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[00:00:25]
Maria Sprehn (MS): If you wouldn't mind telling us about where you were born and how your family ended up in Gaithersburg. That's a big, long question, but we’ll start with where you were born. 

Raul Valdivia (RV): I was born in Mexico City back in 1986. Beautiful city. We left Mexico and how did we end up in Gaithersburg? It's a beautiful story. But before moving to Gaithersburg, we used to travel to Gaithersburg as just vacation, family vacation because we had family living here. And so, the first memories that I had of Gaithersburg was when I was probably seven, eight years old coming to visit my family. Was the Rio area the Oakwood Apartments that's where they used to live. So, that's my initial or first thing that I would say of coming to Gaithersburg was that, visiting my family. So how we end up in Gaithersburg -

MS: Wait, Can I back up there? So how did the family that lived in the Rio area end up here? Do you know?

RV: They came here many years before us. My uncle came first with my other uncle because they had friends that had already moved here. They told them that there were a lot of good opportunities on this side of the country, because most of our family were in California. As a Mexican family you have a lot of family in California. But no one really comes to Maryland or Gaithersburg. You know?  Even if you go to Mexico and say “Oh I'm from Maryland” people don't know where Maryland is.

MS: Right. So, they would have come in the early eighties you think, or the seventies maybe?

RV: Probably the late eighties, that's when they first came. Probably would say eighty-five-ish, around there. Then we came to visit once they got established obviously, they had their apartment here and then they told us "Hey look, were established. Come visit us”. And then we had a place to come visit them. So, we’ll alternate, maybe one year here to Gaithersburg, and one year we’ll go to California. If we come to Gaithersburg, it would be Gaithersburg and maybe drive down to Florida. And then visit Orlando and all those fun places. But to me, Gaithersburg 


[00:03:06] 
has always been the place to visit. It was: “Oh, yes! I’m going to travel to the States,” it was Gaithersburg.

MS: Do you know what your uncles did for work?

[bookmark: _Int_QpdycJfA]RV: My uncle, once they got established, and they had the apartment at Oakwood Apartments. He used to do the maintenance for Rio. My aunt, his wife, was doing something at Rio also. I don't remember exactly what it was. It was many years ago, but they were both working at Rio. I remember going to visit them. My uncle knew people at Sport, and I think it was this video game place where you can play video games, like an arcade. What’s the place there now? It was like a Dave and Busters but back in the day. He would give me coins to go there and play. I mean it was just beautiful memories of Gaithersburg. Just walking around Rio, I remember it was just grassland. There was no parking lot. No parking garages. Nothing much more than the lake. It was beautiful. So, we ended up coming to Gaithersburg many years later not just to visit, but also to look for a better life. That’s how we ended up here. 

MS: So, you knew it from your childhood visits, and you knew this area. But you were living in DF?

RV: We lived there until I was thirteen, and then we decided to come here.

MS: Do you have siblings?

RV: No, I’m the only one. 

MS: You came with your parents?

RV: Yes, Just my parents and me.

MS: You came when you were thirteen?

RV: Yes. It was eighth grade. Neelsville. I guess that’s Germantown when I started, and then that year I had to go to Watkins Mill High school. Wolverines, all the way!

MS: Maybe you want to tell us a story about your childhood in Mexico City. Do you have any memories of when you were there?

RV: I have good memories. My father has a lot of siblings, so he comes from a very large


