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Delerme: Okay.  So today is Monday, June 5th, 2017, and we are at Mi Tierra restaurant to learn about the cuisine and the stories behind the food. So, to begin, would each of you introduce yourself and tell us a little bit about your occupation?

[0:00:17.0]
Garcia: Okay.  My name is Mirna Garcia, and I come from Guatemala, Central America.  I was raised in Chicago, and I’ve been in Memphis since like forever, since 1995.

[0:00:29.1]
Delerme: 1995 you came to Memphis?

[0:00:30.4]
Garcia: Yes.

[0:00:31.1]
Delerme: Okay.  And before that you were in Chicago.  Were you born in Chicago?

[0:00:34.4]
Garcia: No, I was born in Guatemala City—

[0:00:36.0]
Delerme: Okay.

[0:00:36.6]
Garcia: —and I came when I was fourteen years old to Chicago, Illinois.

[0:00:40.7]
Delerme: Okay.

[0:00:41.6]
Garcia: That’s where I grew up, I went to school, and back in 1995, we decided to move to Memphis.

[0:00:47.9]
Delerme: Okay, okay.  And would you introduce yourself?

[0:00:51.4]
Rodriguez: My name is Maryury Rodriguez.  I’m from Colombia.

[0:00:56.8]
Delerme:  From Colombia.  And how long have you been living in Memphis?

[0:01:00.4]
Rodriguez: Memphis, I think seventeen years, but I’m living in the United States about thirty years, thirty-one years.

[0:01:09.9]
Delerme: Okay, okay.  Anywhere else besides Memphis, other places in the United States?

[0:01:14.8]
Garcia: In Chicago.

[0:01:17.4]
Delerme: Chicago.  Okay.

[0:01:20.6]
Rodriguez: Yeah, I’m living in Chicago for thirteen years.

[0:01:23.0]
Garcia: About thirteen years.

[0:01:23.9]
Delerme: Thirteen years.  Okay.  How long has this restaurant been open?

[0:01:28.3]
Garcia: The restaurant has been open for thirteen years, going on fourteen, on Halloween night.  So this is like our baby because it took us nine months to actually bring the building up to code, and it was rough at the beginning, but it took us exactly nine months to get everything ready to open up.  So we opened on October 31st, 2003.

[0:01:53.7]
Delerme: Okay.  How did you select this location, this community?

[0:01:57.4]
Garcia: That’s when Maria comes.  I used to work for a real estate agency, and we wanted to open a restaurant, and I always told her, I would call her up and give her the information about the buildings that were for rent, but she kept driving around this area.  She wanted something around this area, and she finally found a spot.

[0:02:20.2]
Delerme: What was the area like when you first came here?  Were there a lot of Latinos the way there is now?

[0:02:25.9]
Rodriguez: Not much Latinos.

[0:02:28.3]
Garcia: No.  When we moved to Memphis, it was hardly anything here.  I was a preschool teacher back in Illinois, and I came here with my son and never waited tables before, but I found a job for the first Mexican restaurant opening in Memphis, and they trained me.  They trained me.  They showed me the work.  I wanted to manage.  They never actually give me the position, but they showed me everything, and that’s what helped me build this restaurant because it showed me everything from scratch, like from kitchen and dishwashing and cooking.
And we decided that we needed to give Memphis a little bit of Colombia, because Colombia is—I’ve been to Colombia twice, but Colombia’s a very happy country, and the music and parties.  So we decided we wanted to do something for Memphis like that.  So we found this spot, and like I said, it took us nine months to actually bring the building to code, and here we are.  We learned how to cook.  I’m from Guatemala, but then her brother has a restaurant in Chicago, Illinois, and he actually sent his cooks to train our cooks and show us the ropes of how the Colombian was, and we learned from them.

[0:03:51.0]
Delerme: Okay, okay.  Tell us about the interior design.  How did you decide on what to decorate, where?  What was your vision?

[0:04:06.6]
Rodriguez: I think anytime I think about Colombia, the houses looks like Colombian houses, little houses, I’m thinking I’m in Colombia.

[0:04:18.9]
Delerme: Okay.  How long did it take you to get the interior?

[0:04:22.9]
Rodriguez: Almost one year.  Every day it was something, every day something.  And my customers bringing presents, and I put it there.

[0:04:39.2]
Garcia: Souvenirs.  Every time they’d bring us something, so we’d find a spot for a little thing.

