

them on the cart. And in the early days they had a wagon. And then, of course, they got a car that 

they could travel with to those places. But then a lot of that began to die away as more 

automobiles and—came about. But in the early days it was dirt roads here in Helena, dirt streets, 
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wooden sidewalks—turn of the Century—1890—1900, you know. And then they started paving 

the streets with bricks. The first streets in Helena were brick. Floods were a big thing here in the 

[Arkansas] Delta, too, and Daddy told me that was a big problem. One year he paddled a canoe 

from where the bank is downtown on Main—Cherry Street all the way up to Columbia Street, he 

paddled a canoe. The river had come up that high and—but there were so many different 

nationalities of people in the [Arkansas] Delta at that time. Different immigrants had come into 

it. There were a lot of Greeks that came in here. Of course, a lot of African American, Mexicans; 

as I said earlier, there were different nationalities that came in. And, of course, the tamale was 

easy to transport also. And at lunchtime it was—and they would get it for dinner at night you 

know; so it was a good snack food, as well as a good nourishing food because it had a lot of 

nourishment to it. 

 

00:23:00   

AE:  What year did your grandfather pass? 

 

00:23:03   

JSC:  My grandfather died in 1936—’36. My father died in 1959—in January of 1959, and I was 

nineteen years old. But he had told me a lot about the—the business, the family. Of course, we 

had all these recipes. I saw my daddy making wine; I used to sit up there on the barrels in the 

basement and watch him make wine. I didn’t like it; I was a kid and I didn’t like the taste of it, so 

I really didn’t show much interest in that as I did, you know, the spaghetti sauces and things like 

that—things that I would eat. And Daddy was big on making Italian sausage. But these are things 

of tradition and heritage that one generation would pass down to the other. I—the men always 
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got together and made wine and would make sausages and things like that; and I would—when 

all the men would get together I would get right in the middle of it as a child as a young teenager 

coming up.  

 

00:24:18   

AE:  So let me ask you this, because the families in the Mississippi Delta—in Greenwood, 

primarily—that I’ve interviewed who are from Cefalú [Sicily], those families also came and had 

grocery businesses, and they then evolved into full-fledged restaurants because of the family 

recipes and the Italian tradition of—of food-making that became popular in the communities. 

And so when your grandfather passed, what happened in the interim there with your father? He 

was a taxi driver and all these other things but—. 

 

00:24:51   

JSC:  Well he—he was in the taxi business and, of course, we had all those recipes and all, and 

my wife was an excellent cook and, of course I—we—we have—God, we’ve got tons of recipes 

from her family and mine. But as the years went by, we did all—she and I together opened a 

restaurant, and it was called Pasquale’s Italian Restaurant, and it thrived for a number of years. 

And when she got sick—I had a tamale factory and the restaurant—and then when she got sick 

with her heart trouble, I sold everything and retired again. And this time we decided to do it in 

moderation; she and I work two days a week. We’ve got a little stand, a little—what do you call 

it—trailer and we do the [annual King Biscuit] Blues Festival. We’d work festivals and things 

like that when we feel like it and want to. We’re open two days a week with our little trailer and 

the local people know it; they know when we’re going to be there. So Friday and Saturday is 
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tamale day. We sell our little muffalettas [a Sicilian-inspired sandwich with origins in New 

Orleans] out of there, but we discontinued our spaghetti sauces and all the other Italian dishes 

that we used to do in our restaurant because it’s too much trouble to do in a little trailer, you 

know. 

 

00:26:11   

AE:  When did the restaurant open? 

 

00:26:13   

JSC:  We opened the restaurant—let me see, now—to get the dates correct, I would say in the 

early [nineteen] ‘90s. It was opened about five or six years when Joyce had her heart attack. Well 

it was longer than that; we were there about eight or nine—almost ten years. But see, at first it 

was a small restaurant, and then we opened up to a big full-fledged restaurant, you know. And 

that’s when the TV stations would come down and film us. We had—I can show you a number 

of filmstrips they did on stories, where they would come down and film the people eating in the 

restaurant. But we always featured—our main feature was—was the spaghetti and meatballs, you 

know, this type—the Italian favorite dishes, the muffaletta sandwiches, and then, of course, our 

tamales. The tamales were always in with the other Italian foods that we had.  

 

00:27:15   

AE:  So when you and your wife went into the restaurant business and started making spaghetti 

and tamales and all these things what was it that made you want to do that? 
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00:27:24 

Well it was demand. The—the Mayor came to me one day and she said, “You guys ought to 

expand your tamale business, you know, and sell your meatballs and other things here and your 

spaghetti sauces.” The town needed this type of thing, and I thought it was a good idea—as a 

good businessman—and ventured for it. So we invested and expanded it and did real well. And 

then tour buses would come in, and we’d give them all a sample of our tamales, and that would 

bring them to our place. We did a lot of PR and that type of thing, and I liked it. It was fun, but it 

was a lot of work involved in it—more work than my wife’s health could handle, so that’s when 

we began to go back.  

Now today I’ve got my son [Joe St. Columbia, Jr.] handling the mail ordering and 

shipping, and it’s plenty for him to do—doing that. The Internet is open to the world now. Of 

course, we just ship in the continental United States overnight from our little factory here in 

Helena, right to their door, you know. And so we quick-freeze it and it’s—the whole country is 

our customer. I guess the most interesting thing that we ever did when I had my restaurant down 

there, was one day we began to notice people coming in with coat and ties—these guys coming 

in. And I noticed the big bulge on their hip. They were toting big guns under their jackets. So I 

went—I’m not a person—I’m not shy. So I went over and introduced myself to these strange 

looking fellows and began to inquire what they were in town for. And they happened to be secret 

service people that the President of the United States [President Bill Clinton] was coming to 

Helena and to the Delta, and they were there eating in my restaurant. 

 So the next day some more of them came; they liked the food. And then the next day I 

was working at the cash register and the place was packed with people, and this very attractive 

young lady came up to me and called me by name, “Joe St. Columbia?” And I said, “Yes.” She 
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said, “I’d like to speak to you in private.” I said, “Okay.” So we—I said, “I have an office over 

here.” So we walked out of the restaurant and went to my private office and I asked her, I said, 

“Well how private does this need to be?” And she said, “Very private.” So I said, “Come on, 

we’ll go further back.” I had another office in the back where I knew that we wouldn’t be 

disturbed. So we went back there and sat down and I said, “You seem to know my name, but I 

don’t know yours.” And she said, “I’m sorry.” So she handed me her business card and 

introduced herself, and she represented the President of the United States and that the President 

was coming to—to Helena and they—she was with the White House staff and that I had been 

chosen to—if I wanted to—to feed the President, the Secret Service, and the White House staff. 

And I just couldn’t believe what was happening. And she said, “We need to employ you and 

your business to feed about—.” I think she said about fifty or sixty people. It turned out to be we 

fed about seventy to eighty people, I think, that day. But anyway, we had—it was quite 

interesting because we had to be checked out by Secret Service—all the people in my place that 

were going to handle the food that—the day he came was on a Saturday and normally we would 

have been closed and we were but we—we catered it all right two doors down at the Culture 

Center where he was going to give his talk. And we fed the Press Corps, the Secret Service, the 

White House staff, and the President; and he came and met us and talked to us and enjoyed our 

tamales and we really had—it was wonderful to do that. It was quite an experience to be 

involved with this type of thing. And to me, that was one of the most exciting times of my career 

in the restaurant business, I guess. 

 

00:31:41   

AE:  And that was—what year is that—what president? 
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00:31:43   

JSC:  That was President Bill Clinton in the year 1999 in about August, I think, in 1999. He 

came to Helena to look at the Delta—of the things that were happening here—and met with a lot 

of business—business—the Chamber of Commerce and what have you. 

 

00:32:03   

AE:  And I saw that in your website that you say that your tamales— 

 

00:32:08   

JSC:  Yeah, we were Presidentially-approved. We were chosen by the President and the White 

House to feed his people. They liked—they liked the tamale plate we did; we did our tamales 

covered with chili and cheese, and we had a real nice tamale plate and that was a favorite. See, 

when these Secret Service people, they were looking for a place to eat, they came in and sat 

down and ate; and then when some of the people were coming with the White House staff, they 

also heard about it and they came in to eat. They all liked to food, and they must have said 

something, you know, “Let’s see if we can get this guy to feed us when we come Saturday.” So 

as the week went on, that’s when the young lady came to see me, and they hired us to—to feed 

them. And that was quite interesting the way they went about doing it, you know. It was quite an 

honor and privilege for them to come and pick us. 

 

00:33:00   

AE:   I know it. Well I would—I want to go back too to the Browns, if we can. 
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00:33:05   

JSC:  Sure. 

 

00:33:06  

AE:  Maggie and Eugene, is that their names? 

 

00:33:09   

JSC:  Right. 

 

00:33:10   

AE:  So when they were—when they had their business but were in partnership with your father, 

was it known that community-wide that that was your family’s recipe, or was it primarily the 

Brown’s operation? 

 

00:33:23   

JSC:  They knew my family had a lot to do with it. They—my family did not run it; they did 

not—I remember as a kid—child going in there with my mother and father and we would sit 

down and make tamales with them. We actually had hands-on at times but most—there were 

times when my father wanted to make something—a family, you know, a party we were going to 

have, and we would go down there and go back in their kitchen and take over making them for 

ourselves. We would bring our stuff to make it with, and we’d use all the facilities they had there 

in their restaurant, you know. But our only main—my family would get the income from their 
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rents and royalties that they had agreed upon with the family, and they would take everything 

else. So they made—they did very well financially; it was a booming business during the 

Depression. And when times were hard they had a good prosperous business staked by my 

family. My family put up the front money to—to buy all the equipment, to get them started, 

giving them the recipes and everything; so it was a win-win situation, a win thing for them and a 

win thing for us. 