[00:06:14] 
family. He’s one of nine. I remember Sundays. Sundays was the day that we would all get together. I had like thirty-plus cousins, now they’re all spread out in Mexico and the U.S. When we were little, Sudays we would go to my Abuelita’s house, my grandmother’s house and she would cook for everybody. Grandma, I don’t know how she would cook for everybody. There was a ton of us. All of our cousins will perform. I don’t know why but we would like to perform for everybody. We will do dances. We will do plays. We will come up with crazy stuff to do. The plan was to all get together, have an early dinner, and from there go to church together, come back, late dinner, and then go to our homes because Monday, we’ll be back. So, I remember being surrounded by a lot of love, not just my parents, but family in general. It was nice, it was a lot of things to do in the city. I felt pretty blessed that I had a good education in Mexico. As far as I can remember, I always went to bilingual schools. Which gave me the foundation needed once I came to this country. I was able to use those skills to communicate. Coming to this country and not knowing the language is a huge barrier. Especially back in the day in the 90s, 1999 when we moved here. Not everyone spoke Spanish. It was very difficult to find somebody that spoke both languages. Growing in an environment where I was able to learn both languages definitely helped out. I remember it was a very fun childhood, but also a scary one, at a certain point, and that's when my parents said: “We need to go.” It was nothing that happened to me, but something that could have happened to me if we stayed there. It was a lot of bad stuff happening around the neighborhood where I lived. It used to be very peaceful. It’s not peaceful anymore. My parents were the owners of English Institute. What that is, so my father had all the titles to be able to teach English as a second language in Mexico. He was able to teach not only regular people, but also some celebrities used to go to his school. So you could learn the language, but you could also be certified to be an English teacher in Mexico. It was a great school. Financially, we were fine. I can’t remember every being like “Oh no, we can’t, you know, have money.” Financially, we were fine. That wasn't the problem. It was more about not feeling safe. They were going there and robbery after robbery, at gunpoint, knifepoint. It just was getting very stressful for them, in thinking: "When is this going to happen? Our son is here, and he's going to get kidnapped because they know that we’re financially stable. He’s next”. The point is that I remember one Sunday, that’s why I mentioned Sundays with my cousins. We were all having the late dinner. We call it cena – it’s a little bread and milk. Hot chocolate, chocolate caliente with our cousins, and we were coming back from the church, and my uncle was getting his car into the garage because my little cousin fell asleep on the way from church back to the house, and he was sitting int he back seat. So, they got the car inside the garage, and when they were closing the doors, this two guys came in with two guns and told them to give them the keys to the car. No one was going to say no. It’s a material thing, but my little cousin was in there. My uncle kept saying, you can take it but let me take my kid out of the car. Again, all my little cousins were in the house seeing what was happening. Obviously, we’re all in shock. You can see, I’m getting shivers going back to that. This was many years ago that happened and still 


[00:11:38] 
thinking about it, you don’t want to grow in that environment. You don’t want that for your kid. Now, I understand it because I am an adult now, and I can see that. But as a kid, I remember being in shock. Not understanding what was happening; all the yelling and screaming, the this, the that and the guns because we could see it through the windows. It was happening inside the house – in the garage. To make this story short, that’s when my parents made the decision: it is time to go because we’re not going to put your life in danger because things are getting out of hand. That’s when the second part of my childhood comes in, coming into this country. 

MS: That was 1999?

[bookmark: _Int_nXA3nI5V]RV: 1999, that's when basically after they decided it’s time to flee, it’s time to go, it’s time to let go of this comfortable life that we have and go into uncertainty because you dont know whats going to happen. You have a home. Beautiful home. I have my own room. Beautiful room. They had a business.  A successful business. From one day to another, sell everything you have, or not even sell it, just pack what you you have in three suitcases, and let’s go. Let’s go and see what happens. We came to this country in September of 1999. I actually came two weeks earlier because one of my uncles was very sick in California, and my grandma had to come earlier because she was going to come with us to visit some of her sons here. I went with her so she wouldn’t travel by herself. Instead of coming with my parents, I flew with my grandma to California to be with her. And later on met my parents here in Gaithersburg. To me, it was another trip to the United States. I didn’t understand the magnitude of what was happening. I do remember feeling sad because I was leaving my toys, you know, things that didn’t matter, but at that point, because of my age, it mattered. What mattered the most were my cousins. We were all crying. We said goodbye. I had a pet. A dog, and I gave her away. That hurt. But, I still thought we're going to be here. It’s going to be fun. We’re going to go to Gaithersburg. We always have fun with my cousins. We’re going to go to Rio. We're going to do this, we’re going to do that. But, the reality was different. We were not going to go back. We were going to stay here, and we came here to someone else’s house. It is my uncle’s house, but it’s his house. It’s not my house anymore. It’s not my room anymore. Now, I had to share a room with my parents. Now, it’s a smaller place. We don’t have the same stuff we used to have at home. I started noticing all of the changes. I started saying, “Okay, this is not fun anymore.” It’s not what I’m used to. I remember feeling sad. I remember saying, “Why am I sad if this is a beautiful country? Why am I sad because I was so excited to be here? Why am I sad when I have everything I need? I have my parents. I have food on the table. I'm going to school. I’m getting a lot of help at school, so I can get used to the new life.” And I guess I didn’t understand that what I was going through is some sort of depression. At that age, how do you know that?

