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[INTERVIEW BEGINS AT 00:00:03] 

 

[Interview note: the recording takes place inside the restaurant during business hours. There 

is a lot of background noise from customers and the kitchen, and there is also occasionally 

music playing in the background.] 

 

Tom Hanchett: Here we go. I'm Tom Hanchett, and it is May 1, 2017 and we are at El 

Pulgarcito on Central Avenue, talking with Hally Chirinos, and we'll have her dad, Henry, 

here soon. And I'm Tom Hanchett H-A-N-C-H-E-T-T. Hally, say your name and when you 

were born and spell your name too, if you would please.  

 

[00:00:26] 

Hally Chirinos: Okay. Hi, my name is Hally Chirinos. I was born on October 29, 1994 in 

Brentwood, Long Island, New York. And my name is spelled H-A-L-L-Y. And then my last 

name is spelled C-H-I-R-I-N-O-S.  

 

[00:00:43] 

Tom Hanchett: Very good, thank you. And the other interviewer is Cecilia Polanco, Cecilia, 

I should tell where I'm born and how to spell my name. I was born in Chicago, and I was 

born January 16, 1956. So I'm an old guy. H-A-N-C-H-E-T-T, I think I said that. And my 

fellow interviewer here is Cecilia Polanco from Durham, most recently. Say your name and 

where you were born, and those kind of things, and then tell Hally a little bit about the work 

you're doing, because it's way interesting.  
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[00:01:19] 

Cecilia Polanco: Okay. Well my name is Cecilia Polanco. I was born in Los Angeles, 

California, but I was raised in Durham, North Carolina. I was born in '92 [1992]. My parents 

had been the United States for about seven or eight years by that time, and then before my 

first birthday my family decided to move to Durham, North Carolina. And I—last May I 

graduated from UNC [University of North Carolina] Chapel Hill. And now I currently own 

and operate a food truck called So Good Pupusas.  

[00:01:56]  

And we sell exclusively pupusas and a portion of our proceeds of our revenue, of our 

profits go towards a nonprofit that I also run called Pupusas For Education. And we give last 

dollar scholarships to undocumented students. So that's a bit of my story. That's kind of 

generally what's going on with me. But I guess to give you a little bit more background on 

why I'm doing this. So I majored in global studies, health and the environment in Latin 

America, and geography, and a little bit of business as well, because I—those are the things 

that I found most interesting that I love to study and people are often like, "Well that doesn't 

really make sense how you now have a food truck and a nonprofit," and especially to my 

family. It's hard for them to understand, you know, what does global studies mean? What 

kind of job does that get you? And when I tell them health and the environment all they did 

was, all they did was heard "heath" and they're like, "She's going to be a doctor." And I was 

like, "No, don't tell people that," you know—there's I can't really help anybody in that in that 

aspect, but I was really fortunate to be able to graduate from UNC without any debt because I 

was on a full scholarship.  

[00:03:11]  

I also took a gap year before college, so a year off between high school and college on 

a scholarship as well so scholarships really changed my life. And I wanted to give back to the 



 
 

Hally Chirinos – El Pulgarcito de America   4 
 
 

 
 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

communities I came from. And in college I realized the ways in which I was disadvantaged in 

some ways. But there were also ways in which I had advantages, and one of those advantages 

was being documented. So being born in the United States, I was—I'm the youngest of four 

sisters and I was the only one born here. My older sisters were all born in El Salvador. And 

so, had we been from a different Central American country or Mexico, then the policy around 

immigrating to United States might have been different. We might have been undocumented 

as that would have changed, you know, a lot of the different opportunities for my family. 

Their situation would have been different from mine if we'd been in a mixed status family. 

And so that's something that I wanted to—I feel is an injustice that I wanted to work towards. 

So that's why you benefit undocumented students. And we sell pupusas because that's what 

we know how to do.  

[00:04:23]  

You know, as a college student trying to figure out how to give back in the form of 

scholarships, not having any money, not really having a degree yet or any marketable skills, I 

turn inward towards my community, my family and really started to learn about what cultural 

capital meant. And the cultural capital that we have is food and that we know how to make 

delicious food, and we can sell it and people will pay for it and especially if it's for a good 

cause people will pay more for it. So that's something that is how I decided I would change 

the world. Essentially. And so we make pupusas. It's kind of a family-run business. My mom 

and my aunts make the pupusas, my dad works on like updating my food truck, and I work 

almost, almost a majority of us on the team are students, undergraduates at UNC who also 

believe in the mission. And so we've been kind of—I've been doing this full time for almost a 

year. The food truck has been up and running for almost two months. And we are in our 

second year of offering the scholarships. So, we—I'm just trying to figure out, what I'm doing 

and how to do it best. But that's kind of my story and why I do what I do.  



 
 

Hally Chirinos – El Pulgarcito de America   5 
 
 

 
 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

[00:05:40]  

And so along my path of trying to create a future and have this initiative, I came in 

contact with the Southern Foodways Alliance at the University of Mississippi during a 

summer where I was doing independent research on pupusas. And they taught me about 

storytelling, and what that meant and what oral histories were and not just storytelling and 

what oral histories were but also around the context of food. So that's when I started to think 

about my own story and how I could talk about food. And then I started thinking about other 

people's stories, especially Latinos or Salvadoreans to tell their stories around how that 

entrepreneurial, how that's resilience, how that's resisting assimilation but also assimilating in 

our own way. And so, yeah, still involved with the Southern Foodways Alliance and a part of 

telling some of North Carolina, more specifically, Charlotte stories around food. Latino food.  

 

[00:06:40] 

Tom Hanchett: And the reason that we're here at this moment besides the fact that Cecilia is 

really interested in this generally, is the Southern Foodways Alliance is going to have some 

kind of symposium here, June 22-24 this summer. And I think you and your dad will be 

invited to come in and be guests of honor. I'm not involved in that part of it, I'm just a part 

that collects some of the stories gets them available for the web, and to help people 

understand how much Charlotte changed in your lifetime. So, that's why we're talking to you 

and your dad. But starting out, tell about—and your dad will do a different version of this 

when he comes, we'll talk with him in Spanish if that's where he's most comfortable, I think. 

As much as you want to talk in Spanish, please do.  

 

[00:07:27] 

Hally Chirinos: Yeah.  
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[00:07:28] 

Tom Hanchett: But tell your family's story. How did you end up at El Pulgarcito, it was 

before you got here, but—  

 

[00:07:35] 

Hally Chirinos: Yeah. Yeah. So, the joke is when my parents were recently married actually 

no, they were dating and my mom made something for my dad and my dad was like, "This is 

just as good as my mother's," which is like the ultimate compliment a Hispanic wife can get 

back in those days, I'll say that. And my mom was like, "Let's sell it." And so since then it 

started with my—like a dual partnership with my godfather because both my father and my 

godfather worked at a country club. So while they were working at the country club, they 

were building this business.  

 

[00:08:13] 

Tom Hanchett: And they started out—your mom and your dad are from two different 

countries.  

 

[00:08:18] 

Hally Chirinos: Yes.  

 

[00:08:18] 

Tom Hanchett: Which is kinda scary if you're trying to create one food culture.  

 

[00:08:21] 

Hally Chirinos: Yeah. And so my dad is Honduran and my mom is Salvadoran, but the main 



 
 

Hally Chirinos – El Pulgarcito de America   7 
 
 

 
 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

focus was Salvadoran because where they were at in Brettenwood [New Jersey] has like the 

largest amount of Salvadoran immigrants after like Los Angeles or maybe some tiny little 

town here in North Carolina and so there was like a huge demand for it. My mom is very 

meticulous, she loves craftsmanship and so my parents just started selling it. One day they 

just decided, okay we’re gonna move to North Carolina, houses are cheaper, putting up a 

business is cheaper, the schools are better, and we actually moved the day of 9/11 to 

Charlotte, coincidentally. And since that time they were trying to find a place they would like 

and my mom got a job here working the register and the guy that owned the restaurant at the 

time was like hey, I’m selling and my parents just jumped at it since then, since 2002 they’ve 

just cultivated this place. 

 

Tom: Was it called El Pulgarcito when you got it? 

 

Hally: Yes, it was called El Pulgarcito and before that it was called La India Bonita which 

was a an Ecuadorian Salvadorean like American kind of place and then they changed the 

name. And then we just kept the name.  

 

[00:09:45] 

Tom Hanchett: And what does El Pulgarcito mean?  

