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Stories That Cook:
Art, Memories, and Recipes

Cover image of Stories that Cook. Artwork: Colored pencil drawing by Alisson Arteaga 
Santacruz, 2022. Illustration photographer: Dwight Fonts.

G LOW Traditions is excited to an-
nounce the upcoming release of  

Stories That Cook: Art, Memories, and Recipes, 
a bilingual English–Spanish cookbook cen-
tered on the foodways of  our western New 
York agricultural communities. The book is 
part of  a two-year project supported by the 
National Endowment for the Arts (NEA), 
which included fieldwork, a series of  arts 
workshops, and an exhibit in 2023 of  art 
featured in the cookbook. The publication 
of  the cookbook is a collaboration with a 
long-standing farmworker arts program, 
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Creative Artists Migrant Program Services 
(CAMPS).

CAMPS originated at the Geneseo Mi-
grant Center (GMC), founded in 1968, by 
Dr. Gloria Mattera, a professor in the Edu-
cation Department at the State University 
of  New York (SUNY) College at Geneseo. 
From its original mission to provide child-
care for parents working in the fields, the 
Center grew over its 50-plus year history to 
provide a range of  health, educational, rec-
reational, and advocacy services, with sev-
eral programs achieving national scope.

In 1975, Sylvia Kelly, an arts enrichment 
educator, and Bob Lynch, a GMC employee 
and its future director, envisioned the expan-
sion of  cultural offerings through the Cen-
ter with the formation of  CAMPS. Then 
and now, migrant populations often live in 
geographic and cultural isolation on farms 
miles away from towns, even further from 
urban centers. Workers typically have no pri-
vate vehicles, and public transportation is so 
limited that it is highly impractical, leaving 
the workers with little opportunity to engage 
in creative activities. Thus, CAMPS provides 
free arts workshops to migrant farmworkers 
and families in western New York, by bring-
ing instructors and supplies directly to work-
ers’ dwellings. In the 1970s and 1980s, work-
ers often lived in camps and dormitory-like 
structures, provided by farms. In recent de-
cades, they have typically resided in trailers 
or houses, often owned by farmers. CAMPS 
also teaches in summer programs through 
the New York State Migrant Education, as 

Julia Stewart-Bittle, CAMPS Director 
at Genesee Valley Council on the Arts. 
Photo by Larry Tetamore.
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Colored pencil drawing: Dining Table by Julissa Marmolejo. 2023. From Stories that Cook. Illustration photographer: Dwight Fonts.

well as with numerous local migrant support 
organizations.

Migrant population demographics 
change over time: in the 1960s, CAMPS 
saw workers from the American South  

(African American and white), Puerto Rico, 
Haiti, Jamaica, and other Caribbean nations. 
Currently, farm workers are predominantly 
Spanish-speaking, coming from Mexico, 
Ecuador, Guatemala, and other Central and 

Latin American countries. As director of  
GLOW Traditions, I have been fortunate 
to work with residents and related organi-
zations representing Latino cultures in our 
region for more than 25 years. Our joint  
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Colored Pencil student drawing: Blue Fish Eat Me. 2023. From Stories that Cook. 
Illustration photographer: Dwight Fonts.

Colored pencil drawing: Mushrooms by Luis Miguel Ventura. 2023. From Stories that 
Cook. Illustration photographer: Dwight Fonts.

efforts have included community events, 
like the Día de los Muertos and Three Kings 
Day celebrations, traditional artist residen-
cies in local schools, and statewide initia-
tives focused on artist professional develop-
ment. Since 2020, CAMPS coordinator Julia 
Stewart-Bittle has directed that program 
through the Genesee Valley Council on the 
Arts, allowing us to develop collaborative 
projects that find connections between our 
separate initiatives with Spanish-speaking  
communities.