MS: You were 13.


[00:16:03] 
RV: I was 13. It’s also that change from a child to a teenager, which is also very difficult. And you go through a lot of changes. I don’t know if I came at the right time or the wrong time.  But all the changes happened, and also my life changed from one day to another. That part of my childhood is up and down, positive changes but also feeling very down. I went from being this happy kid in Mexico celebrating every Sunday with his cousins, and now, where is this happy kid away from his cousins? It was two sides of the coin. But I was safe. I think that was the biggest prize my parents gave me. It’s the biggest gift. I couldn’t see it back then, but now I see it. That’s the two sides of my childhood. The one from Mexico and the one from here. It was not always like that. Things change. 

MS: What are your parents’ names?

RV: Raul Valdivia is my father. I guess you could say I’m Junior, and my mom is Maria, or a lot of people know her by Daisy. My dad gave her that nickname when they had the English Institute because Margarita is her other, her name is Maria Margarita, So Margarita in English like a flower is the Daisy. So, she was Miss Daisy in the English school. So, a lot of people know her by Daisy rather than Maria or Margarita. 

MS: What did your parents do then? Were they able to get work right away? How does that lead to the taco bar?

RV: Obviously, they had to have a plan in mind, right? They’re not just going to get up and go. Obviously, my father had to think it out and say, “Okay, I’m going to sell my business and with this money, what are we going to do?” So, they made a plan with my uncle who lives here. His name is Jose. They made a plan with him to come over, and they’re going to plan on opening a business here in the US. Here in Gaithersburg or Germantown, or somewhere within Montgomery County. What business? Who knows? But, they were going to come up with a business. In the meantime, he said, “I have a job for you and don’t worry about it, just come over and I’m going to have a car for you. It’s not going to be the nice car you had in Mexico, but you’re going to have a car. You're going to have transportation. You’re going to have all the basic necessities”. When we came here, indeed, we had a car, and he had a car lined up for him. I don’t remember what he used to do. He was some sort of maintenance. He ended up working with him at Rio at some point doing maintenance. He also ended up working at some Marriott, I think, in Frederick, pulling some cables underneath - something he had never done. He went from writing with chalk on a board to getting dirty. Completely different to what he had used to but, he didn’t care. He knew that I was safe. He was safe, and my mom was safe, so he didn’t care.



[End of Part 1 of 4]	Comment by Sturla, Nicolas: correct transition between clips?

[Beginning of Part 2 of 4]

[00:00:00]
RV: He didn't care. He knew that better things will come. Mom, I remember, she worked at the movie theater at Rio. She also worked at a security company patrolling the Washingtonian. We were pretty involved in the Rio Gaithersburg area. Meanwhile, I was still going to school - no jobs for me. I was still in school.

MS: At Watkins Mill?

RV: Yeah, at Watkins Mill, I did all four years at Watkins Mill. Then one day they came up with two ideas of a business. They said, this was early 2000, they said, we either start a Mexican restaurant, like an authentic Mexican restaurant because the closest to Mexican food here in the area - Chipotle had opened. But that wasn’t authentic. So, we wanted something authentic. Of course, there was food trucks, but nothing like a real authentic Mexican restaurant. Sure, in Hyattsville and Manasses, but nothing in this area. That was one of the options. The other option was a Latino market. Bringing products from Mexico and selling them here. But, we noticed there were more in the area. So, they were iffy between doing that and the restaurant. One day my other uncle, his name is Felipe, he also lived here and came and told me “Hey, look, I drove past Old town Gaithersburg, on Russell Avenue. I saw in the corner of a building they have a place vacant. It was a laundry and it's for rent. I think that would be a great fit for the other option  you guys have for the restaurant. You should take a look at it”. They came and took a look at it. You know, the Latino community is here, and they said, “Let’s try it”. So, that’s where Taco Bar started brewing. They came up with all sorts of names for a restaurant, and the best one they came up with was Taco Bar. The bar part of it wasn’t really because of drinking, like, bar, it was more because of the salsa bar to it. They said “This is a great concept. We don’t have that in the area. Authentic Mexican food, you can have your own salsa. Okay, let’s go for this”. They tried out registering. No Taco Bar in the area. Check. We got the name. So, that’s how everything started brewing. And that’s how everything started lining up to start Taco Bar. It got registered in 2001. From ‘99 to 2001, they had a registered business and then leading to February, Valentine’s Day, very special day. It was Valentines Day. February 14, 2002 that’s when they opened Taco Bar for the first time. It was also my mom’s birthday. So double celebration. 

