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1. The question of audience - who are you writing 
for (please don’t say everybody because that’s a 
given) and more to the point, who is the audience 
that you are in conversation with, through your 
writing? 

While everybody may be on my shoulders (and I 
mean such an assortment of people that I question 
their origin and purpose), I try my best to ignore 
them. I find myself in conversation with myself and 
my characters, which are, of course, manifestations of 
me. I am always trying to figure out the real meaning 
of whatever in order to make sense of it all. Still trying.

2. Some of the stories are concerned with political 
issues related to union activism, workers’ rights etc. 
Can you talk a bit about your involvement in this 
area and how and why it is related to your writing? 

I was born and raised in Detroit, and although 
I graduated from university, I ended up working 
in a Detroit auto factory. This was not unusual for 
the 60s/70s when intellectuals found themselves 
in the plants. My parents were dismayed, but I was 
ownway as they say and worked for General Motors 
over thirty-three years in a variety of capacities. 
For example, I spent five years on the motor 
assembly line at Cadillac Motor Car Company 
and then moved on to become the first woman in 
the Cadillac Engineering Auto Layout and Design 
Trade, which is a fancy way of saying I was an 
engineering mechanic. The stories in my first fiction 
collection, Autopsy of an Engine and other Stories 
from the Cadillac Plant, are fiction documentations 
of that period.  And, of course, Detroit continues 
to be one powerful and strange political animal. 

3. Explain your own deep connection to things 
Caribbean even though you were born here. Does 
this interest extend to the Region itself, as well 

as the diaspora? If it does, tell us how. If not, any 
thoughts about this? 

You have to understand that my parents were 
staunch Trini, even my mother, who was from St. 
Vincent. They were islanders through and through. 
So I grew up with island culture, values, language 
even, the whole nine yards. Of course, I apprehended 
the islands from my parents’ memories and from 
their connection with the small island community 
in the city at that time. I have family back home 
and visit as often as possible. And I visit family 
in Toronto. The ties to T&T are important to me. 

4. Your writing explores a deep, almost mythic, 
connection to W.I. cuisine. Can you explore this 
connection as it represents itself in your work or in 
your everyday life? 

When you are in the process of writing literary 
fiction, you may not fully understand the inspirational 
source. I now realize that my parents introduced foods 
with stories: pelau and the Sunday lime at Maracas; 
the mystique of bakes; how to properly eat zaboca 
(and the seed’s indelible ink); pastel and parang,; 
sancocho (which we always ate with mondongo; I 
remember the day she introduced it to me at a long 
table of people I didn’t really know at the time);  trips 
to the Puerto Rican Market on the southwest side of 
Detroit, the only place to get provisions back then; 
schtew chicken (a staple for us and Mama was the 
Queen of schtew chicken); and my beloved buljol – 
magic food. I have too many salt fish stories.

5. Signs and omens of death in Caribbean folk 
belief are prominent themes in this collection. 
Maybe you can expand on this in whatever way you 
are comfortable with. 

I come by my relationship with the spirit world 
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naturally. Spirits exist, that’s all. I grew up with 
jumbies at crossroads at midnight, soucouyant, 
visits from the departed, and countless stories and 
myths about the last moments. I am proud to say 
that my mother blessed me with the sign of the 
cross on her death bed. I have always felt protected 
because of that. So to my delight, all of that spirit 
activity was occurring (and still does) in Detroit, 
the former industrial heartland of the United States.

6. How do you relate to  Caribbean Literature? 
Do share your thoughts about this - any favourite 
(or hated) writers?  Themes? Preoccupations etc. 

I look to Caribbean literature for language, 
rhythm, history and approach to story. My favorite 
writers are Jamaica Kincaid, Robert Antoni, 
Colin Channer, Earl Lovelace, V.S Naipaul. I am 

also, a big fan of Gabriel Garcias Marquez, Isabel 
Allende, Nadine Gordimer. The list goes on. 

7. Can you share something about the general 
direction of your writing? Where do you hope to 
take it? Any new works in the making that you care 
to talk about?  

I am working on a novel, still based in Detroit, but 
anchored with Caribbean characters, some from the 
English-speaking islands, some from the Spanish-
speaking, as well as the usual assortment of Detroiters. 
It’s a story of assimilation, memory, food, music, love 
– the usual themes. Octavio Paz, the great Mexican 
Nobel Laureate, once said that we write about the same 
themes over and over again. That’s me. Same themes, 
same city, revolving characters with different names 
and back drops, same food. Only the songs change. 
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Lolita Hernandez, Making Callaloo in Detroit. 
Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2014.
Reviewed by Ramabai Espinet

Home is a place of belonging, a secure anchor for 
one’s daily journey into the world, ideally a place of 
love, comfort and ease, but also an imaginary fortress, 
a creation sculpted from stories, memories, sounds 
and smells – a place that differs even among siblings 
who inhabit the same house. The complicated story 
of home is the meat of Lolita Hernandez’s intricate 
array of stories in this fetchingly titled collection.
The conversational tone is immediately apparent 
and one is drawn into a prolonged and intimate 
exploration with the author about the details of life 
in Detroit. The cast of characters is extensive and the 
narrative voice switches between the personal and 
the omniscient. Switching proves to be an effective 
device to hold the reader’s attention as the creative 
personality of the text reveals its Caribbean origins 
while simultaneously dwelling upon the hidden 
stories of the peripheral inhabitants of the city. The 
text concentrates on the voices of these marginalized 
individuals and peels back the layers of ethnic 
stereotyping to reveal the individual joy and suffering 
of the closed faces of the city. Any big city is like that, 
we are reminded, as we enter the world of callaloo 
making in the heart of the auto industry.
Callaloo bush entwines itself into these stories, 
becoming a central metaphor for the lives of the 
small Caribbean community in Detroit, bound by 
pumpkin-vine relationships, the dasheen bush plant 
itself becoming a thick impenetrable vine (reminiscent 
of JA callaloo bush) protecting an old relative, Tante, 
from the intruding cityscape as she lies on her 
deathbed, greets the ancestors from elsewhere and 
celebrates her movement into death with a spectral 