 

[00:09:45] 

Hally Chirinos: It means the tiny, I think it means pinky. I hear it's the thumb, but it's the 

pinky. The pinky of America, because it's like the nickname El Salvador has because it's 

smallest Latin American country. And also the smallest country in the western hemisphere as 

well I think. I think. I want to say that. And so, it just kept the name, we just kept it. It's really 
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fun. It's like, "What does it mean?" and I'm just like [makes a gesture].  

 

[00:10:14] 

Tom Hanchett: And so you're holding your hand up with one little pinky.  

 

[00:10:19] 

Hally Chirinos: Yep. And I mean, it reflects the size. Because this place is so tiny compared 

to any other place, like on Sundays. Lord! [Laughs] It is just way too intense. It is just 

packed, and like there's people that wait in here for like two hours to get food after church. 

And but yeah. I mean, I love it. I miss it. I mean I live in Boone [North Carolina] and so, 

there's nothing close to it. Like, the closest thing you can get is like a taqueria. But like, I 

can't find platanos anywhere. So, whenever I come back, like, I really, really miss it because 

I've spent all my childhood here, my high school days here. Every weekend I had to come 

here even when I was in community college. I had to be here every single weekend, and that's 

just, like, I pretty much grew up in this place, like, I grew up around this neighborhood I've 

seen it change. I've seen Charlotte change so much in maybe, like, the past just even in the 

past ten years just exploded into this, like, new metropolis that I mean, I never, I never 

anticipated it. I mean, it's just mind blowing for me to see Charlotte change so much in such 

little time.  

 

[00:11:35] 

Tom Hanchett: You've been here less than twenty years?  

 

[00:11:41] 

Hally Chirinos: Less than twenty years. I mean, we've had this place for sixteen years, and 



 
 

Hally Chirinos – El Pulgarcito de America   9 
 
 

 
 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

it's just changed so much. I mean, I remember when this little area was, like, considered one 

of the worst parts of Charlotte. To now, it's like the hipster center, like, just because like 

Plaza Midwood. And then I remember when there was an epicenter. I remember when there 

was no Concord Mills. I remember when Eastland Mall was still popping. I remember all of 

that. And I mean, I remember when the parking was really bad over here. I mean, it was 

just—it's insane how much it's grown. Also how much it's been gentrified. And a lot of, like, 

the classic Charlotte, you know, monuments that I was lucky enough to be able to experience, 

like, they're all fading away, or it's just like now Charlotte's become more and more 

centralized and if you were in those outer parts of Charlotte it's like you're being forgotten. 

And so, but at the same time, like, I'm really thankful that certain things have stayed the 

same, like Central Avenue. It's like, you can get any type of cuisine from around the world on 

just this street. And it's authentic. It's from the people that have made. It's not some, like, 

hipster bullshit, like some, guy from like freaking—I don't know Portland wanted to come up 

and set up here. I mean, it's like, it's interesting. It's interesting to see that authenticity not 

changing at all.  

[00:13:20]  

I mean, I can go get some pho and, like, a kid that like, is running the register, like, he 

understands me like, I'm just like, "Get me—" It's a secret language that we speak. Any kid 

that has worked at a family restaurant, we all know the nuances. And I think it's really cool to 

see, like, that tradition is still going on.  

 

[00:13:41] 

Tom Hanchett: Talk about being a kid working here. What were the first things that you did 

when you were a little girl?  
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[00:13:47] 

Hally Chirinos: I had to fold napkins I had to clean tables. I also filled, like, the sauce jars 

made sure like the ketchup was filled.  

 

[00:13:58] 

Tom Hanchett: How old were you?  

 

[00:13:58] 

Hally Chirinos: I was ten years old. And I would have competitions with my sister to like 

fold napkins. By the time she was around three, so like we would just fight each other for 

folding napkins. Also rolling up silverware. By the time I was like twelve that's when they 

started putting me on register and I hated it. I hated math. Like, if I had to do more math than 

I was already doing in school I was not happy. And I hated it. It was just the worst. And I did 

that maybe until I was like nineteen. That register every single time here. And then I got—

then I was just like, "You know what, I don't want to work I don't want to do this anymore." 

So I worked retail. And still they put me on register. I can't escape it. It's the worst.  

[00:14:46]  

And they wanted to put me in as treasury of an exec board on an organization that I'm 

on at school. I'm like, "I'm done. I don't wanna play this game no more. I'm done." Don't do 

this.  

 

[00:14:58] 

Tom Hanchett: So why were you on register? Why did your parents put you on register?  
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[00:14:58] 

Hally Chirinos: Because I was old enough and they know that I—they can trust me. I've 

never taken a quarter out of my mom's purse. I never would I never will. And so, and I'm 

always honest with them, like, I don't play games with them, I never had to. My parents were 

really odd in the way that they were. They were very disciplined when I was here. But when I 

was at home, like, they nev—I have never had intention to be sneaky around my parents. 

Because at the end of the day parents know everything. And I was really smart to realize that 

at a very young age. So luckily for them, like, they have always trusted me. And so that's why 

they put me on the register, because I would never do anything shady like that. To them. I 

mean, I would have—I would take bank documents at the age of like, fifteen. And the ladies 

knew that I wouldn't do anything sneaky. Because they would call my mom.  

 

[00:15:55] 

Tom Hanchett: Did it help that you had English and Spanish?  

 

[00:15:58] 

Hally Chirinos: Oh heck yeah. It's such a privilege. To be honest, being able to speak both 

languages and being able to be fluent in both, like, I know some kids that are fluent in 

Spanish speaking, but being able to read it is such a such a struggle for them. And my mom 

and my aunt made sure that I knew how to read as well. And also, I was like lucky enough to 

be in a household that really encouraged speaking Spanish. I know a lot of parents like 

whenever they start having kids like they just eliminate Spanish just for the sake of their kids, 

like, not being picked up at school. My parents were never like that. They're like, "You're 

gonna learn it. You're going to enjoy it. And this is like some of the last remnants of what we 

have." Because I think, like, when you're Central American it's very hard to find cultural 
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capital. It's very hard to find, like, literature in artwork. Because like, even in broad Latino 

media it's really hard to find representation. So, I think whenever they were teaching me 

Spanish they taught me, like, Central American Spanish. Like, [inaudible/Spanish]. And they 

were adamant about it. And so, I think that's one of the privileges I've had is that they were 

very, very, like, they were very like, "You're going to learn this and you're going to 

appreciate it later on in life." So.  

 

[00:17:25] 

Tom Hanchett: Let me go ahead and get Cecilia to ask a question. Somebody is playing a 

video game in the next booth, and I apologize for all the background noise. But go ahead and.  

 

[00:17:33] 

Cecilia Polanco: Ask a question. Okay. Let me think, because I've been listening, I've been 

thinking of what I'd like to know. I'd like to know. I'd like to know more about the food here.  

 

[00:17:47] 

Hally Chirinos: The food? Okay. So, everything is based off of my mom's recipes. 

Everything, and my dad's creativeness. We serve three kinds of pupusas: queso, queso con 

frijole, con chicharrón. And it's done the way my mom does it. I wish I would know. I don't 

know the secrets. I'm still not entitled to those secrets yet. So, yeah basically everything is 

just like family recipes that have been passed down from generation to generation. We also 

do serve Mexican food. But at the same time it still has a Salvadorean twist to it. Like, 

everyone expects it to be really spicy, and I'm just like, "No." Like, Salvies don't do spicy. 

Like, we just don't. And—which is kind of interesting, but like, you know, like la carne 

asada, it has a like a Central American flavor to it. I still don't know the recipe. I'm never 
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going to know it. My dad told me until he dies that's when I get the recipe which is okay. It's 

cool. But that's all I can say about it. It's just like every—it's all my mom's secrets. And I'm 

still not—I still can't have them yet. I wish I could have them but I can't.  

 

[00:19:03] 

Cecilia Polanco: So, does that mean that there's no written recipe? There's no recipe written 

down?  

 

[00:19:07] 

Hally Chirinos: No. Everything is eyeballed. Everything is eyeballed. I don't know how my 

mom does it. Like, it's amazing that you, like, she can do it at home just eyeballing it. I don't 

know how you can do it for, like, quantities of, like, food service. I don't know how she does 

it. And so, everything is just, like, she'll just—she just knows. Like, that's just the magic of it. 

