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Food has been central to immigrant experiences around the world, helping to 

sustain identity and heritage in foreign and often difficult, unpleasant, or even hostile 

societies.  Food cements family and friendship ties and endorses baptisms, weddings, 

funerals, and other ceremonies. Often sharing food is a critical first step in discovering 

common ground and establishing enduring relationships among new immigrants in a 

strange land.  Food plays a critical role in immigrants’ physical, mental, and spiritual 

health.  Preparing and selling traditional food of the homeland are among the most 

popular immigrant entrepreneurial activities.  And food is a principal method, perhaps 

the principal method, of introducing immigrants’ cultures to their host country’s natives 

in pleasing, aromatic, satisfying ways.     

In an immigrant nation like the United States, the role of food in immigrants’ 

experiences extends well beyond a class of commodities to be purchased, transformed in 

kitchens, and consumed.  The U.S. food system—particularly agriculture, food 

processing, and restaurants—and the fates of many thousands of immigrants have been 

intertwined for much of the country’s history.  Throughout much of the U.S. South this 

is particularly so, beginning with the earliest immigrants to the republic, attempting to 

establish themselves in Jefferson’s image of yeomanry or forced to migrate from Africa 

as slaves who, for the most part, produced fiber and food.   

Today, across much of the U.S. South, the large animal confinement operations 

are located on family farms that hire immigrant farmworkers while supplying turkeys, 

hogs, and chickens to small town food processing factories where large numbers of 

immigrant workers are finding work.  Farm labor contractors facilitated much of the 

migration into these regions, and even as immigrants have settled out of agriculture to 
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take jobs poultry and pork processing, construction, landscaping, manufacturing, and a 

variety of other occupations, the influence of agriculture and farm labor contracting 

remains strong. 

 Yet the power of agriculture and food processing in shaping rural communities 

and driving immigration, recently, has surrendered ground to other forces and 

economic trends.  As rural economies diversify and undergo restructuring, and as 

existing businesses warm to the idea of fleshing out their work forces with immigrants, 

opportunities for immigrant families expand, new challenges emerge, and often the 

immigrant population becomes more internally diverse and differentiated by legal 

status, ethnicity, national origin, education, and class.  This paper focuses on two 

southern regions—southeastern North Carolina and south central Georgia—where 

many recent immigrants have settled out of agriculture into other occupations yet where 

enduring immigrant ties to agriculture remain.   

The transition from agricultural to nonagricultural work has been well 

established in both settings, with some immigrants moving directly into other work 

rather than accessing alternative jobs from agriculture.  However, in both settings, the 

transition from agriculture to nonagricultural work is incomplete, uneven, and gradual.  

Many immigrants from farm labor backgrounds continue to work exclusively in 

agriculture while others have left farm labor partially or completely.  Even as 

immigrants leave agriculture for other occupations, agriculture and the labor relations 

commonly associated with agriculture continue to color the immigrant experience, 

influencing the views of natives toward immigrants and conditioning labor recruitment.  

Information from these two regions also shows that there are multiple occupational 

trajectories among immigrants, whether coming from agricultural backgrounds or not, 
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with multiple class implications.  As such, while the labor relations and material 

conditions associated with an underclass of predominantly undocumented, foreign-

born, agricultural laborers are being reproduced throughout the South, the settlement of 

immigrants in small towns across the rural South has resulted in increased economic 

diversity and the development of a nascent middle class of new immigrants.    

The Research Settings 

Southeastern North Carolina 

Duplin, Sampson, Pender, Bladen, and Brunswick Counties, among others in 

southeastern North Carolina, comprise a region known for its poultry, pork, and pickle 

industries, all of which have integrated immigrant labor into their operations.  All three 

of these industries are vertically integrated, with linked sectors for growing, servicing/ 

feeding, and processing their primary product (turkeys or chickens, hogs, and 

cucumbers).  As such, new immigrants, nearly all Latino, have found work in the 

cucumber fields, on hog and poultry farms, and, most importantly, in pork and poultry 

processing plants.2  A few have found work in companies that provide materials or 

services to agriculture and rural industry, such as a company that provides specialized 

products for building and maintaining the large “hog hotels” (confinement barns) found 

on farms throughout the region.  Others have found work in landscaping and 

construction, many with the over 100 golf course-housing-resort complexes recently 

constructed between Wilmington and Myrtle Beach. 

While most of the Latino immigrants are from Mexico, including Mixtecs and 

Otomi, the region has been attracting a growing number of Honduran refugees and 

immigrants since the devastation following Hurricane Mitch, as well as Salvadorans and 

                                                 
2 Two other sectors of the poultry industry—hatcheries and feed mills—are still dominated by native rural 
workers from white or African-American backgrounds. 
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Guatemalans.3  As in much of the South, immigrants have been present seasonally, as 

migrant farmworkers, since the early to mid-1980s, gradually replacing and displacing 

African Americans.  Besides pickle cucumbers, Latino migrants across North Carolina 

have worked and continue to work in tobacco, blueberries and strawberries, 

ornamentals, sweet potatoes, and assorted other vegetables; in some of the counties of 

the coast, notably Pamlico and Beaufort, immigrant4 Latino women work in the seafood 

industry, picking blue crab meat, and a handful of Latino men have moved into the 

fishing industry.  In North Carolina’s mountains, Latino immigrants pick apples and 

shape Christmas trees.  As noted above, immigrants also work in the booming sector of 

residential and golf course construction and maintenance, building and maintaining golf 

courses, housing developments, resorts, country clubs, and other infrastructure for 

wealthy internal migrants.  By far, however, most Latino immigrants in rural 

southeastern North Carolina work in agriculture and rural industry, particularly pickle, 

poultry, and pork processing.  

In part to service the migrant population, a regional health network currently 

hires many people who have managed to develop language and cultural skills to deal 

with Spanish speakers from Mexico. One of the network’s most effective health centers 

at dealing with new immigrant Latinos is in Sampson county, just outside of Newton 

Grove, where it sits on the same road as an Episcopal Church that follows Spanish 

Sunday services with food distributions. The large Catholic Church in Newton Grove 

has attracted large numbers of Latinos, in part due to its name (Our Lady of Guadalupe), 

which preceded Latino immigration by nearly 20 years.  The church does not, however, 

                                                 
3 Duplin County has witnessed strong growth in its Guatemalan population in particular, from only a 
handful in at the turn of the 21st century to over 2,000 today. 
4 Officially, because they carry H-2B visas, these women are called nonimmigrants, primarily because they 
are here to work seasonally; in reality, however, an undetermined number of these women settle in the 
region year round, moving between undocumented and work authorized statuses. 
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engage in social justice issues, leaving that to an Episcopal ministry in the region that is 

part of a statewide network of activist Episcopal clergy.  In the target counties of Duplin, 

Sampson, and Pender, where most of our survey work took place, there are no large 

cities and only a few small towns (under 10,000).  Growth in the Latino populations of 

these counties, from 1990 to 2000, as table 1 shows, has been phenomenal.5 

Table 1: Population Estimates for Selected Eastern North Carolina Counties: 1990 and 
2000 
County 1990 

