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ABSTRACT

The food customs of border area Mexican Americans 
are a mixture of their heritage from Mexico and of the cus
toms of their adopted country, the United States. Accul
turation has occurred even though the native traditions have 
held strong.

The sample was composed of two groups. One was made 
up of junior high age home economics students. The other 
was composed of employed adults. Both groups used food 
customs of both cultures, taking what they liked best from 
each. Both were proud of their Mexican heritage.

The study shows Mexican Americans see little rela
tionship between food and health. They consider food of 
little importance to health. Both used a few foods and 
herbs to treat illnesses.

The Mexican Americans in their food customs are a 
mixture of American and Mexican. At special times, the 
families revert to traditional Mexican customs. In their 
daily lives, they use customs of the Americans when they 
wish. Mexican traditions are a matter of pride, yet 
American customs are used both for convenience and liking. 
There was acculturation present in all Mexican Americans 
in the sample studied.

vi



CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Ihe Background Statement
There is evidence that the customs and lore of var

ious cultures have an effect on the lives of persons living 
in Arizona* While the culture of the Anglo American is 
considered to be dominant, people of this race are exposed 
to customs which are alien to their way of life. Persons 
who adopt the customs of eating tacos and attending fiestas 
often feel they "know" the culture of the Mexican American 
people* The population of Arizona, and especially the south
ern part, differs markedly from that of the rest of the na
tion* According to the 1970 Census, of the 1,770,893 
residents of Arizona, 333,349 spoke the Spanish language or 
had a Spanish surname * Of this number, 31,135 reported 
that they were born in Mexico. People, especially minority 
races in a population, are sometimes damaged by people who 
lack knowledge of the culture of the race. Since it appears 
that the racial and familial background of a person contri
bute to his successes and failures, it is important that a 
person interested in working with those of other races exam
ine the lore and customs of that race. A valid way of 
communicating culture is through lore. Edmondson (1971)
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states, "A lore (Saxon Lar, "teaching") is a special dimen
sion or aspect of cultural tradition, marked by a high de
gree of peculiarity." He also states that lore can be 
easily communicated where channels exist to convey it, but 
is "extraordinarily resistant to diffusion when the channels 
are lacking." Persons working with the Mexican American 
people need to find ways of acquiring valid information 
about the cultural traditions of the race.

The culture of the Mexican American is not easily 
transferred to the Anglo Americans. Madsden (1964) states 
that the Mexican American is well insulated against the 
"American Melting Pot" process. He also states that the 
Mexican American people consider their cultural heritage too 
precious and valid to be abandoned. Bailey (1970) said, in 
the Journal of Nutrition Education, that educators working 
with groups from varied cultural backgrounds must strive to 
maintain the integrity and pride of the culture being stud
ied. It is obvious that persons working with those of an
other race will be most successful if a satisfactory means 
of attaining cultural information has been used.

Many studies have been made of the Mexican American 
culture in southern Arizona. The dances, the colorful cos
tumes, the fiestas, the music and other aspects of the 
Mexican culture have been observed and reported by interested 
persons. In spite of this current trend toward understanding
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of the race, almost no information is available about the 
food customs and beliefs of the people who constitute the 
population of southern Arizona. Martin (1967) and Lent 
(1968) studied the buying practices of older households in 
Tucson and the meal patterns of a group of working home
makers . Donisi (1971) studied the use and nutritional value 
of Mexican American food items in the school lunch program 
in Tucson, Arizona. Right, et al. (1969) reported the nu
tritional influences of Mexican American foods on health of 
school children of this area. There appear to be no studies 
available regarding the social aspects of the food practices 
of the Mexican American in southern Arizona.

The lack of research and reliable information relat
ing to food practices poses a problem for persons working 
with or interested in the Mexican Americans in Arizona. The 
cultural patterns of any people have a profound effect on the 
food habits and health of that race. Food patterns inherent 
to the culture are difficult to change. Improved food prac
tices, and, consequently, improved health practices are goals 
of home economists, public health workers and others con
cerned with the Mexican American population. It is evident 
to persons who have worked with people of the Mexican Ameri
can culture that the traditional beliefs, social customs and 
lore, which are an inherent part of the culture, have a pro
found effect on the practices of this segment of our popula
tion. These customs are not widely known outside members of
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the race. The impact of these beliefs is so strong that 
persons working with this culture need more information than 
is now available in order to improve their effectiveness in 
improving health practices of people from this cultural back 
ground. The need for additional research in the area of 
food customs in evident.

Problem Statement
The purpose of this study was to investigate the 

social aspects of the lore and traditions of Mexican Ameri
cans with regard to food customs. Answers were sought to 
the following specific questions:

1. What are the social food practices followed by bor
der area Mexicans as to: favorite dishes; special
family days; celebration of calendar customs; pro
curing, preparing and storing food; health prac
tices?

2. Are there differences in the food traditions fol
lowed by young Mexican Americans and by those 
followed by adult Mexican Americans as to: favorite
dishes; special family days; celebration of calendar 
customs; procuring, preparing and storing food; 
health practices?

Assumptions
It is assumed that informants who volunteer to par

ticipate in the answering of questionnaires and interviews 
will report accurately the food customs of their families.
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Limitations

The following limitations were taken into considera
tion during this study:

1. The language barrier often made it difficult for 
respondents to adequately describe a custom or 
answer a question.

2. The sample used was a volunteer sample and was not 
chosen by random sampling.

3. The use of a questionnaire to be returned volun
tarily was a limitation.

4. The number of adult Mexican Americans interviewed 
was small. Only ten out of eighteen accepted.

Definitions of Terms
The following terms will be used in this study as

defined below:
Abulon Fish, abalone

Adopt traits of another culture
Person who appears to be of work 
ing age, about 21 to 62
American

Acculturize
Adult

Anglo
Anglicized
Anis

Adopting traits of Americans
Anise or licorice plant, or 
leaves of

Atole Mexican drink of milk, flavor
ings, and thickened
Having traits of two culturesBi-cultural
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Bi-lingual Speaking two languages
Biria Mexican dish of shredded cooked 

meat with chili. Served with 
lettuce and cheese on top

Biscochos Mexican cookie, usually used at 
Christmas

Border The international line between 
Mexico and the United States

Bunuelos Fried dessert bread served with 
sweet sauce

Calendar custom Special days on the calendar, as 
Christmas, which are celebrated 
by most people

Canela Cinnamon
Carne asada Barbecued or roasted meat.
Carne con chili Meat with chili
Cocido Stew
Chile relleno Chile pepper stuffed with cheese, 

then fried
Chili con carne Meat with chili,
Chimichanga Large flour tortilla, filled with 

meat or beans or cheese, or a 
mixture of these, then fried

Chorizo Spicy Mexican sausage
Chuchupate Homemade poultice of turpentine 

and rubbing alcohol
Cilantro Mexican parsley
Culture The way a people live.
Elder A person beyond wage earning age
Folk medicine Healing without scientific ways
Galletas Crackers
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Gringa, Gringo Slang term for an American. <

Gringa is female; gringo, male
Gorditos Little fat boys; a thick, fat, 

fried masa cake topped with chili 
and condiments

Guacamole Avocado sauce
Herb Plant substance used in food for 

flavor or in medicinal prepara
tions

Hot A substance believed to have come 
from the sun; therefore, hot

Huevos rancheros Mexican egg dish. Eggs topped 
with chili sauce

Lore ' Beliefs passed from one generation 
to another

Manteca Lard
Masa Mexican dough made of corn treated 

with lime, then ground. Used for 
tortillas, gorditos and tamales, 
and other main dishes

Menudo Tripe stew
Mexican American Mexican heritage but living in the 

United States
Mixtamal Large dried corn kernels treated 

with lime
Mole Colorado Red chile sauce
Nopalitos Little cactus pieces, cooked
Nutrition The science of eating so as to 

promote good health
Obregon Main street in Nogales, Sonora
Pander£a Bakery
Picadillo Hash
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Posole Mexican soup of meat, mixtamal and 

beans. Served with condiments, as 
lettuce and cheese on top. Also 
called Pozole

Puerco Pork
Quinceanera Fifteenth birthday celebration of 

a Mexican girl
Soda Derived from soda pop. A term 

commonly used in Nogales to de
note any canned or bottled 
beverage

Sonora Northern state in Mexico. It ad
joins southern Arizona

Tamale Mexican food - a filling, either 
meat or sweet, is surrounded by 
masa, then wrapped in a corn husk. 
It is then steamed. Believed to 
bring good luck when consumed at 
Christmas time

Teatro Theater
*Tesquin de maiz Potent, fermented drink made from 

corn
Tortilla Flat round bread of corn or flour. 