She just knows, like, I wish I could know, but no. It's not—it's not happening. It's not 

happening at all. [Laughs]  

 

[00:19:36] 

Cecilia Polanco: Yeah. Same thing for me. I've been working with my mom for about a year 

now. And I—it's hard because there's no recipe. So I just have to watch her over and over 

again, and see what—when do you decide to do this? How does it taste? How does it taste to 

you? Does it taste salty, does it taste like this?. What would you add? Would you add more 

tomatoes? So, I've been part of the—I'm the—I think the differences here are that maybe I'm 

the business side, and my mom's, like, the—she's the secret sauce here. And so, I've been 

trying to learn from her, how do we get a recipe down? How do I learn what she's doing so 

that if she's not available I can do it or, you know or how do I make sure that my mom's 
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modo is the same as my Tia’s modo? How do I make sure they're the same so the customers 

can't tell the difference? And it's tough. After a year of basically being her apprentice, I still 

don't know it. And—  

 

[00:20:29] 

Hally Chirinos: You'll never know. You'll just never know. I mean I, Like, I. There's this 

wonderful comedian Maz Jobrani, and he did a skit on how his grandfather would pick out 

watermelons by flicking on them. My mom is the same exact way. She can just grab 

something, like, put it between her fingers, grind it up, and she's like, "It's not good enough. 

It's not good." And I'm like, "It's going to be fine." Oh. Oh no. It just just totally destroyed. 

And she's just like that, she can just, like, dip her pinky, taste it, and just be like, "Mmmm-

mmm. [no] Needs more salt." And like, people will fight her like, "No, no, no. It's going to be 

good." "No. It's gonna need more salt." And she was right. She's—it's just it's just a magic.  

 

[00:21:15] 

Hally Chirinos: [Spanish]  

 

[00:21:46] 

Hally Chirinos: Yeah, no it's just—and my dad's the same way. My dad's been trained 

professionally and, like, but he has that sort of, like, he just looks at it, and it's like, "Uhhh-

uhh" [No]. It's going to be more of this." O r he can just smell it and it's like, "Uhhh-uhh 

[No]. It need a little bit more of that.  

 

[00:21:59] 

Cecilia Polanco: [Inaudible]  
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[00:22:00] 

Hally Chirinos: Truly! Truly!  

 

[00:22:03] 

Cecilia Polanco: That's what I'm trying to be. I'm trying to be there.  

 

[00:22:06] 

Hally Chirinos: After college. I've just giving up for now. But I'll return, hopefully.  

 

[00:22:11] 

Cecilia Polanco: No, the I thing that I've realized is that I wouldn't be learning if it wasn't my 

job to learn. Because it's my job to learn from her right now because the business depends on 

whether we're producing the good food, right. And so, I think that it's a way in which I'm 

really lucky that I get to just shadow my mom. Like, when I was a little girl she's like, "You 

used to be my shadow, you used to want to go with me everywhere." And she's like, "Now 

you don't want to go where I go." But it's—we've kind of kind of reverted back to that where 

I'm like, "Okay, well what are you doing now? What are you doing now? Why are you doing 

that?" And I tell her, she used to be the kind of—we used to have the kind of relationship that 

she was just like, "Oh you're not going to do it right. Just let me do it. Like, move to the side." 

And I'm like.  

 

[00:22:49] 

Cecilia Polanco: [Spanish]  
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[00:22:51] 

If you don't let me try, if you don't let me mess up and tell me—and I have messed 

before, and she's been very gracious about it.  

 

[00:22:59] 

Cecilia Polanco: [Spanish]  

[00:22:59] 

And I was like, "Yes, you're right it happened to me once. Never again. I've learned." 

And so, yeah I want to ask you a little bit about how you—this is kind of a way I've come to 

perceive my mom, and also my aunts and my grandmother. My grandmother passed away but 

her food seemed like on point. I've come to see them as artists, you know, as—I stopped to 

thinking about my mom as kind of like a homemaker and a cook and more of an artist than a 

chef. Have you—has your perception of how you thought about your mom and your family's 

food, has it changed at all, or do you find a similar to that kind of perspective?  

 

[00:23:41] 

Hally Chirinos: It has changed because I feel like at least for me I grew up in a 

predominantly white space. Like here, it was like, oh my god. Like, my brownness is 

beautiful. Me being Central American is beautiful. But as soon as I left these doors—and 

outside the doors of my home, you know, like, I would get the comments like I would get—I 

would bring food from home to school, and people would just like look at it like, "What is 

that?" Like, when they see pollo asada they're just like, "It looks like poop." And I'm just like, 

"Well this shit is fucking dank. I don't know what the fuck you're talking about." And like, in 

my mind—but at the same time I remember those comments and after that I never—and then 

I was just like, it's just food. And when you grow up and you realize like, oh my god this is 
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really sacred because this is like, not a lot of people get to have this. I mean it's if—you're 

lucky if you're able to experience it and be able to experience it so openly. I begin to think of 

my mom as just like a magician, like what my mom does is magical. It's like alchemy like, 

there's no rhyme or reason to it, it just works. And the same thing with my dad. Like, he's 

just—I do consider him an artist. I mean, the way he—even when he chops up meat, it's just 

like skilled, it's just one swipe. And what my mom, like, she can just tell something is wrong 

and just with a little dash just a wave of her hands. Something magical comes up.  

[00:25:13] 

I mean, my mom’s chicharróns. This one time and some kid offered me matrimony. 

That's how intense it is. My friend, he actually broke a sacred promise of eating pork just to 

eat my mom's pupusas. I mean, that's magical. It's just there's nothing else I can describe it as. 

But I think it comes from a place, like, when you grow up, it's very hard to accept, like, the 

realities of just like, "Yeah I'm Latina." And like finally, luckily I finally grew up and I was 

just like, "No, this is beautiful. This is a part of me, like, this is something special that not a 

lot of people get to enjoy." And it's something passed on from generation to generation to 

generation to now. And so, I take a lot of pride, and I also just, like, I just love believing that 

my mom's magical as well. It just adds to it. You know? I mean—what else, like, food is 

magical! It's great. Especially when she makes stuff that she doesn't make here. It's just like 

her even more deeper and darker secrets that I wish I could, like, learn. Like, I'm Harry 

[referring to Harry Potter] and she's like what's that guy's name?  

 

[00:26:24] 

Cecilia Polanco: Dumbledore?  
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[00:26:24] 

Hally Chirinos: Dumbledore, yeah. Like, I'm just there, just waiting—I just want all the 

secrets, like.  

 

[00:26:30] 

Cecilia Polanco: What's some of that at-home stuff that she makes that.  

 

Hally Chirinos: [00:26:33] Oh my god el mango con jocote Oh hey! [talking to supplier who 

has just entered the restaurant] So, one of the guys, one of our suppliers just came. I wish. 

[Talking to supplier] Hey! Yeah I'm doing an interview.  

 

[00:26:48] 

Unidentified Speaker: Sorry guys!  

 

[00:26:53] 

Hally Chirinos: mango con jocote And my grandmother brings the alboroto. What else, what 

else? Also like the nontraditional stuff like my dad's chicken parmesan is pretty magical. 

It's—no—my dad—no! My dad when he makes carne asada. Not for here, but for home. It's 

even more intense. It's even more crazy. And like, I remember my dad made some for some 

of my buddies back in Boone. They ate it raw. That's how much they liked it. And so, it's just 

nuts.  

 

[00:27:26] 

Tom Hanchett: Now here, this is where having somebody who doesn't know anything is 

maybe useful. Carne asada is just grilled steak, right? No?  
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[00:27:33] 

Hally Chirinos: No! No, if you just put meat on the fire, it's not going to taste good. It's just 

going to taste good. It's just going to taste like like salted rubber. But what my dad does, I've 

only seen two things that he's done, because he always shoos me away whenever he's like 

marinating it. So all I know is that there's season, and that there's sazon and there’s Coca-

Cola. Those are the two things that I know that are there. But anything else. I don't know, 

because he always shoos me away. And I remember my dad made some for my friends, and 

they were so intrigued by the smell. They ate it. We tried to light up the grill at the HSA 

[Hispanic Student Association] cook out. And, we were trying and trying—and my buddy 

Mike, we see my buddy Mike, who's this crazy kid to begin with, he's just eating it raw and 

we're just like, "Mike. Why?" And he's just like, "I don't care, it tastes good." Like, no, and 

people took it home wrong, because it was that good. I mean it was crazy how well he can 

marinate meat. I mean, again that's like the Salvadorean thing to do. Because I know other 

people they don't—they'll put like green onions on top. No. My dad does his own thing but 

it's still very Salvadorean.  

