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Nearly 4,000 taco trucks roam the streets of L.A. Tacos
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Jeesy’s is hoping there’s room for one more by Jesse Katz
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TACOS BY JESUS:
Every dollar that Jesds
Meneses (top left) has
to his name is tied up
in Taces Jeesy's, which
began trolling East
L.A. last year

» Headingw

out of Huntington Park, across th

flatlands of Vernon,

“Bveryone thinks I'm crazy” Jesis says in Spanish that is formal yet
earnest. “Instead of buying a house, I bought a taco truck.” It was
the biggest purchase of his life, the most fantastic gamble he has ever
taken. He has $65,000 ticd up—some of it his own money, some his
sister’s, some a loan—in a movable kirchen. He faces a mess of other
bills, for inspections, licenses, insurance, and storage. Then there
are the risks of just taking Tacos Jeesy's out, of running a cash-only
curbside business after dark. “Sometimes,” he says, “I wonder what
I've got myself into.”
The son of itinerant produce vendors from Tepeaca, a 16ch-
century township in central Mexico, Jesds is both a dreamer and a
worrywart, He has sad, heavy
eves and a habit of pulling the
corners of his mouth taor, teeth
o clenched, to convey his premo-
nitions of calamity He trusts
in the Child Doctor, Tepeaca’s
patron saint. He believes in the

past the spray-painted basin of the Los Angeles River, over the
Santa Fe Railroad, over the Santa Ana Freeway, over the caverns
of the future Eastside metro, Tacos Jeesy's rattles and groans.
The stereo thumps to Mexican narco ballads, tales of gunslinging
farmers and duplicitous cops. Neon tubes swirl around the exterior,
outlining the powder blue van in the emeralds and indigos of a car-
nival ride. Swaying in the back, on a shelf above the take-out win-
dow, is a shrine to el Nifio Doctor—a faith-hkaling version of the
baby Jesus—with votive candles, rosary beads, and a lucky $2 bill.

promise of ef sorte, in the re-
solve of his own hands, Yet LA,
is a place Jesiis only half under-
stands. It has pressures and
regulations, financial and legal
complications, that never ex-
isted back home, opportunities
for ruin every bit as plentiful as
those for advancement. Before
Tacos Jeesy's, he operated a pair
of sidewalk taco stands, one in

“Today's a day for drinking beer, not working,” says Erasto San-
dowval, punching the motor past Evergreen Cemetery and swinging
east on Cesar Chavez, into the heart of the old unincorporated bar-
rio. It is that kind of a day, a sweltering Friday afternoon at the peak
of a suffocating July: too hot to eat meat, let alone grill it in the steel
belly of an industrial RV. The back of Erasto’s shirt, embroidered
with a plate of steaming tacos, is already soaked. His mother, An-
drea, needing something for balance, has wedged herself against the
ice tub., “Paidelante,” she says. Forward, not backward,

“Yes, [ know,” sighs Erasto, who is 25, with a Dodger cap turned
around and a gold hoop in each ear. “Lirtle by little.”

Since last November, when Erasto's brother-in-law set Tacos
Jeesy’s in motion, the whole family has been on a seven-day-a-week
road trip, from their home near the Estrada Courts housing project
to a commissary on Maywood Avenue to the streets of East Los An-
geles, then back again, night after nighr. Spouses, parents, siblings,
children —everyone has been forced to pitch in, to keep Tacos Jeesy's
chugging along, to justify this madbrain investment, The patriarch
of the venture, Jestis Meneses, is 31, a father of four and husband o
Erasto's sister. Like most immigrant entrepreneurs, he walks a tight-
rope: no health insurance, no 4o1(k), no stock options, no savings. He
still works a day job, repairing machinery at a tortilla factory With
his in-laws he rents two units on the same lot; they are 15 altogether.

East L.A. and one in Compron,
the kind with pirated electricity and open flames that violate just
about every article of the state’s health and safery code. Tivice the
authorities swooped in, seizing his carts and condemning the meat.
Graduating to a rruck—a gleaming, chrome-encrusted monument to
the intersection of Mexican cuisine and LA, car culture—is a com
ing out of sorts, a rite of assimilation, Jesds, the underground faguero,
is going legit, There is one obstacle he never anticipated, though, a
hitch that is threatening to derail his great American journey. After
nearly a year on the road, Tacos Jeesy's has not been able to stake out
a spot worth keeping, The good ones are too few. The competition
is too fierce. Business was better in the shadows, it pains Jests to ad
mit, than it is now in the glare of the truck, “I've got to stick it out,”
he says, “T've gone too far to turn back,” 5o as the weeks roll by, as
summer fades into fall, Jesis keeps going, hoping, waiting, scarching
for a corner of the city to call his own.

o operate a taco truck legally in L.A, a
vendor must gain approval from the Vehicle Inspection
Program of the Food Inspection Bureau of the Envi-
ronmental Health division of the county Department
of Public Health. There are currently 7,165 vehicles,
from ice cream trucks to hot dog carts to fruit-and-vegetable wag-
ons, with valid health permits. The largest number, 2,422, are what
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officials call MFPUs, or mobile food-preparation units. In Spanish,
they are Jancherizs, These are vehicles like Tacos Jeesy's, self-contained
vans or trailers with refrigeration and running water. An additional
1,405 loncheras have allowed their health permits to lapse but could
still be operating on the slv Pur another way, there is nearly one taco
truck for every square mile of land in Los Angeles County