The national bread of Mexico
Tortilleria Tortilla factory
Tostado Toasted or fried tortilla topped 

with meat, beans, cheese and 
lettuce

Tripas de leche Young, whitish tripe
Yerba Herb
Yerba anxs Anise, or licorice. Leaves are 

used in teas for illnesses, 
mostly for stomach aches

Yerba buena Mint. A much used herb for many 
illnesses. A tea is made of the leaves
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Yerba canela Cinnamon. Used in teas for ill

nesses
Yerba estafiate A weed-like herb common in Santa 

Cruz County. A tea of this is 
used for diarrhea

Yerba manzanilla Leaves of camomile. Medicinal 
herb used in teas

Yerba de pasmo Medicinal herb used for spasms
Yerba de la vibora Medicinal herb. Literally —  herb 

of the viper



CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

The subject of Mexican American culture is popular 
with writers and researchers. The favorite areas have been 
the folk customs of the race and the problems encountered as 
the Mexican Americans adapt to life in the United States. 
Food is basic to the culture and life of any people.
Margaret Mead (1960, p. 7) said, "As an applied science, 
the field of food habits still provides the best point of 
entry for a group of sciences whose practitioners are con
cerned with some special facet of technical change." Little 
such research is available on the food habits of the Mexican 
American.

Much research is available on the general culture 
which the Mexican American brought to this country. Madsden 
(1964) carefully defines three levels of acculturation of 
groups of Mexican Americans in the United States. Nowhere 
has he mentioned that food customs are related to accultura
tion. This is generally true of other literature.
McWilliams (1948, p. 214) said that as two cultures are in
compatible, the Mexican "is less willing to abandon or to 
modify the imported cultural pattern." Again, food customs 
have not been mentioned as being of much importance.

10
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Folk medicine is much practiced by the Mexican peo

ple living in Mexico. Here food is an important part of 
healing. Rosenthal, et al. (1969, p. 3) wrote of "the per
sistence of traditional, magical health beliefs and practices 
among subcultural groups in the Southwest . . . "  This re
search, conducted at the Early Childhood Education Laboratory 
at The University of Arizona, concerned itself with several 
food based beliefs. Reference was made to Clark (1959), 
Foster (1953), Holland (1963), and Rubel (1954) as to the 
existence of "magical curing practices." Rosenthal, et al. 
(1969, p. 3) made reference to the fact that "continual con
tact across the Mexican border contributes to the maintenance 
of the folk-medical belief system . . . "  The beliefs stud
ied in this research were those which affected children.
Food related concerns discussed were milk, bottle feeding, 
the use of oven browned flour for infant rashes, salt and 
"tea made from the organ-pipe cactus (PITAYA)."

Ingham (1970) also has written of the folk medicine 
beliefs in Mexico. This research, based on ethnographic 
material from Tlayacapan, Morelos, was concerned with the 
hot and cold dichotomy which appeared to' be a well known and 
practiced folk medicine belief among the Mexican people. 
Ingham (1970) referred to Levi-Strauss and the use of 
hot arid cold in cuisine. Ingham (1970, p. 78) continued,
"the hot/cold contrast is seen not only to be central to cu
linary practices and folk medicine but also reflect a basic
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ideological issue in the society.11 Hot and cold are not 
clearly defined although many foods are classified by "hot
ness" and "coldness." This did not refer to temperature.
"Hotness" usually meant things more exposed to the sun. 
"Coldness" meant things near the water. This definitiion 
was not consistent as chicken was considered "cold" but black 
chicken was "very hot." Meals containing too many "hot" or 
too many "cold" foods were considered to be dangerous. Women 
made an effort to "mediate" or balance meals between foods 
called "hot" and those called "cold." People were careful 
to eat foods in what was considered the correct order, in a 
balance of "hot" and "cold" food. Ingham gave an example of 
a Mexican meal balanced by the hot and cold method. Beef 
(hot) was served with tomato sauce (cold). Barbecued goat- 
meat (cold) was served in cornhusks (hot). He gave an exam
ple of a balanced fiesta meal. Rice (cold) was served, 
followed by mole Colorado (very hot), then chicken or turkey 
(cold), "slightly cool 1 fat beans'" with cheese and lettuce 
(cold) and onions and radishes (hot)1 This balance was con
sidered a means of eating so as to maintain health. Ingham 
also stated "The effort to balance hot and cold is a symbolic 
attempt to secure an equitable social order, or more pre
cisely, reciprocity and ideal social character." (1970, p.85).

Bailey (1970, p. 50) in an extensive study entitled 
"Nutrition Education and the Spanish Speaking American" said:
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A knowledgeable understanding of the popula

tion's food habits and beliefs is vitally important to the overall success of a nutrition education pro
gram oriented to extending services to a particular 
ethnic group. Unfortunately, with the Spanish 
speaking Americans these types of survey seldom have 
been undertaken and consequently resource material 
not only is dated but is limited both in scope and 
depth.

The study of Mexican American adolescents in the Las 
Vegas, New Mexico, area suggested that educators should be 
more aware of the cultural gap between the Mexican folk food 
practices and the more modern, scientific practices. Addi
tionally, some recommendations were given for definite prac
tices which the author felt would be beneficial in improving 
the Mexican American diet. Recommendations were also made 
for educators who worked with Mexican people in a food situ
ation.

Fabiola De Baca Gilbert (1942), a Mexican American, 
worked extensively with her own race while employed by the 
New Mexico Extension Service. She noted that chili and 
beans, well adapted to the soil of that area, formed a basic 
part of the Mexican American diet until the railroads came 
through New Mexico. The advent of the railroad brought 
people who scorned and made fun of the native diet. The 
Mexican American people became very sensitive about the lowly 
quality of their traditional foods. Mrs. Gilbert said this 
sensitivity caused Mexican Americans who could afford it to 
go to such foods as white bread and canned meats rather than 
the more nutritious cheese and whole wheat tortillas of thr
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old diet. She was once a dinner guest in a very poor home 
where the hosts ate native Mexican beans, whole wheat tor
tillas and cheese while she was served canned corned beef, 
fried potatoes and white bread.

After the above experience, the author worked ex
tensively with the Mexican American population, emphasizing 
the values of using the native foods. She said with pride 
that two U.S. Extension booklets which she wrote in Spanish 
about food practices were in the home of nearly every woman, 
". . . next to her prayer book." Mrs. Gilbert repeatedly 
emphasized the sensitivity of the Mexican American to any 
criticism of his food pattern. She added that the Mexican 
woman took great pride in being a homemaker, a good cook, 
and a good mother.

The Gilbert study discussed both the social and 
nutritional aspects of the food patterns of the Mexican 
Americans of New Mexico. Her rare insight into the feelings, 
attitudes and customs of the race is valuable.