 

[00:28:48] 

Tom Hanchett: So is this why your fajitas are so good here? Fajitas, I think of as a Mexican-

American thing, but man they're good here.  

 

[00:28:56] 

Hally Chirinos: It's the marinade. It's the marinade, so anything that has like the strip steak 

it's—bathed in that wonderful, syrupy-looking like goodness. That's that's what it is. And I'm 

I'm waiting for the recipe. I'm just not allowed to—I'm still a little peasant. [Laughs] I can't 

have it. But yeah, that's where it comes from that's why the tacos here are like—on weekend 
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stock will run out like this [snaps fingers] like, they're outta here. Every single order at least 

has like maybe two orders of tacos. And it's because of that magical marinade that my dad 

does.  

 

Cecilia Polanco: [00:29:36] I've seen I've seen some similar things like sometimes is 

involved Corona in marinating the meat. Sometimes, there's mustard and it's just like—  

 

[00:29:48] 

Hally Chirinos: Okay, is the mustard thing a Salvadorean thing?  

 

[00:29:51] 

Cecilia Polanco: I think it might be a Salvodorean thing because I don't—because the meat 

still tastes good, it tastes good for different reasons, coming from different cultures. But I 

don't think I've seen Mexicans do it with that way. And I'm—maybe, I've seen, I think it's like 

my mom and maybe some of her immediate family and friends who are just like, "Where's 

the mustard?" And I'm like, "What, what is going on. Why mustard.  

 

[00:30:14] 

Hally Chirinos: No, like,  for el pollo guisado my mom uses mustard and worschester sauce. 

And I don't— [Both women shriek with delight] Yes!  

 

Cecilia Polanco: [00:30:20] That sauce, she doesn't know how to say it but she's like, 

pasamelo [pass it to me] I don't, it always like.  
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[00:30:24] 

Hally Chirinos: La salsa inglesa  

 

[00:30:24] 

Cecilia Polanco: La sauce inglesa Or she would just like, try to say Worschester sauce—  

 

[00:30:30] 

Hally Chirinos: La salsa perry   

 

[00:30:34] 

Cecilia Polanco: And I'm like, "Look. There's nothing in here that says salsa perry on it, and 

I don't know what you want." And she's like—and once she learned what it is, she's like, 

"You know which one it is. Now the next time, don't come telling me you don't know which 

which one it is." So. It's— Okay. And I want to have a lot of questions now because I found 

things that I want to ask you about. So you consider your parents, like, artists and, you know, 

magical. What about their entrepreneurial side? What do you see about that side of them?  

 

[00:31:02] 

Hally Chirinos: Well, as a very bad socialist [laughs] I've been reading a lot of Karl Marx, 

but no, I think, I mean I've seen how my parents grew up like, I've seen where they come 

from. And like, now that they're like living out their wildest dreams, it's just like, I'm happy 

for y'all. Like it's hard work. I mean, it's hard work owning your own business. But I think 

having a restaurant is even more hard work because you're putting out food. And I think food 

is just so personal for people. So, it's like it takes even that even like ten percent more, like. I 

mean, if you don't do something perfectly, it's not going to come out right. And it reflects in 
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the customers like, how they like the food. I mean, I've—we have people here come in here 

since, since the beginning. They come here every single weekend without fail. And they 

order the same thing. And if something went wrong, they will tell you. And I'm just like, "I'm 

just the messenger." But my dad he, until now usually he would be up at like seven o'clock in 

the morning, and he was here at eight o'clock in the morning, and he would stay until close 

like, no breaks no nothing. My mom she's more like the brains of the operation, like, she 

gives the recipe but she takes care of the books, like she has her planner has like, you know, 

Siri reminding her she needs to go like go to this bank, go to that bank, go get change, go buy 

this, go buy that. And like, they were doing that for the longest time. Like, just them. Until I 

started getting a car— until I got my car. They were the ones like, "Hey you can go get that," 

and they would focus more, they could be here, more present here. And so. It's just my dad he 

just works like they've been—I think this is the thing about Central American parents as well, 

is like, they're trained to like, just work their butts off. Like, no breaks, no nothing.  

[00:33:08]  

And it's awesome sometimes, but at the same time like, I'm just like, "I need y'all to 

take a break." Like, "Y'all deserve a break." Like, "Stop." Like, "Y'all can take time for 

yourselves." Y'all can treat yourselves." Y'all deserve it. And that's one of—that's one of my 

biggest, like, things with them is just like they're so hardworking, like they're workaholics. 

But at the same time like, being—owning this like, does take a lot of work. And I can't 

complain. Because I benefit from it. So I can't say, I can't say-ish I mean, I don't spend 

enough time here to even have like the authority to tell them what to do. So, at the same time, 

like, it worries me because like they're they're edging on fifty. But at the same time really 

that's just the way they are. They just like to work hard. But then again they like to play hard. 

So it's good. It's a good balance, yeah.  
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[00:34:07] 

Cecilia Polanco: So would you say that opening this restaurant is part of their quote unquote 

American dream to be doing this.  

 

[00:34:16] 

Hally Chirinos: Yeah. Yeah, because like, my parents—I'm going to blame it on this. My 

dad's a Cancer and my mom's a Scorpio. That means they do not like to be bossed around by 

anybody. And my dad you just by looking at him you know he's the man. And my mom when 

you see her, she's the man too. They are equal. My dad is kind of a feminist so he never sees 

he's my mom is just his wife it's like they're partners. And so I mean, my mom went from like 

scrubbing toilets to like owning her own business, being able to work at any time—at any 

hour that she can. Also my dad you just did not like being bossed around. And at the same 

time he didn't like to be exploited from somebody else that was making three million dollars 

more than him in a year. So he just. He just quit, and he just did it. And I think this is their 

way of like saying, "This is what we have. This is how we're going to do it. Screw all y'all." 

That's how— I think that's how they run. So says astrology.  

 

[00:35:22] 

Cecilia Polanco: And so along those lines, would you say—what do you think about this 

business and what your parents have decided to do as a way of resisting assimilation into 

American culture, whatever that means, or assimilating? Do you see this as resistance, 

assimilation, or both, or what do you think?  

 

[00:35:43] 

Hally Chirinos: I think it's resistance because my dad has never changed anything. My dad 
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will not take advice from some hipster from Portland telling him what to do with his food 

when he's never lived with it. And so, I think that's one of the greatest things because my dad 

has never tried to make it more American. I think one of the things with like about Mexican 

food in America, is it's just so catered to like, American taste. My dad has never done that, 

and he doesn't like it. And so, he just has like—my dad has this attitude where it's like, this is 

our food. If you don't like it you can leave. And if you do like it, welcome. He's not changing 

the recipes. He's not going to do anything to it. The food is what it is because the majority of 

our clients are Central Americans. Mexicanos. People, like, Latinos. And they recognize 

good food. They recognize those flavors they recognize when something's not—it's not 

cooked precisely or when it's just off. And so, he's just like, "Why am I going to appeal to 

people that don't know crap about our food? Why don't I appeal to people that have lived with 

this food and they get to enjoy it.  

[00:36:59] 

Like he said like, "I want them to feel like they're back home and if I'm not doing that 

then what the heck am I doing for?" So, I think it's an act of resistance. My dad has never 

tried to add like mariachis or karaoke or none of that crap. Like, he's just the food. It's on 

your plate. The plate is clean. You're going to like it. And if you do like it, well welcome 

back. It's— I think when it comes to food, especially now this day and age, especially our 

food it's very like the people try to make it trendy. I'm just like, no stop like just stop. I've 

seen people make black bean pupusas. I'm just like, "Y'all need to stop." Like no. No. Just 

stop. And I've told my dad I'm just like, "Please don't don't do any of this New Age hipster 

bullshit," and he's like, "I'm not."  

 

[00:37:54] 

Tom Hanchett: Now, your dad does kind of reach out to multiple cultures because the menu 
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at El Pulgarcito has a Salvadoran page. It has a Honduran page, Which are your two parents' 

cultures, but also a Mexican page. Why the three pages?  

 

[00:38:11] 

Hally Chirinos: I think my dad he was just like, you know what I'd like it's and people were 

going to come in and be like, "Hey like do y'all have tacos?" Like, I think he just anticipated 

that answer. And so, he just added that Mexican page. Because I think he—because at the 

time when we were opening it, he was like—you know I think at around that time I think 

Central Avenue wasn't such an ethnic enclave. It was a lot of people.  