Total 
Numbe
r 
Latinos 

Percen
t 
Latino 

2000 
Total 

Numbe
r 
Latinos 

Percen
t 
Latino 

Mexica
n 

Other 
Latin
o 

Beaufort* 42,28
3 

197 .46 44,95
8 

1,455 3.2 1,219 173 

Bladen 28,66
3 

150 .52 32,27
8 

1,198 3.7 919 222 

Brunswick 50,98
5 

376 .73 73,14
3 

1,960 2.6 1,381 365 

Duplin** 39,99
5 

1,015 2.5 49,06
3 

7,426 15.1 4,698 2,552 

Martin** 25,07
8 

99 .39 25,59
3 

528 2.1 370 119 

Pamlico* 11,37
2 

61 .54 12,93
4 

171 1.3 117 35 

Pender 28,85
5 

273 .95 41,08
2 

1,496 3.6 1,077 308 

Sampson*
* 

47,29
7 

727 1.5 60,16
1 

6,477 10.8 4,907 1,342 

 *Seafood processing county.  **Poultry Processing County.  Source: U.S. Bureau of the 
Census (http://factfinder.census.gov) 

 

Although these counties are rural (or, in census parlance, nonmetropolitan) 

urban growth has affected this area: the nearby city of Wilmington and New Hanover 

County, on the Lower Cape Fear River, is one of the fastest growing regions of the 

United States.  Its booming construction industry draws many immigrants out of 

meatpacking and farm work, and it is home to a handful of agencies and organizations 

                                                 
5 From 1990 to 2000, the state of North Carolina experienced the most rapid growth in its immigrant 
population in the nation, over 400% and in some regions of the state over 700%.  
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that serve the Latino population in some capacity.  In Brunswick County, just south of 

Wilmington, the Mexican consulate has established a Plaza Comunitarias at Brunswick 

Community College; the Plaza provides a variety of services to new immigrants oriented 

toward attracting them into the state community college system.  Interstate 40 crosses 

through the region, linking Wilmington and the Triangle6, and in the small cities around 

the intersection of Interstate 40 and Interstate 95, Latinos have settled in several 

neighborhoods.  From this intersection the entire eastern seaboard, from Northern 

Maine to Miami, is accessible. 

South Central Georgia 

 The region we focused on in Georgia consists of a corridor of rural communities 

extending north-south along Interstate 75: these include the communities of Lennox, 

Sparks, Adel, and Cecil, all of which lie within the boundaries of Cook County.  Adel 

(pronounced á-del), the largest of the four, lies at the heart of the corridor and of this 

study.  Situated on the interstate, the town has a retail outlet mall that appears to be 

struggling, far less successful than a similar enterprise in Tifton, around 30 miles north 

on I-75, and the community has several motels, gas stations, fast food restaurants, and 

other interstate traveler facilities.  These provide limited employment for immigrants; 

most employees are owners, elderly workers, or African Americans and Anglos with 

low levels of education or skill.  These services supplement three principal 

manufacturing sectors in Cook and neighboring counties—steel fabrication plants, boat 

building plants, and lumber mills.  Despite industrial growth, agriculture is still a 

cornerstone of the region’s economy. 

                                                 
6 North Carolina’s Triangle region consists of the Raleigh-Durham-Chapel Hill region.  It is the state’s 
most densely populated area, home to the state capitol, three large universities, with more PhDs per capita 
than most college towns, and, not surprisingly, one of the fastest growing urban immigrant populations in 
the nation. 
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Sparks adjoins Adel on its immediate north; essentially an extension of Adel, 

trailer courts on the city limits house several families of immigrants.  The smaller town 

of Cecil is about ten miles south and a similarly small town called Lennox is about the 

same distance north; Latino immigrants, in small numbers, have settled into both.  Other 

communities of importance in this region and this study include Moultrie, west of Adel, 

which has long had housing for migrant farm workers during the spring and summer 

months, and Nashville, home of a boat building company where many immigrants 

living in Adel have found work.  Other nearby towns that have had experiences with 

immigrants include Valdosta, the largest town within a fifty mile radius of Adel, Tifton, 

Ellenton, and Omega.  With the exception of Valdosta, the smaller towns’ experience 

with immigrants tends to be limited to providing housing stock for seasonal migrants.  

Pecan and peanut farming are central to seasonal and labor-intensive agriculture 

that includes strawberries and vegetables.  Like much of rural Georgia, Northern 

Florida, and other parts of the South, the region also has significant ties to forestry and 

the lumber industry, long known for its pine barrens and wire grasses that once 

attracted so-called crackers (cattlemen whose name derives from cracking bullwhips).  It 

is also is a soggy environment, marshy and surrounded by forests, wetlands, and 

swamps, many of which have been drained for agricultural production.  Southern 

Georgia also shares with most other Southern agricultural regions the experience of 

transitioning from African-American to Latino farm workers over the past several years.  

Most crews, historically, originated in South Florida, in and around communities such as 

Immokalee and Belle Glade, and worked their ways north through the Florida interior 

and the north Florida-south Georgia tomato and onion belt.   
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In part due to the influx of Latino farmworkers from Florida, the state of Georgia, 

like other parts of the south, has become well known in the immigration literature as a 

new immigrant-receiving destination.  Much of the research on new immigrants in 

Georgia, however, has focused on the northern part of the state.  There, three regions in 

particular have received attention: Atlanta and surrounding suburbs, which have seen 

dramatic increases in immigrant populations over the past fifteen years (Hansen 2005); 

Dalton, where immigrants have found work in the world’s largest carpet-making 

community (Hernández-Leon and Zuñiga 2005); and in and around Hall County, where 

several large poultry plants are located (Griffith 1993).  In all three cases, most new 

immigrants moved into urban service jobs, food processing, and carpet manufacturing 

from farm work, yet shortly after these firms began accessing Latino labor supplies, 

direct hiring through worker networks resulted in new Latino workers entering these 

industries directly from Mexico and Central America, bypassing farm work.  In 

addition, on Georgia’s Atlantic coast, Brunswick has received immigrant workers in the 

seafood and fishing industries, and other communities have witnessed the growth of 

new immigrants in construction, landscaping, and poultry and other food processing. 

In Adel and surrounding communities, farm workers continue to move into and 

through the area and their presence influences local citizens’ reactions to those few 

families who have settled in the communities mentioned above.  As Micah Bump has 

noted in his work on the Shenandoah Valley, a history of migrant farm labor can be both 

beneficial and detrimental to settled immigrants: 

“The Shenandoah Valley’s long history with migrant workers has been a mixed 

blessing for the many Hispanics settled permanently in the region.  On one hand, 

a comprehensive support services network for migrant farm workers has 
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developed over the last twenty years… On the other hand, it has conditioned 

local business leaders and the community at large to view Hispanic employees as 

temporary residents.  Conceptualization of the newcomers as short-term 

residents and not permanent settlers has adverse implications for integration” 

(2005: 150). 

Few Adel natives view the county’s new immigrants as anything but migratory, 

despite their visibility in schools, the local hospital, neighborhoods, and other local 

venues.  The distribution of the settled immigrant population may contribute to this 

perception.  In contrast to concentrations of new immigrants in some neighborhoods of 

Dalton or Gainesville (seat of Hall County), new immigrant Latino families in and 

around Adel are scattered into trailer parks and houses among the rural white and black 

poor.  They total only around one hundred families—perhaps 5% of the local 

population.  2000 census figures presented below, an undercount, place their percentage 

closer to 3%. 