Just as LA, is renowned as the cradle of the drive-thru restaurant,
s0 has it been a pioneer of the inverse —a restaurant on wheels. Hot
erucks, unlike those that merely serve prepackaged snacks, emerged
a5 a fixture in the 19705, bolstered by a mild climate, a sturdy econo-
my, and a growing Latino population raised on the fare of open-air
markets, While the rest of the country was still being peddled ham
and cheese, roving chefs here were frying and stewing and broiling,
beef, pork, goat, tripe, brain, tongue, re-creating the dishes of home
on the streers, By 198z, the Los Angeler Times had made the trend of-
ficial, declaring the mobile kitchen a “Southern California phenome-
non.” Colorful, absurd, ingenious, taco trucks are the ultimate icon of
urban L.A., a proletarian response to the city’s social geography: They
have become an obsession of painters and
screenwriters, academics and chowhounds, In th e I
who see in them something indigenous and
improvised, the gastronomic equivalent of
folk art. "Taco trucks are the unconscious
connectors of the city” the online journal
FPolar Inertéa recently mused, adding that
LA vast lonchera flect both “discovers
and reconfigures” its environment,

The cult of the taco truck has had few
converts in city hall. Decade after decade, politicians have demonized
the trade, denouncing it as a source of congestion and erime, blaming
street vendors for drawing boozy crowds and for competing unfairly
with sit-down establishments. In many communities, “roach coach” has
become code for unwelcome immigration, the attacks often a thinky
veiled strategy for keeping a foreign culture at bay Some municipalities
have banned taco trucks. Others have adopted impossible restrictions.
In East LA, where Tacos Jeesy’s operates, catering vehicles are limited
to 30 minutes in a single location and required to travel at least half a
mile betore stopping again, Such ordinances are, of course, only selec-
tively enforced; nobody heeds them, police and vendors alike, unless
there is a complaint. But that is just the sort of uncertainey that baftles
and torments Jestis. He has jumped through every hoop required to
get his rruck sanctioned— passed every inspection, obtained every cer-
tificate, affixed every sticker—and vet somehow he still finds himself ar
the fringes of the law:

Every taco truck is supposed to begin and end its day at & com-
missary, which is like a trailer park for mobile kitchens, with hookups
for water and electricity. The county has 31 authorized sites, mostly in
the south and the east—Bell, Cudahy, Paramount, Lymwood—L.As
invisible outskires, brown and working class. Tacos Jeesy's parks in
berth no, 123 of the Royal Catering yard in Huntington Park. Tt is a
teeming labyrinth, home to about 240 trucks, part swap meet, part
recycling center, part migrant camp. The entrance has a swinging
wrought-iron gate. The walls are topped by razor wire. The ground is

he

forever wet, covered by a shudge of grease and dishwarer, plastic wrap-
pers and decaying produce. Old men in rubber boots wade through
the muck, scavenging bortles and cans, dragging soggy cardboard
to a trash compactor. Seagulls dive for leftovers. Because the health
code prohibits street vendors from cooking or even keeping food at
home—another law only sporadically enforced— there is a company
store on the grounds, selling essentials on credit. Ice umbles from a
huge refrigerated silo. A van drops by to hawk rags and towels. Every-
one is either loading something up or flushing something out, singing
or cursing, cach invariably blocking the other’s way along the narrow
corridors, Jesis pays $6.40 a month,

Early in the morning, the traftic ar Royal Carering leans toward the
marisco trucks, their conlers full of shrimp and oysters. They advertise
seafood Sinaloa style and Nayarir style and Colima style and Baja style.
WELCOME TO YOUR VITAMING reads the sign on the Korita Jr. cruck.
In the late afternoon, as the fish wagons lnumber back, the meat trucks
file out, transforming the intersection of Slauson and Maywood into
a ballet of the animal kingdom. Now come the férris and the af pastor,
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the hog maw and the cow cheeks, the tortar abogedas and the cemitas
poblanas, Michoacin style, Jalisco style, Distrito Federal style, Oaxaca
style, TASTY CHICKEN NECKS, TIJUANA STYLE, beckons the Super
Taco truck—and really, who knew such a specialty even existed? It is as
if the true flavor of Mexico, its regional traditions and ravcous imagi-
nation, its Indian roots and European legacy, is bursting from this mo-
torized cook-off. There is a truck named the King and one named the
Diandy, followed by the Cherub, the Sexy White Man, Mr. Freckles,
the Curve, the Jalopy, and the Lonely Tacomobile. On the side of El
Rojo is a caricature of the devil, grinning over a flaming grill. Mariscos
Sinaloa flaunts a portrait of the bandit hero Mabverde, patron saint of
smugglers, The mural on Tacos Jeesy's is the grandest of them all —an
Adgtec warrior, shirtless, head bowed, mourning his fallen princess.

Like: many who share his name, at least in this country, Jesas
prefers to go by a diminutive, something a bit less sacrosance. After
buying the truck, he christened it Jessy. He hired a sign painter,
an artist from South Gate, to hand-letter the name on four pan-
els—above the windshield, over the mural,

and on each side of the cab—in a careful, e e
two-tone, drop-shadow font. Somewhere
MOVABLE FEAST:
along the way, the letters got scrambled; Erasto Sandoval
the painter doubled the ¢ instead of the 5 (top right) carves
Doine it ov discussed. If his the al pastor seven
oing it over was never discussed i i et

biggest problem was being known as Tacos
Jeesy’s, Jessy could live with that.

his mother, Andrea,
waits on customers
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