[00:38:35]  

And so you would get you would get your Central American clients you would get 

your Mexican clients and you would get your random like, non Latinx clients. So I think he 

added that the Mexican food just to appeal to Mexican customers. But at the same time to 

appeal to those who are not Latinx, that don't know that much about other cultures' foods, so 

they can have like at least a comfortable space to be in. But at the same time, like my dad 

was—he's not the kind of guy that would sell you a chimichanga. Like, he's—no.  

 

[00:39:09] 

Cecilia Polanco: At Mexican restaurants I'm just like, "Mexican restaurants? What is the 

difference?" I don't—Mexicans don't even know. And I'm like, I don't know. This is a 

borderline kind of Mexican not Mexican, Mexican American. I don't know. So those that's 

that's cool though. One of my next questions. And to just to bring you back to something you 

said earlier about your friends trying your food or your parents food. Are there ways in which 

you think food and your parent's presence in this—in the form of a restaurant is a bridge 

between cultures. And even if it's between different Latinx cultures or non Latinx to 
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American, or just other cultures.  

 

[00:39:48] 

Hally Chirinos: I think it's just a gateway to everybody else. And I think I've been blessed in 

that sense that we're on Central Avenue, because the guy right next to us is from Lebanon. If 

it weren't for him I would have never tried to shawarma. The two places right next to us as 

well. There is a pho shop and a Vietnamese cuisine place. I would have known about nothing 

about vermicelli or pho. At the same time, there's an Ethiopian place, and you get to make 

those connect—and I think food does that quicker than anything. You know, as long as you're 

like going to serve them that's not going to kill them like our allergies are—their religion like 

permits them to eat. I mean it's just, it says so much. I mean you figure out what's polite. At 

what time this is acceptable. When do you eat this. How do you eat this, you learn so much 

from someone's culture in that [snaps fingers] instant.  

 [00:40:45]  

And I think that the greatest pleasure has always been that whenever my—my friends 

eat my parents food they love it. They absolutely adore it. In high school I remember this one 

girl. I barely would talk to her like—we would say hi we were cool, we were like classmates, 

and then I see her eating here and she was like, "What? You own this place?" And I was like, 

"Yeah." She was like, "Dude, I would have never known." And like, she told all, everybody 

like at school and so I kept seeing more kids from my high school here, eating and they 

would see me. And then I almost became like a mini celebrity. Also, whenever I would do 

theater performances we would stay late and my mom would bring food. People were 

literally waiting outside to carry in the food. I mean, no my buddy he would wait for the 

chicharróns, because I would order just to run us just for him. Oh he was waiting. And he was 

the kid that gave me his class ring he's like, "Can you please marry me? Like, I love these." I 
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was like, "I didn't make them."  

[00:41:45]  

And then after that, I'm in college. I also like brought food for like the HSA cook out 

the Hispanic Student Association, which I'm going to do this weekend again. They wait for it. 

They're waiting for that carne asada, they're waiting for the chicken. And I also have friends 

that are from the Middle East, and one of my buddies actually broke a holy sacrament of not 

eating pork, because he loved this meal he was just like, "Screw it up going to eat it." I was 

like, “Ya eres Salvadoreno hijo,” [you’re Salvadoran now] like, “You can finally fit in!”  

 

[00:42:22] 

Cecilia Polanco: The crossover's complete.  

 

[00:42:23] 

Hally Chirinos: The cross—no, for his birthday I actually dumped his face into his birthday 

cake, and I was like.  

 

[00:42:28] 

Cecilia Polanco: Now it's official—  

 

[00:42:30] 

Hally Chirinos: It's official, it's recorded on snap chat. I have a copy of it. If anybody doubts 

it, there you go. But I feel the same way when other people cook for me too, when it's 

something from—their mom, their moms their theas or their abuelitas, what they made. It's 

that instant connection. I mean, for I think for us as Salvadoreans like food is everything. 

Like, you invite someone over for dinner. That's a big deal. You—and we take very great 
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pride in our food at the same time like you if you don't eat our food we take it as a great big 

old insult. I think not eating your mother's food is equivalent—it's equivalent or worse to a 

middle finger or cussing out your mom. I feel like that. Like.  

 

[00:43:17] 

Cecilia Polanco: Yeah, the same. That's what I've told people too that, like, "We're going 

home you're going to be my parents,"—this is proof that I have friends to my parents. And I 

tell them, "We're probably going to eat. My mom's going to feed you. We're probably going 

to have something like pupusas, something like that. You can't say no to her. So you better 

come hungry." And so those are just like the general disclaimer, those are the rules. And so 

it's like that. that's just how it is.  

 

[00:43:43] 

Hally Chirinos: Yeah no. For us I think food is such a sacred thing. I mean, I think it just 

comes from a place of like, there's so much love and so much work into it. And for you to 

just like, [Speaks to someone off-mic in Spanish]. I'm sorry I forgot about my keys. Literally 

every day every weekend.  

 [00:44:04]  

But, yeah food is such a sacred thing for us. I mean, our mothers put in so much work 

into it, so much love and passion. And for like, just some bratty kid just to sniff and be like, 

"I don't like it." No. Like,  

[00:44:20] No, eso no va a pasar.  Like, no I've had friends over and my mom will see 

them like, eating the food like, very slowly and she's just like, "I don't like them." And I was 

like—and then she'll be like watch. I don't trust—and then she puts it right on the money. 

Like, my mom can just.  
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[00:44:46] 

Cecilia Polanco: Judge of character.  

 

[00:44:47] 

Hally Chirinos: Yes! It's amazing. And she never fails! It is ridiculous how good she is at it. 

I mean, it's just [sighs].  

 

[00:44:54] 

Cecilia Polanco: Have you seen that meme that's like, "We can't be friends anymore my 

mom already knows what you've done." Have you seen that meme?  

 

[00:44:59] 

Hally Chirinos: I've seen that meme, I've shared it. No, my mom I'm serious I've I've 

presented a ton of friends to my mom. I brought them over to my house. And she's only liked 

like, three people. It's just, you can't—you can't win with Salvodorean moms, like, they have 

like, the bullshit detector so finely tuned. I just, no. Like, I can show a picture of somebody 

like, "Look, this is my friend!" and she just like, raises her perfectly arched eyebrow. She 

like, "Uh-huh.  Si, esta bonito, vas a ver [yeah he’s cute, but you’ll see].   

 

[00:45:34] 

Cecilia Polanco: [Laughs] That's too funny. That's hilarious, I love it. And I love— and it's 

something that I think younger, I was like, "I don't know why she's like that." And now I'm 

like, "I know. I know why she's like that," and you've got to respect that—you know the 

same—  
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Hally Chirinos: [00:45:46] La sabiduria [the wisdom] 

 

Cecilia Polanco: [00:45:46] Yes. Yes exactly, la sabiduria [the wisdom] behind it. Okay, and 

one of the last questions I've come up with is around rites of passage. Have you felt that food 

in some ways is a rite of passage or your experience here at the restaurant with your parents 

as a rite of passage?  

 

[00:46:05] 

Hally Chirinos: Yes, because I feel that once I stopped working here I felt like an adult. I felt 

like I didn't have to rely on mommy and daddy anymore. Like, I was a little bit more 

independent. Granted, I was still living at their house. But you know, once I started working 

here I like, had autonomy to do whatever I wanted to do. Not in like, "Let get drunk every 

weekend and just party!" No, it was just more like, "Hey, I'm going to go out to eat with 

friends like. I'm going to be late." "Okay! We trust you." So. I've never seen food as a rite of 

passage. My family for some odd reason food for us like, yeah, it's our business. But at the 

same time they always kept like, mealtime like, very sacred like, it's family time and stuff 

like that. I think the rite of passage for me has always been going to school as well. My dad's 

a huge feminist, and so he's always wanted to see me be independent, be on my own. Like, 

he's always encouraged me to do whatever I wanted to do.  

 [00:47:12]  

He has no—like, I'm grateful in the sense that like my dad has never been the kind of 

dad, like you know the dreaded question, “Y el novio?” [where’s your boyfriend?] Like, my 

dad hates that when people ask me that. He will give you the ugliest glare to whoever asks 

me that. And he's like, "You could ask her about her degree." My dad's petty. And, I live for 

it though. I'm trying to get some of it. But yeah, he's just more of like, go to school and like—
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I mean. That's his thing. That's that's his biggest thing. I think food for me whenever I look at 

it I think it's more of like, a sacred thing it's just more like, this is for me, this is what little 

piece I can connect to to El Salvador. Because again, it's so hard to find representation. And 

even in Latino media. And if it is Salvadorean or Central American, it's like, so backwards. 