Table 2.  Selected 2000 Population and School Data, Cook County, Georgia* 
Population Statistics Number Percent 
Total Population 15,771 100 
Male 7,583 48 
Female 8,208 52 
White 10,714 68.5 
African American 4,587 29.5 
Latino 485 3.1 
Mexican 394 2.5 
Puerto Rican 33 0.2 
Cuban 4 0.0 
Other Latino 54 0.3 
Latinos in High School 19 2.2 
Latinos in Middle 
School 

22 3.3 

Latinos in Primary 
School 

71 4.3 

*School data are from 2003-2004 Cook County School System; 
Census figures are from http://factfinder.census.gov 
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Despite their few numbers and lingering linkages to agricultural labor and a 

migrant lifestyle, they represent a new chapter in the history of the area.  This is perhaps 

most easily seen in the data on school enrollments in the county, which tend to be more 

accurate than census figures.  Here the data show increasing numbers and proportions 

of Latinos entering the lower grade levels, suggesting a growing presence in the county. 

Trajectories of Migration and Work in Southeastern North Carolina 

 Our survey data from Southeast North Carolina7 show that migration into the 

region began in the mid-1980s but picked up through the 1990s and early 21st century, 

when it experienced 90% of its growth.  We encountered no immigrants who had 

migrated to the state prior to 1987, although clearly others migrated to the United States 

much earlier, coming to North Carolina as secondary migrants later. 

Table 3: Percent of immigrant population  
who arrived 

in U.S. vs. Southeastern North Carolina by Year 
Years In U.S. In SENC 
1975 – 1980 4.5 0 
1981 – 1985 7.5 0 
1986 – 1990 13.6 7.3 
1991 – 1995 18.1 10.9 
1996 – 2000 36.4 47.3 
2001 – 2003 19.7 34.5 

 

 Most migration is network-driven, based on recruitment for employment, or 

some combination of the two.  Those we interviewed seem to conform to these general 

trends, with most reporting that they came to the region because they had family or 

                                                 
7 The survey took place primarily in Duplin, Pender, and Sampson Counties, and the sample was drawn 
through cluster sampling.  This involved identifying neighborhoods where Latinos lived, sampling the 
neighborhoods, and then sampling from those.  A similar sampling process took place in Georgia, although 
there the universe of settled immigrant families was much smaller.  Additional ethnographic work was 
conducted in North Carolina in Beaufort, Bladen, Brunswick, and Pamlico Counties; in Georgia 
ethnographic work took place in Cook and neighboring counties. 
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friends there already and one in five stating that they came explicitly because of work, as 

the table below shows.     

 
Table 4: Primary Reasons for first coming to Southeastern North Carolina 

Reason Percent Reporting 
Had family in SE NC 12.5 
Had friends in SE NC 41.1 
Received positive information 
From family or friends 

14.3 

Work 21.4 
Environment (peaceful, low-cost, 
etc.) 

7.2 

Other 3.6 

 

 The greater number of people listing friends instead of relatives implies that 

people of more or less the same age are migrating to the region, most being in their 

productive years when they can either work or offer support to others who are working.  

Only around one in five said that they were among the first of people from their home 

community to arrive in North Carolina, with slightly over 80% reporting that there were 

already others before them when they arrived.  In terms of with whom they arrived, 

over one-third (36.8%) reported arriving alone and nearly the same proportion (34.8%) 

reported arriving with companions or friends.  About the same proportion came with 

relatives, 10.6% with unspecified relatives, 9.1% with spouses or spouses and children, 

4.5% with children (usually to join a spouse), and 4.3% with parents.  That our 

population is roughly divided into thirds along these lines reflects the complexity of this 

population, being composed of single immigrants (though some of those arriving alone 

were joining family here) or groups of friends (most likely single males) as well as 

family groups.   

Whatever their reasons for coming, increased settlement among immigrants is 

due, primarily, to the availability of work, primarily in food processing but increasingly 
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in light manufacturing, landscaping, and construction.  Immigrant labor force 

participation is around 80%, while only around 60% of the natives we interviewed were 

currently working or were in training to enter the work force.8  Although job 

opportunities are available for both groups, immigrants and natives differed in their 

opinions about work in the region, with immigrants somewhat more positive.   

Table 5.  Immigrant vs. Native Attitudes toward Work 
Response Immigrants Natives 
Positive 80.3% 72.2% 

Negative 19.7% 27.8% 
 

Natives complained of not only a lack of employment opportunities, but also that 

those opportunities were limited to extremely difficult jobs.  While a few immigrants 

shared these opinions, far more said that work was “the principal reason for living 

here,” or that work was good and that there were many opportunities here.  Immigrants 

were, by and large, concentrated in agriculture, the hog industry, and other components 

of food processing, working for packinghouses but also for a companies that provide 

materials to hog confinement operations and continuing to work in harvests in the area 

(occasionally moving between food processing and harvests seasonally).  An important 

and growing number were employed in construction.  In all, immigrants we interviewed 

listed 17 nonagricultural occupations, including those mentioned above and as janitors/ 

custodians, in restaurants and grocery stores, as mechanics, seamstresses, welders, 

house painters, and clerks. 

Natives worked primarily in clerk or clerical type positions, as receptionists, 

store clerks, chefs, teachers’ aides, and similar positions.  Practically none worked in 

agriculture, although several reported working in agriculture as youth, on their own or 

                                                 
8 Most of those who are not in the work force classified themselves as housewives: 17% of the immigrants 
and 35% of the natives.  Just over 10% of the natives were currently students or in training programs.  
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on neighbors’ farms, usually in tobacco, reflecting the region’s agricultural history.  In 

general, however, the jobs natives occupy are qualitatively different from those of 

immigrants, although one was an office worker and others clerks in (usually Mexicoan) 

stores.9 

Few immigrants or natives reported having more than one job.  Only one in ten 

of the natives has a second job and only 1.4% of the immigrants.   However, several 

immigrants (46.4%) reported having two or more jobs within the past two years, 

compared to one quarter of the natives.  These figures suggest a fair amount of 

instability in the job market in the region, higher for immigrants than natives, perhaps 

reflecting the seasonal and hazardous nature of many jobs immigrants find in the region.  

Yet the data also suggest that this instability is unevenly distributed over the immigrant 

population, with around 10% of the immigrants on the job for more than two and a half 

years and half on the job for at least a year.  Again, natives exhibit more stability than 

immigrants, on average: only a little over a third of them have been on their current jobs 

for less than a year, and another third have been on their jobs for two or more years.   A 

little more than a quarter of the immigrants (27%) were out of work some time during 

the past year, compared to over one-third (35.7%) of the natives, with immigrants’ 

periods of unemployment ranging from four weeks to the entire year.   

