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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Gourmet food trucks have become an increasingly common feature of American
cityscapes over recent years. These mobile eateries serve a variety of local and international
cuisine to a consumer base that is largely comprised of trend conscious urbanites. The trucks’
often quirky appearances and eclectic fare help distinguish them from both their historical food
truck antecedents and most other brick-and-mortar restaurants. Arguably, this newfound
appreciation of mobile gourmet eateries raises various questions that can benefit from
anthropological consideration.

The overall aim of my thesis research is to ethnographically analyze the bourgeoning
popularity of gourmet food trucks in Orlando, Florida. Drawing heavily on theory and concepts
from the anthropologist Sidney Mintz, | follow his assertion that what one eats, “is at the same
time a form of self-identification and of communication;” a “way of making some kind of
declaration” (1997:13). Within this theme, I argue that gourmet food trucks embody the freedom
of choice and individuality represented in Mintz’s ideas.

In terms of format, various chapters and subsections organize my thesis.. After
examining both the historical roots of modern food trucks and the events that have contributed to
their rising popularity nationwide, | consider the primary strategies gourmet food truck
owner/operators employ to increase business and distinguish themselves in this highly
competitive market. Next, | analyze Orlando’s local food truck scene through an
owner/operator’s lens, by presenting four different ethnographic case studies. These in-depth
profiles not only describe the everyday operations of the individual food truck owner/operators,
they also trace their involvement in this growing sector of local commerce from their initial

forays in gourmet food trucks to their present success and standing in Orlando’s food truck



community. Similarly, these biographical sketches offer important insights into what legal and
competitive obstacles individual owner/operators encounter and their efforts to forge a genuine
sense of community among all participants. In concluding sections, I synthesize my
ethnographic findings and discuss their relevance vis-a-vis three research questions: namely (1)
what do local gourmet food truck operations symbolize in various economic, socio-economic,
and political contexts; (2) in what ways do gourmet food trucks imbue social meaning through
the various strategies they employ in both the individual and communal level; and (3) in what
way have these cultural and social factors given rise to gourmet food truck’s recent growth in
Orlando and across U.S. cities?

Regarding my first research question, | predict several possible outcomes. Economically,
I expect that the late 2000s recession created opportune circumstances for young restaurateurs to
launch local gourmet truck operations as most lacked the necessary finances to open traditional
standalone eateries. Similarly, I predict that the rise of gourmet food trucks represents a
consumer trend involving a shift away from conventional fast food chains and brick-and-mortar
restaurants to something more quirky and local. Socio-economically, | predict food marketing
efforts by gourmet food truck owner/operators significantly shape local consumer perceptions
about who works in this industry, what locations they work, and what type of clientele they tend
to attract, thus revealing socio-economic and class divides. Politically, I argue that gourmet food
trucks represent a significant aspect of the more recent and broad based trend towards consuming
more organic and locally sustainable foods.

Regarding my second research question, | predict that dining at these mobile diners
reflects both a deliberate recognition of the more communal aspects of eating and attempts to

create a physical and virtual sense of community in addition to a statement of individual identity.



Concerning my third research question, I predict that gourmet food trucks, by forming a
highly resonant brand identity through social media and employing trained chefs to
conceptualize and create unique menu items, not only contributes significantly to developing a
viable customer base, it also helps today’s gourmet food trucks differentiate themselves from
previous iterations of mobile eateries. Such strategies are essential for these restaurants-on-
wheels to establish a viable market presence in Orlando and other U.S. cities.

When considered altogether, my research is rooted in a holistic body of data comprised of
information derived from participant observation in the food truck community, direct semi-
structured interviews with food truck owner/operators, and working directly with the gourmet
food trucks in which I am studying. Of interest is determining what, if anything, makes
Orlando’s food truck scene unique compared to other communities in Florida and elsewhere.
Equally significant is documenting the various personalities and business practices that
characterize Orlando’s individual food truck owner/operators. In this way, my research findings
address, through my perspective and the owner/operators | worked with, how gourmet good
trucks create a social environment and community in which people come together with similar

food values and what those values represent.



CHAPTER TWO: METHODOLOGY
Materials and Methods

Information derived from various ethnographic techniques ground my research, to better
document Orlando’s gourmet food truck scene. First, I interviewed five gourmet food truck
owner/operators of varying size and capitalization. Firsthand information about Orlando’s
gourmet food truck scene was collected through structured and semi-structured interviews
approved by the University of Central Florida’s Internal Review Board in June 2012.
Emphasized as individual case studies, are their personal experiences and the obstacles they
overcame to reach their current status . Besides gathering both qualitative data and quantitative
data such as business numbers and goals, the semi-structured interviews sought to give the
owner/operators both a voice and an insider’s perspective on what they think makes the local
gourmet food truck community such a vital important aspect of Orlando’s social, political, and
economic landscape.

