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from Asia by way of the Manila galleon in larger numbers than had previously 
been thought. Th e culinary infl uence of Africans and Asians can be diffi  cult 
to document directly because of the circulation of foodstuff s before 1492; for 
instance, it is impossible to say with certainty whether rice arrived in New 
Spain from Europe, Africa, Asia, or all three. Moreover, European migrants to 
the colony were not all of Iberian origin. Catholic priests, in particular, were 
often recruited from Italy and the Habsburg territories of Central Europe. 
Th ere were also profound culinary distinctions among indigenous societies, 
especially between the Maya of the Yucatán Peninsula and the Nahua of the 
central highlands. Taken together, these diverse infl uences produced more 
fl uid social and political boundaries than modern nationalist ideologies often 
acknowledge. 

 Finally, although national histories have given little attention to the early 
modern globalization of Mesoamerican crops, this outward movement set 
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 Figure 1.1.      Map of ancient Mesoamerica.  
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lacks gluten, the protein that allows wheat bread to rise. As a result, peasants 
made it into porridge, plebeians consumed it in fl atbreads, and the wealthy 
spurned it as worthless. In rural Italy, where a thick porridge sometimes called 
polenta was made with everything from semolina to chickpea and chestnut 
fl our, maize became a common ingredient for the dish. Urban bakers likewise 
employed a variety of diff erent grains, and recipes from eighteenth-century 
Milan illustrate their experiments with the novel food as well as the tepid 
response of local consumers to the taste of maize. “To 48 ounces of the fl our of 
this [Indian] corn, 2 ounces of rye corn is added as it will not adhere without 
it. . . . [Th e baker] divides it into saleable cakes of 12 ½ ounces, made round, and 
about an inch and a half thick in the middle.” Another recipe suggested “potatoe 
meal improves the quality of the dough, promotes the fermentation or rising of 
it, and weakens or destroys the peculiar taste of the Indian corn.”  33   

 Enlightenment physicians soon diagnosed the nutritional limitations of 
maize and documented widespread health problems among populations that 
depended on it. In the 1750s, Dr. Gaspar Casal fi rst linked excessive maize 

 Figure 1.3.      Map of maize’s travels within the Columbian Exchange.  
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 Carne asada has now eclipsed mole de guajolote in the global repertoire 
of Mexican food, an outcome that Vasconcelos would surely have lamented. 
Nevertheless, while off ering scornful descriptions in the Florentine Codex, the 
children of Aztec nobles had forgotten the Mexican’s own nomadic history as 
well as their taste for “all the meats.” Th e border between civilization and bar-
barism was fl uid, and people crossed in both directions. A terrible famine in 
the year One Rabbit (1454) must have driven many to abandon their farms in 
the Valley of An á huac and migrate in search of food. Likewise, the neighboring 
Otom í  could never rest easy waiting for the harvest, and they gathered maize 
early lest it wither on the stalk. Indeed, for thousands of years, the people of 
Mesoamerica maintained connections of trade and migration with the nomadic 
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 Figure 2.1.      Map of Ancient Arid America and Oasis America.  
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even the mildest of stimulants, which left Mexicans sensitive to accusations 
of savage cookery. Such a reputation had spread as far as Russia, where a 
banquet guest described a dash of cayenne pepper as the “fi ery nectar of the 
Mexicans.”  10        

 Diplomatic representatives abroad took pains to downplay Mexican popular 
foods in order to project a more civilized image. Manuel M. de Zamacona, who 
served as a minister to Washington, D.C., in the late 1870s, hired the city’s 
leading chefs to cater events at his elegant brownstone residence. Th e press 

 

 Figure 3.1.      “Ailes de Volaille [chicken wings]  à  la Mexicaine” at a dinner at the Waldorf-Astoria, August 17, 1899, in 
honor of the South-Eastern Railroad Co. of Yucat á n by Rafael Pe ó n y Loza. Miss Frank E. Buttolph American Menu 
Collection, 1851–1930. New York Public Library. Stephen A. Schwarzman Building Rare Book Division. Image ID 
4000006353.3. Courtesy of New York Public Library.  
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ingredients had been associated with poverty, sensuality, and disease. “Ignorance 
in the details of their manufacture is necessary to the complete enjoyment of 
tamales,” wrote one San Antonio journalist, who went on to explain that those 
who have seen Mexican food being prepared “have been known to swear off  
on the seductive viands with surprising emphasis. Th e abstinence seldom lasts 
long, however, for tamales have too rare a deliciousness to be renounced on 
account of a trifl e of dirt.” His conclusion might have referred equally to the 
hygienic character of the tamales or the supposed racial quality of the women 
who made them: “Since they can’t be washed or disinfected it is well to take 
them as they are and thank heaven that they were ever made at all.”  23   Th e imag-
ined health risks of tamales were underscored by sensationalized journalistic 
accounts, for example, of the 1899 poisoning of Maud Huff ord—“one of the 
handsomest shop girls in Los Angeles”—supposedly by a rotten tamale.  24   

 Unlike San Antonio, where the image of chili queens overshadowed the pres-
ence of male vendors, in Los Angeles the stereotypical tamale pushcart operator 
was a man. Yet this made little diff erence in popular culture depictions, because 
newspapers questioned their sexuality as well. One José Ramírez allegedly 
attracted a devoted clientele through the “habitual use of silk in daily variety,” 
consisting of some twenty colorful shirts. To allay fears that this tamale cart 

 