Lantz and Wood (1958) note that the chili plant was 
considered sacred to the Mexican, who was sure he would be 
blessed in health if he used it plentifully. Little meat was 
used and was usually cooked with vegetables. Beans, pota
toes, rice, peas and chili were the most used food in the 
Mexican American diet, according to these authors. They 
commented that the lime used in the preparation of corn for

L
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tortillas supplied calcium which might otherwise be missed 
because of the low use of milk and cheese.

Kight, et al. (1969) did an intensive study of the 
Mexican American influence on foods of Arizona. The em
phasis here, again, was on the nutritional aspects of food 
preparation.

The lack of any available resource material or re
search on the social aspects of the food habits of Arizona 
Border Mexican Americans was evident. Studies done in 
Arizona appeared to be primarily of a nutritional nature.
The study by Judd (1961) concerned itself with both nutri
tional and social aspects. This research was conducted en
tirely in the State of Texas. The studies of both Gilbert 
(1942) and Bailey (1970) were done in New Mexico. Mann 
(1963) reported on Mexicans in the Los Angeles, California, 
area. There appeared to be little information available 
concerning the social and cultural aspects of the food of 
Mexican Americans in southern Arizona.

The following study attempted to examine the food 
patterns of Mexican American families living near the Mexico 
United States border in Arizona. Special emphasis was on 
the cultural aspects rather than on the nutritional aspects 
of food.



CHAPTER 3

PROCEDURES

This research project examined the social customs re
lating to the food habits of border area Mexican Americans in 
southern Arizona. The natural pride and sensitivity of the 
race was a concern of utmost importance. The contributions 
which the respondents would make to the recorded history of 
the Mexican American race were emphasized.

Selection of the Sample
Several possible groups within the Mexican American 

population of Santa Cruz County were considered as partici
pants before the final sample was selected. One objective 
of the study was a comparison between the cultural food pat
terns of the younger generation with those of adults. There
fore, it was necessary to have the sample composed of two 
different age groups. Deliberate selection of the two groups 
was made.

One group invited to participate in the study was 
composed of 85 students in the home economics classes at Wade 
Carpenter Junior High School in Nogales, Arizona. There 
were several reasons for the deliberate selection of this 
sample. It was convenient for the researcher to work with 
students in her classes. Students in home economics classes

16
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are developing an awareness of food habits of their own fam
ilies. They are also forming definite opinions of their 
own. Additionally, these students are in the age group 
where views and opinions are freely expressed. All but two 
of the Mexican American students invited to participate, 
did so.

The other group was composed of adults of Mexican 
American heritage. Deliberate selection of participants 
was made here so that a group of adults might be compared 
to the younger student group. The number who chose to accept 
was small. Those who did not choose to participate gave as 
a reason a previous unhappy experience with an interviewer. 
Since participation was voluntary, no effort was made to 
include these persons in the final group. The final sample 
of volunteering adults was small, ten, but cooperative.

Development of the Instrument
Two original instruments, a questionnaire and an in

terview schedule, were constructed for use in this study.
No appropriate instruments from previous studies were avail
able.

An instrument that is difficult to use is of little 
value in a research project. The questionnaire (Appendix A) 
was constructed to be used with the junior high school age 
students. In order to make the instrument easily used by 
the student^, it was constructed in three parts. Part I
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could be answered almost entirely by circling a choice of 
words —  yes or no. Parts II and III required longer, more 
individualized answers. The directors suggested that these 
sections might be taped. Instructions for the use of the 
tape recorder were attached to it. The questionnaire was 
written entirely in English. The instrument was pre-tested 
by a small group of students. Some minor changes were made 
in the instrument before it was used by the entire sample 
of students.

The interview schedule (Appendix B) was developed 
for use with the adults in the sample. This instrument was 
also entirely in English. Originally it was planned that 
the interviewer would use the instrument writing down or 
taping the answers of the participants. It was later re
vised and reworded to use, as much as possible, the language 
of the participants. The instrument was so constructed that 
it might be used for an interview or, if preferred, the per
son being interviewed might write in the answers. This in
strument was pre-tested before use.

The Folklore Division of the English Department at 
The University of Arizona assisted by making available usable 
research on the Mexican American race. Assistance was also 
given with the development of the two instruments used. In 
appreciation of this, the tapes from the interviews and 
questionnaires will be given to the Folklore Department in 
the Folklore Archives of The University of Arizona.
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Method of Collecting Data

The data for this study was collected in two ways. 
Data from the student was collected by means of the ques
tionnaire. Data from the adults was collected by means of 
interviews. Some adults stated a preference for writing 
the answers to the questions given in the interview sched
ule. Effort was made to make the collection of data as easy 
and comfortable for the participants as possible.

Data based on the questionnaire was collected from 
the home economics students at Wade Carpenter Junior High 
School in the border town of Nogales, Arizona. Approval of 
this project was obtained from the administration of the 
school.

The questionnaire was introduced into each of the 
classes in home economics. Students were told the reasons 
for the study. Emphasis was placed on the value which the 
contributions from the students would have as a means of 
helping record the written history of their race. The par
ticipants asked questions about the study. One question 
asked made reference to the inability of a few students in 
each class to read or speak English. The suggestion was 
made that a bi-lingual student in each class complete the 
questionnaire in the presence of the researcher. The re
searcher was careful to translate or explain but not to sug
gest answers. These students, in turn, assisted any other 
students who needed help. Again, care was taken not to



suggest answers. This organization proved a satisfactory 
answer to the language barrier.

Students were offered a choice of writing in the an
swers or of taping the answers. Most decided to tape the 
answers. Instructions for the use of the cassette were 
taped to the top of the case. Each student used the cassette 
whenever convenient to her. After identifying herself at the 
start of the tape, she continued through the questionnaire 
answering as she wished. Most students answered in the every
day language they use —  a mixture of English and Spanish.
A few in each class who had difficulty with English chose to 
answer entirely in Spanish. Data from the tapes was tran
scribed by the researcher. In addition to answering the 
questions asked of her, almost every student made comments 
on the Mexican foods cooked in her home. Samples of special 
dishes prepared by mothers were often brought to class for 
the researcher to try.

Data from the adults was collected by means of the 
interview schedule. An effort was made to arrange the in
terviews at the time and place most convenient to the partic
ipants in the study.. Participants were offered a means of 
conducting the interview. Most of the volunteers objected 
to the use of the tape recorder. When this occurred, the 
interviewer offered to write down the answers as the person 
being interviewed followed along, using her own copy of the 
interview schedule. In some cases the contributor preferred

20



to write in the answers. At the end of the interview the 
information was transcribed by the researcher.

Treatment of Data
This study was of a descriptive nature. Data was 

reported by frequencies and analyzed by use of ratio, pro 
portions and percentages.



CHAPTER 4

PRESENTATION OF DATA

Findings in this study were many and varied. Some 
basic Mexican food customs were repeated again and again 
with almost no variation from person to person. The cele
bration of calendar events and of events in the passage 
through life conformed closely to traditional Mexican cul
tural beliefs. The variety of findings will be reported in 
three sections. The first section is devoted to the de
scription of the sample. The next section details food 
customs. The final section deals with health and food.

Description of the Sample 
The accepting sample used was composed of Mexican 

Americans of two age groups, young school age persons and 
adults of employable age. All considered themselves to be 
Mexican Americans. Participants in the study all lived 
within Santa Cruz County, a small county adjoining the Mexi
can border.