 And, of course, after my father died they continued paying the rent to my mother, and she 

lived to be ninety-two years old. So my father was a smart businessman, where he provided an 

income to the family from businesses like this. My father had invested and—and had—he owned 

a parts company, he had the farm, the real estate business—all these other things he had his 

hands in and like we—I remember one year Daddy grew potatoes out on the farm, and we went 

up there [Laughs] and oh, I’ll never—I was so happy when the sun would go down that we’d get 

to go home, because we’d dig potatoes all day long, and I was right there among—with some of 

the black people—African American workers that were with us we kind of sharecropped with, 

you know. My father owned the land, but we would work with the other people of the [Arkansas] 

Delta and grow the crops and share them. And, of course, my father did all the garlic part 

himself; we did not share that with anybody. We grew those. That was easier for us to do, but we 

grew a lot of garlic and with—Daddy would braid it and put it in baskets and take it to Memphis 

and, like I told you, sell it there on the market. Well we sold it to the Barziza family, who was an 

importer of Italian foods on Front Street in Memphis. And we would just haul it up there and sell 

it to them and then leave, you know. And then they actually sold it retail, but we sold it from the 

farmer to the retailer, you know. 
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00:36:15   

AE:  So I’m wondering what your father might have thought or would think now with your 

family’s Sicilian heritage and the importance of recipes and the tradition of cooking and all that, 

and then for him to come across hot tamales and have his own recipe that he and his own father 

made money with and then somebody else running the business—that they, in cooperation with 

each other, made money off of hot tamales? 

 

00:36:40   

JSC:  Well it was— 

 

00:36:41   

AE:  Now you’re—you’re selling hot tamales. 

 

00:36:42   

JSC:  Yeah, it was a form of evolution. It evolved. I mean it didn’t—just didn’t change 

overnight. Of course, we do it today a little bit different than they did then. We—my wife [Joyce 

St. Columbia] was real smart; she’s a self-taught chef. She learned a lot from her people—her 

grandmother would put my mother on a chair when she was seven, eight, ten years old and teach 

her how to cook. She couldn’t get up to the stove good enough, but she taught her a lot about 

cooking as a child. And so when I married my wife, she got right into the kitchen and knew a lot 

about Italian cooking. She being full-blooded Italian, too, brought—trained and educated like I 

was and the same culture more or less—yeah, I would imagine my grandfather would just be 

awed at how things have evolved and changed from those days to today. 
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 To give you some example, back then they would—might sell two or three pots of 

tamales in a day at the restaurant, where at the [annual King Biscuit] Blues Festival here, when 

we had the little festival that my wife and I take care, we’ll do over 2,000 dozen tamales in three 

days. That’s a lot of tamales. We used to have to start—my wife and I with the people that we 

have employed—start back in the summer to make and produce enough tamales and freeze them 

so we’ll have enough in October when the festival comes. Like right now we are producing for a 

festival here in two weeks, the Motorcycle Wild Hog Music Festival that’s going on in two 

weeks in April, and we’re going to be downtown Helena. It’s a small festival, but it’s along the 

same line; it deals with music, it deals with the cultures of today—the South, the Delta, and the 

motorcycle riders, you know. So—which come from all over the various parts of the United 

States. But they like tamales because it has a good taste; it has a warm feeling, warm food to—

that is filling, that is well-seasoned and it’s a comfort food, I guess you can say. It’s—it makes 

you feel good to sit and eat a tamale and suck on the shucks. [Laughs] 

 

00:39:16   

AE:  Well after the—the restaurant that the Browns had, when they closed and there was that 

kind of hiatus of—of your family’s tamale making and being involved in tamale making, were 

there any other tamales establishments around or people selling them? 

 

00:39:31   

JSC:  There were others, yeah. But they would come and go. There was nothing—now my 

brother—my older brother and my younger brother for a number of years, maybe after the 

Browns—right after the Browns had—had closed the Elm Street Tamale Shop they had what 
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they called the Columbia Brothers Italian Deli, which was on Columbia Street here in Helena. 

And they had—they did an Italian deli where they sold a lot of things and barbecue and—but 

they did the tamales as a sideline there. The tamales held its own because we had the equipment, 

we had the machinery, and my brothers had the recipe and—but I think I do a better job than my 

brothers did back then, too, because we fine-tuned it a little better. 

 

00:40:30   

AE:  What years was the—? 

 

00:40:31   

JSC:  That was—that would be, let’s see—in the dormant—I call it the dormant years, where it, 

you know, it was really off the market but sold there in the store. That was [the nineteen] ‘60s—

yeah, early, early ‘60s—in the ‘60s up until mid-‘70s. About fifteen years there my brother had 

the store on Columbia Street. It no longer exists today. My oldest brother died, and my youngest 

brother left here and went to Fayetteville—moved to Fayetteville [Arkansas], so I more or less 

inherited all the equipment and all the things and—. But today we produce so many I had to 

buy—I got away from that hand-cranking type thing. [Laughs] We have electric machinery 

that’s extrude—it’s called an extruder. You—we mix up the meal with our big mixers, and we 

put it one part of the machinery, the extruder; and we put the meat, which we prepare and mix 

up—grind and all; we make that and put it in the other side of the extruder, and then we extrude 

the meat in the machinery through the meal, and it comes out on a conveyor belt and then there’s 

a big wheel that cuts it, you know. Each tamale is the same size, so they all weigh the same. And 

then at the end of this conveyor belt, the girls take it off of there and put it in containers and carry 
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it to a bunch of girls sitting at a table; they’re already there rolling tamales, and that’s how it’s 

done on a daily basis. We’ll make 200—300 dozen at a batch. We call it a batch, which depends 

on the size of the amount of meat I buy or get from my producer, you know.  

 We order a lot of our stuff from Sysco Foods; they ship it into me and then we—we start 

out with all natural ingredients. We don’t use any powdered onion; we don’t use any powdered 

garlic. It’s all onion and garlic. We chop it all up and all natural foods and we use salt because 

that’s a preservative in the food so—. 

 

00:42:50   

AE:  About how many employees do you keep over there? 

 

00:42:52   

JSC:  Well we got four, five, six altogether that—when we’re up and running like—it all 

depends on how many we’re wanting to make; we’ve got people we’ll call in that we’ve taught 

and trained. I had one lady, [Mamie Davis,] she’s retired now. She worked for me twenty—well 

she was with my mother and then with me twenty-some years, so I guess about thirty years, 

which we’ve got film that was taken by the TV stations, and it goes back quite sometime. She 

was with my mother a number of years making tamales. In fact, she worked for the Browns in 

her younger days as a teenager; she went to work for them in the Elm Street Tamale Shop, so—

and then worked for my mother, so we had people that were knowledgeable about it. And today 

I’ve got one girl that’s been working with me now fifteen years or better, so they pretty well stay 

with me, you know. We teach these people it’s a different parts of—but no one knows the recipe 
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other than my wife and I. It’s secret; it’s guarded very carefully. My sons know it. So it’s only 

held—the recipe itself are held by the family. 

 

00:44:16   

AE:  Was it something that your father ever wrote down in the early days or that he 

communicated—? 

 

00:44:20   

JSC:  Yeah, they had it written down. Yeah, my mother wrote it down. My daddy couldn’t read 

nor write, as I told you, but my mother, she was educated and she documented everything. And, 

of course, as a youngster coming up she taught—we would sit in the kitchen and make them with 

her and we had the recipe. So it wasn’t too hard to my wife and I. And I said, “Oh, I remember 

this.” And my wife as a teenager would come over to our family, too; so she was not—I tell you 

something that my mother did that we don’t do that we experimented with some. They—they 

used pressure cookers and we’ve used some pressure cookers but I’m—I—my father handled a 

lot of the pressure cookers. They used to cook them in pressure cookers. It’s faster, quicker, more 

dangerous, though, and I don’t like that. I like—I like the slow-cooking. In fact, we put the 

tamales on at night and they cook—simmer all night long, real slow, submerged in this sauce that 

we make, and it makes the tamales, I think, a lot, lot better like that. Of course, the pressure 

cooker, theoretically, does the same thing in less time, but I think it’s a little more dangerous to 

fool with, and I don’t like to fool with pressure cookers. So I got away from that type of cooking. 

 

00:45:42   
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AE:  Well in the time that your brothers closed the store in the [nineteen] ‘70s and you started 

the—Pasquale’s Restaurant in the [nineteen] ‘90s— 

 

00:45:49   

JSC:  Yeah, I was in the wholesale beer business. 

 

00:45:50   

AE:  But were there people in the—in town asking for your family’s tamales in those in-between 

years? 

 

00:45:58   

JSC:  Yeah, they—they were. There was never a time, I guess, that we were totally out of it; we 

always made them. We were not—I don’t guess we were totally out of it completely. There were 

other people—there was a black fellow that made some over on the north end of town and then 

there was some—a white family that had—the Beveliaques made some. There were different 

people that were—were involved in the community with them, but they were short-term, and 

they didn’t stay to it. There was no stick-to-it-ness, as we were in our endeavors of doing it. 

There were other people that had it and made them and sold them in the [Arkansas] Delta along 

with us here in Helena. That’s what you’re speaking of—just right here in the twin city area, the 

Helena area. But— 

 

00:46:54   

AE:  Have you sold your recipe again to anyone else or—? 
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00:46:57   

JSC:  No. Well we—we retired and I sold the restaurant and everything, but then that fellow 

died, so I went and bought it all back. The bank took it over; he went into bankruptcy after 

they—they bought me out. I sold the restaurant to one family, and I sold the tamale factory to 

another. And there was a bad situation there, and this guy didn’t take care of it. And he died and 

it went into bankruptcy, and I bought back all the equipment and everything. So we started—we 

fired it back up again. It was—I’m going to tell you about the tamale business; it’s—it’s not an 

easy task to make tamales. It’s—it’s an art to it, and it takes a lot of work, especially the way we 

do it. We—it’s not simple; it takes—it’s time-consuming, but it’s worth it if you do it right and 

do it the right way. But a lot of people aren’t that patient as we were to do it. 

 

00:48:11   

AE:  So has—has the recipe changed like from what—when your wife was tweaking your 

father’s recipe, is it still pretty much what your wife came up with in the early days? 