callaloo dish. Foodways  
form the cultural matrix 
of Hernandez’s text - 
the taste of home, the 
safe haven conjured 
up magically by the 
ritualistic preparation of 
buljol, bakes and souse, 
reassures the narrator 
that she is anchored in 
a Caribbean reality that 
persists, even in the 
depths of MotorCity.
The attached interview with the author shares 
something of her own history in the auto industry in 
Detroit. As she puts it, in the 60s intellectuals often 
deliberately sought out workers’ habitats and she 
informs us that she worked her way up from the motor 
assembly line into the design and layout aspects of 
car manufacturing. These stories of the auto industry 
are engagingly concerned with union politics, with 
the plight of workers versus corporate managers, 
with ordinary human beings’ daily lives at the mercy 
of the juggernaut of capitalism and the tyranny of 
profit-making. Hernandez displays an acute ear 
for the different voices of this random collection of 
auto workers at a moment of crisis, when layoffs and 
cutbacks are being announced. It is no surprise to 
learn that her previous book is entitled Autopsy of 
an Engine and Other Stories from the Cadillac Plant, 
nor that it won a PEN Beyond Margins Award in 
2005. A political commitment to equity and social 
justice is evident in the perspectives offered by these 
tales, the author’s engagement with the complexity 
of marginalized people’s lives emerging with an ear 
sensitively attuned to the varying speech patterns of 

Book Review:

Making Callaloo in Detroit - Lolita Hernandez
A review by Ramabai Espinet
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a Detroit population with multiple origins – Puerto 
Rican, Caribbean, Black American, working class 
American.
 “Five Workers Report on How the Deal Really 
Went Down” offers five different perspectives on 
a deal being offered to workers who listen and 
comment, all the while knowing that “the devil was 
always somewhere lurking in agreements with the 
company.” The desolation in the short piece, “Sadie 
and Marqway” achieves a frightening intensity as we 
are led to ponder the absence of possibility in the life 
of eighteen-year old Sadie. “No Puedo Bailar” takes 
us into a Friday night party of Mexican migrants 
celebrating the end of another week. In spite of 
the dancing and loud laughter, the alienation and 
loneliness of these people, separated from home 
while they toil in the service of their kinfolk left 
behind, brings home the stark reality of the workings 
of the American engine of prosperity, propelled by 
the labour force of the undocumented.
The diasporic positioning of this author is interesting 
in that she herself is not a migrant. Born in America 
into a Caribbean family, growing up as children of 
migrants tend to do, assimilating into the mainstream 
for purposes of survival while maintaining ties to 
their parents’ culture, she is particularly skillful in 
keeping her American and Caribbean personas 
separate, indifferent almost, to any possibility of a 
crossover. The deep mythic connections are reserved 
for “home” – the place of rampant lushness, encircled 
by a veritable forest of callaloo bush, its unnatural 
vines and tendrils reaching out to the diverse group 
of migrants who, although several times removed, 
are simply “family” in their Detroit environment. 
The aroma of souse and callaloo, coffee and “cocoa tea” 
pervade the text; as does the unmistakable, lingering 
smell of death. The smell is described as a “stink” yet 
there is no fear on the part of those who recognize 
it. Signs and symbols of death create another overlay 
of cultural positioning; in the interview Hernandez 

offers no discussion or contestation about the spirit 
world. She simply states that spirits are there. Apart 
from the signal from the other world emitted as the 
stink of death, the unseen ancestors gather around 
and are in full view of the dying person who welcomes 
them. The fear of death is absent in the act of dying.  
Death as a persona is also presented as a universal/
cross-cultural presence. In “Process Server”, in the 
midst of a block party on Memorial Day, the time of 
the first planting in anticipation of a summer bounty, 
three old women sitting together–Italian, Black 
American and German- catch sight of a well-dressed 
stranger on official business searching for the right 
address and together they register his presence: “the 
man had brought strange vibrations with him that 
each of the women realized were harmful and bode 
ill.”  Earlier on, as soon as Maria saw the man she had 
whispered “he’s come for one of us.” No one else on 
the block takes notice of the stranger and the occasion 
passes without incident. The three women, however, 
now share an intimate experience of foreboding and 
their friendship deepens.   
Making Callaloo in Detroit is a collection of stories 
positioned as part of a diasporic chain of being. 
Two worlds collide, overlap, merge and remain 
isolated from each other, all at the same time. It is 
the experience of the children of migrants who must 
navigate an even trickier path than the one trod by 
their parents. Their task is to manage the process 
of assimilation within self-imposed  boundaries, 
instead of the somewhat plainer process of 
accommodation to an alien culture. A wonderful and 
satisfying read, a trip down memory lane, nostalgia 
without sentimentality, plain speaking about difficult 
subjects, and a searing honesty about the world as 
it is – such is Lolita Hernandez’s accomplishment. 
Her collection is a notable addition to the growing 
body of the literature of the Caribbean Diaspora. 
 
Available from the press online and 
also at amazon.com


