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When my friend introduced me to Tienda, Taquería y Carniceria Toledo's during my sophomore year, the chicken gorditas and horchata (a rice-based cinnamon-flavored drink) were initially what left the strongest impression on me.  But after spending more time there, I started to get a better feel for the character of the place.  The small building next to the BP on Jones Ferry Road contains not only a popular foodstand but also a butcher shop and a general store stocked with items imported from Latin America.  Most people who shop, eat and work at Toledo’s have emigrated from Guanajuato, a state in the central highlands of Mexico.  In fact, many Chapel Hill/Carrboro immigrants are from the exact same town within Guanajuato, called Celaya.

Toledo’s was a natural choice for my photo story; my decision was influenced by my interests in Latin America, food, Latin American food, and immigration issues.  My frustration with previous photo assignments that lacked continuity and variety also attracted me to this vibrant, bustling store that has no shortage of interesting characters and bright colors.

I expected to gain a lot from this experience.  I would get to practice my Spanish, hear the stories of immigrants living in this town, and eventually come to feel comfortable and accepted within a foreign community.  While all of these things eventually did happen, none of them came as easily as I expected.  I underestimated the vulnerability of entering a community to not only participate in its activities but also to document it.  However, my status as an outsider seemed to present a bigger problem for me than for the people I documented.  Almost every person I met graciously allowed me to take his photograph and let me talk with him for at least a minute or two.  After my second visit, the cashiers let me sneak past the bathroom to photograph kitchen and behind the butcher's counter.  By the third, I was getting free drinks.  But no matter how welcoming the customers and staff were, it was hard to shake the feeling of being an outsider, even an intruder.  It didn't help that at first, I was tripping over my bulky camera and the language barrier.  Eventually we all became more comfortable with the project.

With each visit, I noticed something different: the wide array of authentic cowboy boots, cheap avocados, loud Mexican soap operas blasting on the TV, piñatas hanging awkwardly from the ceiling, a plethora of religious iconography.  And eventually, I learned the stories of the people I photographed.

I met Liliana, who set up a makeshift office where she helped workers with their taxes until April 15th.  Even though she had recently given birth to a daughter, also named Liliana, she managed to come every single night, and sometimes even brought her happy baby with her to work.  I talked with Marcial several times, who, while at first was reluctant to even tell me his name, ended up telling me a lot about his life here in Carrboro.  We discussed everything from the difficulties of finding steady work, designing a good business card, and choosing a cell phone provider with the best service.  And I met Lupe, who works nights in the tienda while she watches her two kids, Richard and Josue.  Her husband, Jose Luis, comes to the store after finishing work to play with the children until his wife closes the store at 9pm.  These are all people you will see in this photo story.

At the end of this project, I am left with a huge amount of gratitude for the patience and kindness of everyone I worked with.   I feel lucky to have spent time in a community with which I would have otherwise had very little contact.  I am now left wondering how I can repay them for their cooperation and friendliness.  I’ll start by bringing the photos to see if they would like to display them in their store.  And I’ll continue to buy my fair share of gorditas, horchata and avocados.

What I hope is that these photographs convey a community of mostly Mexican immigrants that is filled with work and relaxation, children and parents, husbands and wives, cousins, friends, and good food.