In terms of occupational histories, most immigrants come from backgrounds in 

agriculture and food processing and most natives from the service or light-

manufacturing sectors (store clerks, assembly-line work, laundry services, security 

guards, etc.).  Comparing immigrant occupational histories with their current 

employment statistics reveal a clear trend out of agriculture.  While only around one 
                                                 
9 Meat packing plants often hire immigrants who are bilingual into clerical positions, especially in 
their human resources departments, to assist with taking applications or translating for a variety 
of office needs (Marrow 2005). 
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quarter of immigrants surveyed continue to work in agricultural harvests, just over half 

(53.4%) said that they worked in agricultural harvests between the ages of 13 and 19 and 

another 34.5% said that they worked in agriculture between the ages of 20 and 24.  These 

figures indicate that agriculture remains a key source of employment for many settled 

immigrants, but that others are transitioning to other occupations: again, they suggest a 

transition that is gradual, uneven, and incomplete.  

Trajectories of Migration and Work in South Central Georgia 

 Very rarely is south central Georgia the initial destination of those immigrants 

living in Cook County.  Table 6 shows that greater percentages of people arrived in the 

United States prior to 1991 than arrived in Southern Georgia, and most of those we 

interviewed during the open-ended interviewing related stories of coming from other 

parts of the United States, particularly Texas and Florida.  Again, this is in line with the 

migrant farmworking past of many Cook County immigrant families.  Fernando Ortiz, 

for example, entered the United States at the Mexico-Texas border in 1977, beginning a 

farmworking career that lasted nearly 20 years, until 1996.  During his first few years he 

migrated between Texas and Mexico frequently, staying in Texas for between 5 and 8 

months at a time.  He first came to Cook County in 1984, working the vegetable 

harvests, but traveled between Georgia and central Florida, where he had relatives, from 

1984 to 1994, after which, marrying, he settled in Adel, working sporadically in 

agriculture over the next two years, until finding work in boat building.  Despite that 

Fernando wasn’t included in our survey, his experience reflects those we interviewed 

and that we present in the following table:  

 

Table 6: Percent of immigrant population  
who arrived 
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in U.S. vs. South Central Georgia by Year 
Years In U.S. In GA 
1975 – 1980 9.9 4.3 
1981 – 1985 2.0 0 
1986 – 1990 9.8 2.1 
1991 – 1995 27.5 23.4 
1996 – 2000 43.1 53.2 
2001 – 2003 7.9 12.7 

 

 Table 6 also emphasizes how recent this population is to both the United States 

and to South Georgia.  Nearly 80% arrived in the United States after 1990, and nearly 

95% in South Georgia since then.  They traveled from their home communities to the 

United States, most commonly, with relatives or friends (65.2%), and less commonly 

alone (20.4%) or with their parents (12.2%).  Family migration is thus more common here 

than in North Carolina.  Two-thirds had been in South Georgia since 1995, with most of 

those arriving in the latter part of the 20th century or the early 21st century.  This is 

indeed a newly settled population, one that, like Fernando, settled out of agriculture or 

other pursuits primarily for reasons of work and family or friends.  Table 7 shows that 

work first and networks second were responsible for bringing people to Georgia, and 

latter usually tied to information about work.  Nearly 90% (88.4) reported that there 

were others from similar backgrounds in the community prior to their arrival. 

Table 7: Primary Reasons for first coming to South Central Georgia 
Reason Percent Reporting 
Had family 14.5 
Had friends  28.6 
Received positive information 
From family or friends 

14.3 

Work 33.3 
Environment (peaceful, low-cost, 
etc.) 

4.8 

Other 4.7 
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 Clearly, as with most people, current employment status influences one’s 

perception of the place they live, and we know that immigrants often seek work first 

and let other components of their lives fall in place afterwards.  Immigrant adjustment 

to Cook County is, in many ways, adjustment to the county’s labor force.  Many of the 

immigrants settling in Cook County are not settling fully out of farm labor, although 

they are, like Fernando, giving up migrant farm labor.  Still, nearly one-third (32.6%) 

listed their primary current occupation as “farm labor,” and the remainder cluster in no 

specific occupation but include welders, lumber yard and factory workers, people 

working in box and palate companies, boat builders, and general construction.  About 

one in five listed “housewife” as their primary occupation, and others worked as bakers 

or cooks, drivers, in childcare, cosmetology, and as janitors, listing 15 different 

occupations. 

 In line with the continued attachment to the agricultural labor market, nearly 

60% of those interviewed were unemployed some time during the previous year, with 

the average being fairly high, around twelve and a half weeks.  One-third of those who 

experienced unemployment during the previous year were unemployed for under 4 

weeks, the second third from 5 to 13 weeks, and the remainder for more than 13 weeks.  

Unemployment in Cook County is not restricted to those directly involved in 

agricultural labor, but includes those who work in agricultural services as well, such as 

the people, mostly women, who work for box and palate companies.   

 Similar patterns of labor force participation occur among the family members of 

those we interviewed.  Farm labor was most common, followed by work in industrial 

sectors similar to those listed above: manufacturing, welding, boat building, lumberyard 

work, etc.  This suggests that immigrant family members or roommates cluster into 
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similar occupations in Cook County, even if immigrants as a group do not, reflecting the 

network recruitment that so many scholars have found sustains migration over long 

time periods. 

 As in North Carolina, the information from Georgia suggests that the transition 

from agricultural to nonagricultural labor among immigrants in Cook County includes 

only a portion—perhaps a rising proportion—of the immigrant work force.  Most 

immigrants, formerly in the migrant labor force, have had experience with other parts of 

the United States and many are keeping open the option of moving on to other U.S. 

settings or returning to their native lands.  Yet immigrant adjustment is, in part, a 

process of long-time residents adjusting to immigrants as much as it is the process of 

immigrants adjusting to Cook County.  Although gradually, many residents we 

interviewed in the region are becoming aware that several immigrant families have 

settled into the local economy, attending church, enrolling children in schools, and 

taking advantage of local health systems and other community services.  Farm labor 

migration continues, but long-term settlement is clearly well underway. 

Dynamics of the Transition 

  To understand the transition from agricultural to nonagricultural employment 

in more detail requires examining personal immigrant histories as they unfold in the 

two settings.  The story of how Latino settlement originally began in Cook County is 

telling in this regard.  We heard this same story several times during our ethnographic 

work in Adel, which suggests that, if not entirely accurate, it is emblematic of the 

general process by which settlement took place.   

In the story, a migrant farm worker from Veracruz, Pedro (pseudonym), was 

brought to the area from Texas by a farm labor contractor (FLC) after crossing the 
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border.  In his own words, he was “tricked” into coming to work in Adel, believing that 

the labor contractor was taking him to North Carolina, where he had relatives.  In Adel, 

he worked for a nursery as part of the FLC’s crew.  While at the nursery, he performed 

various jobs for around $4.00 per hour until one day the owner of the nursery 

discovered he could weld.  By this time Pedro had learned that the FLC was earning 

$7.00 for every hour that he, Pedro, was working, yet the FLC was not working himself.  

Outraged, Pedro said, “Saco la cuenta y se dio cuenta que el contratista estaba ganando lo 

doble—y sin trabajar!”  (“I got the check and figured that the contractor was earning 

double [what Pedro was]—and without working!”). 

Having begun welding for the nursery, when the labor contractor was ready to 

move on, Pedro, with the nursery owner’s blessing, refused to join him.  In spite of the 

FLC’s objections, Pedro stayed at the nursery, in part because his ability to weld 

convinced the owner of the nursery to defend his decision against the labor contractor.  