MS: Very much. Did you ever work at the Taco Bar? You were still in your teens, like did you do stuff at the Taco Bar?



[00:04:07]
RV: I’m still working at the Taco Bar. So, the answer is yes. 

MS: What did you do? 

RV: So, throughout this whole process since they started thinking about opening – I can’t say that I was very involved. That’s something that parents do. Just feed me and buy me clothes. Take me to school. That’s what we do as kids. We’re teenagers at that point, and the things I remember getting more involved in , I’m pretty artistic. So, my dad said to me “Hey look, why you don’t you come up with sketches on coming up with the logo of the name”. So, I said sure. I remember doing that. Coming up with different – they didn’t pick mine anyways. But, at least I tried. They ended up coming up with the logo, which it was the best one. Looking back at what I gave them was eh, no. I give them props for not picking mine. That was one of the things. Also, I helped out the week leading to grand opening; I helped dice up some stuff. I was fifteen, and I didn’t care much about working. But, I did it more like, that this was exciting, we’re going to open a restaurant, and this is fun. I’m only going to do this for like an hour and then, I’m going to go home and play video games. It was kind of like a hobby or something fun to do. But, later on, as I got older, and you start wanting to date people, and then you are like, oh I want my own money. So, then I started getting more involved and “Hey dad can you actually hire me?” And so I started working on weekends. So, throughout high school, I worked on the weekends. I started in the kitchen, dishwashing. I did every area in the restaurant. And the final was being at the register. That was like the final step, like “Yes, I made it to the register!” I worked my way, not because I was the owners son I got privilege, we all had to work our way up. I’m glad I did because I can do everything in the restaurant. I thank him for that. I was pretty involved in, and I am still pretty involved in- later on, after I graduated from high school, I went into college and I still did it. I kept working with him. I graduated in ‘04 from Watkins Mill and then went to Montgomery College. That’s right. I graduated from MC in ‘08. And then I went to the University of Maryland, and graduated from the University of Maryland in 2010. Then I told my dad, “Okay, I am moving on. I am done with the restaurant. Thank you for everything, but I am going into the corporate world because I graduated with a business degree, so I’m out of here.” He said, “Go ahead, look for it, apply, do whatever you got to do.” I got my tie ready to venture into the world. then the recession was happening. 2008-2010 was very tricky. No jobs out there. If there were any jobs, you needed experience, and my only experience was working at a kitchen. [chuckles] I had no experience because during my whole college time, I was working at the restaurant. I didn’t do any internships or anything because I was making good money working here working at the restaurant. So, I told my dad, “Never mind, I’m going to stay a little longer if you can hold on and see what happens”. So, I got more involved into the business, now starting with applying everything that I had learned – marketing, finances, getting technology to the business. We didn’t have any technology in the business. It was a little tricky because it was old 