Second, I utilized participant observation as a primary method for gathering field data.
Since food trucks are more than just one stop food joints, I participated in various local food
truck bazaars and festivals as both a consumer and observer. During my visits to these
gatherings, | visually recorded the events through digital photography and mapping. | also took
field notes, documented customer counts, recorded food and beverage prices, and took notes on
the general atmosphere of these festivities. Additionally, | asked each owner/operator to allow
me to accompany him or her on a ride-along. The owners of both SwedeDish and Dixieland
Diner permitted me to work several food truck events with them. By riding along during their

workday operations, | gained a greater understanding of what processes and obstacles must be



undertaken, as well as gained insight into the business-customer relationships from behind the
counter.

| elicited patterns and trends from both my interviews and experiences with the food
truck owners as well as the literature focusing on this phenomenon. A general overview,
grounded in an established sociocultural perspective, brought to greater life the actual voices of
the entrepreneurs that are turning their business dreams into reality. This approach, combined
with an engaged methodology featuring structured interviews with the owner/operators,
participant observation, and customer perspectives on the food trucks, ultimately provided a

more holistic view of Orlando’s gourmet food truck community’s rising popularity.

Interview Questions and Participant Selection

Only owner/operators of gourmet food trucks approached as viable informants for my
thesis research. As | began conceptualizing my research design, I first had to determine what
differentiated today’s gourmet food trucks from earlier forms of mobile vending. Over time, |
began to recognize three primary characteristics that distinguish today’s gourmet food trucks.
These are: (1) the branding of the truck; (2) marketing through social media; and (3) a largely
eclectic and unique food selection. By using these factors as an effective guide for
distinguishing gourmet food trucks, | was able to approach potential research participants for my
study.

Cultivating ties with potential research participants was accomplished through a variety
of methods including exploiting personal connections, contacting the owner/operators directly,
and through the snowball effect whereby | met new owner/operators through previously
contacted gourmet food truck owners. My intention was to interview participants with varying

levels of experience in the food truck community. In most cases, there was a member of the
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team who was deemed “the voice,” of the owners, or the one who handled marketing and social
relationships more directly. In these cases, he or she was the one who agreed to conduct the
interview. Efforts were made to interview owner/operators at places of familiarity or comfort. |
conducted the interviews over lunch or within the area the owner worked.

The interview questions | developed addressed myriad aspects of food truck operations.
Efforts were made to gather demographic data of each owner/operator as well as highlight their
varying personalities. Interview questions addressed truck branding, menu selections, and
utilization of social media. | also sought elucidation about the rationales and motivations behind
each of these aspects of their gourmet food truck operations. Other questions were designed to
tease out how these owners felt about Orlando’s food truck scene and how it compared to other
cities’ food truck scenes. At a more intimate level, questions sought information about how local
gourmet food truck owners interacted and got along with each other in a constantly changing and

expanding business.

Limitations

Due to the scope and intimacy of Orlando’s gourmet food truck scene, the personal
nature of business related issues, and fluctuating circumstances of a growing phenomenon, a
number of research limitations emerged. Probably the biggest limitation | faced entailed my
inability to interview the majority of Central Florida’s gourmet food truck owners. Thus,
although I strived to gain greater insights into Orlando’s food truck scene, it is by no means an
exhaustive investigation. With a constantly growing population of gourmet food trucks, only a
select number of owner/operators were interviewed. Similarly, only a small subsection of events

within Orlando’s food truck scene were attended.



Another limitation involved matters of intimacy and unique aspects of the local food
truck scene. In a population where nearly everyone knows everyone else, anonymity was not
possible when reporting research findings. Due to owner/operators wanting to retain proprietary
knowledge over their operations, a number of responses and insights remain off the record. As
such, detailed accounts of personal financial issues and other business matters remain scant.
While participants were happy to speak of startup costs and bad business days versus good
business days, navigating the personal, everyday financial aspects of owning a gourmet food
truck proved more difficult.

Finally, the speed and frequency in which change occurs within this community emerged
as a limiting factor. With Orlando’s food truck scene being only around for a little more than
two years, new and ongoing developments cannot be accurately identified and ethnographically
examined. The rapid growth of Orlando’s gourmet food trucks over recent years may leave gaps
in the research, which will benefit from later future research. I should also mention that due to
my thesis being primarily from an owner/operator’s perspective, actual food truck customers

were not interviewed or surveyed, leaving room for possible future research.