 

00:48:21   

JSC:  Yeah, it’s—it—it—like they use a different type of seasonings. We—we’ve—we’ve 

added a few things to it. We won't make them real hot; we make them where children can eat 

them, where back in those days we’ve had people dump a lot of pepper in them. Back in the, you 

know, they called them hot tamales, and they were hot. Red Hots they’d call it, you know and—

but we got away from making them. We make a middle-of-the-road-type, where just about 
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anybody can eat it. And you can add peppers and stuff to it to make it hotter, but you can't take 

them out of there once you put them in. 

 

00:49:06   

AE:  Well may I ask you this? I don’t want you to give away your recipe, of course, but a lot of 

the variation that I’ve found in documenting tamales throughout the Mississippi Delta and now 

the Arkansas Delta is that a lot of the seasoning variation happens when people either choose to 

spice just the meal or just the meat or the meal and the meat or the meal and meat and the water 

that they’re cooked in. Do you have an—an opinion on that? 

 

00:49:33   

JSC:  There’s spices in our water. There’s spices in our meal. There’s spices in our meat. 

There’s spices throughout the entire process of our making. And we even make a chili that 

compliments the tamales. When we do a tamale plate, our chili blends into the—with the tamales 

that compliments the tamales. 

 

00:49:59   

AE:  Do you use the same kind of filling for the tamales for the chili, or is it different? 

 

00:50:03   

JSC:  No, well it’s the same type of beef, yes. There—the seasonings are similar, and they 

compliment each other. That’s where my wife came in, now. My mother’s chili—my wife’s chili 

is better than what my wife—my wife’s is better than what my mother did, but my daddy 
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never—they never did chili with the tamales back then. The—the Elm Street Tamale Shop, I 

never recall a chili that they had in there; they just did not do chili with the tamales. 

 

00:50:37   

AE:  So where did that come from? 

 

00:50:38   

JSC:  But my family added that into it. And my mother did, and then my wife, I think, had a 

better—my wife kind of fine-tuned all that to where it would blend, you know—the one 

seasoning doesn’t overpower the other. You eat our tamales, you’re not—garlic is not going to 

knock you down, where some people put too much garlic or too much salt or too much hot 

peppers or, you know, one seasoning will overpower the other, where ours are blended a little 

better, I think. You can taste them and see and be the judge. We—we tell people, “Look, try it 

and see. If you like it, fine,” you know. But we have—that’s one of the things my wife did was 

try to blend the seasonings where one seasoning doesn’t overpower the next seasoning, you 

know. Where they combine together to make one taste. 

 

00:51:38   

AE:  When you all first started making tamales yourselves in the early days, did you really enjoy 

the process in making them by hand? 

 

00:51:45   
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JSC:  Well, when it started out, we used to take the—the shuck and spread the meal on it and 

roll the meat on that and then roll each one of them. It was a lot more work involved then; today 

it’s a lot easier. It’s still work because we have an extruder, then we—we got the mechanical-

type extruder that made the tamale itself. All it did was take our meat and put it inside the meal 

and roll it out, you know, but we—we have something that goes out on the conveyor belt and 

cuts it, and they’re all uniform, more or less. 

 

00:52:20   

AE:  But they still all have to be rolled by hand. 

 

00:52:21   

JSC:  They’re rolled by hand, that’s right. They’re all—[Laughs]—that’s what’s s time-

consuming. 

 

00:52:28   

AE:  And tied by hand. 

 

00:52:29   

JSC:  That’s right. 

 

00:52:30   

AE:  Let me ask you about how you tie them—. 
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00:52:32   

JSC:  Okay, we make—we take a shuck and make our little ties and sit for hours just tying the—

making the little ties. Now we can use string—cotton string. I don’t like that. I want my tamale 

to be authentic. I want it to be like Daddy taught me how. I want to retain that—that type of 

tamale. It’s a gourmet tamale made really the old-fashioned way in the modern American kitchen 

today, is the way I like to, you know, tell it. We’re using skilled labor. Back in—in those days a 

dummy could sit there and spread the meal down there and roll it up, but today it’s done a little 

bit better, I think, and we can make more of them. We can produce a lot faster the same quality 

product that they did you know fifty, eighty years ago. 

 

00:53:27   

AE:  Were the Browns tying them with pieces of the husk? 

 

00:53:30   

JSC:  Oh, yeah. Yeah, that’s the authentic way and the original way of doing it. 

 

00:53:35   

AE:  Hardly anybody does that anymore. 

 

00:53:36   

JSC:  No. No, they—they got away from that. They wrap it in cotton string. I’ve even had 

people tell me they make a tamale and use tin foil to wrap it with instead of shucks or parchment 

paper. I mean there’s no flavor in—in paper. Where I—I think the—the shucks give it a corn 
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taste—it retains the corn taste in the—in the meal and that’s what we were after. We were after 

making the best tamale that we possibly could at a reasonable price. Now I don’t know—our 

tamale may be a little more expensive than some, but we have to pay our people. We pay their—

we pay American salaries and not Mexican salaries. 

 

00:54:24   

AE:  May I ask how much you sell a dozen for? 

 

00:54:26   

JSC:  Do what? 

 

00:54:27   

AE:  How much do you sell— 

 

00:54:28   

JSC:  Oh, the price of our tamales is $8.50 a dozen. That’s the price of a dozen tamales. What do 

the others run and—? 

 

00:54:35   

AE:  I’ve seen it anywhere from $5.00 a dozen to $12.00 so—. 

 

00:54:38   
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JSC:  Oh, well now at the—at the [King Biscuit Blues] Festival, I think our tamales run about 

$12.00, $14.00 a dozen then because we have to add on the—the cost, you know. We pass that 

onto the consumer down there. 

 

00:54:54   

AE:  May I ask, too, what—who your employees are at the factory? Are they African Americans 

or are they Mexicans or are they—? 

 

00:55:03 

JSC:  They’re—they’re Caucasians. 

 

00:55:06   

AE:  Okay. 

 

00:55:07   

JSC:  Yeah. Yeah, I’ve had the—the—like this black lady that worked for me all those years, 

she retired [Mamie Davis]; but most of the people are younger today. I’m training—trying to hire 

and train younger people. This one white girl I’ve got has been with me now eight, nine years, I 

guess, or better. She comes in and she knows—I don’t have to tell her anything. She knows what 

to do and how to go about doing it. Of course, when she’s ready for the—the seasonings she’ll 

say, “Mr. Joe, we need—we need the seasonings here,” you know. But my wife will go in and 

she’ll give her the seasonings all ready; we weigh them up ourselves and do that, so when we’re 

going to make the tamales, we’re prepared for the employees to come in and go to work and, you 
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know. They’re taught and trained on how to handle their part. But a lot of that is in—in rolling it, 

and you can pick up laborers right there all the time. But it depends on how many you’re going 

to make. At a certain time of the year, like I said, starting in the summertime, we shut down our 

little stand out there [on Highway 49 in front of the Sears store] because we start spending more 

time producing for the festival in the fall. We’ll feed over 100,000 people in those three days 

down there; that’s how many show up here on the banks of the river, listening to the Blues music 

and eating tamales and barbecue and—and, you know. 

 

00:56:39   

AE:  Do y’all get a good business Friday and Saturday here in town? 

 

00:56:42   

JSC:  Oh, yeah. Yeah because they know that’s the only days we’re going to be there, so we do 

pretty good. 

 

00:56:46   

AE:  And there’s no carry-out or anything at the manufacturing plant? 

 

00:56:50   

JSC:  Well the—the plant is right here at the house. It’s—I’ve got an industrial kitchen back 

here in the back. 

 

00:56:56   
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AE:  Okay. I saw that kitchen but I thought—I had no idea. Okay, so—. 

 

00:56:59   

JSC:  That’s what’s back there in the end [of the house] back there—all those pots and pans and 

sinks.  

 

00:57:03   

AE:  Okay, so we are at Pasquale’s main headquarters. 

 

00:57:06   

JSC:  Well yeah, right here is where the—the money is handled and everything. [Laughs] Yeah. 

 

00:57:11   

AE:  Okay, so then how did—then what is your— 

 

00:57:13   

JSC:  See I had a factory downtown and that—you know, where I had the big building. Oh, it 

was an elaborate thing. But that’s when my wife got sick. I just—we were—we were producing 

heavier then; we’ve kind of slowed it down because of her health. If I had all the money in 

Phillips County, it wouldn’t be worth it, you know. And I’m training and teaching my son to 

carry on the tradition but—well he’s—he handles the Internet part, and I handle this other, and I 

do all the PR and all the other stuff, you know. It’s kind of divided now, so it’s a lot easier on us. 
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00:57:53   

AE:  Like a shipping warehouse where your son operates from? 

 

00:57:56   

JSC:  Well he does out of here; he does that here, yeah. 

 

00:57:58   

AE:  Okay, okay. 

 

00:57:59   

JSC:  In my garage I’ve got a bunch of freezers and refrigeration and all that back there. See, 

there’s no one living in this big house; now it’s just my wife and I. And we, in fact, turned one of 

the bedrooms into my office and turned the big playroom that the kids had back there and 

remodeled it into the industrial kitchen for production so—. 

 

00:58:23   

AE:  So how long do you think you and your wife, Joyce, will keep the—the trailer [on Highway 

49] going? 

 

00:58:28   

JSC:  Oh, we’ll keep that as long as our health is, you know—is that what you mean? 

 

00:58:32   
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AE:  Yeah. 

 

00:58:33   

JSC:  Yeah, I talked to a man the other day who was eighty-eight years old, and he was going 

strong. It was weird, we—we don’t work every day so we get—I take a nap every afternoon. 

Normally, if you weren't here, I’d be taking a nap this afternoon. [Laughs] But you know I—I’ve 

slowed down. But our production, we—if I—if I got out and pushed—if I were young and got 

out and pushed like I know to do, oh, there’s no telling how much money and how much I could 

generate out of this thing. It’s—it’s a gold mine for somebody that don’t mind working. Now the 

guy I sold out to when I sold out, he saw our bottom line, he—he thought he could sit back and 

watch that money come in and he did; and that’s what the trouble he began to get into. And he 

drank a lot, if you want to know the truth, and didn’t take care of the business and manage it and 

take care of—he had marital problems or one thing or another, so that’s why he got sick and died 

and filed bankruptcy—his wife did. So I went back and bought it all back and kept the tamale 

part—not the restaurant. 