[00:08:55] 
school versus new school and so we were bumping heads. My dad’s ideas versus my ideas. Me telling him, “No, the textbook says this and this,” and he would say “I don't care what the textbook says, it doesn’t work because I have been in the business for so long, not only this business, but the business I had in Mexico, it’s never worked like that.” Me trying to pull this way and he tried to pull this way, and I’m pulling this way. I was getting frustrated. Give me a chance. Let me apply what I learned. Let’s get this baby higher. Let’s grow it. We were already known in the area because we had been here for many years, and I said, "Give me a chance. Let me show you.” I found a way to do it and it was through showing him results. I would do graphs, and say I’ll show you this graph, let’s try it out. He would look at it an say, “Okay, apply it.” And he would finally see the results, then we would do it. That way I started gaining his trust little by little. He would see it on paper, and then he’ll start seeing the results. And slowly, I started gaining some territory, slowly, slowly, slowly. Now, he has my complete trust and we are thankful and blessed that we were able to expand the business to do all of these changes that we implemented together, and that we were able to communicate, and not only use my knowledge, but his old school knowledge, and merge both ideas. We were able to expand Taco Bar into Frederick. We also opened a location in Olney, which later on, we had to close it due to Covid. We know how that went. But, last year, we were able to open a new baby in Hagerstown. It’s called Tacquito. It’s called Tacquito because it’s a small drive-through. It’s a new concept. We're trying new stuff. It’s called Tacquito by Taco Bar. It’s only outdoor seating. It’s a new concept where you can order online and you can just pick up at the window. It seems it’s the new trend with the restaurant industry. We’re trying that. New School, old School working together still. Changing up the business and making Taco Bar still present. Pretty involved in the business from the beginning until now. 	Comment by Sturla, Nicolas: Italization necesary?

MS: That’s such a wonderful story. I can’t wait to go to Hagerstown. 

RV: Anytime. 

MS: Where do the recipes come from? This is authentic Mexican, right? How did that come about?

RV: Sure. Obviously, us being Mexicans and being born in Mexico, we know the taste. We know the flavors. We know the spices. We can tell you what’s authentic and what’s not authentic, right? Starting from that, and not just because we know how to taste, means we know how to cook it, right? It’s two different things. So, mom knew how to cook certain things, but not everything. So, she started playing with recipes. Some from her grandma, from her sisters, aunts and she started making her concoctions of recipes and tastes, she’ll have family over on the weekends to try it at the house. “What do you think of this al pastor taco?” “ No.” “What do you 	Comment by Sturla, Nicolas: Is this use of quotes for recording him recalling dialogue okay?

[00:13:07] 
think of this.” “No.” Next weekend, "Okay, I took it, okay, keep this one.” You know kind of 
like playing around. We kept the star of every gathering and with those recipes we started the 
business. But now, many, many years from now, we also have to look at what customers accept and what customers do not like. There’s not only Mexicans in the area. There's Central Americans. There’s South Americans. We have to think about not only us being Mexican and selling our products, but we want to invite everyone. We have to have a balance between satisfying everyone. We’ve been tweaking certain recipes between my aunt, Maristella, which works at the Frederick location mostly and myself. When we go to Mexico, we taste certain stuff, and then when we go back here and we work, play around with more flavors. We’ve added more stuff to the menu. We never had shrimp tacos. Now, we have shrimp tacos. Little things like that. We didn’t have vegan tacos, and now we have Beyond al pastor and Beyond chorizo. We’ve definitely added more stuff to the menu, playing around with new recipes. The old ones haven’t been touched at all, some of them have been tweaked because of the response of customers and say, “Okay this is not selling, maybe we need to make a few changes,” and now it’s selling a lot more. As simple as like horchata drink. We were selling the authentic Mexican horchata. No one was drinking it. Why? Because there is a lot more Central Americans living in this area. We had to cater to both. So, we came up with our own horchata which is half Mexican/half Central American, and it’s a boom. Now we sell it a lot. So, things like that we had to change, and so that’s where all the recipes came from. 	Comment by Sturla, Nicolas: sp?

MS: That’s a great story. What is your favorite?

RV: From all the recipes? 

MS: Yeah, if you had to pick one.

RV: Al pastor tacos. I feel like we definitely improved that one and mastered that one. We actually have people that will travel from other states to buy it. Al pastor. I can't tell you: "Oh yeah they heard about this and they traveled.” Its families like this in Gaithersburg that have moved out of the state and they come back and they buy it frozen and they took it back home, they buy it by the pound and then take it back home because they can't find it anywhere they go. I mean there are places where they have al pastor tacos, but you can never match it. We’ve noticed that this is a star. So, to me, that's the best one.

MS: In the early 2000s, Gaithersburg was revitalized with support through the Hispanic chamber of commerce. Was the taco bar part of that? Do you know?