 Figure 4.2.      A chili queen depicted with a Mexican shawl ( rebozo ) and cigarette—signaling her lack of propriety—
along with her disreputable friends. “A Chili Queen” and “Some of the Chili Queen’s Friends.”  San Antonio 
Daily Express , June 17, 1894.  
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peacock was seducing white women, the author assured readers that the dis-
play was intended for an entirely diff erent audience. “Mexican laborers craving 
chili would walk extra blocks only to see one of the Ramirez shirts.”  25   Reporters 
also depicted the cartmen as hapless victims of youthful hooligans. Following a 
traffi  c accident involving a pushcart, “toothsome morsels, steaming hot, were 
scattered along the street for nearly half a block and formed rich prey for the 
gaminos, who scented the catastrophe from afar, and hastened to the spot to 
get a share of the spilled tamales while they were still good and hot.”  26        

 Th e deviant sexuality of Mexican street vendors led inevitably to crime, at 
least according to popular culture and newspaper accounts. Clara Driscoll’s 
1906 short story, “Philippa the Chili Queen,” told of a young man from back 
east, Jack Talcott, who falls prey to a dark beauty and lingers each night at 
her chili stand, “cruelly and wantonly careless of his digestive organs.”  27   But 
the romance is interrupted by her former lover, Benito, conveniently released 
from prison after murdering Philippa’s previous admirer. Jack gallantly off ers 
to carry her away, but she cannot escape the brute’s will, thus inadvertently 
saving the Anglo from racial and gastrointestinal doom. In contrast to this 
dark tale, journalists often depicted criminality in a more humorous fashion to 
avoid scaring away tourists. In 1895, Los Angeles police detectives reportedly 
arrested John Th ompson for running a “fence” under cover of a tamale wagon, 
hiding stolen jewelry in corn husks. Alcoholism was also associated with the 

 

 Figure 4.3.      Tamale pushcart peacock.  Los Angeles Times , April 17, 1924, A1. Los Angeles Times Staff . Copyright 
(c) 1924. Los Angeles Times. Reprinted with Permission.  
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 Figure 5.2.      The original fast-food taco form, a patent issued to the New York restaurateur Juvencio Maldonado 
in 1950, when Glen Bell was still fl ipping hamburgers in San Bernardino, California. Courtesy of the United States 
Patent and Trademark Offi  ce.  
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 Figure 5.4.      Taco shops, as indicated by 1950s and early 1960s telephone directories, moved out of Mexican 
neighborhoods in central and eastern Los Angeles into predominantly Anglo and African American suburbs to the 
north and south. Drawn by the author.  
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eastern seaboard and much of the Midwest; the Mexican presence radiated 
out from the Southwest; and Chinese fi lled in residual areas without strongly 
controlling any one region. Moreover, as a leading immigration historian has 
observed, these three nations sent the largest numbers of predominantly 
male migrants, for whom inexpensive restaurants provided a substitute for 
domestic cooking.  25   

 Focusing on the Mexican case, Zelinsky recognized the striking growth 
taking place around 1980. Although the Southwest still had the greatest con-
centration, Mexican restaurants were already widespread in the West and 
parts of the Midwest. Th is cuisine had also become familiar to cosmopolitan 
consumers in major cities throughout the country. By contrast, Mexican res-
taurants remained largely unknown in smaller cities of the South, Northeast, 
and parts of the Midwest, as well as in Canada except for the “southwest-
ern” cities of Vancouver and Calgary. Nevertheless, Zelinsky observed: “If the 
Mexican-American population is growing rapidly in numbers and territorial 
range, its foodways are hurtling northward and eastward at an even faster 
pace.” He predicted that the map “may have captured a major example of cul-
tural diff usion in mid-fl ight.”  26        

 Figure 7.2.      “If the Mexican American population is growing rapidly in numbers and territorial range, its 
foodways are hurtling northward and eastward at an even faster pace.” Map of Mexican Restaurant cuisines, 
reprinted from  Geoforum , vol. 16, no. 1, Wilbur Zelinsky, “The Roving Palate: North America’s Ethnic 
Restaurant Cuisines.” Copyright 1985, with permission from Elsevier.  
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the continental spread of Mexican restaurants, but regional patterns are 
still clearly evident. Th e data from 2010 reveal a clear correlation between 
Mexican restaurants and the ethnic population.  32   Th e Southwest continued 
to have the highest percentage of Mexican restaurants, all in double digits, 
with peaks as high as 20 percent along the Rio Grande from Albuquerque, 
New Mexico, to McAllen, Texas. Th e biggest change over those three decades 
came in the Southeast, where economic opportunities drew large numbers 
of migrant workers. In towns that had neither Mexicans nor tacos before 
Ronald Reagan’s presidency, Mexican restaurants constituted upward of 
5 percent of all establishments by the end of George W. Bush’s term. Th is fi g-
ure was twice the average percentage of restaurants in the Northeastern rust-
belt, where declining industries attracted few migrants. Canada likewise had 
few Mexicans or restaurants, once again excepting Vancouver and Calgary, 
which formed border-crossing cultural regions. Th e surfi ng-skateboarding-
snowboarding counterculture extended from Southern California to British 
Columbia, and cattle-and-oil economies linked Texas and Alberta.      
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 Figure 7.4.      Mexican restaurants continued to expand nationally, while still leaving noticeable gaps in the Upper 
Midwest and Northeastern “rustbelt.” Map of Mexican establishments as a percentage of total restaurants from 
YellowPages.com, 2010. Drawn by David Van Riper.  
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