 

00:59:46   

AE:  Would you have done that if that—if his business went under? 

 

00:59:50   

JSC:  Would I have done what now? 

 

00:59:51   
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AE:  Gotten back into the business if he had not—? 

 

00:59:54   

JSC:  No, because he kept it as Pasquale’s Tamales. He had the business going. He did well, you 

know, the first year or two, and he just didn’t handle it. It was management; it was a matter of 

management. You’ve got to work at this tamale business. It’s nothing that you can just turn it 

loose and let other people do it. 

 

01:00:17   

AE:  Right. But I mean if he had stayed successful in the business and didn’t have his personal 

problems— 

 

01:00:22   

JSC: I would have never gotten back in it. And I’ve got back—because I loved it. I loved it. I 

wanted to keep the name going, and that’s why I’m teaching and training my son for the next 

generation. I’ve taught my son how to make sausages, how to do our—and he’s probably—like 

he’ll do our chili. He ships that also. I think it was on the Internet isn't it? 

 

01:00:45   

AE:  Uh-hmm. 

 

01:00:46 
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JSC:  And he has plans to do Italian sausages, Italian meatballs, and sauces—the things—the 

other recipes. But the next generation is going to have to pick up the ball and carry it further, if 

they want to do it. But I’ve carried it from my father through my family, and now it’s the next 

generation. So my son, Joe St. Columbia, Jr. will carry it on and then he has a [Joe St. Columbia] 

number three. He has a son and they’re—I’ve got pictures of my granddaughter, she wasn’t 

seven or eight years old, standing up at the conveyor belt, and she was doing quality control. She 

would reach over there and grab the tamales that would come down the belt that didn’t look good 

and put them aside, you know. She would watch the conveyor belt, and we taught her to stand 

there and look at them as they came by and if they didn’t look good, to pull them out so 

somebody could, you know, get it off the belt line going out. Because the machine, once running, 

it’s funny to watch it; it will do about ninety-seven tamales on one extrusion, see, so you can't 

stop it. You’ve got to keep it going because it just keeps going and goes down this long belt. And 

the girls are taking it off as fast as they can grab them, and they put them in these big trays in the 

factory part, and then they take them back to the kitchen area where all these women are sitting 

around and rolling them in the husks. And then we’re taking them and quick-freezing them, you 

know, or starting to cook them or whatever we’re going to do with them, you know. 

 

01:02:27   

AE:  So how often—how often is this kitchen being used for tamales? 

 

01:02:32   

JSC:  Well I would say—well it all depends on how many we need to produce. Like right now 

we’re producing a couple days a week. It—it could get up to where we’re back there working 
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almost every day, getting closer to the festival. Like when I come back next week, we’ll—we’ll 

start increasing—I’ll have to see how many I’ve got stored right now, what my inventory looks 

like, what my sales are. It’s a funny thing, the first of the month we sell more tamales than we do 

at the end of the month because of circulation of money, you know, in the [Arkansas] Delta. Mail 

order comes in all the time, so we kind of—if we advertise, mail order shoots up. Father’s Day, 

Mother’s Day, holidays, like Easter is coming up soon—that’s not a big holiday for it but God, 

you take Christmas, Thanksgiving, and then there are people that will come in—I can remember 

Southwestern Bell coming and buying 100 cases of tamales to give away as gifts, you know—

big companies, big manufacturing companies. A druggist called me one day and he said, “Joe, I 

want fifty cases of tamales.” And they were like—in those cases there were either three or six 

dozen to a case that we would box up for him, and he would give them away to all the doctors, to 

different people, you know, as gifts. Instead of sending a turkey or a ham for Christmas, they 

would buy a case of tamales, you know. And so we’d get—orders around the holidays were big 

and, of course, I knew that those were coming, and I produced heavily for it. So our production 

depends on the season of the year, the time of the year, what we need to—we feel like we need to 

produce. 

 I’ve got caught short-handed sometimes and not produced enough. [Laughs] I can 

remember the first [King Biscuit] Blues Festival we didn’t have—we sold out, and it was not 

only embarrassing but we lost a lot of money and a lot of opportunity we could have done. 

 

01:04:47   

AE:  How many do y’all usually sell from the trailer [parked in front of the Sears store on 

Highway 49] on Friday and Saturday? 
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01:04:52   

JSC:  [Sighs] I would say 200 or 300 dozen, you know, on the weekend, a couple hundred 

dozen, which I think is pretty good out there just two days. We’re only open from ten-thirty in 

the morning to five o’clock or we sell out, whichever comes first. That’s what I—I tell the 

customer, whichever comes first. And it all depends on now—in the wintertime we sell more 

than we do in the hot summer, so we just really quit in the summer. We just shut down; I don’t—

I didn’t air condition the trailer and my wife—yeah, I mean the sales are slower. However, 

people say, “Oh, I like hot foods when it’s hot.” Well for some reason we don’t sell—there’s just 

not been—in the summertime they go more towards barbecue, other type—watermelon parties, 

well you know, but—backyard barbecues. We sell tamales—we’ll still sell them and—but not 

like we do in the winter and the fall and the spring. I would say nine months out of the year we 

sell a lot of tamales so we just—she and I—because we elect to do that but the Internet still goes 

on—that part, you see. And then I have friends—I’ve had people that know me well enough [that 

say,] “Hey, Joe, I need twenty dozen.” “I need six dozen.” “I’ve got people coming this 

weekend.” We don’t ever stop making them. Just like I told you, in the summertime we produce 

for the [Blues] festival in the fall. We have to or we can't—we can't make enough, you know, 

unless I just hired more people, and it’s not feasible to do that—cost efficiency is another thing 

you’ve got to look at. 

 

01:06:42   

AE:  Do the people you employ when you’re manufacturing, do they have other jobs? 
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01:06:47   

JSC:  Oh, yeah. Yeah, they work in restaurants and other places—waitresses and stuff like 

that—that work, you know, in the kitchen. 

 

01:06:57   

AE:  So being an Italian American, do you consider hot tamales part of your culinary heritage? 

 

01:07:02   

JSC:  Oh yeah, I sure do. I was born and reared with them. [Laughs] Rolled a many in my 

lifetime; yeah, that’s part of my way of life. As I was taught to make sausage and meatballs and 

all the other sauces. See, I make a spaghetti sauce different from my wife. She makes—I like 

garlic; she don’t like much garlic. We have different tastes. Everybody is different, so we found 

a mutual ground to live in. I get in the kitchen now, and she backs away. If she’s in there doing 

something serious—now, she did—makes—fantastic with pastries and breads—those things; I 

don’t fool with those at all. But like I’ll do the barbecue, sauces—barbecue sauces; I make a 

barbecue sauce different from hers. I make a spaghetti sauce. I like using whole tomatoes; she’ll 

use some. I like—certain types of tomatoes I like different than she. But we—we both agree on 

the same thing: we don’t use garlic powder, we don’t use garlic salt, we don’t use powdered 

onions, or anything like that. Everything is the natural fruit, you know—real onions and real 

garlic and real everything. 

 

01:08:28 

AE:  It makes a difference. 
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01:08:27   

JSC:  Yeah. I grow my own—I have an herb garden. I grow my own herbs—fennel seeds, I 

grow that to make my sausage with. Basil, I grow my own basil where when I need—parsley, 

rosemary—I go out in the garden and pick it, you know. I think the fresh products in your 

cooking is so much better. And incidentally, we own a Viking range that’s been in this house a 

long time. We’re serious-minded cooks. We were taught in our family. I’ve never been to school 

for cooking except I did go to Viking [Cooking] School down there [in Greenwood, Mississippi] 

and, of course, I enjoyed it and it was a fun day. But she and I have been cooking all our lives, 

since we were both children so, you know. 

 

01:09:19   

AE:  Have you ever thought about manufacturing anything else like the sausage or—? 

 

01:09:22   

JSC:  Yes, I wanted to do all that, but our health has been the problem. I wish that my children 

or my son will take the—you know, every generation is going to do something a little different. 

The only thing I can do is teach and train and give—pass—try to pass onto my heirs, you know. I 

can give my money, and I can give them every—tangibles, but the thing I cannot give them is 

what’s in my mind. I wish I could. My father talked to me, and he told me things and stories 

when he was a child that was still in my mind today. I wish I could pass this onto my children. 

Some things I have; some things they’ve grasped; some things they won't realize until I’m gone, 

and they will say, “Oh, Daddy told me that.” And I—I know today I say that same thing. I 
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remember sitting on my daddy’s knee when I was a child and him telling me stories about when 

he was small and he was young and things that were important in life. Like when you’re a 

business person you never tell a lie, you never tell somebody that doesn’t exist—not when it 

comes to business, be straight and honest with other people—it will all come back. You never 

have to say something twice or remember what you said, if you’re telling the truth. And I 

remember these are some of the principal things that my father taught me, and the stories he told 

me about how he made business deals that he could have made more money by being say, a little 

shady on things, but that wasn’t the way to do things.  

 A guy came to him one day and told him he would pay him more if he would sell him a 

piece of property—like I say, he was in the real estate business—that he had promised to sell 

someone else at a cheaper price. And Daddy said, “Well after noon this coming Saturday, if 

you’ll come see me, I’ll sell it to you at that.” He said, “No, I’ll buy it today at that price.” He 

said, “I know you’re going to sell it to him at a cheaper price, and I’m wanting to pay you more 

today if you’ll do it. I want the property.” And my Daddy said, “No. My word is my bond; I 

promised that man to sell it to him at that price, and if he can't come up with the money Saturday 

like he said he was going to bring it Saturday, then I’ll sell it to you Saturday after 1 o’clock,” 

and the man got mad and left. And the man my father sold it to remembered that, and years later 

my—this man became a prominent businessman in town, and my daddy needed a piece of 

property and he went to him and he said, “Sam, I owe you a favor that you did for me years ago.” 