RV: I didn't know. So, I had to ask my father, and he said no. He was never approached or he 


[00:17:01] 
didn't know about it back then. To be honest with you, I give so much props to my father 
because, yes, he knew the language because, of course, he had the school back in Mexico. But from knowing basic English to knowing business language is completely different. All the terminology, applying for business license, and all the documents that you have to apply for it. He had no idea what he was doing and there was barely any help. And he was able to do it. I feel like if he had known that or if they had approached him, maybe it would have been easier for him back then. But without their help he somehow made it. But no, Taco Bar was never a part of that, no. It was just my dad’s intuition on how to do things.

MS: Amazing. I guess this is a question with a temporal aspect to it, right? So, when you got here there was a smallish Latino community but now it's pretty big. Do you want to tell us something about that? Like your experience in that? Like your friends in high school or maybe now, what is the community like? I would say back then and today or wherever you want to start.

RV: Before and then now?

MS: Yeah.

RV: Sure. You did mention that it was smaller, but I never saw a small community. I'm talking about in the business perspective because when we first opened the doors of Taco Bar we said:  “This is going to be easy, slowly were going to grow.” No, it was mad, crazy the first day they opened up, we ran out of almost everything. Because we didn't know how large the Latino community was in this area. So, when you say it was small, yes maybe compared to now. But to us, then we did not expect it to be that large. It was large community but comparing it to now its smaller, right? But to us it was a huge community of Latinos that we did not know was around us. We knew this was a pretty Latino area, old downtown Gaithersburg was pretty known by the Latino community.

[End of Part 2 of 4]

[Beginning of Part 3 of 4]

[00:00:11]
MS: So, when you opened up the taco bar, a lot of people came. You’re saying that most of them would identify as Latino, you think it was mostly Latinos that came?

RV: It was a majority Latinos. Or probably 98% was Latinos and there was no advertisement. I mean it was just, we opened up the doors. I mean we had signs on the windows that we were coming soon and I guess the word spread that the first authentic Mexican restaurant in the area was opening. It wasn't food truck, it was actually a restaurant now. And it was actually going to be by Mexicans so I guess people just really showed up in support. It was large enough for us to run out of everything on the first day. I remember my mom calling my aunt: “Aye, you got to come help us out because we don't have enough staff to help out.” I stayed home I said I’m not going to deal with that, do not call me [laughter]. In terms of not the business, but on a personal level, it was definitely smaller than I see it now. Because I remember going to stores and there were no Latino cashiers, you needed to know English to communicate with someone. So, if you didn't know English, it was hard for you to buy something. And I'll tell you a funny quick story: I remember, I think it was a black Friday and we went to buy something and the cashier only spoke English because most of them only spoke English. And my aunt didn't speak a word of English and she was trying to communicate something to the cashier [chuckles]. She was talking to her very slow to see if she would understand Spanish and we were cracking up, like it doesn't matter how slow you talk to her in Spanish, she's not going to understand you. Stop! [laughter] It was that. You had to try to communicate somehow because you couldn’t- 	Comment by Sturla, Nicolas: Did he misspeak here? To me it sounds like he meant to say the cashier tried to speak English to his aunt slow, not Spanish like he says. Do I note that?
[interruption 00:02:33]

[technical difficulties]

[00:02:49]
RV: So that's just to show you how smaller it was. And in school, I said, I'm mostly in high school because in order for me to go to Watkins Mill, I needed to pass the ESOL test. I knew a good amount of English and I said I'm going to try it out if I pass it because the few friends I made, in middle school by Neelsville, they're all going to Watkins mill. The other option was to go to Gaithersburg high school. And I didn't want to go to Gaithersburg high school because none of my friends were going to go there. They were all going to Watkins mill and I wanted to go with the few friends I had. So I said, I’ll do whatever I can to go there. I took the test, I passed the test, they said okay you can go to Watkins mill. Because Watkins mill didn't have the ESOL program when I was a freshman. I said: okay that's going to be easy, I know two-three friends, and they're going to help me out, there has to be a Latino community in there. Indeed there was, but most of them spoke English only. [Pauses] So I said, oh look there's the group of Latinos in the corner, I want to talk to them. Surprise, surprise, they didn't speak Spanish. [laughs]. But slowly you get the hang of it. And now obviously the community is everywhere, you have all peoples and all languages I mean you don't really need to speak English anymore, you don't need to.