In CAMPS programs, professional artists 
lead small groups in multi-session classes in 
arts, such as drawing, printmaking, ceramics, 
photography, painting, poetry, decorative 
tinwork, weaving, piñatas, and music. Dur-
ing lessons, workers often draw on their own 
creative past and present, including tradi-
tionally based culture and arts. CAMPS wel-
comes these folkways and has incorporated 
them into their instructional design over the 
years. One example is a drawing class that 
utilized Mexican ex-voto and retablo design 
elements, in which workers depicted strenu-
ous border-crossing stories. Sometimes, in-
structors encounter master tradition bearers 
whose artistry is “on hold,” as they labor 
60+ hours a week and struggle to secure 
materials.

At a basic level, the loss of  these artists’ 
home communities through migration to 
the United States jeopardizes the continua-
tion of  traditional arts and folkways. Work-
ers and families often come from locations 
where extended family and neighbors live 
close by, and they need only to walk down 
the street to celebrate community festivals, 
holidays, or other life events together. In 

contrast, farmworkers in western New York 
may be employed with workers from com-
pletely different regions or counties, and 
often live miles away from other workers 
or towns. Access to community venues and 
other resources requires English language 
proficiency and knowledge of  local and re-
gional governmental systems, which further 
limits the ability of  workers to engage in fa-
miliar communal practices.

Over the last 20–25 years, there has been 
an increase in the number of  farmworker 
families moving to the area, as opposed 
to single, male laborers—especially, in the 
year-round dairy industry. Families may live 
in houses in towns rather than on farms, 
and their children attend local schools. In 
2019, New York state passed the “Green 
Light” law, formally known as the Driver’s 
License Access and Privacy Act. It allows 
all New Yorkers, aged 16 and older, to ap-
ply for a standard, not-for-federal purpose, 
non-commercial driver license or learner’s 
permit, regardless of  their citizenship or 
lawful status in the United States. This has 
had a significant impact on area workers and 
families, allowing them to move more freely 
and further integrate into their communities, 
without relying on volunteer or expensive 
private driving services. The movement to-
ward more settled communities is making it 



45Spring-Summer 2023, Volume 49:1–2

possible for community members to sustain 
an interest in maintaining their celebratory 
traditions, foodways, language, and other 
material arts and culture.

As in other parts of  the United States, 
small-scale farming has decreased, giving 
way to larger operations. The number of  
dairy farms in New York state decreased 
from 28,000 in 1970, to 17,500 in 1984, with 
further reduction from 5,044 in 2013, to 
3,034 in 2023 (Knoblauch and Putnam 1985, 
1; Howard and McCue 2023, 2). From the 
1960s to 2023, the average dairy herd size 
in New York increased from approximately 
30 cows to 207, with the state also following 
national trends of  larger market shares in-
creasingly going to farms of  500 and great-
er numbers of  cows (U.S. Dairy Statistics 
2023; McDonald, Law, and Mosheim 2020, 
10–12). Farms that started as a family busi-
nesses a century ago may still carry the same 
name and ownership, but today also rely on 
hired (migrant) labor for 80–90 percent of  
the work (Karszes, and Wolf  2021). Despite 
a more corporate structure, these large farm 
owners often cherish their own heritage 
and traditional lifestyles. Local communi-
ties have expressed a great deal of  interest 
in farm-to-table initiatives, weekly farmers 
markets, seasonal cooking, sustainable ag-
riculture, and farmland conservation—and 
all these interests emphasize that our local 
farms are irreplaceable assets. Farmers and 
workers share common ground as stewards 
of  the land, with a deep interest in creating 
a sustainable and profitable environment. 
They also face unique stresses over which 
they may have little control and hold wide-
ly divergent viewpoints on how to resolve 
them. The situation becomes more difficult 
with language barriers, cultural differences, 
and inequitable relationships among farmers 
and laborers that have no easy solutions.

Amid these very real challenges, Julia and 
I sought to imagine how our work could 
facilitate a space where farm owners and 
workers might experience shared values and, 
if  even in a small way, allow the contributors 
to encounter one another on a more person-
al, individualized, and nuanced level. Even 
though they may live on the same property, 

Margarita Sierra, forming a sope corn masa boat, 2023. From Stories that Cook. Photo by 
Karen Canning.

relationships between farmers and labor-
ers may not progress beyond daily tasks, 
accomplished with only rudimentary com-
munication. In the general public, awareness 
of  farmworkers may be minimal and/or col-
ored by media reporting, stereotyping, and 
assumptions without actual personal inter-
action. In both the GLOW Traditions and 
CAMPS programs, a guiding principle in our 
work is to honor cultural contributions by 
communities and individuals, which are hid-
den or undervalued, and build relationships 
through dialogue and education.