[0:04:45.0]
Rodriguez: Every day I look and I say, “Maybe I need something here or something here,” and I’m working every days for my restaurant, every days.

[0:04:54.8]
Delerme: Now, on the tables, they’re very unique because they have photographs.  Can you tell us what they’re photographs of, how you came up with this idea?

[0:05:08.2]
Rodriguez: My brother.  My brother had it in his restaurant, and I do the same thing because these customers have a good time, so she taking the pictures and she develop pictures, develop good customers, and I’m working at the tables.

[0:05:26.4]
Delerme: Okay, so these are your customers in the pictures.

[0:05:28.3]
Rodriguez: Customers and family.

[0:05:30.7]
Garcia: We have pictures from Colombia, maps, and menu items, and then we also have our customers when they come and celebrate or we have a big event.  Like Colombian Independence, we have a big party out in the parking lot, so we decided we would pick up the pictures and—this is the second time they were done in fourteen years.  We had to change them because they get old, so we changed the pictures, so new customers and new tables.  We left a few of the old pictures on the tables, and a lot of people like that when they come in.

[0:06:04.3]
Delerme: Okay.  Can you tell us now a little bit more about the food you serve here?  Now, it’s Mexican and Colombian, right?

[0:06:13.0]
Garcia: Correct.

[0:06:13.9]
Delerme: How did you decide to serve two types?

[0:06:16.1]
Garcia: Well, when we first opened, it was supposed to be just Colombian food, but that was back in 1995.  So when people, customers would walk in the restaurant, they loved the place, but when they looked at the menu, they didn’t know what Colombian food was like.  They didn’t know plantains, they didn’t know what cassava, which is yucca root, would be.  So they said, “Well, we’ll come back next time and try it out.”
So we decided we needed to let them try it, so we decided to add the Mexican food to our menu and serve both menus.  So now we have full Colombian, full Mexican.  If we have a big group of people that come in, one or two of them will try Colombian, and that’s how we started getting customers used to trying our food.  And actually, now they come in and they ask for the Colombian menu.

[0:07:06.8]
Delerme: Okay.  Do you find that people ask for the Mexican food more than the Colombian, or is it about the same?

[0:07:12.1]
Garcia: Now they ask for both.

[0:07:14.7]
Delerme: Okay, okay.  So for those people who aren’t familiar with Colombian food, can you say a little bit more about what the menu has on it?  What is the traditional Colombian dishes that you have?

[0:07:26.6]
Garcia: On our menu we have a plate that is—we called it bandeja mi tierra, but it’s actually called bandeja paisa.  Anywhere in the States, anywhere in Colombia they call it bandeja paisa, but we couldn’t call it bandeja paisa because when we first opened the restaurant, there is a sausage that was not able to—we couldn’t get it in Memphis.  So, if we would call it bandeja paisa, it had to have the sausage, and we couldn’t get it.  It was so hard to make, so we just took off the sausage out of the bandeja paisa and we made it bandeja mi tierra. But it brings a little bit of everything, like the whole red Colombian beans that are made with plantains, and it also has white rice.  It brings fried eggs, sweet plantains.  And meats, it has a steak.  It has a rib eye steak and it also has a pork rind and avocado, on the side.  So that’s the plate that we try to get—if you haven’t been here, I would ask you to try that because that would give you a little bit of the Colombian taste.

[0:08:39.5]
Delerme: Okay.  How about your family members?  Do you have family members that are involved with the restaurant and help out?

[0:08:46.9]
Garcia: We do.  Her brother helps us out with everything in the restaurant.  If something breaks or we want to build something or we want to make a new table, he’s always here helping us out.  My son is helping us out now.  Now he’s old enough, so he’s backing us up so we can take a few hours off, because we have to be here all the time.  The restaurant is open like from 11:00 in the morning all the way to midnight sometimes, so it’s a lot of hours.  So what we do now is we split it.  She works nights and I work days.

[0:09:22.4]
Delerme: Okay.

[0:09:23.3]
Garcia: And then my son comes in between and he helps out a little bit.

[0:09:25.8]
Delerme: Okay, okay.  And in the evenings, it changes a little bit, right?  You have music?

[0:09:29.8]
Rodriguez: Yeah.

[0:09:30.6]
Delerme: What can someone expect in the evening?  What kind of music?  Is there dancing?