MS: That’s such a great measure of the change in the community, absolutely. is your menu in Spanish and English, or just English?




[00:05:00]
RV: Bilingual. We have a large community of non-Spanish speakers as well so we try to keep it very bilingual now.

MS: What about the challenges here? They are probably some challenges you faced -

RV: - in Gaithersburg?

MS: Yeah.

RV: There has been a few challenges. Few challenges and I guess minor challenges have been dealing with the city, getting permits things like that has been difficult and not just because you're Latino but just not knowing the rules and regulations or them being very strict. That's sometimes limit how fast you can grow your business. For example, we wanted to expand the business of Taco bar here in old town Gaithersburg and expand it to the upstairs level because we barely had any seating area. And in order for us to do that, we needed to add elevators and get all these sorts of permits and we didn't have the availability, the purchasing power, the manpower, or any of that to do it. It’s things like that if there was more help within the city that would help you grow your business, because it's for the best of everyone: we're going to pay more taxes, we're already known in the community. But it's those limitations that I would say are the few challenges I've noticed. The biggest one we face lately was the arson that happened to Taco Bar. And not just Taco Bar but other buildings in the area back in September 2023. It was pretty devastating for many families, not only speaking about myself but everyone that was affected by that arson. Personally, I was more concerned about my staff rather than myself because I have a lot of working moms. Everything depends on them, you know? They were here full time and that was the only thing they knew. Tthose challenges it's like: yes, the community come together and they tell you, keep fighting we want you back, we love your food, and sure we’re going to do that but not because of me but because of my staff. Im going to do this because of my staff because at that point, I already had Frederick and I could have said I'm done, I don't want to deal with this, I'm devastated. But no, I did this because of my staff, because they live here in Gaithersburg because I don’t want them moving because their families depend on them. So I kept pushing and pushing and pushing and dealing with insurance and giving money for my staff and “no, we’re not going to give you-” “no, you're going to give me because they depend on this” and then finding them a way to go work at the other location as well. To try to keep them within the business and then that's where the whole idea of opening Taquito came so they could also have a job [inaudible 00:08:56]. That was the biggest challenge we’ve faced in Gaithersburg so far, trying to reopen and waiting for fifteen months-




[00:09:09]
MS: Fifteen?

RV: Fifteen months to get everything approved and past all the inspections and deal with all the inspectors. And sometimes you wonder: we didn't do this, this wasn't our negligence, if it was my negligence, I'll say: “Okay it's on me because I knew better”. But this is something malignant that someone did and we have to pay for the consequences. I wish that the city would have given us a little more of a break [chuckles]. So that to me has been the biggest downer but also not everything is bad. We’re back up, families are coming back. A lot of support, a lot of love and we hope to be here another twenty-three years. That's how long we’ve been here [smiles]. Twenty-three years.

MS: Mostly the women who are here, are they from El Salvador or from Mexico?

RV: Mostly from Cental America. And all of them came back after the fire. They're all back, I didn’t lose any employees.

MS: That's fantastic.

RV: Everyone’s back. And I've had employees- the oldest one working here, probably eighteen-nineteen years working for us. So, fourteen years, fifteen years, ten years.

MS: That's a good business. To have that loyalty.

RV: We’ve become family. We’re pretty close with the community and our staff.

MS: What's it like living here now? In terms of being in Gaithersburg, that Latino community.

RV: I love it. And I'll tell you why I love it and you're probably going to laugh. I purchased a home in Frederick because we have a business there and it was more affordable to buy a home up-county, or in another county rather than here in Gaithersburg. In 2023, when the arson happened, I decided to purchase my first home in Frederick. I'm going to move to Frederick, its fine, I have this business here I can commute anytime. I don't have to be here at a certain time, but I never moved to the house. My parents live there. They moved into the house, but I never moved into the house. What I did instead was, I'm renting an apartment here in Gaithersburg because I can not leave Gaithersburg. I love living in this community. And it's cuz you have everything here, you have great people, I have my business here, of course I have my friends but it's just a convenience. I mean you have Metro. I live in Crown, right across from Rio. So, it is very convenient to just hop on the highway and go anywhere, metro, you can go to DC in a day.