That's why I can't stand. I can't stand anything that they put about El Salvador on TV. But 

food is the most quickest way to do that. It's the quickest way for me to talk to other 

Salvadorian kids. It's the quickest way to connect with my grandmother. And I think, food for 

me is like, storytelling. There's so much history behind it, there's so much so much about like, 

socio-economic status. Race, gender. You can see it in the food not just by tasting it but like, 

who's making these things?  

 [00:48:54]  

You get family secrets. You have—your. Salvadorian food is such like, it's like, this 

beautiful little secret. It's like, this beautiful piece of gold that's trapped within the quartz. 

It's—not a lot of people can find it. And not a lot of people will be able to appreciate it. But 

whoever has like, seen it, who lived through it if they just—we just cherish it so much. And 

it's such an integral part of our lives and everything that we do. So I feel that food for me is 

something—I guess you can say it's like, my world. It is my world. I mean, if it weren't for it 

I would not have any of the things that I have today. I would not have any of the privileges 

that I have today. And yeah, that's that's food for me.  

 

[00:49:48] 

Cecilia Polanco: Are you—do you have other siblings?  

 

[00:49:51] 

Hally Chirinos: Yes, I have one sister.  
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[00:49:54] 

Cecilia Polanco: Older or younger?  

 

[00:49:55] 

Hally Chirinos: Younger. She's young. I'm a senior in college and she's about to leave 

middle school. It's a big age difference. But yeah, she's going to be thrown at the cash register 

soon. Soon. She hasn't had to do like, she hasn't had to clean the forks or anything like that 

because she's a spoiled brat. But soon, soon. She's going to have to pay her due somehow.  

 

[00:50:25] 

Tom Hanchett: Talk a little bit more about this place is a community center. I've never been 

here when there weren't a whole lot of people here, working people, family people. And we 

came on Monday morning at like 10:00-10:30. I figured there would be hardly anyone here. 

There are a lot of people here. Who's here? Why are they here? How how does this place 

function as a center for people?  

 

[00:50:48] 

Hally Chirinos: You know, I think it's just word of mouth because my dad has never put 

like, any ads or anything—on the radio or newspaper. It's just people come here by word of 

mouth. And you know, it's always just working class people. It's always just like, families 

here. I think also like, it works differently because we don't have a bar. So it's mainly just 

families and like, it's just tiny groups of guys with their friends. So, you know, people, like 

maybe they'll be working like, down the street. They'll come. I know that there's like, a 

Latino medical center down the street as well. They'll come in and order. Sometimes people 

on their lunch breaks. They'll drive thirty minutes just to come here. And, but I think when it 
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becomes a very big social center is on Sundays. Because that's when you see everybody. 

That's when I see people that I—have known me ever since I was like a freaking eight year 

old. People that, you know, maybe like, painted the walls or like, helped put in the booths or, 

put up the lighting, or the air conditioning guy, like they're here. They have like, some—

either you have a stake in here, or you have been here it's—it's so complex, it's just they all 

gather. They all gather. I know a ton of people that come here for after church. You see them 

in their Sunday best and you can tell. You can see the guys that just got off of work. You can 

tell that they're here, too. Also here, we get a lot of construction workers when it's rainy 

because they canceled the day so they're just like, "Yeah let's just hang out here." So this is 

just like, where they come and chill.  

 [00:52:36]  

I know a lot of like, my friends outside that weren't in my high school they would 

come here after a huge—no, funny story. My friend one time, she had a huge party. I was in 

Boone, and I like, she was Snapchatting the whole event and like, she brought all her buddies 

here so they could cure their hangovers. Like, this was like their hangover spot. Every time 

she gets trashed on Snapchat, I know she's coming. I was like, I would tell my dad I'm like, 

"Hey dad, you're going to have like a huge party of like, ten. Be prepared." And he was like, 

"How do you know?" "I just know." They would come here. It's very interesting. And it's 

really fun to people watch here too sometimes. It's very fun.  

 

[00:53:20] 

Tom Hanchett: Say more about that.  

 

[00:53:22] 

Hally Chirinos: Oh God! Oh my god, my Scorpio's about to come out. Okay. I just, no, there 



 
 

Hally Chirinos – El Pulgarcito de America   34 
 
 

 
 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

are times where I'll see like, you know, the old couple, or I like, one of my biggest things is 

like, I see like a lot like, there's a lot of Salvadorian girls that come in. And I just remember 

you know, because when you go out to eat you're quiet the whole time. If your parents are 

talking, you just sit there. And I just see girls and they're just sitting there. And their parents 

are talking, I like, "I felt that. I felt that." Or then, or you'll see your friends. I know like, one 

of my friends comes in here and he always brings a new girl. A new girl and I'm just like, all 

right. And then I'll mess with the waitresses I'm like, "So how long do you think this one will 

last?" We're judgy like that. It's terrible, but it's just interesting to see like, how people change 

or like, how people stay the same. Because I mean, the same people have been coming here 

for the past fifteen years. You know?  

 

[00:54:25] 

Tom Hanchett: Is this a point of contact information whenever, if you're brand new coming 

from El Salvador or Central America, do people come here? In my generation they would say 

"fresh off the boat," but—?  

 

[00:54:39] 

Hally Chirinos: I think so? I think so, because I mean, this is just—I think this is like, the 

best place to be. I don't know, I mean, I think when people try the food here they're just like, 

[snaps fingers] they're —it takes them to a place where they're like, "Oh my god, this is 

home. Like, this is how I remember things. And I think that's just why they come here. I 

really don't get a chance to talk to people that have gone through that experience. I know a lot 

of girls like, that do come here. Like, they're probably like, what? A month. They come in 

and ask for jobs. But I think I've never just had the time to talk to a customer about that 

experience. But I know a lot of people they'll be like, "Hey I'm from New York or I'm from 
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L.A. And like, oh my god it's like the food over there I couldn't believe I could find it here." 

Like here in North Carolina or at least Charlotte, and I think that's the biggest thing because 

it's just, there's not a lot of us. And if there is there's like one or two. So I think that's how it 

works out.  

 

[00:55:42] 

Cecilia Polanco: Yeah. Yeah I mean, along those same lines there's not a lot of Salvadorean 

places. And I think that for Salvadorians in the United States there's kind of two assimilations 

that happen. Like—or that almost happen or try to happen. Like, assimilating to American 

culture. But we also to Mexican culture too because it's the dominant Latino culture here. So 

it's, like well I've grown up eating tacos and eating a lot of Mexican food. But the good, 

authentic Salvadorean food is rare, if not only at home. So I imagine that this place is like that 

epicenter of, "Well, if I want Salvadorean food lik,e my food I can go here."  

 

[00:56:23] 

Hally Chirinos: Yeah, I think that's the case with most anything that isn't Mexican. I think 

that's safe to say or like—yeah, I think that big two ethnic like, food industries, it's like 

Mexican food and Chinese food. I think those are the two big conglomerates. And so, within 

that I feel like anybody that is Salvodoran, like, oh my god it's like finding a needle in a 

haystack. I mean, it's just so hard. And if you do—I know Mexican restaurants try to do 

pupusas, and it's not same. It's just. Like, it's supposed to be over here [referring to the 

restaurant. You over there! Like, just stop. I ordered one and I literally looked at the guy, and 

I ate it politely, and he was just like, "You're from El Salvador, right?" And I'm like, [makes 

a gesture off mic]  
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[00:57:15]  

And he was like, "Great." And I was like, "A two. Out of five, out of ten." I ain't 

afraid [laughs]. I'm not afraid. But yeah, and I think that again food, quickest way. And I 

think that's our biggest thing because it's very hard for people to find out about [inaudible] 

And yeah, pretty much it—or like, no, one time, I have tried to tell my dad to put in more 

artwork from Central American artists. I wanted to actually put the original manuscript of the 

Le Petite Prince, because the story is actually inspired by a Salvodorean woman. The guy 

that wrote The Little Prince was actually married to a Salvadorian woman and that whole 

story is about how he's like, in love with her. I actually got to visit her grave in Paris. So 

yeah.  

 

[00:58:11] 

Cecilia Polanco: Wow! I did not know that.  