The Student Sample
The student participants in this study were 85 

students at Wade Carpenter Junior High School, the only 
junior high school in Nogales, Arizona. Ages of the stu
dents ranged from 12 to 16 years. The average or mean age 
was 14. All reported themselves to be Mexican. All of thr

22
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respondents lived with their natural families. The smallest 
family unit was a mother-daughter group. The largest family 
reported consisted of 12 members. The size of the family 
was judged by the number presently living in the home and 
did not include brothers and sisters who made their homes 
elsewhere (Figure 1).

Family members in the home were almost always limited 
to the parents and children. Only 7.6% reported that older 
relatives, as grandparents, lived in their homes. (This is 
contrary to the stereotype of the Mexican American family 
composed of several generations living together in one home.)

The sample reported close ties with Mexico. All the 
students spoke Spanish. All except six spoke English.
Spanish was the preferred language of all the respondents.
All reported going back and forth across the United States- 
Mexico border line frequently for shopping and social reasons 
(Figure 2).

Additionally, the subjects were exposed to Mexican 
culture through association with parents and grandparents.
The parents and grandparents of most were reportedly born in 
Mexico. (Figure 3). Seventy-five percent of the subjects 
born in the United States were the first generation to be 
born out of Mexico. Indications were that the respondents 
were more exposed to the culture of Mexico while in their 
homes than to the American culture.
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The Adult Sample

In addition to the student sample, adults of Mexican 
heritage in Santa Cruz County participated in this study.
The adults who agreed to interviews were somewhat reluctant, 
in the beginning, to say much of the Mexican culture. Sev
eral spoke of previous experiences with researchers. In this 
investigation every effort was made to consider the pride 
and integrity of the respondents. The adults became more 
open as the interviews proceeded. They were especially 
knowledgeable about the food customs of their parents and 
grandparents.

All but one of the adults reported being born close 
to the United States-Mexican border. All reported themselves 
to be of Mexican heritage. Nine out of the ten adult re
spondents said "maybe" they were part Indian or "had a little 
Spanish blood." This supports the findings of Wolf (1959) 
that the peoples of Mexico are of "biological diversity." All 
had lived near the border for most or all of their lives.

The adult respondents reported a varying amount of 
formal education. Fifty percent had 12 or less of schooling. 
Fifty percent had more than a high school education. The 
most years in attendance at some education institution was 20 
years, the least 6.

Size of families of the adults varied. One fifth 
reported no children. The largest number of children was 
ten. The average family reported four or five children.
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Seven reported their immediate families, living in the home, 
to consist of husband and wife and children. Two reported 
two-member families. One person reported someone outside her 
immediate family living in the home. In no case did older 
relatives make their homes with the respondents.

Reading habits of the adults were similar. All re
ported liking to read. All read in either English or Spanish 
Twenty percent made comments about the superiority of Mexican 
magazines to the American publications.

Since family life and customs revolve around the re
spondents and their spouses, the heritage and culture of the 
husband or wife was important. All participants reported the
spouse had been born fairly close to the border area or that

. /the spouse had lived near the border for some time. Heritage 
of the mates was basically Mexican. Two persons reported 
Anglo spouses. Two said the spouses were a mixture of 
Mexican and another race or races. Like the respondents, 
several said of their spouses, "Mexican, maybe some Indian."

The Food Customs
The food customs of a people are an indication of 

the culture. The purpose of this research was to disclose 
the social relationships of the food practices of Mexican 
Americans living near the United States-Mexico border. The 
customs of the younger respondents are reported separately 
from those of adults.
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The junior high school respondents all showed an in

terest in food and food preparation. The majority reported 
enjoying going into the kitchen to cook. Sixty-one percent 
reported a preference for Mexican foods. In direct contrast, 
seventy percent stated that they always went home and pre
pared for their families the American type foods prepared 
in the home economics classes. This practice was encouraged 
by the mothers and families of the students. Ninety-one 
percent said the mothers encouraged and even insisted on the 
student's preparing these school learned foods at home. All 
of the ninety-one percent so reporting said that the family 
would at least try some of these foods. Students were asked 
if more Mexican type recipes should be included in the home 
economics lessons at school. Seventy-four percent felt this 
change would be beneficial. The objectors all said the 
American type foods gave them a chance to learn about the 
"Gringo" foods.

Students showed a definite preference for preparing 
Mexican type foods. Asked to list favorite foods they en
joyed preparing, respondents gave a wide variety of foods. 
Mexican foods led the lists but a wide variety of more Amer
icanized foods were also included. Various types of des
serts were included. Students were asked to list foods their 
mothers enjoyed preparing. The mothers preferred preparing 
a wider variety of foods than did the students. More diffi
cult foods, as menudo, posole, biria and carne asada were
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prepared. The mothers also used some fish in the home menus. 
In contrast to the younger interest in preparing desserts, 
the adults almost never used a home prepared dessert (Fig
ures 4 and 5).

Students were asked to name their five "very most 
favorite" foods to eat. Again, preference went to a Mexican 
specialty —  tacos. Hamburgers were almost as popular.
Also well liked were enchiladas and spaghetti. Other favor
ites were tamales, tostados, chimichangas, menudo, gorditos, 
posole, biria, chicken and steak. Fish, especially the 
fresh shrimp from Guaymas, which are sold in both Nogales, 
Arizona, and Nogales, Sonora, markets,. were liked by some. 
Beans, long considered a staple food of the Mexican race, 
were mentioned by five students. Rarely was any mention 
made of fruits and vegetables in any form except the corn 
and tomatoes which are part of many Mexican main dishes. 
Desserts were mentioned occasionally. Ready prepared or 
easily prepared desserts, as from mixes, were the only ones 
given as favorites (Figure 6).

Special foods were favored for special occasions. A 
wide variety of foods were named by respondents. Some cus
toms were repeated again and again. Traditional foods were 
reported used most often. Thirty-five reported cake served 
for birthdays. Biria was a birthday food for ten. Saints' 
days were not celebrated by twenty-one. Tamales were served 
by eleven at Saints' days. Fish was served by seven. Five
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used menudo for a Saint's day celebration. Favorite foods 
said to be served at Christmas were menudo, tamales and 
turkey. Favorite food for Easter was meat. Thirty persons 
reported roasted or barbecued meat used at Easter. Posole 
was liked and served for each of the special days. Seven 
reported posole as a Christmas food, four reported it as an 
Easter food, and two said posole was good for any special 
occasion meal. An assortment of other foods was suggested 
for the above special days. Never more than two persons 
asked for any foods for special occasions other than those 
given.

A very special event in the life of a young Mexican 
American girl was her fifteenth birthday. The celebration 
of this birthday was a gay and solemn party —  the quin- 
ceanera. The party began with a Mass said for the young girl. 
This was followed by a festive party, usually a dance, with 
an assortment of foods. Food for this very special event was 
almost always catered so that the girl and her mother were 
free of the kitchen for this day. The party or dance fol
lowing the mass was usually held in Nogales, Sonora. Foods 
served for this celebration included steak, carne asada, 
turkey, ham and biria. Beverages were sodas with beer and 
wine for the adults. Students reported having spent months 
planning this occasion. Choosing of the court of fifteen 
attendants and the food occupied much time.. Flowers and 
decorations were also an important part of this event.
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Special meals for company in the homes of the young 

respondents were reported to be served about as the usual 
family meals. Almost always the father of the family was 
served before anyone else. Only nine of the 85 respondents 
said guests were served before the father. The girls and 
the mother were the last served. In most of the families 
no special foods were prepared for company. This is the only 
time salads were mentioned as part of the meal. Four served 
salad to company. Two of the 85 girls reported dessert was 
served for company meals. The most often prepared company 
food was tamales. Seven homes prepared tamales for holiday 
guests. Other favorites, listed in the order of most 
choices, were menudo, barbecue or carne asada, and broiled 
steaks. Enchiladas, chicken, posole, biria, ham and casse
roles were served by three. Fish —  abulon, shrimp and 
lobster —  were served by two when available. Sodas were 
the preferred beverage.