This cathartic moment set the stage for Latino settlement in Adel. 

 This story is indicative of the way in which many migrants have settled in 

Adel—in part as a result of the partial breakdown of authority within the FLC system, a 

breakdown facilitated by local employers who recognize the value of immigrants with 

skills like Pedro. Yet it is partial.  Pedro’s case indicates this with his strained relations 

with the FLC following his leaving the crew.  At least twice since the break, the FLC has 

threatened him, once even sending members of his crew after him to inflict harm. 

Pedro’s story also illustrates that FLCs have been instrumental in distributing 

immigrants around the South.  During our interviews, stories of FLCs emerged again 

and again, though in different forms.  The picture that one pieces together from these 

accounts is that FLCs have exercised a great deal of control over the immigrant work 
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force and have been moderately successful at setting themselves up as liaisons between 

the local natives and the immigrant population.  Despite that Pedro’s resistance 

indicates that the system may be fraying around the edges, with the settlement of 

workers, farm labor contracting still manifests itself in different guises around south 

central Georgia.  For example, the city clerk reported that some FLCs keep utility 

accounts for a number of families.  A policeman characterized the local immigrant 

population as “keeping to their own, because the crew leaders (FLCs) keep them in 

line.”  Local realtors reported that FLCs have approached them about housing 

alternatives to farm labor camps, which can be abysmal, and social workers at Family 

and Community Developed told of FLCs intervening in some of their cases, telling 

people not to testify against others in their crews. 

 Combined with the story about Pedro’s resistance, these accounts attest to an 

immigrant population transitioning from a seasonal, farm labor population to one that is 

more settled, yet with some still working in various branches of agriculture and others 

working outside of agriculture altogether.  Yet the continued influence of FLCs in Adel 

and Cook County again suggests an incomplete and uneven transition.  One of the 

principal FLCs in the county now owns one of the only Mexican stores in Adel, still 

exerting his influence over the migrant and settled immigrant Mexican populations of 

the county. 

 In North Carolina, the larger size and greater historical depth of the settled 

Latino immigrant population has created a somewhat more complex range of 

attachments to agriculture and farm labor contracting.  Jamie Ortiz, for example, 

continues to work directly in agriculture and even to migrate within the United States 

despite that he and his family list themselves among a cluster of settled Latino 
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immigrants living in and around Seynisa (pseudonym), North Carolina, on the southern 

edge of Graffenried Swamp (also a pseudonym).  Originally from Charachurango, 

Michoacan, near the Guerrero border, Jamie first came to the United States after his 

cousin found farmwork in North Carolina and Florida in 1984.  Becoming work 

authorized under the SAW program, he continued working in agriculture even after 

marrying a U.S.-born woman in North Carolina and settling into the home that he 

continues to occupy today.  By all appearances this is a settled family home, with a 

central house surrounded by a deck, a large yard with ornamentals and vegetables, two 

trailers that are occupied irregularly by family and friends, wire pens containing 

fighting cocks, and two garage-like structures filled with various machine parts, 

containers, and other odds and ends.  An unlicensed station wagon sits in the yard with 

his current wife’s late model subcompact and his Dodge Ram truck. 

 Jamie’s current wife, his third, is also from Charachurango.   After marrying two 

American women and having three children by them, Jamie decided to return to Mexico 

to find a wife.  He supports his three children still and even has custody of the youngest.  

Though his wife Lucia is from Charachurango, her marriage to Jamie actually placed her 

in a position where she could see most of her immediate family more often.  Her 

parents, brothers, sisters, and many of her cousins live in and around Miami, and every 

year, from October through March, Jamie migrates with a farm labor contractor to La 

Belle, Florida, to work in the citrus harvests.  When he returns to North Carolina he 

works on a tobacco farm, though directly for the owner instead of in a contracted crew. 

 Jamie’s continued reliance on agriculture and migration is, however, an anomaly 

within the larger extended family and community living in and around Seynisa.  Two of 

his brothers, one of his sons, and several of his cousins—all but his son former 
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farmworkers—have secured steady employment in a cabinet manufacturing plant near 

Seynisa.  The cousin who originally drew him into farmwork, after moving among 

several jobs on Brunswick County farms, draining swamps for golf courses, establishing 

a fence-building business, and managing golf course landscaping crews, now works 

with remodeling crews that contract with the county to repair and remodel indigents’ 

crumbling houses.  Even Jamie’s wife works outside of agriculture, as a chambermaid in 

a Holiday Inn Express. 

 Others who continue to work in agriculture part-time, also working on golf 

course landscaping crews and other jobs, are not as lucky as Jamie.  In Brunswick 

County alone there are three enganchadores —literally, recruiters—who recruit primarily 

single, undocumented males whom they house and put to work under conditions 

similar to the “jobbing gangs” of slaves in the Antebellum South and the Caribbean, 

renting them out to area employers for double what they earn and, like Pedro’s FLC in 

Georgia, pocketing a sizeable proportion of their earnings (in this case, half).  A 

husband-wife team heads up each enganchador operation and each owns a trailer park 

where they house the workers.  In one case the man is a North Carolina native and the 

woman a Mexican immigrant; in another the woman is a North Carolina native and the 

man a Mexican immigrant; in the third the couple are both immigrants.  Linking 

housing and work is common FLC business practice, generally providing an additional 

revenue stream.  According to the enganchados (literally, the recruited), their expenses 

for a trailer that five of them share—a trailer with neither heating nor air conditioning, 

poor water, and holes in the floor— are as follows:   

From enganchado    To enganchadores 
 

$60.00 each for rent     ($300/month) 
$15.00 each for electricity    ($75.00/month) 
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$20.00 each for cable     ($100/ month) 
Total: $95 each     ($475/month) 

 If enganchados are among the most exploited, least fortunate of immigrants 

working in southeastern North Carolina, and Jamie somewhat more fortunate, at the 

more optimistic extreme are immigrant entrepreneurs.  In both Georgia and North 

Carolina, we encountered new immigrant Latinos who had established businesses, in 

many cases providing employment beyond owners and their family members.  In some 

cases, too, as with the FLC who established one of the few Latino stores in Georgia, these 

businesses build on or absorb capital from otherwise exploitative business practices and 

relationships, as I have documented elsewhere (Griffith 2005a).  Below, we profile three 

from North Carolina, emphasizing the conditions under which they emerged and by 

which they remain in business. 

Immigrant Entrepreneurs 
 
 For several generations, the country store has been a commonplace feature of 

many country and city landscapes across the South, often located in places with few or 

no other services: on isolated country roads, in sections of largely abandoned 

downtowns, and in small towns where most other shopping services have been 

struggling against the large discount shopping chains.  Many Southern country stores 

emerged as company stores, accepting company scrip or the locations of extended 

relations of credit and debt.  Most of those that haven’t remade themselves by adding 

travelers’ services and catering to a wider clientele have either closed their doors or seen 

their inventories dwindle to a few shelves of canned goods and fishing lures. 