So it all comes back to reward you or haunt you, if you don’t do it right. And my daddy told me 

those stories when I was a child, and he passed them onto me, and these are the things that I 

remember as the—you know, the Italian culture and heritage that I gained in my lifetime. I’m 

now—I have to think about my age—how old I am. I say I’m thirty-nine but I’m sixty-seven; but 
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I remember a lot of the things that were told to me that I try to, you know, pass on to my next 

generation.  

 My grandchildren, to me, they’re the greatest pride, you know. I have only one 

granddaughter, and I spoil her to death. And she said, “Oh, Grandpa there are times I—I want to 

leave the house and run away and come over here,” you know. And I tell her—I say, “Well no, 

you need to stay there with your mom and daddy, but if you ever feel that you need to, you come 

on,” you know. But you know how teenagers are; she’s seventeen going on thirty, and she’s 

experiencing automobiles and boys today and high school, you know. So she’s growing up. 

 

01:13:09   

AE:  Yeah, that happens.  

 

01:13:12   

JSC:  Yeah. And being the only granddaughter, naturally I’m going to spoil her because I raised 

two boys. That’s all I had. 

 

01:13:19   

AE:  Well I want to ask you about this logo for Pasquale’s [Hot Tamales]. 

 

01:13:22   

JSC:  Yeah, okay. 

 

01:13:23   
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AE:  Who came up with that and when did it—when—? 

 

01:13:25   

JSC:  Okay, I came up with the little Mexican man and had an artist draw it out for me. And 

then I put a plate of tamales out there for him to hold onto, and I had it trademarked and—as part 

of our—our symbol. And Pasquale, really my daughter-in-law, who is the—today is the Vice 

Chancellor at the local college here, she told me don’t use—get away from that Elm Street 

Tamale. See that—for a long time—we—when we went to the marketplace down here, we were 

doing them under the name of Elm Street Tamales because it was a prominent name for our 

tamales when the Browns had it on Elm Street, you know, because I could say these are Elm 

Street—“Oh, oh, I’m—yeah, I want those. Those are good tamales.” And I’d ask the people, “Do 

they taste just like them?” “Yes, sir!” And they always said that they did, so I felt like I had 

continued that trend. I think that’s the question you were trying to ask. Did we change 

drastically? No, but we evolved more or less the—the art of making it as well as the seasoning—

not taking away from something that existed seventy-five years ago but more or less, I guess, 

evolving the system. 

 Like I did away with pressure-cooking; I didn’t think that was the way to go. I did the 

slow cooking. It accomplished the same thing, but to me it made it more succulent and juicy. The 

artwork was done by a local fellow here in Helena, and then I put the trademark on it. My 

daughter-in-law said, “Use your daddy’s name, Pasquale; it rhymes with tamales; it’s catchy; it’s 

got Italian, Mexican—.” I think in Mexico, Pasquale is—is a name also. It might be spelled a 

little different, but I’ve heard some people ask, “That’s Spanish, isn't it?” But it’s not; it’s 

Italian—the way we do. [Laughs] 
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01:15:35   

AE:  So if you had a built-in customer base with the Elm Street Tamales as something people 

recognize, what was it that made you want to break off and start—? 

 

01:15:43   

JSC:  Well my—okay, my daughter-in-law, this scary thing of Freddy—Elm Street—scary—

that movie thing that came out [the movie Nightmare on Elm Street], she said that among the 

young people was, you know, not the way to go in marketing. And she said that this might be 

better using my grandfather’s name, since we were trying to create an image of tradition and 

family heritage, and that it was catchy. And sure enough, it worked. It was a little different and 

unusual. Elm Street kind of makes you think you’re down on the street somewhere, you know, 

out—our Elm Street here [in Helena] got to be a little rough area to be in, so really—and every 

town I guess in America has an Elm Street. In fact, we—we thought this was a better way to 

market the product. It was more of a marketing idea than anything. 

 

01:16:52   

AE:  Yeah? Well and then using the logo that was developed of the man in a sombrero and all 

that, is that like a conscious nod to the tamales roots or something that people recognize more 

immediately? 

 

01:17:05   
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JSC:  Well it’s American—it’s a Mexican tamale made here in the [Arkansas] Delta, you know. 

I wanted to hang on—like I bring my shucks in from Mexico. Yeah, I wanted to bring the style, I 

guess, because that’s where it came from. The tamale did not originate as a Delta product; it 

came with the Mexicans that came here. It was taught to my family by the Mexicans, but my 

family what they did was kind of—they refined it or—or fine-tuned it and changed it. It’s 

really—we like to refer to it as a [Arkansas] Delta tamale—more than anything because it—

again, like I said, evolved in those trends and being Italian, my family leaned in that direction 

using a better cut of beef. Today we use top sirloin and chuck roast; veal is too expensive, so I 

don’t use that. But back in the early days, the family had access to a lot of that and Daddy being 

Italian, they used to have veal steaks and things, you know—ground up veal meat and they liked 

it. That’s the way they were in Italy so—. 

 

01:18:18   

AE:  Well and today definitely the [Arkansas and Mississippi] Delta tamale is a very specific 

kind of tamale. I think over, you know—since your grandfather and father were in business it’s 

really established itself as a unique type of hot tamale. 

 

01:18:32   

JSC:  And as you go up and down the [Mississippi] river you’ll—you’ll find differences in the 

tamales. There’s some that are drier, some that are done in paper shucks, some are done wrapped 

with—but I wanted to keep and retain the authenticity, I guess, of the shuck, the husk that they 

brought in here, you know, that the Mexicans used to really use in the early days; I wanted to 

keep that. I thought that was important. The name, necessarily—I mean we could call it the 
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Mexican tamale but, you know, that’s—or the Delta tamale, but I chose Pasquale because that 

was my daddy’s name. 

 

01:19:12   

AE:  In the early days were your father and grandfather were they drying their own corn shucks 

or how did that happen? 

 

01:19:16   

JSC:  They would buy them from local corn growers, you know—locals. Then I think the 

government said you can't do that anymore; they have to be USD government inspected, and all 

of ours are. Ours come from a broker in Dallas, Texas, who produces the husks from his factory 

in Mexico—I’ll show them to you before you leave; they come to us—there’s 120 to a pack. 

They cost us approximately a nickel apiece when I get them here, paying the freight and the 

handling and all—you know, the profits that have to go. Down there they’re probably very, very 

cheap but the—excuse me—they’re produced, manufactured and all down there and shipped into 

the United States. And they’re all government inspected, so we’ve got a—a tamale made—I 

mean, a husk ready for the American table already—a lot of the work is done for us, so all we 

have to do is produce the tamale and stick it in and roll it.  

 Now we wash them as we, you know, get them out of our sacks, but they’re all cut, 

cleaned, bleached and—when they’re shipped to me. And they’re ready to use; I don’t have—we 

used to and I—back in our early days when I took over and started doing it, we would buy 

wherever I could find someone that could give me enough shucks. I’d buy them by what they 

call the bale and they had—they had the silks on it, and I had to hire a girl to sit in there and 
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wash everything and get the silk off of them. There are very few silks that are still in these 

packages today; they do all that cleaning and everything down in Mexico. 

 

01:21:09   

AE:  Well I don’t—I’m not real familiar with West Helena at all, actually, but in the Mississippi 

Delta there’s a growing Latino community, and there are a lot of Mexican restaurants opening all 

over the Delta, and I would imagine it’s similar here. 

 

01:21:22   

JSC:  Similar here—we don’t have a large Mexican population. The largest population in 

Phillips County is African American. The Latino people coming in here, the Mexicans that are in 

here—some have been here a long time, but it’s not as plentiful here in Phillips County or 

Helena—West Helena—as they are when you get up near Fayetteville, where the chicken 

factories are, some of those areas, where they use an intensive amount of labor. A lot of our—we 

don’t have an over-abundance like they do in some areas. My brother lives in Fayetteville and he 

says, “Man, they’ve got a lot of Mexicans up there and Indians,” you know—Oklahoma across 

the border there. 

 

01:22:17   

AE:  Are there some Mexican restaurants here and have you—? 

 

01:22:21   

JSC:  Not in Helena. Well—no, not in Helena. 
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01:22:27   

AE:  Okay. Well I still feel like I have a lot of questions, but we’ve been talking for a long time. 

 

01:22:31   

JSC:  Sure. Well, that’s okay. 

 

01:22:32   

AE:  But if you have the energy, I wonder if we could talk about Cefalú for a little bit because I 

definitely would like get some of that history and learn about your family and your wife’s 

family, being full-blooded Italian from Cefalú. I know you’ve made many trips back to Sicily—. 

 

01:22:48 

JSC:  We made two; we spent two or three days in Cefalú when we went. We stayed at my 

wife’s family; her family over there is DiPola— DiPola, you know, in Italian. The—the DiPola 

family came to America in 1910—’15, something like that. Most of the Italians from Sicily and 

from Cefalú came to Helena came—by the early pioneers, like my grandfather writing or calling, 

contacting them and saying, “Hey, come to America; this area of America is good; there’s 

opportunity.” You know, it’s the word of mouth, passing it on. And because of the friendship and 

their relatives, over 100 families came to Helena—this part. Some of them stayed down in 

Louisiana. My father-in-law, my wife’s father, was born in New Orleans, but his mother and 

father came from Cefalú, Sicily, and they finally made it to Helena after staying there in New 

Orleans a few years. 
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 Like my mother. The Fazio family came from Cefalú and they came—there were two 

ports of entry: New York and New Orleans on this part of the United States, San Francisco on 

the other—for immigrants to come to America. And most of my family came through New 

Orleans—a lot of them did as the port of entry. However, when my grandfather sent for my 

father, he came through—well my grandfather came through New Orleans, but my father, when 

they came they came to New York and came by train, you know, because he had sent them the 

money and that was—the ship that landed there brought them and the train on down—back in 

those days trains were plentiful. 