Company meals occasionally used special foods but 
almost never, special silverware and dishes. Students re
porting the presence in their homes of electric skillets, 
teflon pans and pressure cookers made remarks that these 
"good" pans were saved for company meals. Approximately 
five percent said the home was decorated for company during 
special holidays. Five reported fresh flowers were used 
when some in their yard were blooming. Thirteen said their 
families had better plates which were saved for company.
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Three reported plates were never used on the table unless 
company was present. One student said her mother tried to 
find enough matching silverware at least for the guests. 
Generally, company was enjoyed in the home but few special 
preparations were made for them.

Students were asked to compare their cooking habits 
with those of their mothers. Eleven chose not to answer 
this question. The remainder were divided almost in half 
with one half saying they cooked as did their mothers and 
the other half saying they cooked differently. The cooking 
practices generally differed in three ways between the two 
generations. The mothers favored more "Mexican" type foods. 
The daughters chose more Anglo type foods, made more desserts 
and measured more carefully than did the mothers.

The procuring of the food consumed by the family is 
a big part of any homemaker's job. Purchasing and securing 
food for the family was done by the mother almost without 
exception. This verified the findings of Wald (1970) who 
stated that the mother was the traditional spender of the 
Mexican family's money. Food was purchased in both Nogales, 
Arizona, and Nogales, Sonora, stores in all cases. Foods 
purchased in Mexico were tortillas, meat and cheese, coffee, 
fruit, especially pineapple and bananas, sugar, flour and 
vanilla. Food purchases appeared to be divided about equally 
between stores in Mexico and in the United States. No ques
tions were asked about in which stores students shopped.
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Students made voluntary statements offering advice about 
shopping in Mexico. It was apparent that shopping in Mexico 
involved going from store to store, buying only special items 
at each. Students repeatedly advised that bread was bought 
at the little panaderia next to the teatro. Shrimp and 
pineapple were only good at the little store on the street 
behind Obregon. The tortilleria had good mixtamal but hor
rible tortillas. Only the store on the next corner had fit 
to eat tortillas. One should never buy cheese unless it was 
covered with a damp cloth because the flies were so bad in 
Mexico. Meat was never purchased unless it had a good odor. 
Little was said about buying in the United States.

The eighty-five student respondents, all of Mexican 
American heritage, were asked what foods they would choose 
if they could plan the meals for a day, having just what they 
wanted to eat. The foods selected for breakfast followed 
the traditional America style breakfasts usually eaten in 
the United States. Only one student said she would have tor
tillas for breakfast. Another said she liked huevos ran- 
cheros very much. No other food of Mexican origin was 
mentioned for breakfast. Lunch choices were also usually 
American type foods. The hot lunch program is available to 
Nogales students. The lunch menu is published weekly so 
that students may make a choice of days, depending on food 
served, when eating at school. The Mexican food was defir 
nitely avoided by the students who made remarks about the
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fact that the lunch workers "can't cook Mexican at all."
While Anglo students often went to a taco stand for lunch, 
this type of food was also avoided by the Mexican Americans. 
Luncheon choices were almost always American type foods.
The beverage choice for lunch was usually a soda. Favorite 
foods for dinner included both Mexican and American type 
foods. Fruits and vegetables were seldom mentioned. Milk 
was used as a beverage by some though soda was the preferred 
drink.

Special foods were prepared in the homes of the 
study participants because the men and boys liked them. While 
hamburgers, spaghetti and pizza were occasionally prepared 
because of the preferences of the males in the family, the 
foods most asked for and prepared for them were almost always 
of Mexican origin. Tamales, tacos, posole and picadillo were 
the most requested foods. Steaks, usually as carne asada, 
were also popular. Chile rellenos, chorizo, tostados, no- 
palitos, menudo, cocido and gorditos were liked and asked 
for. Traditional ways of preparing food appear to be 
passed down from the older generation. Cookbooks were lit
tle used by any of the student respondents. They reported 
that their mothers seldom used cookbooks and that their 
grandmothers almost never used a book when cooking. Few had 
cookbooks in the home (Figure 7).

Since most food preparation procedures appeared to 
be passed by word of mouth, recipes from magazines or seen
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on television were seldom used. One-fourth said they would 
occasionally try a new recipe from one of these sources. 
Cookies, candies and cakes were tried most often. Casse
roles were tried by three.

Kitchen shortcuts were popular with the younger group 
of participants. Again, the young people's interest in des
sert preparation was evidenced by their use of mixes and 
other pre-prepared convenience foods (Figure 8). The conve
nience foods were popular with the younger, beginning cooks.

Student respondents showed a definite interest in 
kitchen equipment. The home kitchens were well equipped. 
(Figure 9). Respondents were asked which additional pieces 
of equipment they would like most to have. The most wanted 
appliance was a dishwasher. Next most wanted was a garbage 
disposal. Many said they would enjoy having in their kitchens 
the fancy molds, cake decorating sets, cookie presses and 
waffle irons which they liked for the appearance of the fin
ished product (Figure 10) .

At the conclusion of the food section of the ques
tionnaire, students were asked to make a choice between a 
hamburger or a taco for lunch. Most chose a hamburger. 
Forty-one percent did so, while thirty-two percent chose the 
taco. The remainder did not make a choice. Several of 
those not making choices made remarks to the effect that it 
was impossible to choose between two such well liked foods.
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Mexican American adults who were interviewed regard
ing their food customs answered questions about the habits 
of their own families and those of their parents and the 
parents of their spouses. Customs of their elders were fol
lowed by the adults although there were variations.

Favorite foods of the Mexican American adults showed 
a decided preference for Mexican type main dishes. Favorites 
included enchiladas, chili con carne, carne con chili, tacos, 
tamales, gorditas, menudo, carne asada and tripas de leche. 
Broiled steak was also a popular main dish. Most who men
tioned it, referred to it as Mexican broiled steak. Baked 
ham and chicken were also liked. No vegetables other than 
a few salads and frijole beans were said to be used. None 
of the respondents said they had dessert at meals.

Special days —  those concerned with calendar and 
life passage events —  were celebrated with special foods at 
family gatherings. The adults specified meats as favorites 
for special occasions as well as the traditional type of 
main dish. Fruits and vegetables were never mentioned in 
any form except in the Mexican type main dishes. Desserts, 
even the birthday cake, were seldom asked for or mentioned 
for special events. Whole roast or barbecued lamb and whole 
roast or barbecued goat were important celebration foods, 
especially for Easter when meat was of special importance.
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Stoker (1963) refers to the meats of Easter as removing the 
taste of ashes from the mouths of those who had fasted forty 
days. Tesquin de maiz, galletas, bischocos and buhuelos were 
foods likedfor Saints' days and New Year's. Biria and posole 
were also liked for celebrations.

Company meals, the adults felt, called for best table
cloths, good dishes and best silverware. Decorations suit
able to the occasion were almost always used. At Christmas, 
greens and "candles to honor the saints" were often used. 
Flowers and flower filled pihata decorations were used when 
fresh flowers or appropriate paper flowers could be obtained. 
One said a lamb cake was baked at Easter to be used as a cen
terpiece. Foods for special occasions were served in a spe
cial order. This order closely resembled the hot/cold 
arrangement of foods mentioned in the review of literature. 
Persons using this order of service knew of no special reason 
for such an order. They said, "It's the custom..." or "Our 
people have always done it this way." The highly educated 
Mexican Americans followed the Mexican customs for company 
as closely as did the less educated persons.