[00:13:01]
It is a beautiful area, it’s a very peaceful, very calm. I just love how strong and how united the community is. I mean my friends are not Mexican. My friends are from all over the world. And I love that. I love, love, love that about Gaithersburg. It is such a melting pot and I'm probably not going to move from here. [chuckles] Honestly. In the business perspective, if we’ve been here for twenty-three years it's for a reason, all the support. Sure, we're doing something right but if we don't have the community support we wouldn't be here. And it's not only the Latino community it's the entire community that supports us. There’s a lot of people that know about Taco Bar and it's just a beautiful community.

MS: I don't know if there is something else that you wanted to say, or I'd like to just give you the last word. Either. Is there a story you still want to tell us, or we can wrap it up?

RV: I have just a few talking about being in the community and why I love being a part of this community. Not just the Latino community, just in general the Gaithersburg community. It's very open. It's a very open community, very loving, very embracing community. I remember doing little things especially in high school, where we used to, the community hours you have to do to graduate, I forget what they're called. I used to go to lake forest mall and right outside Macy's we used to do reading days for little kids. We’d just sit there and read to little kids. In English sometimes, and in Spanish sometimes, and I love that. It was so simple but gathering the community was so lovely. This was early 2000s but I still see it happening. I still see people gathering at Rio for free concerts and dancing, just any little activity that happens, the community gets together. And I love that from the beginning until now I don't see any changes. Sure, it grew exponentially, but it hasn't lost that it's still the same. It was the same thing when I was in high school I was part of Holas, an organization of Latin American students. It was run by Vilma Nájera, now the principal of Watkins Mill. I mentioned her and Holas because that gave me many tools as a person to not be afraid and to persevere and to fight and to go for our dreams because she was, and is still an inspiration for many people and that's why I believe she is where she is right now. She embraced each and every one of us no matter where we came from and she was in charge of the Latino community, sure, but no matter which culture you’re from, she didn't care, you can be a part of our culture. She would embrace you. And I will always remember that because that's what Gaithersburg is. It's about embracing everyone no matter where your culture is. I love that. I hope it stays like that, and I hope that no political division comes in our way here in Gaithersburg, and we stick together and we protect each other, and we always remember the kind of community that we are. That through thick and thin, through every situation we’ve been through. I mean we’ve been through 9/11, we’ve been through covid, we’ve been through many [inaudible 00:08:03], we’ve been through that derechos [sp?]storm we had that knocked out trees and power. We had the community helping, cutting down trees stuff like that. That's Gaithersburg, and I really hope it stays like that forever no matter who is in power.	Comment by Sturla, Nicolas: sp?


[00:18:23]
MS: Definitely. Should we conclude there? Do you want to send a message to the future, beyond that beautiful one that you just gave us.

RV: I would add, I guess something for future generations, and not even future generations just in general to people, and as an immigrant who came to this country many, many years ago. There are still people who are coming to this country. Sometimes we feel like there is nowhere to go, sometimes we feel like every door is shut for us, sometimes we feel hopeless, no matter what the problem is. It could be financial, something in school, something medical, and we feel like there's nothing else we can do. And we are completely wrong because here in Gaithersburg there is so much help. So much help. There’s so much love in this community that there's people out there working every day, looking for us, the ones that need help. I mean they are really working to help us, so we just got to look for it- [video cuts]


[End of Part 3 of 4]

[Beginning of Part 4 of 4]

[00:00:00]
RV: They're actually looking for us. So, my message to them is do not give up and look for that help because it could be right behind your backyard and you didn't know the help you needed was literally behind your backyard. No matter what it is, whether it's something medical, whether you need help starting your business, whether you need financial help, whether you need a lawyer, whatever it is, the help is there because that's what the Gaithersburg community is. So that would probably be the one thing I would tell our comunidad Latina, but just our community in general. No matter which race, color, ethnicity, religion we don't care, we are here to help, and I see them.

MS: Powerful. Wow, this has been one of the best oral histories I have done so far. It was so interesting.
[00:01:10]

END OF INTERVIEW