Overview of Chapters

Over subsequent chapters, 1 will report on gourmet food trucks at both the national and
local level. In Chapter Three, | present a literature review that offers an empirical foundation on
which much of the existing research about current and future gourmet food trucks are rooted. In
this chapter, | not only address the importance of food from an anthropological perspective, but
also how food trucks play an important, if underappreciated, role in our current understanding
about urban foodways and what food choices convey about ourselves at an individual and

societal level. In Chapter Four and Chapter Five, | consider Orlando’s local gourmet food truck
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scene specifically through interviews with gourmet food truck owner/operators, participant
observation on the trucks themselves, and through ethnographic techniques at various food truck
events and gatherings. In Chapter Six, | synthesize my findings from those food truck
owner/operators profiled in the previous section to develop a deeper and more holistic
understanding of Orlando’s gourmet food truck scene. In this chapter, | also apply my research
within the groundwork provided by the existing literature in order to address my original
research questions. In Chapter Seven, | summarize my findings and identify possibilities for

future research on this topic.



CHAPTER THREE: LITERATURE REVIEW
Anthropology of Food and Sydney Mintz

Anthropologists have long been interested in the study of food and foodways within
various cultural contexts. Seeking to better understand the traditions and practices surrounding
what we eat, from where it comes, why we eat it, and what such practices convey in a symbolic
sense, this anthropologic work highlights food’s ever changing yet essential role in human
existence. As anthropologists Sidney Mintz and Christine Du Bois argue, the:

Study of food and eating is important both for its own sake since food is utterly essential

to human existence (and often insufficiently available) and because the subfield has

proved valuable for debating and advancing anthropological theory and research
methods. Food studies have illuminated broad societal processes such as political-
economic value-creation, symbolic value-creation, and the social construction of

memory. [2002:99]

Anthropological studies of this type have focused on many different aspects of human
food production and consumption. These include food and identity, food scarcity, the nutritional
aspects of food, and the ritual aspects of eating (Mintz and Du Bois 2002). Best situated within
this genre, is the recent growth of gourmet food trucks in urban America. So far, very little
scholarly attention has focused on the growing presence of gourmet food trucks in U.S. cities and
what their popularity may suggest about Americans’ cultural relationship with food. My research
aims to delve beyond the largely superficial media attention given to Orlando’s food trucks by
mainstream journalists and bloggers. Specifically, | strive to create a deeper understanding of
the dynamic aspects of gourmet food trucks and what they symbolize both nationally and locally.

This thesis is theoretically rooted in Mintz’s ideas about the significance of what we eat

and the profound and subtle messages it conveys about ourselves. As Claude Fishler states,

“cookery helps to give food and its eaters a place in the world, a meaning” (1988:286). This



importance is not only reflected in our consumption of food, but also in what ingredients we
utilize, how we prepare cuisine, food taste, and with whom we share food.

Increasingly utilized, is the term “foodie,” to describe those with a deep appreciation for
food and foodways. Foodies have been ambiguously defined in a variety of ways. At either
end of the spectrum, they can be those “who mobilize[s] their foodie status as ‘an excuse to try to
act superior or fashionable,”” or “’those who ‘are passionate about learning and trying new
things... [And] see food as a way of appreciating life, understanding other cultures, and
spending time with others’” (Johnston and Baumann 2010:57). While there is seemingly much
contention about the term “foodie,” it is perhaps the most relevant word to describe those who
typically frequent gourmet food truck operations.

The haute cuisine that gourmet food trucks offer local diners is what | contend helps set
these mobile food vendors apart from more traditional eateries. When this artisanal fare is
considered alongside their specialized branding and communication strategies, it is easy to see
how these operations appeal to foodies and other consumers. Haute cuisine is notable as it
“transcends local difference,” with everything in it coming from somewhere else (Mintz
1996:101). Gourmet food truck owners combine a variety of influences to ultimately create a
largely unique cuisine.

In many ways, gourmet food trucks embody what Sidney Mintz describes as “food at
moderate speeds;” that is, “healthy food, produced locally, for everybody” (2006:10). With an
individuality and subtle political bent that effectively sets them apart from todays industrialized,
fast food consumerist mentality, | contend that gourmet food truck owner/operators and their
patrons exemplify new ways of thinking about what we eat and the “performative pleasures”

associated with it (Finkelstein 1998:202). To understand the phenomenon of gourmet food
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trucks popularity, it is perhaps useful to examine their emergence and popularity within a

historical context.

History

In this subsection I discuss the history of mobile food operations in the U.S. More
specifically, I trace the development of the early food truck into what can now be termed the
gourmet food truck. | begin by looking at how the food truck is rooted in American history and
how it has evolved over the decades into what is now an increasingly common feature of urban
life across U.S. cities. | then explore the rise of the gourmet food truck, its rise in Los Angeles

and its rapid spread across the U.S.