 An answer emerged, perhaps not surpris-
ingly, through a focus on foodways. Recog-
nizing the shared base of  food production, 
we hoped to reveal connections among farm 
owners, workers, and our general community 
by documenting favorite recipes, foods, and 
their cultural context. Foodways studies show 
how the foods we prepare—particularly for 
special occasions—often carry family his-
tories, strong memories, unique ingredients, 
interesting stories, and community customs. 
From ancient texts to modern cooking 
shows, one can also see how sharing food 
both within one’s own community, as well as 
between disparate cultures, can bridge differ-
ences. See the online Digest: A Journal of  Food-
ways and Culture, a resource for multiple arti-
cles on cultural sharing and bridging through 
foodways (American Folklore Society 2024).

For the first year and a half  of  the Sto-
ries That Cook project, CAMPS continued its 
regular workshops, adding a focus on illus-
tration methods and media, such as colored 
pencil drawing, borders, and collage. GLOW 
Traditions conducted fieldwork to collect 
recipes, stories, and other background from 
our artist instructors, farmers and families, 
farmworkers, and arts and service organiza-
tions involved with migrant communities. 
Rather than attempting a perfectly balanced 
compendium of  recipes, the fieldwork (and 
resulting cookbook) centered on contextual 
and personal information from contribu-
tors. We created a form with guiding ques-
tions to assist contributors with their entries, 
in English and Spanish. We also followed 
up by phone or text to clarify directions, 
amounts, ingredients, and any adaptations.

Although some people filled out the form 
online or via email, it proved most fruitful 
during in-person interviews or group dis-
cussions. Our questions included: what is a 
strong memory or feeling you have about a 
certain food or dish? Is there a meal that is 
typical of  your town or region? Who taught 
you how to make it? Is it eaten or served ev-
ery day, or for a special occasion? What else 
happens during these special events? When 
you eat it or cook it now, how does it make 
you feel? These questions drew a range of  
responses and meaningful exchanges, from 
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cooking mishaps, to childhood escapades, to 
poignant reflections. They were incorporat-
ed into the cookbook, accompanying each 
person’s recipe. Because of  this focus, the 
collection contains a variety of  dishes and 
food groups, notably, with extensive main 
dish and dessert sections.

The efforts of  GLOW Traditions and 
CAMPS often intertwined, as we looked for 
ways to connect our networks and resourc-
es. For example, the World Life Institute in 
Waterport, New York, is a local organization  

that offers English language instruction 
to farmworkers and hosts annual CAMPS 
workshops. I visited English classes to re-
cord participants’ foodways stories, while 
language teachers took the opportunity to 
teach cooking terms. An arts instructor fol-
lowed the next week with a mixed media 
collage workshop, generating artwork for 
the book. Cultures Learning Together, a 
nonprofit in Geneseo, New York, that pro-
motes English language learning through ac-
tivities with farmworker families and SUNY 

Geneseo student interns, was  involved in 
the project. The interns used the guiding 
questions to assist farmworkers’ contribu-
tions, which was followed by a group cook-
ing event and meal two weeks later, featuring 
several of  the dishes collected.

In another instance, Karla Alcalá, a Mexi-
can folkloric dancer, had established weekly 
dance sessions with migrant women and 
their children near Sodus, New York. I vis-
ited a session to request their input, and 
they suggested we gather and cook together, 
each participant preparing a different dish 
to make a meal. The women explained tech-
niques as they prepared the food, followed 
by a more in-depth exchange while we ate 
together, which included native ingredients, 
adaptations to cooking in the United States, 
stories about family, and when and why the 
foods were prepared in their homelands. 
With the help of  translation and documen-
tary assistants, the gathering was recorded 
and utilized later for follow-up and clarifica-
tion with the group.

