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Doug Milok
Hmong native costumes were among the colorful
sights at the first annual Tamejavi Festival.

Tamejavi Festival
Brings It All Together

Immigrant groups in the Central Valley gathered to
celebrate the first annual Tamejavi Festival in Fresno
on April 26-28. The highly successful event, which
attracted hundreds of attendees, highlighted the
diversity and richness of the Central Valley. For three
days, the Tower District of Fresno was alive with the
spirit of tradition and culture, while participants

(sce Festival, page 4)

Inside

Passages............... TPy U SRR 2

Some Words Speak Louder
TOr ACHiON-...oissuiiis Tl PR R

Resurrecting Labor Day’s
Buried Past ........ T T P e 10

~" This issue is ded d to CIRS Board President Joel Levinson, who was in an automobile accident in May. Despite sustaining serious

1 a remarkable recovery. The CIRS staff extend their best wishes for a speedy recovery to Joel and his family.

injuries, he is mak

CIRS, 221 G Streer, Suite 204, Davis, CA 95616 = Voice (530) 756-6555 « Fax: (530) 756-7429 = WEBSITE: WWW.CIRSING.ORG



RURAL CALIFORNIA repor]

SUMMER 2002

Clockwise from upper left: 1) The Blues, Fresno Style; 2) West African rhythms of ALTAA on the
Tamejavi stage; 3) Swaziland vendor displays her batiks; 4) Taking in the show; 5) Bamba de Hoz
de Cuevas from Oaxaca, Mexico gets brassy. (Photos by Marcus Clarke)
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learned about topics both
informative and empowering.

The Central Valley Partnership
for Citizenship and the Civic Action
Network organized the event. These
groups include a number of organi-
zations funded by the James Irvine
Foundation, which work together to
increase civic participation among
underrepresented groups. Approxi-
mately one year ago, the organiza-
tions recognized a distinct lack of
public arenas in which to share and
celebrate culture in the community.
They vowed to change it.

“When the Central Valley Part-
nership and Civic Action Network
were having workshops on different
methodologies of engaging immi-

™ grant civic participation,” says Erica

Kohl, one of the festival organizers,

“we became amazed at how con-
nected different cultures are in their
motivation for coming to this coun-
try, and the obstaces they face while
adapting to their new home. We dis-
covered the power of cultural shar-
ing and how a public space for this
can inform and encourage a new
way of thinking.”

To underscore this commonality,
organizers invented a title for the
event that uses parts of the H mong,
Spanish, and Mixteco words for
marketplace (namely, taj laj tshav
puam, mercado, and nunjav). The
name itself thus honors the three
main immigrant groups in the valley.

Sights and Sounds

The festival’s outdoor and indoor

stages were packed with an incred-
ible program, featuring both local
and international talent. “I really
enjoyed Tou Ger Xiong, the story-
teller,” said Nikary Plaza, a Fresno
resident. “He [Xiong] encouraged
other Hmong people to pursue
whatever dreams they might have,
and used a unique way of incorpo-
rating different cultural expressions
to communicate the message.”
Festival attendees had all of their
senses occupied, as the outdoor mar-
ketplace had over 30 booths of com-
munity resource information and
food and art from all corners of the
world. On either of the two outdoor
stages, the audience could experi-
ence Oaxacan indigenous dance,
Cambodian opera, traditional West
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Clockwise from upper left: 1) Rapper-storyteller Tou Ger Xiong from Minnesota on the Tamejaoi
stage; 2) Hmong dancers from the Central Valley; 3) Bharathanatyan, an Indian classical dance
troupe from Fresno; 4) Mariachi perforiners dazzle the audience; 5) Welcome to Tamejavi.

(Photos by Doug Miliok)

African drumming, local Blues,
Mexican Mariachi, musical jams, and
theatre performances of the immi-
grant experience.

One of the featured theatre per-
formances was the Exchange Project.
This collaboration of three nationally
acclaimed theater companies in-
cluded Junebug Productions, an Af-
rican American theatre company
from Louisiana; Teatro Pregones, a
Puerto Rican ensemble from New
York; and Roadside Theater, an Ap-
palachian theatre ensemble from
Kentucky.

After seeing them perform, Allen
James of Madera commented, “The
Exchange Project touched on several
social issues. The performance made
me think about how community in-
volvement of immigrants and

people of color is often hindered by
the tremendous struggle to survive.
Too often, different voices become
hidden or silenced in America, when
there is so much to offer.”

The educational exchange at
Tamejavi included films, exhibits,
and workshops on a variety of
topics, such as “Turning Stories into
Plays,” and “The Immigrant Path
Towards Civic Participation.” With
great participation and turnout at
these and other aspects of the
festival, the organizers felt like the
hard work of planning definitely
paid off.

Lourdes Sevilla, one of the
organizers who also works at the Pan
Valley Institute in Fresno, which
coordinated the event, said, “The
outcome of Tamejavi was a great

example of what community can
accomplish when they work
together.” She explained that “there
has been desire from the Fresno
community to somehow work
together in good will and unity and
we were successful in this endeavor
with Tamejavi.”

The Real Deal: Cultural Sharing

Unfortunately, the spirit and pur-
pose of the event was misread by
some. The San Francisco Chronicle ran
an article that cast the festival as a
means to assuaging conflict among
Central Valley immigrant groups,
particularly Southeast Asians.!

But those who helped create
Tamejavi and those who came to par-
ticipate didn’t see it that way. “I don’t
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From left: 1) Oaxacan restaurant waitress; 2) Hmong dolls; 3) Hmong native costume; 4) A day of
many smiles (Photos by Marcus Clarke).
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believe that immigrant groups are
constantly fighting or butting
heads,” says Rafael Flores, a Fresno
community organizer from Qaxaca,
Mexico. “I do believe that individu-
als from different cultural groups are
not given many opportunities to
share experiences and work to-
gether. Providing these opportuni-
ties are what we need to focus on in
the future.”

The lack of opportunity to come
together was expressed by other
participants. Festival organizers set
up a booth where they asked
attendees, “What would you like to
be improved for the Central Valley?”
The responses were written and
posted up on a larger poster board
so that people could look at what
was written. One woman from
Fresno responded, “I would like to
see the Fresno City Council be
mindful of what they are doing with
the reconstruction of downtown
Fresno. There is a lot of potential in
what it could be like. They just need
to make sure that the downtown is
open and accessible to the entire

population of Fresno.”
A New Tradition?

The dialogues and sense of com-
munity ownership that grew out of
Tamejavi inspired festival organizers
to explore possibilities for the future.

“It is important that the Fresno
community... decides in what
capacity it wishes to celebrate this
event of cultural sharing,” explained
organizer Estella Galvan. “We don’t
want this to be a one-time event. We
hope that this event has inspired
people to organize other events in
their communities, as well as keep
the momentum for a second annual
Tamejavi.” With such a great turnout
and positive feedback, Tamejavi may
indeed be here to stay.

—Marcus Clarke
Marcus Clarke is CIRS’s community
research coordinator and principal liai-
son to the Central Valley Partnership.
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