By contrast, Latino stores throughout the South are something of a growth 

industry.  Nearly every week another storefront somewhere in the region hangs up a 

sign that reads “Tienda, Abierta.”  A zoning and planning official for one of the larger 
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towns in the region reported that in just one week he knew of new business permits 

issued to one Latino convenience store, one Latino auto repair shop, and one Latino auto 

sales business.  A fourth Latino business owner had been actively seeking the permits to 

open a night club—something that in parts of Bible Belt eastern North Carolina is nearly 

as difficult as seeking a permit to open a lap dance studio and pornography shop.  “He 

has to have a special-use permit,” said the official, “which is a permit issued on the 

assumption that they expect no law enforcement problems to develop on the property.  

If there are any problems, the permit will be revoked.” 

But these are just a few of the business challenges that enterprising Latinos have 

brought to North Carolina. The tiny town of Pink Hill, for example, a town of no more 

than 600, now has two Mexican restaurants: one owned by Oaxaqueños on the main 

road through town and the other owned by Veracruzanos in the downtown area.  In 

Turkey, a town without a downtown, a two-room restaurant and store owned and 

operated by woman from El Salvador has been open for three years.  Similarly, Newton 

Grove’s traffic circle—what passes for its downtown—has two Mexican–owned stores 

and a Guatemalan-owned restaurant.  Wallace, one of the larger towns in the region, is 

home to a large and active combination store and restaurant that is routinely frequented 

by Anglos and Latinos in the area, most of whom work for one or another branch of the 

hog industry.  Though its parking lot stinks of hogs from the nearby confinement barns, 

inside it smells always of cilantro and corn oil.  And in Clinton, the seat of Sampson 

County, there are at least a half dozen stores, restaurants, and other businesses whose 

owners come from Mexico, Honduras, and El Salvador. 

 The labor of other family members subsidizes many of these businesses, too, in 

the same way that migrant labor typically subsidizes production and reproduction in 



Leaving Los Campos (June 15, 2006 Presentation Draft, Washington, DC).  David Griffith   25 

communities across Mexico and Central America.  Conventional economic analyses may 

find these enterprises little more than congealed opportunity costs, inefficient and 

irrational, but to their owners they are sometimes as dear and basic to their identities as 

are the many family fishing fleets or struggling small farms around the United States.  

Perhaps more importantly, these businesses constitute a growing testament to the 

importance of settled immigrant Latino families to rural North Carolina.  The bulletin 

boards in their entranceways and their front windows are crowded with announcements 

and advertisements telling of events ranging from local community festivals to ESL 

training to bus schedules to Mexico.  Individually they may be marginal enterprises, 

barely treading water, but collectively they are a force that has been largely home grown 

and financed with family funds—what anthropologists studying Latin American 

peasants used to call endofamiliar accumulation—without the assistance of chambers of 

commerce or the small business administration or government grain subsidies.  They 

add a new ethnic dimension to the ubiquitous Southern country stores mentioned 

earlier.   

The three businesses we profile here are but a tiny cross-section of the variety of 

Latino businesses operating in rural North Carolina.  We are not suggesting they are 

representative.  Clearly a far wider range of businesses has opened across the state.  Still, 

we do believe they are a testament to the entrepreneurial will of Latinos and their 

willingness to operate in environments that are otherwise showing signs of decline.   

Hermanas Salvadoreñas10 

A small restaurant situated on a highway bypassing the city of Clinton, Hermanas 

serves Salvadoran food to the growing Salvadoran, Honduran, and Mexican population 

                                                 
10 All of the businesses profiled here are referred to by pseudonyms. 
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in the town.  Two Salvadoran women, who don’t happen to be sisters, own the 

restaurant together, dividing the labor of the place in an understandably predictable 

way: one, Elena, attends primarily to the cooking and work in the kitchen, while the 

other takes care of ordering, books, customer relations, and other components of 

running a business.  Because they specialize in Salvadoran food, the majority of their 

customers are from El Salvador; exclusively, they claim, they deal with Latinos.  Anglos 

in Clinton haven’t yet discovered them. 

 Business fluctuates seasonally and through the week, sometimes making it 

difficult to make a profit.  During the slower time of year (predominantly the winter 

months), most weekdays they serve between six or seven meals per day; on the 

weekend, this increases to around twenty.  During the summer months, however, as the 

seasonal agricultural workers begin to arrive, this increases to around twenty on the 

weekdays and between thirty and forty on the weekends.  They have not experienced 

this themselves, but are relying on information provided by the previous owner, also a 

Latino.  They opened the business in January, a full three or four months before the first 

seasonal workers begin trickling into the area, learning the day to day operations of 

running the place prior to the seasonal spike in business.11   

 Though slow and open only four months at the time we interviewed them, they 

considered their business by and large a success, attributing this to the relative lack of 

competition in the region: they are the only restaurant within miles that specializes in 

Salvadoran food.12  They have found, evidently, a niche, one that the previous owner 

                                                 
11 In Saul Bellow’s The Adventures of Augie March, Simon March, the protagonist’s brother, opens a coal 
yard in Chicago just as the summer is beginning, supposedly to learn the business before the winter sales 
grow and traffic in the yard thickens.  Bellow vividly describes, however, the tensions that the slow sales 
during this period create between the March brothers.   
12 Local native businessmen may not grasp how important these niches are to new immigrants, who 
perceive often subtle differences between the foodways of Central America and Mexico.  However, from 
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failed to fill.  They heard he was looking for a buyer through a friend and negotiated to 

purchase everything from him—the furniture, cooking utensils, appliances, and so forth.  

Because it was already a restaurant they did not have to make changes to comply with 

building codes or meet other new permitting requirements; they do, however, submit to 

health department inspections, achieving an A rating.  This certainly smoothed the 

transition to new ownership, along with their relatively low rent and labor costs, 

together totaling around $500/ month. 

Still, like many new businesses, the time inputs can be extensive.  The woman 

who works in the kitchen reports working 12 hours a day 7 days per week (84 hours per 

week), despite that they have two full-time employees.  Although the partners are 

friends instead of relatives, the two full-time employees are related to the owner who 

manages the kitchen.  One serves the customers and the other helps in the kitchen with 

the cooking; one speaks fluent English as well.   

It is interesting that Hermanas, like many Latino businesses, is owned and 

operated by women.  They solicit business advice, however, from a local successful 

business owner in Clinton who is male and Latino.  He is the owner of a bakery and 

speaks fluent English, unlike Elena.  She comes from a working class background in El 

Salvador, receiving only a fifth-grade education before migrating to California.  Forty-

nine at the time we interviewed her, she had been in the United States since her thirties, 

migrating from California to Clinton in 1995, where she first took work in the hog 

industry.   

                                                 
interviewing workers from different Latino backgrounds, as well as from traveling through Latin America 
itself, I have learned that regional differences in foods can be quite marked.  Hondurans we interviewed in 
Honduras and the United States admitted to paying viajeros—people who earn money carrying goods and 
money between sending and receiving immigrant destinations—to bring back red beans from Honduras, 
which are a different from Guatemala’s black beans or the pinto beans one finds in many parts of Mexico. 
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Servicios Centroamericanos 

Responding to the growing Central American presence in Southeastern North 

Carolina, Juan Gaspar Jímenez, originally from Honduras, opened Servicios 

Centroamericanos in 1999, shortly after Hurricane Mitch devastated so much of Central 

America that migration from the region to North Carolina reached unprecedented 

levels.  Highly trained as a physician in Honduras (though unfortunately unable to 

practice, legally, in the United States), Juan migrated first the Los Angeles in 1991, 

leaving the city after only a year because of the high cost of living and crime.13  In 1992, 

he moved to Miami, where his family joined him and he opened first a successful 

import-export business and subsequently a restaurant that failed, wiping out his 

savings.  