 

[00:58:12] 

Hally Chirinos: Yeah, she inspired that whole story. Because their relationship was very 

intense, and it was all because of the Salvodorean woman. One of the greatest literary works! 

Oh my god! Ah! Flips hair!  

 

[00:58:25] 

Tom Hanchett: I want to be sure we get your dad here. Can you give him a call?  

 

[00:58:28] 

Hally Chirinos: Yeah, let me get him here. Let's give him a call. [Calling her dad to her to 

the restaurant. Tom and Hally have a conversation about getting either her mom or dad to 
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the restaurant for the interview. Hally calls her dad and speaks with him.]  

 [00:59:55]  

Okay. He's just like, "You do. I don't want to talk." And I told him, my dad's very like, 

protective of his privacy. But I told him, and he's just like, "Now that you're there just do it 

for me." Like, "Okay, fine.  

 

[01:00:12] 

Tom Hanchett: Oh, so sorry!  

 

[01:00:12] 

Hally Chirinos: It's okay. I told him and he's just like, "No, you're there like, that's why I got 

you there." I was like, "Okay.  

 

[01:00:18] 

Cecilia Polanco: This was planned all along.  

 

[01:00:18] 

Hally Chirinos: Truly! I think—don't, okay. Another thing. I think it's just with us, when 

your parents just throw you in like, as a translator. Like, I remember one time my dad made 

me read an insurance document. And I did not understand any of the legal jargon. And I was 

just like, "I don't know." And they're like, "But how don't you know you speak English?" I'm 

like, "I don't know what this means though. I'm eight." Like, I can translate that McDonald's 

at this level, but you can't make me read a legal manuscript. Like, that's not in the plan. Yeah. 

My parents do that all the time. I would imagine they would do that they did that to you 

[speaking to Cecilia].  
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[01:01:02] 

Cecilia Polanco: Mmm-hmm [agreeing].  

 

[01:01:02] 

Hally Chirinos: They did?  

 

[01:01:03] 

Cecilia Polanco: Yeah, and now, paying their bills online or things like that just things 

where—they do things kind of old school or programming their phone, changing the 

language, something on Facebook won't share. You know, you get called in for all these 

technical issues that you're just, you're the technician of their life in ways like, they're like, "I 

taught you how to eat with a spoon, and you can come teach me how to use Facebook." And 

I'm like, "All right. I got you."  

 

[01:01:29] 

Hally Chirinos: I think the biggest thing with my parents it's like, they want me to do it for 

them so when I teach them they're just like, " No. Just do it." And I'm just like, "I'm going to 

teach you because I don't want you to call me every single time when you need this done." 

And also like, I teach him like the nuances of social media because like we all have that one 

thea that shares this like, ridiculous like, images with like the poems, and it's like a teddy bear 

holding a heart with sparkles. And I told my mom, "Please don't share that. People can see 

that." Imagine if I showed my kids that.  

 

[01:02:05] 

Cecilia Polanco: I was like, everybody can see. I've been harassed at school with calls 
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because he can't remember his Facebook password and because he can't read his password to 

his email to recover it. I'm like, "Look, I'm in class right now. I will call you when I am 

available. I will come and fix it. You just got to be patient." He's ended up with maybe four 

Facebook accounts because he will not wait for me to come.  

 

[01:02:26] 

Hally Chirinos: I write them down. I write down every single password. I was like, "You do 

not change this until like—no, it's right here don't change it. Don't change it." And I even told 

my sister, "Do not let her change it. These are the passwords. Don't make me, don't make her 

another account. Don't do that. This is not allowed. No." And like, luckily my dad just does 

not care about social media but my mom. I mean, I've stepped up my mom's Facebook game 

though. Started getting Visco filters, better captions. Yeah. No. But my favorite part is when 

my friends tag me in a picture. But I love it when it's my friends that are not Latino. They're 

not Latinx. So like, I got tagged, for my birthday I got tagged in one of my friend's pictures. 

She's from India. She's from [Name of town]. And so, I just remember it was a picture of us 

and me. I have my family members telling me I'm so pretty and then her family members are 

telling her that she's so pretty.  

 

[01:03:27] 

Hally Chirinos: So you see the half and half comments in like, Hindi and like, Spanish and I 

was just like, "Only this could happen in like, in this point in time." It's just, it's magical. 

That's when I just love Facebook and whenever those like, they collide. Or whenever you 

start getting each other's names, I love it. Like BuzzFeed India, I follow it. Am I Indian? No. 

But have I hanged out with enough Indians to like, know about like, how like, [Sal Mankan] 

is a piece of trash. I know long enough now. They know long enough to know who a El 
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Chapulin Colorado  is. Or Soraya de la Vega is . I mean. They say—oh any time like, I do 

some—I get angry they're like, "Are you angry? In what language? That's them now. My 

most favorite meme ever. It's the best meme.  

 

[01:04:22] 

Tom Hanchett: Say the meme again?  

 

[01:04:22] 

Hally Chirinos: Cries in Spanish. So it's a screen cap [screen capture] of novella called 

Maria la del Barrio And it's Soraya de la Vega  and she's crying and like, in the most subtitley 

font ever. It says in brackets, "Cries in Spanish." And that's always been a thing. I remember, 

I sent one to my friend of Jennifer Lopez crying and it said, "Puerto Rican Tears." And she 

was like, "I hate you," and I'm just like, "But you love it, don't you?" And she's like, "Yeah." 

I sent one to my Somali friend, she's like, "Somali Tears," and I was like, she's just like, "I've 

never identified anything with anything more than I do this," and I was like, "You just get it. 

You just get it." I think it's really interesting for us like, we're like, generations before us were 

not able to express that so freely but now we can. Like—  

 

[01:05:12] 

Cecilia Polanco: And we're finding all kinds of ways to express it.  

 

[01:05:13] 

Hally Chirinos: Oh my god. I love Latino memes. Like, sometimes they're just like. Like, 

there are moments where I'm just like, "I feel exposed." Like, I feel hurt right now. Like, why 

did y'all do this to me? But yeah. Do you have any more questions? I called him [referring to 
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her father] him and he's just like, "Any questions that they have for me, you can answer 

them."  

 

[01:05:35] 

Tom Hanchett: I would love the two of you to talk in Spanish some more because the 

language changes what you can say, and you're clearly comfortable in both. But describe, 

describe this place in Spanish. If someone had never come to El Pulgarcito, what would they 

see? Why is it a special place? What do you see when you come here?  

 

[01:06:04] 

Hally Chirinos: [Speaks in Spanish]  

 

[01:06:52] 

Cecilia Polanco: [Speaks in Spanish]  

 

[01:06:55] 

Hally Chirinos: [Spanish]  See all the waterparks kids are supercool in El Salvador.[Spanish]   

[01:07:28]  

I'm just like, [01:07:35] [Spanish] Granted, he's like a pampered little rich white boy 

from El Salvador. Granted that, but like at the same time he knows so much more about El 

Salvador because he actually grew up there. So like, it's going to be interesting to see his 

perspective of El Salvador. Because I've only been [01:07:59] [Spanish]  

 

[01:08:54] 

Cecilia Polanco: [Spanish]  
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[01:09:53] 

Hally Chirinos: [Spanish].  

 

[01:10:41] 

Cecilia Polanco: [Spanish] they're like, "What are you talking about?" And I was like, 

[01:10:52] [Spanish].  And I don't even remember what they call it. I don't even remember 

the other word for it [01:10:55] [Spanish] maybe?  

 

[01:10:58] 

Hally Chirinos: [Spanish]   

 

[01:10:59] 

Cecilia Polanco: [Spanish]  

 

[01:11:53] 

Hally Chirinos: [Spanish]  

 [01:14:11]  

[Spanish] like, I'm going to college like, debt-free. Like, it's on them. And I've been 

blessed. But not a lot of people have that blessing. Because both my kids are citizens now, 

and that's not something that is taken lightly. Not a lot of people get to that— not even get to 

the race, to be honest. Yeah, get the chance, like, when people say, "Oh they got there." I 

think about the people that can't even make it to the starting point. Like, there's just no way. 

That's a whole other topic on the U.S. immigration policies, I just can't. But. Yeah, I think 

with—now in this day and age, I think like, being Latino, it used to be such a freaking 

monolith. And now it's not.  
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[01:15:10] 

 I mean, [Spanish]   

 [01:15:52]  

Like, it's so hard. No—I feel for Salvadorians, even as Salvadorean woman I think we 

can talk about this. Me growing up my parents never had this emphasis on me being pretty. 