Numerous farmworker contributors ex-
pressed a concern at the beginning of  the 
process: the fact that they do not use exact 
measurements. This question also arose 
among several non-farmworker participants, 
especially when recalling older recipes, or talk-
ing about learning to cook by watching a par-
ent or grandparent. Mary Ann Diaz, technol-
ogy specialist with New York State Migrant 
Education Tutorial and Support Services, 
recounted this issue with her Apple Pudding: 

This pudding recipe is a tradition in 
my mother-in-law’s family. It’s prob-
ably from Germany originally. It has 
been passed down from grandmother 
to children, grandchildren, and great-
grandchildren. The mystery for each new 
baker is figuring out how much butter to 
use, because the list of  ingredients says, 
“butter the size of  an egg.” You also 
need to experiment to find how many 
apples will fill half  of  your cake pan. The 
best part is that it tastes great, no matter 
how you end up making it!

We welcomed such entries, as they express 
traditional cooking methods and often had 
interesting back stories. In some cases, we 

Juana Cruz with Chicken Tinga Tostada. 2023. Photo by Karen Canning.
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were able to set up cooking sessions to derive 
measurements, such as at the event in Sodus 
described here. In others, we worked from 
the base ingredients and researched multiple 
sources to determine measurements, such as 
for a recipe for Chicken Tamales. The con-
tributor and others from his culture know 
the basic ingredients and desired consistency 
for the corn dough, or masa, that forms a 
tamal. “Mix the masa, spread on cornhusks, 
fill with chicken and salsa, and steam un-
til done” are likely all the instructions they 
need. For those unfamiliar with the process, 
many steps needed to be explained, and a ba-
sic recipe was compiled for the many varia-
tions of  this food that is found throughout 
Mexico. For several recipes (like the Apple 
Pudding), we did not add exact details, but 
rather encouraged the reader to experiment 
and “learn by doing.”

I spent an evening with the Ionia Wom-
en’s Group, a loose collective of  women 
with ties to agriculture, that formed more 
than 40 years ago. Meg Huff, a longtime resi-
dent whose family had retired from farming, 
shared a number of  stories that drew a lot 
of  laughter, especially this memory of  a par-
ticular gaffe:

My oldest sister is a nun, so she never 
really learned how to cook because the 
convent had a cook. My mother lived 
with her at the convent in her later years, 
so I would go down and visit. I was there 
one weekend—the cook didn’t work on 
the weekends, so they would survive on 
leftovers. I was kind of  bored, so I said, 
“I’ll fix dinner for us.” They had a ham, 
so I thought I’d make ham, scalloped 
potatoes, and banana pudding, because 
they had all these ingredients. Laura 
Ann, my sister the nun, came in as I was 
finishing cooking and said, “Meg, can I 
help?” I said, “Okay. Everything is ready; 
you can get the paprika and sprinkle it on 
top of  the scalloped potatoes, and spread 
the Cool Whip on the banana pudding.” 
She said, “Okay.” I left for a minute, and 
when I came back in, she had put the 
paprika on the Cool Whip on the banana 
pudding! My mother and I had the big-
gest laugh over that; my sister just had no 
clue. But you can’t really taste paprika, so 
it didn’t matter that much. It has become 
a sweet family memory for me.

Alianza Agrícola (Farmworker Alliance), 
another collective in our region, is a grass-
roots advocacy group formed in 2016, by 
farmworkers to promote workers’ rights 
and health. Contributions from these indi-
viduals often emphasized the distance—in 
both time and miles—from their mothers or 
grandmothers who served up the delicious 
meals that were important to them. Luiz 
Jimenez, a founding member of  the group 
originally from Oaxaca, Mexico, spoke elo-
quently about his grandmother:

My grandmother’s name is Natividad 
because she was born on the 25th of  
December. She is well-known in her town 
in Mexico, and people call her asking her 
to make mole for parties and weddings—
she spends about two or three days in the 
person’s house preparing it. She didn’t 
go to school much. She does know how 
to read, but only a little. But the mole 
she makes is very good...It’s been many 
years since I’ve seen her and maybe the 
only way for me to connect with her is 
learning to make this mole. Knowing that 
my grandma makes this food for so many 
people, makes me feel so proud of  her. I 
feel a connection with my grandma, and 
I believe that it was through the food that 
she prepared for us, that I realized she and 
her mole are unique and special.