 From Miami, he moved to Southeast North Carolina, where people in Florida 

told him was a good place to start over, with plentiful work and low-cost housing.  

Upon arriving he bought a house outside of the one of the larger towns of the region and 

began a home-based business, providing a range of services to a fairly new population 

of Central Americans.  Two years later he opened an office in town, and later still a 

second office in Raleigh.  Most of his countrymen in particular, given TPS (Temporary 

Permit Status), had just arrived in the United States, along with several Salvadorans also 

impacted by the hurricane.  His services included translation and immigration services 

such as helping people fill out forms, apply for permits, find legal assistance, and offer 

advice.  Fully bilingual in English and Spanish, he referred to himself as a “one-stop” 

center for all immigration services and advice.  He also runs a full service travel agency, 

handles money transfers, and offers postal services.  In an effort to reduce costs while 

                                                 
13 Shortly after Juan moved to Los Angeles he was assaulted by several youths, so his sense of the crime in 
the city derives from much more than the simple fear that the media generates. 
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spreading the word about his business, he barters with a local Spanish-language 

newspaper, trading editorial services for free advertising. 

 Part of Juan’s early success derived from his taking the time to get to know the 

Latino community in the area and also the community at large, learning about local 

agencies available to assist immigrants, their services, costs, and so forth.  As a former 

physician, his involvement with local health services has deepened over the years; he 

currently consults with the local hospital and has assisted them in translating medical 

information for the general Latino population.  He desires either to get certified to 

practice medicine or attend East Carolina University, the largest university in the region, 

to achieve a physician’s assistant degree.  Working with doctors at the hospital he has 

seen several practices that he believes to result from misdiagnosis or other 

communication problems.  He reported that Hondurans, for example, react to TB tests 

differently than U.S. citizens, resulting in some being treated for TB (a costly process) 

when they shouldn’t be. 

 Only a handful of Juan’s customers aren’t Latino, and those that aren’t usually 

seek advice about how to aid a Latino in becoming legalized or a citizen.  He 

understands how important the Latino population is to local farmers and businessmen 

as a source of hardworking, dedicated labor, and he has spoken with Anglos who intend 

to leave their farms to Latinos because they have become such critical parts of their 

operations.  Still, most of his clientele are Latino, and business fluctuates through the 

year as the migrants move into and through the area, as with Hermanas Salvadoreños, as 

well as with renewal deadlines for papers, which cause his monthly earnings to 

fluctuate from $2,000 to $4,000.  His annual gross income is around $45,000 from this 
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business.  The spring and summer months are his busiest, when he sees a minimum of 

15 people per day, and about 70% of his business comes from repeat customers.   

 Through Servicios Centroamericanos, Juan occupies an important leadership and 

liaison position between Latinos and long-time residents in the community, which 

enables him to establish rapport with immigrants and natives, stay up to date on 

changing issues affecting immigrants, and access certain community resources for 

himself and others.  At the same time, this position offers a unique perspective from 

which he learns of problems that Latinos are experiencing and experiences first hand 

some of the difficulties of establishing and maintaining a business.  He does paperwork 

for working people who visit on their lunch breaks, for example, learning that their 

work schedules are so strict and demanding that they haven’t time to attend to routine 

affairs.  Juan reports that he does, however, adding that many of these people are 

earning up to $30,000 per year and can’t jeopardize these jobs by missing work because 

of paperwork. 

 His position has also alerted him to the problems of Latino financial 

arrangements.  Because Latinos tend not to use banks, in part because of mistrust and in 

part because of a lack of outreach by local banks, they are more susceptible to robbery 

than others.  Some Latino businesses have been robbed two or three times because local 

criminals learn of their vulnerability and their tendency to deal in cash.  From is own 

personal experience, too, local government officials have “given him the runaround” in 

his attempts to convert his business into a non-profit. 

 Servicios Centroamericanos addresses many of these problems with its emphasis 

on effective communication with individuals ranging from local sheriffs and deputies to 

health personnel.  Yet Juan has expanded his connections beyond the local level, 
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working a few days a week at his second office in Raleigh and keeping in close touch 

with the Honduran consulate in Atlanta, connections that have subsidized his travel to 

various U.S. cities and Mexico to attend meetings and conferences.  This might not have 

been possible without the assistance of his wife, Naomi, who is also fully bilingual and 

manages the Southeast North Carolina office while he works three days a week in 

Raleigh.  Their two grown daughters—also bilingual—also work part time in the offices, 

further enabling the expansion of his communication to a wider range of individuals 

and organizations. 

 The future of the Jímemez business is, at this moment, unclear.  Much of his 

initial success seems to have come from the inexperience of a large number of Central 

Americans following Hurricane Mitch.  As their status and lives become more settled, 

they may have fewer needs for services such as Servicios, especially given that many of 

the services he provides, such as money transfers and some travel services, are offered in 

many Latino businesses.  His travel service suffered a setback following 9/11, and 

though they have recovered the travel agency business has not been strong since the rise 

of Internet travel companies.  Nevertheless, to date, Juan and his family have been 

providing a valuable service to Latinos in the southeast and to native North Carolinians 

and others beyond the boundaries of city, county, state, and country. 

Tienda Guerrero 

 One of two Latino stores in a community with a population of around 600, 

Tienda Guerrero is Mexican-owned and caters primarily to young Latino men because 

of its game room.  Otherwise its inventory is very much like the inventory of most 

Latino stores, including Latin American foods and music, baptismal blankets and votive 

candles, some clothing, boots, and hats, soft drinks and snacks, and services such as 
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money transfers and arranging bus rides to Mexico.  It differs from other Mexican tiendas 

principally in having a game room.  This consists of pool tables and draws around ten 

customers per day during the week and thirty per weekend day.  Between one quarter 

and one-third of these are regular, repeat customers, the vast majority from Mexico.  

Like the other two businesses profiled above, business picks up by between 60% and 

65% during the summer months.  The Tienda’s principal competition, the other Latino 

store in town, is owned and run by a Guatemalan and has no game room. 

 Again, like many immigrant businesses, this one is run with family labor—

principally one of the owners’ sons, Miguel, but also Miguel’s siblings.  They have been 

in business three years and are considering expanding. Currently seven family members 

operate the business, although Miguel works 84 hours per week and he alone depends 

on the business for 100% of his work and income.  His two younger sisters work in the 

store considerably less, and the other two siblings only occasionally.  His mother and 

father, co-owners of the business, are also employed part-time making cabinets, and all 

of the other siblings have full-time work: one in a factory that manufactures 

transformers, one in a lumber company, one installing windows, and one as an 

electrician.   

 The family is from Guerrero, Mexico, originally, but moved around inside the 

United States until settling in Florida for three years prior to moving to North Carolina.  