They never cared. They just did not care. They never had that sense of like, "Okay, watch 

what you're eating because you're going to get fat." My parents never cared. My mom doesn't 

care. My dad doesn't care. And I feel that food for us is like, just such a big deal. Like, 

dieting. What is that like? Gluten? Free? Vegan? No, that doesn't exist. Also because most—

my parents lived in blue zones. So, like that idea of like, having super fresh fruits, super fresh 

water is like, it's common place. Like, my parents never had fruit—food allergies growing up. 

My dad has food allergies now because he lives here. When he goes back home he eats 

whatever the hell he wants. It's fine.  

 [01:16:54]  

But. Like, that intense connection with food like, to the point where you don't care 

like, how you look like. Because I feel like, I think for us Latinas like people have this certain 

way of viewing us and it's always like, it's the South American beauty queens and like 

women like Sofia Vergara, Selma Hayek. It's like, the way that we look is very racialized. 

And when I think about it in a Salvadorean context I was like, "First of all, that doesn't exist 

for us, like, we don't care. Like. my grandma didn't care, my mom didn't care. I started caring 

because I grew up here and people had that impression of me because I was Latina. But like, 

as was more as I grew up like, I start—I just started realizing like, we just don't care. Like, 

we'll eat chicharróns, we'll eat—we'll drink [01:17:43] [Spanish]. We'll eat [Spanish].  Like, 

tell me I shouldn't eat something.  
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[01:17:52] 

Cecilia Polanco: And I think it's also because in El Salvador you work so much and it's hot 

all the time that you're burning off those, you need those calories.  

 

[01:18:03] 

Hally Chirinos: You need them. Like, the reason my mom stayed skinny and my aunts 

stayed skinny was because I mean [01:18:09] [Spanish].  Like, my mom's arms are killer. My 

mom's legs are killer. But like, that was never a thing, and they were skinny. But like, no one 

put them on a pedestal for it. I think for us as well like, I think for me being a Salvodorean-

America today. You know, it's just such a different—there's a clash but at the same time like, 

there's some symbiosis. It's just very complex to put into words, like the identity like, living 

here and being of that culture. Like, being from over there and being here. It's a way different 

experience. I mean, people want to put us into this giant monolith but like. Like, you can't. 

Like, it's like with with a lot of Mexicans, like you can't put them in a monolith. There's 

people from el Norte, it's a different lifestyle. And maybe a social class. It dictates 

everything.  

 

[01:19:07] 

Hally Chirinos: And I feel like—I think one of the biggest struggles for me is like, trying to 

like pinpoint precisely like, What is to be Salvadorean or what is to be Salvodorean-

American. Like, we can't even agree what to call ourselves. It's just—it's such an array of 

experiences. That you can't really just pinpoint it.  

 

[01:19:28] 

Cecilia Polanco: Yeah, would you say, how do you identify yourself? What do you call 
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yourself? Or if you could write in what you are whether that's an ethnic, racial, what do you 

call yourself?  

 

[01:19:42] 

Hally Chirinos: Racially I say that I'm meztisa because if I look at it like, how my mom 

looks like, my mom looks—is very white passing. And then when I look at my dad—he, my 

dad is like half-European, half-Indigenous. My last name is actually Greek. And so, 

whenever—  

 [01:20:01]  

And then [01:20:02] [Spanish]  

 [01:20:10]  

So, I say meztisa because that's what I know. Just from that one generation back. 

That's what I know. But then, whenever I have to write like, country of origin I just say 

Central American. Because it's hard to explain Salvadorean-Honduran-American. Like, it 

doesn't roll off the tongue. I just say I'm Central American. And then people know like okay, 

it's a different experience.  

 

[01:20:37] 

Cecilia Polanco: Do you think that encompasses your, Salvodorean-Honduran identity and 

your, like, United States American identity? Or do you think that people might think Central 

American and only think of Central America?  

 

[01:20:52] 

Hally Chirinos: I'm going to explain this with a story. So, this past month, this past semester 

I've been to Europe twice. I had to travel across the fucking ocean for people to call me 
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American. Like, I would explain that, "Oh no, I'm not American," because like here, the 

language works like, as if you're not white you're not American. It just works that way. And, I 

remember when I walked into the hotel the guy was like, "Ah, American!" And I was like, 

"I'm not that American." He was like, "The passport's blue. You're American." And it's so 

strange. I just—it blew my fucking brains out. I was just like, oh my God. And then the same 

thing happened to me in Italy where the guy was like, "Ah, you're—Americana!" And I was 

like, "Not really." Like, I was just like, if you would—you would not say that in the United 

States. Like, you wouldn't. So that's why I just say I'm Central American because like—

people magically assume that I'm not from here as well.  

[01:22:00]  

You know the comment, like, "Your English is so good!" It's just like, "I was born 

here. Like, I'm from New York. I'm from New York, and I eat bagels and pupusas. Magical, I 

know. And so, it's strange like, my identity changes depending where I'm at. It's—wow. And 

I'm not the only one that's had that experience. Like, I've had friends that are like, "I finally 

was called American but I was not in the United States." I had to—they had to travel so and 

so for someone to call them American. And it's usually—usually they're POC [people of 

color] whenever they tell me that story. I was just like, I get that! I got that!  

 

[01:22:45] 

Cecilia Polanco: I had similiar experiences to those.  

 

[01:22:47] 

Hally Chirinos: Or no. It's like Latinos that were not born in the U.S., they're like, [01:22:51] 

[Spanish]. And you're just like, "Noooo." Noooo. I may have a blue passport but noooo. 

[Laughs] It just not work that way here. Like, no. Mmm-mmm [disagreeing].  
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[01:22:58] 

Tom Hanchett: This is so rich, and we're coming up we're past 11:30 or we're still going, 

and I'm going to ask at least two more questions sort of related to each other. Things are 

changing. Ten years from now what's this restaurant going to be like?  

 

[01:23:25] 

Hally Chirinos: I don't know. We—to be honest, we don't even know what's happening 

tomorrow. All that I know is that tomorrow they're making tamales, and that's, just it's just 

day-by-day. My parents are thinking— I've heard stories that, you know, my dad's like, "Oh, 

I'm just getting tired." But at the same time I'm like, "I don't see anyone," like, no one can 

make my dad a good enough offer. Like, he can't let this place go. And I don't want to see it 

go. I mean, I could care less about the money, it's just such a sentimental value. I mean, I 

grew up doing my homework like, over that table over there. I grew up watching the news. 

I've seen all the events happening in my life in this in this city's history, in the state's history, 

and in this country's history. All through the eyes of this place.  

 

[01:24:22] 

Hally Chirinos: I mean, the windows are huge. You see things happening. I honestly, I don't 

even have an answer. I just don't know. I really don't know.  

 

[01:24:33] 

Tom Hanchett: Would you take over the restaurant?  

 

[01:24:35] 

Hally Chirinos: I would, but I don't have the patience. I'm the worst when it comes to 
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customer service. Like, I had a retail job and the only reason why I could hold my tongue for 

the longest time was because I had enough training from here. If I had to I would. But I don't 

see that happening. Unless my dad was just like, "Hey. You can do whatever you want with 

it." Maybe I can, like I just can't— I—he can't be my boss anymore. I'm going to be too old to 

be late getting calls I'm like, "Yo. Go pick up corn." I can't do that anymore. Like, I hated 

doing it in the first place.  

[01:25:18] 

But if I had to one day. I would. I would pick it up or if not, I would sell it. I would 

sell it. But I would put something else. Like, I've always wanted to put a food truck in Boone. 

Because I feel like people in Boone at two o'clock in the morning really need a pupusa. Just 

so they can shut up. That's my ideology behind that. But yeah. No. I would do it. I would do 

it. Also like, I'm a PR [public relations] degree so I can probably promote it really well. But 

yeah, no, I would do it. I would do it. I think I have a firm enough grasp to—  

 

[01:25:56] 

Cecilia Polanco: What it takes?  

 

[01:25:57] 

Hally Chirinos: Yeah. Because my parents raised me pretty tough. And to like, own a 

restaurant you got to—it's tough. I don't care what kind of food you make, it is tough. There's 

a lot of work. It's a lot of love. It's more, you do it more out of love than for money. To be 

honest. That's just how it is.  

 

[01:26:21] 

Cecilia Polanco: Yeah. I'm good.  
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[01:26:23] 

Tom Hanchett: Thank you so much.  

[END INTERVIEW] 

 

 