Food preparation habits of the adult group differed 
from those of their parents and grandparents. The partici
pants generally used more convenience foods, usually to get 
the same results the older persons did with more work.
Garlic salt instead of fresh garlic, chili powder instead of 
fresh chili, oil instead of lard, canned and frozen products
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instead of the fresh were favored. The family cook, in all 
cases, tried to prepare food with less grease than did her 
mother and grandmother.

Special foods were prepared in all homes because the 
men and boys of the family liked them. The requested foods 
were very similar to those prepared for these persons in the 
homes of the younger study participants. Most of the re
quested foods were of Mexican origin. Girls in the family 
also had foods prepared especially because they requested 
them. Very young children in the home were expected to eat 
the same foods that were prepared for the rest of the family. 
Rarely were special foods made for them. Occasionally, ham
burgers were the main dish because even the very young asked 
for them. Parents reported that the young people in their 
homes liked the meals and could suggest no changes to be made.

Three meals a day were served, or eaten, in all 
cases. Lunch was eaten out by the school age and working mem
bers of the family most of the time. Whenever possible, the 
entire family ate together.

When asked to plan a day's meals using exactly what 
each wanted to eat, the plans showed similarity to the plans 
of the young sample. Breakfast and lunch choices were Ameri
can type. Breakfast was almost always bacon or ham with eggs 
toast and coffee. Three said they sometimes liked, fruit or 
fruit juice for breakfast. Lunch was almost always a sand
wich served with hot soup. Preferred foods for dinner were
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divided about evenly between foods of Mexican origin and those 
of American origin.

Special ways to balance meals were used by the half 
of the participants where at least one family member had at
tended college. All of these tried to see that some fruit 
and vegetables and milk were used in family meals. The half 
of the respondents who had 12 years of education or less all 
either did not answer the question or said no effort was made 
to balance meals.

Family shopping practices of the adults were very 
much like those reported by the younger sample. All shopped 
both in Nogales, Arizona, and in Nogales, Sonora. Most said 
that, if the occasion was right, they preferred to shop in 
Tucson or Phoenix because of the poor quality, poor selection 
and high cost of food in the Nogales area. Adults, like the 
student group, bought tortillas, meat, cheese, fruits, sugar 
and vanilla in Mexico. The practice of buying certain foods 
at certain stores only was followed by the adults as well as 
by the families of the younger group.

Methods of food preservation used were traditional. 
Some foods, as chili and beans, were dried for storage. Can
ning and freezing were popular. One person reported reheat
ing leftover food frequently so it would not spoil. All 
families had and used some form of refrigeration.

Special foods and herbs traditional to the Mexican 
American were grown in the yard when possible. These included
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chili, anise and yerba buena. Oregano was sometimes grown 
but, more often, picked wild in the hills in July. Beans, 
which were used in large amounts, were usually purchased in 
bulk in Tucson.

The final questions asked about food customs which 
were traditional for most all Mexican Americans. Partici
pants were asked to name one food which was typical of all of 
their race. Beans with cheese, tortillas, tacos, beefsteak 
and tamales were named. Three of the sample of ten insisted 
that beans with cheese should be considered the national 
dish since all Mexicans ate and enjoyed beans. Other foods 
named as being used by most Mexican Americans were masa, mix- 
tamal, chili, tortillas, tomatoes, ajo, oregano, cilantro, 
chorizo and corn leaves or husks. There was no one food which 
was said to be to the Mexican Americans as the hamburger is 
to the Americans.

Food customs of both groups of the sample showed the 
influence of their Mexican ancestry. Customs varied from 
family to family. Customs also varied between the age groups. 
Despite these facts, the traditional culture of their race 
was clearly evident in their food customs.

Health and Food
The relationship of food to health of the family was 

asked. Both the young and the adult sample generally avoided 
answering this question. It appeared that few considered the
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food eaten responsible for illnesses. It had been specifi
cally stated that the respondents might omit any questions 
they did not desire to answer. As a result, little informa
tion was received concerning the relationship between food 
and health.

The student respondents appeared to have little con
cern for the effect of food on health. Most did not choose 
to answer questions in this section. Three said watermelon 
caused illness. Three also said vegetables made them ill. 
Four said that puerco could cause illness. Two said lemon or 
sour foods caused cramps when eaten during the menstrual 
period. One said bananas caused a disorder when eaten during 
a woman's menstrual period.

Participants were asked if the foods which caused 
illness did this every time they were eaten or only at spe
cial times. Only four answered this question. They said 
puerco, when not cooked as it should be, made people sick. 
Other foods were not mentioned by the respondents.

Students were asked to list foods they avoided eat
ing and to tell why they were not eaten. Again, most did 
not answer. Those who did answer listed an assortment of 
foods, mostly pork and vegetables, which they did not like 
and so did not eat (Figure 11). One said she avoided lemon 
during her period. The only other reason given for avoidance 
of foods was a dislike.
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Pork

Figure 11. Foods Avoided by Student Sample

Some mothers prepared special foods for the students 
when they were ill. Atole and hot soup were the two most 
commonly prepared foods for illness. Teas were made from 
herbs yerba buena, manzanilla and anfs. Thirty students said 
no special foods were ever prepared for someone who was ill. 
Those prepared in the other homes were all liquid foods.

Students were asked if different foods were better 
for different illnesses. This question was generally ig
nored. One student suggested lemon and honey for a sore 
throat. One said to use lemon when traveling to prevent an 
upset stomach. One said her family used chocolate to help an 
upset stomach. One said juices were a help when your throat 
was sore. Other participants did not answer this question.

The final question asked about herbs used for ill
ness. Again, most students did not give an answer. The most
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used herb was yerba buena or mint. Twenty-six of the sample 
used a tea made from yerba buena for almost any illness.
Teas were also made from estafiate, canela, manzanilla and 
oregano. Five students reported that they sometimes used 
teas from these.

The student sample did not feel food to be of con
cern when there was illness in the home. The only commonly 
used preparation was the tea made from yerba buena. Little 
interest was shown in answering questions about food and its 
uses in illnesses. ,

The adults were even more unresponsive than the 
younger respondents on the subject of food and health. All 
reported that no foods caused illnesses in their families.
All verbally stated that they felt there was no relationship 
between foods eaten and illnesses. They did, however, use 
herbs and foods for treatment of sick members of the family. 
Three used tea made from yerba buena leaves. Another three 
used canela, or cinnamon, tea for upset stomachs. Others 
mentioned were chocolate sauce for upset stomach, manzanilla 
tea, yerba de pasmo, anis tea and bottled or canned beverages 
of the ginger ale type. One woman said that yerba de indio 
and yerba de la vibora, both used with whiskey, were highly 
effective for colds. One reported that manzanilla, when 
boiled, would help colic in a baby. Chuchupate, a homemade 
mixture of rubbing alcohol and turpentine, was used for chest



colds by one mother. One also reported that she used an 
indio herb for tea. Five persons, all with little education, 
reported on the use of estafiate, "It's best if you pick it 
by the cemetery."
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CHAPTER 5

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The purpose of this study was to examine the food 
customs of border area Mexican Americans. A particular con
cern has been the social aspects of these customs. The lore 
and traditions which are the background of the Mexican Ameri
cans and the acculturation which has occurred as they mi
grated to the United States are both important to the members 
of the race as they now live in southern Arizona. This re
search has attempted to make more knowledge of these people 
available to persons working with, or interested in, the 
Mexican Americans living in the border area of southern 
Arizona.