 When my father had the taxi business, incidentally, he would meet the trains when they’d 

come in here. Trains were a big mode of transportation, and when people would come to town, 

he would take them to wherever they needed to go. During Prohibition, the Feds came here 

looking for the bootleggers, and they immediately went to see my father because being in the 

taxi business, he would haul them all around, you know. So they came—this is a story that my 

daddy told me [Laughs] that they came to him and they said, “Sam—,” they called my daddy 

Sam. He didn’t want to go by Pasquale; that’s too Italian, so his street name was Sam. Says, 

“These people you pick up and carry out in the country, where do you take them,” you know? 

And Daddy said, “Oh, I take them everywhere, you know.” He says, “We’re looking for the 

bootleggers now; we want to know where you take them.” And Daddy says, “I don’t know that 

they’re bootleggers,” you know. He said, “Well don’t you pick up the suitcases and hear those 

bottles rattle?” Daddy said, “Well a lot of people don’t let me pick up their suitcases.” He wasn’t 

going to tell on his clients, you know, because the next year or two there were no—you could 

make all the liquor you wanted. The Prohibition was lifted, and they quit looking for bootleggers. 
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But he protected his business by—like a lawyer or a doctor does today, you know, being 

reluctant in just passing out that information. 

 But these hills all throughout the [Arkansas] Delta here were full of bootleggers, during 

the Prohibition days, and America still made a lot of liquor, although it was supposed to be dry. 

The government wasn’t getting any tax money, so that’s why they lifted it and went legal again 

with it. There were trains and people would come to town, and Daddy would meet all the trains. 

And that was a lot of his business, you know, and in fact I’ve got one of his business cards—let’s 

see if I can find one. I put them in a stack. 

 

01:27:31   

AE:  That’s quite a stack you have going already. 

 

01:27:33   

JSC:  Yeah, I have—I’ve—I’ve made a lot of cards, and I was going to pass them out tomorrow. 

I’ll give you one of these. I’m the Ambassador for the Blues Festival. [Laughs] I’m involved 

with a bunch of stuff. Oh, here—here—here, that’s a copy of my daddy’s original taxi [the card 

reads,] “Twenty-five cents anywhere in town.” And his phone number was 677.  

 

01:28:08   

AE: Yeah. Wow that’s— 

 

01:28:09   

JSC:  You can have that. 



© 2006 Southern Foodways Alliance                                                 www.southernfoodways.com 

 

01:28:10   

AE:  Thank you. 

 

01:28:12   

JSC:  I’ve got it in my computer. 

 

01:28:13   

AE:  So your wife was—when we were talking earlier [she] was saying that your family is in 

Sicily—. 

 

01:28:17   

JSC:  Back in Sicily. Okay so they came from Cefalú, Sicily, and we went to—we went there 

and visited with her family. They—today things are so different there. Her cousins were—one of 

them is a doctor, another one was studying to be a doctor, and the other one was an architect. All 

the young people are highly educated, so they’ve come a long way and—but the—the—if you 

remember in Cefalú, they have the old part and the new part. Well the old part was where my 

family came from, the historic area. They won't let them change anything because it is a tourist 

area today. We—our family did not sell the property there until 1948—is when my father sold 

the building in Cefalú. And I wanted to go there and see it, and I did. And after here a few years 

ago when we went, and I found his house and found my—where my mother-in-law was born, my 

wife’s mother and their backyard. Their families were friends. The backyards touched. We didn’t 

know about it until we got there. In fact, her uncle was a priest. He was a Monsignor, and he 
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would come to America and spend the summer here with his brother, her—my wife’s 

grandfather. And I was a little altar boy and my mother would make me go up there and serve 

Mass for him early in the morning, six o’clock at the—at the chapel there at the convent and 

because Father DiPola was going to say Mass for the nuns over there, you know, while he visited 

here in America. I’m glad my mother made me do it because I got to know the man, and I got to 

as a child, as a youngster—I was a teenager and when I went to visit his grave, I went to his 

home, the church he lived—I got to know him. And in the old days back then, when I was an 

altar server, we had to learn the Latin to communicate with the priest during the Mass. So I—we 

would get on the altar, and it was like serving Mass for an American priest because he spoke in 

the Latin language and I would—would retaliate with the Latin, you know, responses. So—and I 

remember when I went there, going to his home—he had two houses. One was in the mountain 

behind there. Remember the big rock—Gibilmonte [Gibilmanna] was the area back there on the 

hill? Well that’s where he had his summer home, and in the summer he would go live up there 

because it was cooler and then come to live in the city during the winter. And he was a 

Monsignor, and his nephew is who we stayed with there in Cefalú in their home. And when we 

arrived there, they went down to the ocean, and it’s a fishing community, and Vincenzo, his—

Joyce’s [my wife’s] cousin—nephew of the priest, he went—took us all down there and he—he 

told the man that he had people—friends—relatives from America and he wanted to feed us a 

fish dinner, and he wanted a certain kind of fish for us. So he told the fishermen the night before, 

and they went and caught the fish for us. And I thought that was quite interesting, you know. So 

the next day they showed us—they had homemade pastas and they had it drying and all that, and 

they made the spaghetti sauces. And that was interesting to us because we like to cook, too, and 

we got to see all that. 
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 And the younger generation weren't interested in doing all that like the old folks were, 

and we got to see some of that. Who—they were much older than Joyce and I at that time, 

though, see, but we got to see it, and it was—it was quite interesting to visit with them there. But 

I tripped through Sicily—we were on a tour and they came and picked us up in Taormina and—I 

think it was in Taormina—no, Palermo, they drove over to Palermo, picked us up and got us off 

the tour and we went to Cefalú and stayed with them for two or three days and then the tour 

would come and—and picked us up, so we got back on the tour again. So we were there fifteen 

days on that tour. We spent a total of over thirty-some days in the country of Italy and Sicily, 

seeing the entire country. We went all—we made the loop in Sicily and all through Italy and 

even into the north part and went into Switzerland for a day or two up there. But the most 

interesting, of course, was to see where my father and my mother came from—our roots, you 

know, which were interesting. 

 

01:33:42   

AE:  Can you reconcile in your mind, really, about your—your heritage being in the town of 

Cefalú, with it being such a tourist destination now, and [it was] such a hard living for your 

family [there] when they came to the [United] States? 

 

01:33:54   

JSC:  Well looking—yeah, looking at it today, I can imagine, you know, back then how hard 

things were but I—it’s so pretty over there and so beautiful, you know. I wanted to go back and I 

cannot see where my family—. Of course, I think the War, Mussolini, Hitler, looking at the 

history of what happened, you know, why my grandfather and father never went back. My father 
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did not become a citizen of the United States until Mussolini took over, and he said, “Under no 

condition are we going back to Italy.” You know, they wanted to stay, and they liked America. 

My father spent most of his life in America up to that time, and he knew nothing really of Italy 

but his father. And then his father died, and they buried him out here, so there was no way any of 

them would ever go back. And our family did well financially. It was a better future for the move 

for the family, for the generations to come to get away from that part of the world. I wish my 

family had not sold their house over there—their properties. We gave the farm to the church; we 

gave the land, the other properties they had. When they left over there, they covered the 

furniture, locked the door, and walked out saying, “In a few years we’re going to be back.” Told 

their cousins, “Look after the house while I’m gone,” you know, “we’ll be back.” And they never 

returned. And that’s, you know, sad in a way. But to look today at the generations—I’m the 

third—well I’m the second generation but really, if you get down to it it’s been over 100—and 

let’s see 1892 to now—see, so what’s that 107 years—108 years, no 116 years—from time 

spanned, I’m glad my family didn’t go back and live there. [Laughs] But I wish that we had kept 

the property where I could go over, you know, and visit. And I think Europe, you know, has a lot 

of culture and a lot of history, but I’m glad I live in America. I’m glad we’re where we are. 

Because I can remember as a child the War, and I remember the day the War ended how happy 

my family was that peace to Europe had come and how writing back and forth—in fact, my 

grandfather would send money for the banks over there and we still had—I’ve got—I don’t have 

it right here; it’s in the vault—where we had put money in the banks over there, but Mussolini 

took care of that for us, you know, where we had deposits there. I—I think it’s beautiful over 

there; I think the area where my people came from is a peaceful community. It’s a tourist—a 

tourist area today; it—and—but I would miss all this tamale eating and all. 
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01:37:16   

AE:  [Laughs] Does your—any of your people over in Sicily—have they had your tamales? 

 

01:37:20   

JSC:  No, we never—we never carried them over there. They know nothing of it. We don’t have 

any close relative other than cousins, and they’re distant and on my mother’s—my wife’s side. 

All of my mother’s people, I don’t know any of them that were left over there. Fazio was her 

maiden name; there are a lot of Fazios, but I can only trace them back a few years to here in 

America but—they came from over there, but all of them died since.  

 

01:37:55   

AE:  Well and the St. Mary’s Church here in Helena, can you talk about that a little bit? 

 

01:37:59   

JSC:  Sure. 

 

01:38:01   

AE:  You got married there and—? 

 

01:38:02   
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JSC:  The St. Mary’s Catholic Church, yeah, we got married there. My mother was married 

there. She went to school at the Academy there up on the hill next door to it. It was Sacred Heart 

Academy. It was adjacent to the school.  

The—the Catholic Church history in Helena began in the early 1800s. You, knowing 

history, Father Marquette, a missionary priest came down the [Mississippi] river working for the 

King of France drawing the maps for the Mississippi—to see if the Mississippi River flowed into 

the—the Pacific Ocean. The King of France at that time owned the Louisiana Territory, and he 

wanted to know about the river. So Marquette—Father Marquette—was drawing the maps of the 

river, and when he got to Helena, he stopped here and said the first Mass in Helena. And there’s 

a statute on the boulevard down here of him. So the Indians that were here told him about the 

river going into the Gulf down there, so he did go further south to the mouth of the Arkansas 

River, where their Indians down there nearly killed him. So he turned around and came back. So 

that was the first part of the—the Catholic faith in the State of Arkansas that he did stop here and 

perform services here in Helena. The Indians here were friendly. And later the Catholic Church 

came in here in the early 1800s and in the early days they, the Sisters of Mercy, I don’t know 

where they were out of—but they came here and bought a General Bisco’s house which was on 

the corner of Bisco and Arkansas Streets—General Bisco. 