[0:09:35.1]
Garcia: I always say—and I try to explain it to customers—that at 10:00 o’clock the lights go down and the music goes up, DJ comes in.  It’s a little bit of everything, a little bit of salsa music, cumbia, which is the music from South America, from Colombia, and since our customers are a mix from Guatemala, from Honduras, so we play a little bit of music from everybody’s countries.

[0:10:00.3]
Delerme: Okay, okay.  Can you tell us what some of the most memorable experiences have been being here?

 [0:10:15.9]
Rodriguez: I’m making good friends, good times, very good times with my friends.  I like it when I see the faces, happy faces.

[0:10:36.1]
Delerme: Okay, okay.  How about some of the challenges?  I mean memorable experiences for you and challenges.

[0:10:44.4]
Garcia: Well, the challenge is it stayed open for so many years, because there’s a lot—when we first opened, our place was the first place that had food and music and would stay open late in Memphis.  So after so many years, there’s so many places, new places that have opened, and they try to do the same, and they do it.  They do it, they do the same, but we’re still here.  Our customers come back, and, you know, it’s been hard to keep it open, but we try to keep up to date with the food, with the bands, try to do something different every night, on the weekends so customers can come and enjoy themselves.

[0:11:29.2]
Delerme: Okay, okay.  Is there anything else about the restaurant we should know before I ask a little bit more about the two of you?

[0:11:52.7]
Garcia: We’re here trying to make the customer happy and make sure that they have a good time so they can come back and see us, and we do see a lot of faces coming back all the time, and that makes us really happy because we’re working for a goal, and the goal is to have something from South America, bring a little bit of Colombia to Memphis so they can enjoy our music, they can enjoy our food, and just come and hang out, and the service.

[0:12:25.9]
Delerme: Okay.  When you’re not here, what do you two enjoy doing for fun?

[0:12:31.6]
Garcia: I have a granddaughter and she’s only four years old, so that’s what I do on my free time.  I try to have all my free time, I try to spend it with her, like take her to places that I can, like Chuck E. Cheese’s.  My life has changed a lot since she came in, so it’s given me a reason to keep on going.

[0:12:51.5]
Delerme: Okay, okay.

[0:12:55.7]
Rodriguez: Relax. 

[0:12:59.8]
Garcia: But it’s hard to go and take a vacation when you have a business like this.

[0:13:04.3]
Delerme: Yes, yes.  The same, have you gotten to go to Colombia and visit, or is it—

[0:13:10.6]
Rodriguez: I have a lot of family here, so I’m not going—the last time we go was twenty years ago.  I’d like to go back.

[0:13:21.3]
Garcia: Colombia has changed a lot, and we see pictures and movies and stuff, and it’s time for us to take a little vacation and go back and enjoy ourselves.

[0:13:31.6]
Delerme: So have you been able to preserve your culture here in Memphis?

[0:13:34.7]
Garcia: Yes.

[0:13:35.4]
Delerme: And if so, how?

[0:13:36.4]
Garcia: That’s the main reason of having the restaurant.  Right now, like Colombian Independence comes, we make a big party in the parking lot, and everybody comes with their flags and they sing the Colombian himno nacional.  Like Sundays is like a family tradition, so we get waterslides in the back, and outside with the beach volleyball—

[0:14:02.9]
Rodriguez: Play volleyball.

[0:14:03.7]
Garcia: They play volleyball, and the sand attracts a lot of kids, so the families come in and have a good time, have lunch and just hang out and listen to music.  Try to, you know, make a family environment for them.

[0:14:19.1]
Delerme: Okay, okay.  Do you find that the kids are learning Spanish and they’re learning the different traditions?

[0:14:23.9]
Garcia: Spanish, yes, they are, and they like to eat a lot of empanadas.

[0:14:27.4]
Delerme: Okay, okay, okay.  Have there been any challenges coming here to the South?  When you came, it was probably a time, like you said, there were very few Latinos; it’s mostly black and white.  Were people accepting?  Were they open to a—

[0:14:42.6]
Garcia: Well, like I said at the beginning, that was one of the reasons why we decided to add the Mexican menu to our Colombian restaurant because American people, black people would come in and they love the place, but they said, “Well, we’ll come next time and try it out.”
	I said, “I have to find a way to keep them here.”  And we did, and serving the Mexican, and our cooks do a great job on that.  So they do stay and they try the Colombian food, which that was our goal, you know, for them to try the Colombian food, and like I said, we finally got to the point where they do come in and they ask for the Colombian menu instead of asking for the Mexican menu.
	The music.  The music is another thing that keeps customers happy, you know, because it’s a little bit of dancing, a little bit of everything that they can enjoy.