The Summary
The food customs of the Mexican American sample com

posed of ninety-five persons showed a mixture of both Anglo 
and Mexican customs. Both the younger group and the adult 
group returned to the traditional Mexican customs whenever an 
important event occurred in their lives. Calendar events, 
as Christmas and Easter, and life cycle events, as birthdays, 
were celebrated with the food customs of Mexico. These cus
toms were very similar among all the sample. Much pride was 
shown in the recounting of how each family used the old.
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traditional Mexican food customs for important days in their 
family life. Except for the traditional food customs for 
special times, many families —  ninety-nine percent of the 
sample —  used Anglo customs in part, especially during the 
morning and noon meals. Wald (1970) quotes Burma (1954) as 
saying that cultural traits are on the decline among the 
Spanish speaking Americans. This finding appeared to be true 
of the sample in this study.

The student sample, composed of eighty-five home 
economics students, showed an interesting mixture of both 
Mexican and American food patterns. The respondents obvi
ously took what they liked best from both cultures to form 
their own food habits. These students, all except six of 
whom were bi-lingual, appeared to be bi-cultural in their 
food customs. Breakfast and lunch choices were almost en
tirely American type foods. The evening meal, usually eaten 
at home with parents, was often a Mexican type meal.

The adult sample of ten also appeared to prefer 
American type breakfast and lunch foods. All selected these 
foods as most liked for these meals. The evening meals were 
of Mexican type foods in all but one of the homes. The 
adults held closely to the traditional Mexican foods for 
special occasions and entertaining. The adult group appeared 
to eat more meat than the younger group.

Both groups reportedly ate little fruit or vege
tables. Milk was little used. Sodas were the preferred
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beverages. A few used fruits or fruit juices for breakfast 
but at no other time.

Food preparation, in both groups, was learned by 
passing down through the generations ways of cooking.
Few reported using a cookbook. Both groups reported that 
their elders rarely used a cookbook. The students showed 
some interest in trying new dessert recipes using conve
nience foods. The adults reported they rarely tried out a 
new recipe or product.

The groups did not consider food to be an impor
tant part of health. Both groups did not wish to answer 
questions about the part food played in health. Two persons 
laughed, saying that perhaps food would help health most if 
it were fed to evil spirits to keep them away from people.
No others mentioned this. Almost one hundred percent gave 
no indication that they were concerned with the part food 
played in health. When persons in the family became ill, 
foods and herbs were used by some. Both groups used atole 
and homemade soup. The younger persons used yerba buena, 
lemon and cinnamon occasionally. The older groups used a 
variety of herbal mixtures.

Food purchasing was done by the mothers in the 
families in all cases. The pattern followed was almost a 
ritual with certain foods being purchased in certain stores 
only. The younger group were satisfied with shopping facil
ities in Nogales, Arizona, and Nogales, Sonora. The adults,



except for two, felt Nogales stores were expensive and had 
foods of poor quality.

Conclusions and Recommendations 
Border area Mexican Americans were proud of the 

Mexican food traditions. American customs were adopted when
ever they appealed. The result was a mixture of two cultures 
with the participants taking what they liked of both cultures. 
At special times, they returned to the Mexican traditions.

While this study was not intended to be nutritional, 
the findings disclosed evidence of substandard food habits. 
Since the younger age group is more willing to adopt new 
ideas, it appears that nutrition education in schools is 
vital. The use of fruit and vegetable foods should be en
couraged. More milk is needed in the meals of young people. 
Fruit juice beverages should be shown and tasted as a sub
stitute for soda. Milk, both in beverages and cooking, 
would be beneficial. The interest of the younger group in 
desserts might be a way to introduce more milk in meals.

Traditional food customs were a source of pride to 
the Mexican Americans. Persons working with this culture 
must always be aware of this. There is acculturation and 
interest in American customs. This offers a point of entry 
for persons who are concerned with the Mexican American 
people.
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It is recommended that this study be repeated so 

that findings may be further verified. Should the research 
be repeated, two changes would be helpful. The section on 
health and food should be redesigned so that more informa
tion is gained. A larger adult sample is recommended.



APPENDIX A

YOU AND YOUR FOOD CUSTOMS

You have much to be proud of in your Mexican heri
tage. Many books have been written about your people. 
Movies are often made showing the customs of the Mexican 
Americans. Although some cookbooks have been written, no 
one has studied your people to know how you eat and why you 
eat this way.

The School of Home Economics and the Folklore Ar
chives of The University of Arizona are interested in learn
ing about the food customs of the Mexican Americans. The 
questionnaire, which is attached, asks you many questions 
about how your family plans, prepares and eats meals. What 
you answer will become part of the permanent record at the 
School of Home Economics and the Folklore Archives at the 
University. If you do not wish your name used, please draw 
a line through the space left for your name.

Will you try to answer each question? If you don't 
know the answer, or you don't want to answer, put a line or 
check through the number of that question.
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Questionnaire

Part I. About You. will you please answer the questions 
in this section so more is known about you? Most questions 
may be answered by circling the word YES or the word NO.

Your Name Date

1. Are you at present under 21 years of age? YES
NO

2. Are you of Mexican heritage? YES
NO

3. How many persons live in your home? 
(Please circle answer)

Less than 6
More than 6 but less than 10 
More than 10

4. Do any older relatives, as grandparents, live 
in your home?

YES
NO

5. Do you have relatives in Mexico whom you visit? YES
NO

6. Were you born in Mexico? YES
NO
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7. Were these people born in Mexico? YES

Your mother NO
Your father YES

NO
Your mother's parents, either or both YES

NO
Your father1s parents, either or both YES

NO

8. Have you ever lived in Mexico? YES
NO

9. Do you enjoy going into the kitchen to cook? YES
NO

10. When you can cook anything you wish, do you YES 
choose a Mexican type food?

NO

11. Do you ever try at home the recipes your YES
class has made at school?

NO

12. Does your mother like you to try these YES
school recipes at home?

NO

13. Will your family eat these foods if you YES
cook them?

NO

14. Would you enjoy having more Mexican type YES
recipes included in your class work at
school? NO
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Part II. Planning, Cooking and Serving Food. Some 

of the questions in this section may be answered by circling 
the word YES or the word NO. Some questions, here, require 
longer answers. You may make a choice of one of two ways to 
answer these questions. You may write out the answers in 
the space provided or you may use the tape recorder to tape 
your answers. Instructions for the use of the recorder are 
taped to the cassette.

1. What are some of your favorite foods to prepare?

2. What are some of your mother's favorite foods to pre
pare?

3. Please name your five VERY MOST FAVORITE foods to eat.

4. Do you and your family prepare special foods for spe
cial days such as birthdays, Christmas, Easter or 
Saint's Days?

YES
NO

If your answer is YES, what are some of the foods 
you like on these occasions?

Birthdays
Saint's Days
Christmas
Easter
Other
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5. Does your family have some special foods which YES 

are used ONLY ONCE A YEAR for special occasions?
NO

If YES, name the special used for 
Birthdays 
Saint's Days 
Christmas 
Easter
Other special occasions

6. Do you have special plans for celebrating your YES 
fifteenth birthday?

NO

If YES, please tell all you can about these plans.

7. When your family is having a special meal at home,
Who is served first?
Who is served last?
What special dishes do you use for serving?

What special pans for cooking special foods 
do you use?

What special decorations do you use?

8. Do you and your mother cook about the same way? YES
NO

If your answer is NO, what are some of the 
ways you do things differently?
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9. Where does your family get its food?

Stores in the United States

Stores in Mexico

Grow it

Other ways

10. Who does most of the grocery shopping for your family? 
You

Your mother

Your father

Someone else

11. If you could plan ALL of the meals for a day and could 
have just what you wanted for each meal or snack, what 
would you have?