As an interviewer, I noticed that this 
subject matter often connected to con-
tributors’ formational experiences as chil-
dren or within families and communities, 
which in turn resonated as they spoke about  

changing circumstances, moving away from 
home, working, or growing older. These rec-
ollections sometimes lead to an unexpected 
depth of  feeling. It was a reminder of  the 
responsibility we have to community mem-
bers when engaging in fieldwork—to honor 
and respect their willingness to share highly 
personal information. This was the case with 
Cintia Mariano da Silva, a guest worker with 
Intergrow Greenhouses, a company special-
izing in hydroponic tomato production. She 
talked about a favorite dish, frango capoeira, 
from her home region in Brazil: 

My mother brought her typical food 
with her, a chicken dish called frango 
capoeira. It’s not like a chicken you buy 
in Walmart; it’s grown on a small farm. 
And the texture is different from what 
you buy in a supermarket—it’s so great! 
My mother uses simple ingredients like 
onion, garlic, and peppers. We have to 
kill and clean the chicken—I know how 
because my mother taught me. We would 
sit at the table, my mother, my brother, 
my father, and me. I always wanted the 
biggest piece of  chicken, and so did my 
brother and father, and we would all try 
to grab it. We would be noisy and play-
ful, and my mother would say, “Stop 
shouting, sit down, and eat!” This is a 
perfect memory for me, because I lost 
my brother two years ago. All the best 
memories I have of  my brother are when 
we were eating together.
The recipes and recollections were col-

lected in English and Spanish, according 
to the contributor’s preference. Fieldwork  

Several farm workers share memories about food during an English Class, Waterport, 
New York. 2023. Photo by Karen Canning. 
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assistant Elizabeth Avalos interpreted on 
site, researched submissions, and followed 
up with contributors. Christina Vega-
Westhoff  translated into both languages, so 
that every story and recipe is bilingually ac-
cessible. Graphic designer, Eva McKendry, 
conceived a beautiful design that easily leads 
the eye through the three major elements of  
ingredients, instructions, and narrative.

We are particularly honored to feature the 
artwork of  CAMPS participants. With more 
than 20 years of  work with the program, 
Julia Stewart-Bittle has witnessed the posi-
tive impact of  creative expression for the 
migrant community, listening to workers’ 
stories and seeing them illuminated through 
artwork. Many workers will mention that 
they have not drawn or painted since they 
were children, as they find themselves re-
laxing into the process to shed some of  
the day’s stresses. For some, CAMPS work-
shops reveal artistic aptitude across a family 
or generations, and the program supports 
them by providing additional supplies and 
instruction. For Nancy Aguilera from Wil-
liamson, New York, the workshops led her 
to an undergraduate degree in art, and she is 
the first person in her family to attend col-
lege. CAMPS has mounted regular exhibits 
in local arts venues of  participants’ art-
work across all age levels and abilities, giv-
ing names and images to an often invisible 
and unacknowledged population. Stories That 
Cook provides another, permanent venue for 
the creativity of  farmworkers and families to 
be seen and heard.

If  this article has whetted your appetite 
for more, the cookbook will be available at 
the New York Folklore Shop and Gallery in 
Schenectady and through the Genesee Valley 
Council on the Arts (GVCA) at gvartscoun-
cil.org. Additional sales locations will be an-
nounced as they become active, and a por-
tion of  the proceeds will be donated to the 
Fruits of  Labor scholarship at the New York 
State Migrant Education Program, to fund 
advanced education for migrant youth. I will 
give the last word to Santiago Rojas Sanchez, a 
grade school student from Sodus, in his advice 
for Pico de Gallo: “This recipe comes from my 
mom, Myra Sanchez. My dad makes it better  

because he makes delicious salads and salsas. 
Serve it whenever your family has a craving 
for it, and share it with lots of  love.”
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