[0:15:39.2]
Delerme: What kinds of music do you usually play?  I know you mentioned salsa before.

[0:15:42.9]
Garcia: Cumbia.

[0:15:43.7]
Delerme: Cumbia.

[0:15:44.3]
Rodriguez: Merengue.

[0:15:45.0]
Garcia: Merengue.

[0:15:46.2]
Rodriguez: Reggaeton, [unintelligible].

[0:15:47.7]
Garcia: Reggaeton.  So it’s a little bit of everything, like a mix.  Our DJ—well, we have different DJs through the fourteen years that we’ve been open.  Now we have one that is from Colombia.  He’s really good, and he plays a little bit of everything from South America, from Central America, from Mexico, so make everybody happy.

[0:16:05.1]
Rodriguez:  It’s the idea.

[0:16:08.6]
Delerme: Do you find any similarities between southern culture and the culture back home, Guatemala and Colombia?

[0:16:17.0]
Garcia: Probably the way having fun.  Southern people are, like, more laid back and like to go out and have a good time.  That’s more like us.  [laughs]

[0:16:29.1]
Delerme: Okay.  And then I wanted to ask about the cooks and the recipes.  I think you mentioned that the cooks were trained by other cooks.

[0:16:39.1]
Garcia: Like I say, her brother has a restaurant.  Now he’s got two.  He’s got one in Florida and one in Chicago, but at that time when we opened, it was only the one in Chicago.  So he would, say, let us have their cooks for a couple of weeks so they can come out here and train our cooks and train me, myself, because I have to know how to cook.  I have to know this in case a cook doesn’t come in, you know, I have to go in and take over.  And I learned how to cook.  I’m from Guatemala, but I do know how to cook very Colombian.  [laughs]  And Mexican now.

[0:17:13.6]
Delerme: And Mexican.  Do you ever cook Guatemalan food?

[0:17:16.1]
Garcia: Yes, we do.

[0:17:16.7]
Rodriguez: Yes.

[0:17:17.2]
Garcia: Yes, we do.  Like for December, we make tamales from Guatemala, and sometimes our customers ask for Colombian food, and I say, well, if I can make it, if I have it, I do offer it, like enchiladas guatemalteco, tacos guatemalteco.  And it does sell a lot because customers come in and they want to try something different.

[0:17:39.4]
Delerme: Okay.  And who are your customers?  Do they tend to be very diverse?  Do you find the Latino community has grown and now they’re discovering—

[0:17:48.0]
Garcia: We have very diverse customers, a little of everything.  We have Americans, we have black people, we have Hispanics, a little bit of everything.  It’s a mix.  If they do leave, when they leave, they’re very happy, and I say to come back.  Lately I have noticed that they do come back.  They’re not just saying, “Oh, yeah, sure, it was good.”  They do come back, and it makes me happy.  I’m excited, because that was my goal, to see people return and say, “Well, I had a good time.  I’m going to bring my family.”  And they do.

[0:18:25.6]
Delerme: Okay.  So just some last questions to ask you.  Living in Memphis, have there been any challenges being here in the many years you’ve been living here that you faced?

[0:18:37.0]
Garcia: Well, I like Memphis.  I lived in Chicago for sixteen years, and I got tired of the cold weather and the wind.  My son was only seven at that time, and I have family that lived here in Memphis, and I just came for a week.  And I guess we were just ready for a change, and we decided we would come and give Memphis a try, and Memphis has been good to us.

[0:18:58.6]
Delerme: It’s been good?

[0:18:59.0]
Garcia: It’s been good to us.

[0:18:59.8]
Delerme: Okay, okay.

[0:19:00.8]
Garcia: A lot of work, but we’re happy with it.

[0:19:02.3]
Delerme: Okay, okay.  So is there anything else you’d like to add about your experiences, anything else we should know about the restaurant that you want people to know?

[0:19:49.0]
Garcia: The community has been great to us, because we’re still here and we’re very happy.  The Spanish community, even when they do interviews and stuff for us, they’re always there backing us up.

[0:20:01.4]
Delerme: Thank you.  Thank you so much for your time.

[0:20:03.9]
Garcia: Oh, thank you—

[0:20:04.8]
Rodriguez: Thank you for—

[0:20:05.5]
Garcia: —coming here and doing this for us.

[0:20:08.4]
Delerme: Thank you. 

[End of interview]
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