The family worked in oranges in Florida and tobacco in North Carolina before finding 

more permanent jobs and founding the store.  Miguel, 26 in 2003, came to the United 

States first in 1987 (following IRCA) at age ten.  His early arrival, extensive travel, and 

many years in the United States have enabled him to learn English, although he 

confesses he isn’t fluent. 
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 The business’s principal problem has been robberies.  They have been robbed 

four times and the police haven’t been helpful.  On the contrary, the police have 

harassed them from time to time for suspicion of dealing drugs from the premises.  

Despite these problems, Miguel is grateful for the store because it provides him and his 

family with income.  Receiving help from neither local banks or government officials, 

they are nevertheless considering expanding.   

Discussion: Latino Entrepreneurship in Southeast North Carolina 

 The three businesses profiled above share several characteristics that are 

common among other immigrant businesses we have learned about yet differ in 

important ways.  Restaurants, immigrant service bureaus, and ethnic grocery stores and 

game rooms are the three most common types of businesses we find in areas with high 

concentrations of new immigrant Latinos.  All three profiled here are family owned and 

operated and all three owner-operators are secondary migrants to North Carolina, and 

two families spent time, coincidentally, in Florida prior to coming to North Carolina.  Of 

course, it isn’t so terribly coincidental: Latino and immigrant ties between North 

Carolina and Florida pre-date large scale immigration into North Carolina, having been 

a major summer farm work destination for Florida-based farm labor crews since the turn 

of the 20th century (Heppel 1983; Hahamovich 1999).  As these crews changed from 

predominantly African American to predominantly Latino and, to a lesser extent, 

Haitian, Latinos and Haitians found their ways to North Carolina every summer after 

the Southern Florida winter fruit and vegetable harvests and the fruit, nut, vegetable, 

mushroom, and berry harvests across Northern Florida, Georgia, and South Carolina.  

 The three businesses profiled here also share a general lack of support from local 

financial institutions, agencies designed to help small businesses, or local business 
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organizations such as chambers of commerce.  With the exception of Servicios 

Centroamericanos, whose business is partially based on knowing what local agencies 

provide, the others have little to no contact with the resident, native North Carolinian 

business community.  The lack of financial support from community banks and other 

institutions or agencies has meant that they have had to rely on their own savings, 

profits, and other earnings (generally through wage labor) to establish and keep the 

business afloat.  In addition, they have attempted to cut costs and generate business by 

establishing network ties with the growing Latino business community in the area.  In 

the case of Tienda Guerrero, its owners and the other family members who help out in the 

store all have other jobs; only one family member relies on the store for all of his work 

and income.  The owners of the other two businesses, too, have spent time working 

other jobs in the area and elsewhere in the United States prior to opening these 

businesses, and it remains unclear whether or not these businesses will continue to 

support them and their families to the extent that they can sever their ties to wage labor 

entirely.  Despite this, all three businesses either have been expanding or are planning 

on expanding in the near future, placing capital at risk.   

 The lack of local support, in one case, extends to the area of security.  Tienda 

Guerrero has been robbed several times, suffers police harassment, and reports that the 

police have not done a good job protecting the store’s interests.  The owner of Servicios 

has experienced crime in the past, though not in his current location, and this experience 

led him to move.  His selection of Eastern North Carolina, in fact, was its relatively 

tranquilo atmosphere.  So far, Hermanas has not suffered either a robbery or a break-in. 

 Significantly, the three businesses share a dependence on predominantly Latino 

migrant labor that pours into the region during the summer months.  In all three cases, 
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their business increases during this period, usually by over 50%, and their presence 

makes migrating into the area, as well as settling in the area, easier for Latinos.  Miguel 

and his family, in fact, are among those who have done just that, coming from a 

farmworking background in Florida and North Carolina to settle into more permanent 

jobs and open the business.  Although Servicios specializes in transmitting information to 

new immigrants, all three businesses have become de facto conduits for information, 

posting flyers, announcement, business cards and the like in their businesses and 

serving as spaces where new and old immigrants can congregate. 

 The three businesses also demand extensive time inputs.  Owners typically 

spend well over 70 to 80 hours per week with the business and rarely have a day off.  

Their use of family labor, too, increases the total time commitments of the family to the 

business.  While these time inputs may save on labor costs to the business, they also 

suggest that family members may be devaluing their own labor power to stay afloat.  

This is typical with businesses that fluctuate seasonally.   

 Finally, these three profiles again attest to the significant role of women in new 

immigrant enterprises.  Despite that primarily men manage both Servicios and Tienda, in 

both cases women offer critical support and Hermanas, of course, is owned by a female 

partnership.  One of Tienda’s co-owners, Miguel’s mother, is a woman, and Miguel listed 

her before his father, suggesting that she may have been the driving force behind the 

store.  Observations and interviews in other businesses also suggest that women are 

either key figures or owners in most Latino owned businesses in southeastern North 

Carolina.  This may be tied to the family nature of these businesses and the importance 

of childrearing among immigrant women, whose propensity to have children is 

reflected in health workers’ emphasis on female reproductive health.  Despite the 
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intense time inputs these businesses require, family-run businesses offer women more 

flexibility and some businesses, particularly small stores, allow time and space for 

children to stay with their mothers while their mothers are tending the store.  Indeed, it 

is quite common to see young children and even infants in the Latino-owned stores of 

the region, as well as to witness teenaged children serving customers or otherwise 

helping their parents.   

Conclusion 

 By the turn of the 21st century, two principal immigrant gateways had become 

less important in the early experiences of new immigrants: the occupational gateway of 

agriculture and the regional gateways of important farm labor states such as California, 

Florida, and Texas.  The transition from agriculture to other occupations that has 

accompanied the erosion of traditional gateways has not succeeded in fully divorcing 

immigrants to North Carolina and Georgia from either agriculture or traditional 

immigrant destinations.  Indeed, even businesses like Servicios depend on the increase in 

migrant farm labor traffic through the region for a seasonal rise in customers.   

As long as these connections remain, the potential exists for the labor relations 

common in farmwork under labor contracting to seep into other economic sectors, 

something that dovetails quite well, unfortunately, with the increase in hiring of 

temporary and contingent work forces common under so-called flexible production 

regimes.  From enganchadores in southeastern North Carolina to the subcontracted 

cleaning crews at Wal-Mart or Hewlett Packard (Zlolniski 1994, 2005), the trend toward 

replacing full-time, permanent workers with independent contractors threatens to lay 

the groundwork for the kickback, debt, payroll deduction, and other schemes that have 

so stubbornly resisted labor law enforcement across the rural United States.  As long as 
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young, single, migrating males or single sex workers occupy the core of these work 

forces, the chances for wages, working conditions, and exploitative labor relations 

remaining in place or expanding are high.14  Under such conditions, rural immigrants 

are likely to remain an underclass of poorly compensated, poorly protected workers.   

By contrast, immigrant settlement, family formation, and increased interaction with a 

growing Latino population are likely to facilitate processes by which immigrants 

achieve the increased economic security generally associated with the American middle 

class. 

                                                 
14 Perhaps it is no coincidence that guestworker programs in the United States have been, historically, made 
up predominantly of single males or at least of single workers, discouraging family formation by separating 
working members of families from their homes in Mexico and other sending regions. 
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