 

01:40:14 

AE:  B-i-s-c-o-e? 

 

01:40:16   
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JSC:  B-i-s-c-o-e—B-i-s-c-o—Bisco; he sold them his home, which was a nice mansion, you 

know. And they turned it into a convent for the nuns, and they began a school here, a Catholic 

school. It was before the Civil War. Well when the war came on, the nuns turned their convent 

into a hospital to take care of both Confederate and Northern troops in battle, as the soldiers were 

wounded and all. They were only—they were the only area that was a neutral—a neutral zone 

that would take care of the wounded troops of both sides. There are a number of Northern people 

buried in the Confederate cemetery here. You go visit the Confederate cemetery, and you’ll see 

more Northerners than there are Southerners buried there because of the battle—the Battle of 

Helena, the—the Northern troops had taken over the city, and the Confederates tried to take it 

back and, of course, lost the battle that day. It was fought on the 4th of July, the same day as the 

Battle of Vicksburg and the Battle of Gettysburg—that same time period. 

 And the Catholic Church was in that area down there and—but it wasn’t the building we 

have today. But the Sisters of Mercy were here. Well after the Civil War, they left and the Sisters 

of Charity of Nazareth, Kentucky, came in and took over the convent and was here, God, a long 

time, over 100 years—yeah, because they were here when my father came—my grandfather. 

And they were instrumental, you know, in his faith being Catholic for him to stay here. And—

but that Church burned, and then they built another Church, and then it got old and in 1936 they 

built the Church we have today. And I’m trying to think if I have a book on—now I need—

you—you—did you tour that church? Did you tell me you toured it? 

 

01:42:49   

AE:  I’ve not been inside but I have— 
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01:42:52   

JSC:  Oh, you’re not— 

 

01:42:53   

AE:  —walked up to the— 

 

01:42:55   

JSC:  They have a booklet on it; if I find it, I’ll bring it with me and give it to you.  

 

01:43:02   

AE:  Well I know that architecturally it’s very important. [The 1934 church building was 

designed by the well-known architect and designer Charles Eames. It was his first large 

commission. The mural was done by Charles Quest and the stained glass by Emil Frei.] 

 

01:43:04   

JSC:  I’ve got all the information on that church. 

 

01:43:07   

AE:  I bet you do. [Laughs] 

 

01:43:10   

JSC:  Somewhere—I’ve got it somewhere; I’ll—I’ll find it. 
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01:43:14   

AE:  Okay. 

 

01:43:15   

JSC:  I’ll get it and bring it and give it to you. It will tell you the history of the church, and it will 

tell you all about it and all the way up to today—who did the stained glasses and everything. I 

bought a statue, I may have told you, there at the Vatican when I was there—a copy of the 

Pietá—and I gave it to the church here; it’s in the church inside on an altar to the left as you go 

in. It’s on the left set up beside it in there. It is an exact copy of Michelangelo’s Pietá that’s in the 

Vatican. It took over two years for the man to carve it out of solid Carrera marble, and I gave it 

to the church. I bought three statues while I was over there, and the two you saw in my house 

here of David and Fafalina, and I gave that one to the Church. I bought it and I was going—I 

didn’t know what I was going to do with it, but I liked it because it was—I love art. And to see 

the statue of the—that I saw in the Vatican, I wanted a copy of it. And I felt that would be the 

place to put it. 

 But our church here there’s a lot of history behind it because of those famous artists—

architects, you know, and we just recently here a few weeks ago completed the restoration of the 

artwork, the mural that was painted on the bricks in there, so we—we restored it to its original 

condition—good condition. I don’t like that kind of art; I’m not into that type, but people tell me 

that’s beautiful, you know. [Laughs] 

 

01:45:16   

AE:  Is your congregation made up of many Italian Americans or—? 
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01:45:20   

JSC:  No, not—no, I—a lot of them left here to go off to college and then leave. There’s not 

many Italians left in Helena. My children would have left long ago, if I hadn't provided a 

business and education and all for them. I was in the wholesale beer business for a long time; I 

wanted my children, like my father wanted me, to get educated, so my two sons picked colleges 

they wanted and they went to Mississippi; they went over to Delta State [University in 

Cleveland, Mississippi] and got their degrees and married two of the prettiest Mississippi girls. I 

always tell—I call them my girls now; they got them on this side of the river and got their shoes 

off of them and got them pregnant, and they couldn’t go back home. [Laughs] That’s what I tell 

them. But the first—my oldest boy, he married this girl. Her—she’s German by descent. Her 

name was Schneider, and she’s Vice Chancellor of the college here; she’s next to the Chancellor. 

Got a big job up there—smart, brilliant, and they have two children, a boy and a girl. The other 

son married a girl who is a speech pathologist. She was in high school and she’s half Italian. 

She’s from Clarksdale, Mississippi. Both of the girls are from Clarksdale—real pretty girls. And 

they—she’s out at the college out here and makes about as much money as the doctors. She’s 

brilliant; she—just—she got her Masters from Ole Miss [the University of Mississippi in Oxford, 

Mississippi], and she goes over and calls those Rebels [the University of Mississippi’s mascot], 

you know. I tease her all the time, and we need to teach her how to call the Hog [the University 

of Arkansas’s mascot]. But she’s a big Rebel fan. 

 

01:47:12   
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AE:  Well I feel I should probably give you your afternoon back. We’ve spent a lot of time 

chatting here, and I’ve loved every minute of it. 

 

01:47:16   

JSC:  Okay. Let me show you something that means a lot to me. 

 

01:47:21   

AE:  Okay. Do you want to record it, or do you want to do it—? 

 

01:47:26   

JSC:  I don’t care, if you want to record it. 

 

01:47:29   

AE:  Okay. 

 

[Walking down the hall of Mr. St. Columbia’s home.] 

01:47:30 

JSC:  [Pointing to a frame on the wall.] This right here—I’m going to show you a coin that 

came from Sicily. This was minted in the year 405 to 380 BC—Before Christ; it comes from 

Syracuse, Sicily. It’s pure silver, and it’s about a quarter of an inch thick. It’s been authenticated 

by the American Numismatic Association. This is the history of the coin telling you about how it 

was made and when it was made and what have you proving the authenticity of it. [Pointing to a 

map] Here’s where my people came from, Cefalú, over here; and there’s Syracuse. I’ve been to 
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Syracuse. Okay, we came into Sicily at Messina and came around to Taormina, Syracuse, Gela 

on up here and then came across to Palermo, and then I went to Cefalú to stay with her people 

and then we took a boat over to Naples—. But this is the Island of Sicily, and the Greeks 

occupied this part when this coin was made. The Carthaginians occupied this part. And if you 

remember Patton, you know he felt that his—he was reincarnated—that he had fought a battle 

out on this field between the Carthaginians and the Greeks, you know, and the Romans. So he—

if you remember the story of Patton, he talks about all that. But that’s where that coin came from, 

and that means a lot to me and I’ve collected— 

 

01:49:01   

AE:  How did you get that coin? 

 

01:49:03   

JSC:  Joyce gave it to me as a Christmas present. I saw it in New Orleans in a shop. And I didn’t 

want to spend that kind of money, and when we got back home she called the man and she talked 

to him and decided she wanted to give that to me, and she bought that coin for me. 

 

01:49:22   

AE:  Well I’ll tell you, y’all have a beautiful way of holding on to important documents and 

framing them and displaying them—. 

 

01:49:27   
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JSC:  [Pointing to a painting] Now, this is a piece of art. Now this is a hand-painted art by an 

African American artist that today has become quite famous. His name is Jordan and he did 

better in drawing and painting black people than white people—he done a few whites but not like 

he has the Blacks. Now look at this picture, and you see a black lady and the artwork is—is 

supposed to be excellent. 

 

01:49:56   

AE:  Oh, it’s gorgeous, yeah. 

 

01:49:57   

JSC:  And holding a Bible in her hand. But the artist isn't a—a—why I like this painting is 

because, if I turn it around and you look on the backside, it’s a nude white woman. He dated 

white women in Memphis, and that’s who killed him—a white girl’s brother—her brother killed 

him, the artist—killed the artist. 

 

01:50:20   

AE:  So you’re saying the back of this actual painting is—oh, geez. [Laughs] 

 

01:50:23   

JSC:  You have to look—I won't take the back off, but down the side here you can see. See? 

 

01:50:28   

AE:  Oh my, yeah, there’s like a charcoal sketch on the back of that— 



© 2006 Southern Foodways Alliance                                                 www.southernfoodways.com 

 

01:50:31   

JSC:  That’s right, he did all of his paintings that way. 

 

01:50:34   

AE:  Okay. 

 

01:50:36  

JSC:  And the lady’s name here is a local lady. Her name is Pearlie Thomas. That’s who he 

painted [the portrait of] was Pearlie Thomas. 

 

01:50:46   

AE:  Okay. 

 

01:50:47   

JSC:  She lived here in Helena. 

 

01:50:50   

AE:  That is a beautiful painting. 

 

01:50:53   

JSC:  Uh-huh, there’s not a lot of these around and—but— 
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01:50:59   

AE:  How did you know about the drawing on the back? 

 

01:51:02   

JSC:  Well see, he’s a local—oh, how did I know? I didn’t know until after I bought it. 

 

01:51:07   

AE:  Okay. 

 

01:51:08 

JSC:  And I had—took it in to be sealed back, then—and the man—of course, you can see where 

they peeled it [the backing on the painting] back off showing it to so many people. And my 

children like to show it, too, sometimes. My other son bought two more of his paintings, but they 

were very, very, very valuable today and expensive. [Pointing to a photograph] This is a picture 

of my father when he was young, and that’s the only picture I have of him with a coat and tie. He 

usually didn’t wear a coat and tie; he didn’t like to dress up a lot. And do you recognize this 

picture? 

 

01:51:41   

AE:  I sure do—beautiful. [A painting of Cefalu, Sicily] 

 

01:51:44   
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JSC:  There’s the Cathedral there and back here is where we went to my—her—her uncle’s 

house in the mountains but he was—that was a church down there, and my family’s house is 

somewhere in here in Cefalú. That’s just a painted picture of—I liked it, and I framed it. 