12. Do you try recipes from magazines or TV? YES
NO

If YES, what type of recipes do you try?
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. Which of these shortcuts do you enjoy when you cook? 
Please circle your choices.
Instant coffee
Cake mix
TV dinners
Frozen pies
Spaghetti sauce 
mix

Refrigerated 
cookie doughs

Canned soup
Other shortcuts

Instant tea
Pancake mix
Cookie mix
Frozen vegetables
Taco seasoning 
mix

Instant cocoa 
Frosting mix 
Frozen cakes

Salad dressing 
mix

Refrigerated biscuits or rolls 

Canned sauces Canned vegetables

14. you have in your kitchen? CircleWhich of these do 
answers.
Freezer
Electric mixer

Rubber spatula

Teflon pans 
Garbage disposal 
Measuring spoons 
Fancy molds

Deep Fryer
Electric can 

opener
Waffle iron

Muffin tins
Electric range
Measuring cups
Cake decorating 

set

Electric skillet 
Kitchen timer

Electric coffee 
pot

Dishwasher 
Gas range 
Electric blender 
Cookie press

C
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15. Which of these do you think you would enjoy having in 

your kitchen? Circle choices. Put a 1 by the one you 
wish most to have.

Freezer
Electric mixer

Rubber spatula

Teflon pans 
Garbage disposal 
Measuring spoons 
Fancy molds

Deep Fryer
Electric can 

opener
Waffle iron

Muffin tins
Electric range
Measuring cups
Cake decorating 

set

Electric skillet 
Kitchen timer

Electric coffee 
pot

Dishwasher 
Gas range 
Electric blender 
Cookie press

16. Are special foods planned at your home because the men 
and boys like them?

YES
NO

17. Are special foods planned at your home when you have company?
YES
NO

If YES, name some of your favorite foods for company.

18. Do you use a cookbook when you cook at home? YES
NO

Does your mother use a cookbook? YES
NO
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Does your grandmother use a cookbook?
18. (continued)

YES
NO

Will you name, if you can, a cookbook you have in 
your home?

19. When you have a choice for lunch would you prefer 
(Circle your choice)

A hamburger
A taco
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Part III. Health and Food. You may either write your 

answers in this section or you may use the recorder.

1. What are some of the foods which your family feel usually 
cause illness?

2. Do you have any problems with these foods everytime you 
eat them or only at special times? Can you give an 
example?

3. What are some foods you avoid eating. Why?

4. What special foods does your mother prepare when you are ill?

5. Are there different foods you feel are better for dif
ferent illnesses? (Example - some people eat chocolate 
when they have an upset stomach).
Please give examples.

6. What are some of the herbs (as oregano) your family uses 
for upset stomach or other illnesses?

THANK YOU



APPENDIX B

FOOD HABITS OF BORDER AREA 
MEXICAN AMERICANS

Interview
Part I. About You. Will you please answer any ques

tions you can so more is known about you. If you don't know 
the answer or don't wish to answer a question, just say so 
or put a check by the number of that question. You may omit 
your name if you do not wish it used.

Your name Date

1 . Where were you born?
2. Of what heritage are you? 

(Circle answer) Mexican Spanish
Indian Anglo
All of these
Other ______ __________

3. About how long have you lived in these places?
In a city In the country

Mexico

United States, near 
the border
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Which State? Arizona New Mexico Texas California
3. (Continued)

City Country
United States, far 

from border

Which State? Arizona New Mexico Texas California

4. How many years did you attend school?
5. How many children do you have? ______

How many are still at home? _________
6. Do persons other than your spouse live in your home? 

If so, who? __________________________________
YES
NO

7. When you have time to read, which do you prefer?
Books Magazines Newspapers All of these
Do you prefer them in English or Spanish?

8. Do you ever try (or does your wife) recipes from maga
zines or newspapers or from TV?

YES
NO

9. Where was your spouse (husband - wife) born?

10. How long did he or she live there?

. Where else has this person (your spouse) lived?11



70
12. In what ways do your husband's (or wife's) family prepare 

food differently than your own family?

Note: If your husband or wife is of different heritage
than you are, will you please tell that person's 
heritage? (Example— Anglo, Indian).



71

Part II. Your Food Habits.

1. What are some of your favorite foods?

2. Are there special foods your family has for special days?
Yes No

Can you name some special foods for such 
days as:

Birthdays __________________________________________
Las Dias de los Muertos ___________________________
Christmas ____'_________________ ____________________
Anniversaries _____________ ________________________ _
New Year's _________________________________________
Saint's days _______________________________________
Other ______________________________________________

3. When you have special occasions at your home
Who is served first? ______________________________
What foods are served first? _________ _____________
What foods are served last? _______________________
If foods are served in a special order, can you 
tell why?

What special serving dishes, trays, silverware or 
glasses are used?
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What special decorations are used for special occasions?
3. (Continued)

4. Where were these special ways learned? For example, are 
these things done because your mother or grandmother did 
them?

5. In what ways are foods prepared differently in your home 
than in the homes of your mother or grandmother?

6. What foods are prepared in your home because the husband 
prefers them?

7. Please name some foods which the boys in your family pre 
fer?

8. Please name some foods which the girls in your family pre 
fer?
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9. What foods are especially prepared for young children in 

your home?

10. Are the young people in your home happy with the meals 
served?

11. What are some of the suggestions the young people in your 
home make for changing the meals?

12. If older people (as grandparents) live in your home, what 
do they eat?

13. What are some of the ways in which the older persons would 
like to see your meals changed?

14. How many meals a day does your family eat?
15. What times are these usually eaten? ______
16. Does your whole family eat together? _____
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17. If you could plan the meals for a whole day and have 

just exactly what you wanted for each meal and each 
snack, what would you have?

18. What special ways are used to balance meals in your home?

19. Where do you get the food your family uses? 
Stores?

In Nogales, Arizona________________
1 In Nogales, Sonora ________________

Other towns _______________________
Grow your own __________________________
Other ways _____________________________

20. Will you tell, briefly, what you find to be some of the 
problems in obtaining your foods? (Examples, the cost 
of food, the lack of selection of foods)



.75
21. What are some of the ways foods are kept in your home?

Dried __________ _ Salted ______________
Frozen _____________  Reheated ____________
Canned Other

22. When and where do you get 
as

Chili ______________
Anise ______________
Yerba buena ________

23. Are there some food which 
your family?

such special foods and herbs

Oregano _____________
Beans _______________
Other ■ ______ _

you feel cause illness in

If so, what are some of these?

24. Do these problems occur every time the foods are 
eaten or only at special times?

Can you give an example? .____________
\

25. What foods are used as cures for illnesses in your 
home? (Examples, chocolate, coke, anise)

i

26. How are these foods or herbs used?
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27. Sometimes foods are eaten in a special order. An 

example is the eating of tomatoes with meat. Why 
is this done?

28. Can you tell of other herbs, not mentioned before, 
that are used to cure illnesses?

What are these and how are they used?

29. Are there foods (as masa) most Mexican Americans use?

Can you name some?

30. What would you say is the one food almost all Mexican 
Americans enjoy the most?

Would you say that this food is almost to Mexicans as 
the hamburger is to Anglos?

THANK YOU
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An Extra

Would you like to have the story of one of your 
family's food customs (or more),or your special recipes on 
file, with your name on it, in the Folklore Archives of The 
University of Arizona? If you would, write out the story 
or stories, or recipe or recipes. Put your name on it.
Tell where you got this. (As from your grandmother).
Where did this person get this? Do you know any history to 
go with this?

Dr. Frances Gillmor, Chairman of the Folklore Com
mittee of The University of Arizona, will be glad to receive 
it. Write your information out, being sure to include your 
name. Give it to the person who gave you this paper.
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