[Laughs] 

 

01:52:09   

AE:  Okay. [Laughs] 

 

[Walking further down the hall.] 

01:52:10   

JSC: This was from President Clinton. I was invited to the White House and to the Inauguration. 

This is my most prized possession right here—I want to show you. This is from his Holiness 

Pope John Paul II. I’ve done a lot of work for the Church over the years and he gave me this 

medal and that’s—that says in English [reading aloud] John Paul II Supreme Pontiff—it’s all in 

Latin—has seen fit to recognize the outstanding accomplishments of Joseph St. Columbia and 

bestow on you the medal of the Holy Cross Pro Ecclesia et Pontifice especially designed for the 

zeal and remarkable deeds on behalf of the Church and the Pope. He has likewise seen fit to give 

you the privilege of adorning yourself with this decoration—from the Chambers in the Vatican 

on this the 28th day of June 1984.  

 Now why that means a lot to me is because I’m Catholic, for one thing; it was given to 

me from the Pope for the works and deeds I’ve done for the church—that my father taught me to 

do. You see how it all ties in? So over the years I contributed back to the church and what—of 

my family and by some of the things they recognized what I was doing, and it reached the 
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Vatican, and I was awarded the medal of the Holy Cross. And to me, that is the most—biggest 

honor I’ve ever received. They couldn’t have sent me a million dollars and made me any happier, 

but, you know, that’s what I wanted to show you. 

 

01:53:50   

AE:  That’s beautiful. Thank you so much. You have a lot to look at in here. Would you mind 

would we—could we go look at the tamale kitchen? Would that be okay? 

 

01:53:59   

JSC: Yeah, come on back, uh-hm. I should say my wife is going to throw a fit me taking you all 

through the house. Don’t tell her. 

 

01:54:10   

AE:  I won't tell her. [Laughs] I promise. 

 

01:54:13   

JSC:  This is our— 

 

01:54:14   

AE:  Viking range. Yeah, it’s beautiful—big one. 

 

01:54:17   
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JSC:  Oh, I hear my puppy back here. I’ve got a little Poodle. Yeah, this is—this is where we 

produce the tamales back here. This used to be the children’s workshop when—I mean play—

pool room, playroom when they were kids and so we put in two stoves, put in the thing and this 

is the machinery we use. This is the extruder, see? 

 

01:54:40   

AE:  That’s quite a big one. I know this is a big investment. 

 

01:54:42   

JSC:  On the other side in the garage, where all those refrigeration units are, there is another 

refrigerator outside there, but when they—when we—we do this, that’s the mixer we mix it with, 

the table we wrap with; we’ve got two of these. But anyway we—we put the meat in this side 

and the meal over here and it—like I told you it does about 100—97 tamales at a—extrusion. As 

this goes down real slow, it puts it out here and the conveyor rolling and these cut it. It came 

loose the other day. This rolls around and as the conveyor runs, it cuts each tamale that length 

[gestures to illustrate something about five inches long] and so they’re proportionately the 

same, you know. 

 

01:55:30   

AE:  So that would be—that’s, I guess, like four and a half—five inches? 

 

01:55:34   
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JSC:  Yeah, and the girls—on this end they’ll have—I don’t know where the carts are, but she 

has carts down here and they’ll put the—takes them off—take them off the conveyor and put 

them in—in these trays like, you know, and then they take them to the tables in there in the 

kitchen there. And there will be four or five women sitting around, you know, doing that. 

 

01:55:58   

AE:  Was it—in West Helena is there anything that you had to do to utilize your home as your 

manufacturing for tamale making, or how does that work? 

 

01:56:07   

JSC:  Yeah, yeah, we—the Health Department checks everything, yeah. Is that what you mean? 

 

01:56:12   

AE:  Do you need—do you need special licensing to have—? 

 

01:56:15   

JSC:  No, no. No, as long as you’re approved by the Health Department and we are but we—see 

I cut it back a lot. Now when I had the factory down there, it was a lot bigger; we had a lot 

more—we don’t produce—the only—by managing my production, we don’t produce today what 

I did back when I had the restaurant and the factory and all that going. We did a lot more; it was 

a lot more work, too. I tried to tone it back because of our health. I want to extend my life and 

my wife’s life, so I can't work like I used to. 
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01:56:50   

AE:  And enjoy life? 

 

01:56:51   

JSC:  Yeah. And I want to travel and enjoy life. So here in another few weeks we’ll kind of go 

into our summer schedule, which will be not using the trailer out there [in front of the Sears store 

on Highway 49, where they sell tamales on the weekends], you know. We’ll still be selling 

tamales on the Internet. We’ll still have to produce, and we’ll produce consistently to build an 

inventory for the fall [King Biscuit Blues] Festival. So we’ll start in the summer building 

inventories for the fall because I’ve got to have 2,000 or 3,000 dozen, depending on what we feel 

like we’re going to need for the festival in October—the fall [King Biscuit Blues] Festival. 

 

01:57:25   

AE:  What kind of things do you hear from the people at the—at the Blues Festival who aren’t 

from the Delta or the area about the tamales? 

 

01:57:32   

JSC:  Well they come back, you know, looking for us. They—they—every—it’s a treat for them 

to come—especially from Michigan, from the north, you know. And, of course, there are 

customers we ship to. There—every year we have the same—“Hey, you remember me,” you 

know. And, of course, it’s hard for me to remember not seeing them but once a year, and some I 

do remember. I remember a—a guy going down the street, and he had a book of John [T.] 

Edge’s [called Southern Belly], and he said, “Hey, I’m reading about you Pasquale!” And that’s 
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how I found out that I was in one of John [T.] Edge’s books that they had a copy of, and they 

showed me. So I immediately got in touch to find me one of those books, you know.  

 

01:58:14   

AE:  So do people ever say, though, what in the world is a tamale doing in the Arkansas Delta? 

 

01:58:20   

JSC:  Oh, yeah. You know, they’re kind of curious as to how—and we have to—so we—we try 

to tell the story or, you know, give information about it. And, of course, now that the Internet has 

it, it’s real easy and that’s—we used to have when I had the restaurant and I had the factory we 

had tour trucks, I mean buses come in, and it was a lot of fun. It was fun with our work, and it 

was interesting and we—we made a lot of money back then—not that I’m not making any 

money on it today; I’m not making as much today as I did, but I’m not working as hard as I did 

either. So I feel like by slowing down some I’m continuing to exist and hoping that, you know, 

my son will take off in it or the next generation will develop it further. I want to retain, I guess, 

the history of Pasquale’s Tamales for the next generation. 

 

01:59:17   

AE:  Are you confident your son, Joe III, he will—? 

 

01:59:20   

JSC:  He knows how to do it; he sure does. And his children have gotten involved—my 

granddaughter. But she needs to get her college education, you know, and—but they—they’re 
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aware of how to do it, what’s going on. They could—if they wanted to, they could get back here 

and do it just as good as I can. I have that much confidence that they could. Of course, you know 

I feel sometimes like the old master is still hanging around for a reason, you know, but he gets 

back here with—and I’ll sit in there and he’ll run off several batches, and he’ll do it just as good 

and you can't tell the difference. I can't, you know, taste his tamales and taste mine, so I’m happy 

that he has learned the art of making them, yeah. So I’m passing the torch on while I’m still alive 

and seeing it done, you know. I had to learn after my parents died—I had to pick it all up and try 

to piece the puzzle back together, and that was a lot harder. I was lucky that I had a wife that 

could help me do those things, you know. 

 

02:00:25   

AE:  Yeah. Well is there anything that I haven’t asked you about your family or hot tamales that 

I should know? 

 

02:00:33   

JSC:  I don’t know. We use—you notice there is vegetable shortening. We don’t use any fats. 

There’s no fats. In the old days, now that’s another thing; they used lard. We don’t use lard; we 

use shortening, see, which accomplishes the same thing, but it’s healthier for you. But I don’t 

know anything—let me show you the shucks. 

 

02:01:05   

AE:  Okay. 
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02:01:06  

 

JSC:  Here’s some here and there’s some out in the garage. 

 

02:01:09   

AE:  Do you still eat a good number of hot tamales or not so much? 

 

02:01:14   

JSC:  Well not [Laughs]—we eat them when we want to, you know. It’s—but that’s the way 

they come to us. There’s 120 in here. You see Dallas, Texas; that’s called the Redi-Pak by RW 

Gregory Company. See there—product of Mexico, you know. 

 

02:01:35   

AE:  Uh-hm. So you obviously pay a higher price for these because they’re processed in 

premium quality, and that’s worth it to you? 

 

02:01:40   

JSC:  Yeah, right, it’s worth it to me to—not to have my girls to have to sit and clean them 

and—see, this package has been opened. 

 

02:01:48   

AE:  I’ve seen people cleaning them by hand, and that’s a lot of extra work. 
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02:01:52   

JSC:  Now they’re hard right now, but once you wet it it’s very pliable, you know. 

 

02:01:56   

AE:  And then you’ll just take one of these to cut little strips out? 

 

02:02:01   

JSC:  Yeah, to make the ties—I can show you real quickly how it’s done. 

 

02:02:04   

AE:  Okay. 

 

02:02:08   

JSC:  With the—with the shuck—they soften pretty—pretty quick and this is how it’s done. 

 

02:02:22   

AE:  Oh, you just rip it along the natural [grain of the husk]—? 

 

02:02:26   

JSC:  Yeah, there’s your tie. Whoops, I did it too thin but— 

 

02:02:31   

AE:  That takes some dexterity to make that right. 
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02:02:34   

JSC:  Yeah. See, and one girl might see there for an hour and just do this and—[Laughs]. 

 

02:02:47   

AE:  Wow. 

 

02:02:48   

JSC:  You know, several. And you just tie one end and then when—it ties like that. Now that’s 

more time consuming. It’s costly, you know. And then you take that tie and you get the tamale 

and you’ve got it all rolled up, you know, and then you put three of them together and tie it 

again, so you have that tie.  

 

02:03:14   

AE:  Well all right. 

 

[End Joe St. Columbia.mp3] 