From Cattle Drives to World War Two

The gourmet food trucks increasingly encountered in Orlando and other major U.S. are
not without precedent in American history. Mobile food operations, and more specifically, food
trucks, are a long-standing yet ever developing part of American history. Mobile food, in the
form of push carts and street vendors have been operating in the U.S. since the 1600s. There is
even evidence of the first tension between mobile food and the traditional brick-and-mortar
restaurants as far back as 1691, which I will address later. In 1866, Texas rancher, Charles
Goodnight, thought up the first iteration of the now iconic food truck, which was then named the
chuckwagon. Within this new form of food dispensary, “chuck” referred to food while the
wagon was the earlier version of the truck. These mobile kitchens were built to house the
ingredients, cast iron pots, cooking utensils, and other provisions required to put together an
edible meal. Goodnight created the chuckwagon to help deal with the problem of feeding those

working on long cross-country cattle drives. His dishes generally included “stew, roast beef,
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grits, boiled potatoes, beans and fruit pies” (Mintzer 2011:19). Goodnight arguably
revolutionized the concept of mobile food by creating a vehicle that was much more
transportable than the standard pushcart, much more practical than constantly delivering food
supplies from the nearest town, and arguably served food tasty food as well. Following
Goodnight’s lead, chuckwagons began appearing more often throughout the West to feed the

wagon trains and cattle drives that were constantly traversing the US.

Figure 1: Chuckwagon in Wyoming from the 1880s
Source: Dobson 2011

Much like the chuckwagons of the West, the lunch wagons of the east were born as
“products[s] of necessity and utility” (Witzel 1999:11). In an era without fast food and
affordable restaurant fare for the average city worker, came the birth of the lunch wagon, which
provided easy, cheap, and quick lunches or late night snacks. The first iteration of the lunch

wagon emerged in urban America thanks to Walter Scott of Providence, Rhode Island in 1872.
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His decision to sell street food full time without pushing a mobile cart around all day compelled
him to purchase a horse drawn wagon with windows on either side to sell his fares to those
passing by. Except for the horse drawing the wagon, his mobile food vehicle closely resembled
the food trucks of the present. A definite upgrade to a mobile cart, Scott was now able to house
more ingredients and utensils in his wagon as well as move to and from places of business more
quickly. “For advertising, the only requirement was a loud, boisterous voice that could proclaim
the delectable qualities of one’s foods” (Witzel 1999:12). Sensing an opportunity, Scott targeted
night workers as well, and appearing as a past parallel to the gourmet food truck customers
today, Witzel describes that:

After some initial reluctance, Late-night workers, drunken carousers, insomniacs,

street urchins, indignants, nighthawks, and a colorful assortment of felonious

characters smiled upon the decidedly free-spirited lunch wagon and became

passionate—if not loyal-customers. [Witzel 1999:17]

Almost immediately, others began to see the lucrative opportunities in owning and
operating lunch wagons. Piggy backing off of the innovation and success of Scott’s idea of
horse drawn food wagons, many others began their own version of the lunch wagon in cities
throughout the East. With improvements in appearance and function, lunch and nighttime
wagons were prominent throughout cities in the East by the 1900s. There were even businesses
designed for building and selling these newer wagons (Gutman 2000:21). Eventually these lunch
wagons were built large enough so that customers could stand inside, and later, sit, within the

wagon. This breed of lunch wagon would eventually evolve and branch off into what we now

know as the American Diner. However, this was not the end of mobile food.

13



Figure 2: Lunch Wagon from the late 1800's
Source: Gutman 2000:33

Variations of the food truck continued to emerge because of their adaptability and
mobility. The next iteration of mobile food operations came in World War One when mobile
food vehicles known as field kitchens came into use to feed troops fighting in the European
theater. Later during World War Two, mobile food continued to have an effect on war efforts
abroad as a new generation of field kitchens was developed to serve the same purposes as their
World War One antecedents. Yet, these newer iterations no longer relied on literal horsepower

like their predecessors (Mintzer 2011:20).

Lunch Trucks to Gourmet

Beginning after WWI, the first examples of motorized food vehicles interacting with

customers in an entertaining way were being launched in the U.S. In the 1920s, Harry Burt, the
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creator of the Good Humor bar, began distributing his products through the very first ice cream
trucks. With the promise to be clean and sanitary, as well as follow the same routes daily, he
used a bell system to announce his arrival to local neighborhoods. The bells eventually evolved
into the now widely familiar ice cream truck jingle (Reagan 2013). The ice cream truck jingle
served yet, further example of how food trucks can combine advertising with a memorable
consumer experience. While it does not have the range of the social tweet, it does serve the
similar purpose of attracting attention and announcing truck’s location. There was also the Oscar
Mayer Weiner Mobile, which launched in 1936. This memorable publicity effort, while by no
means ubiquitous, created a consumer experience that most Americans were at the time largely

unaccustomed (NYDaily News 2013).

Figure 3: Good Humor Truck
Source: Reagan 2013
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Figure 4: 1936 Oscar Meyer Weinermobile
Source: “NYDaily News” 2013.

With technological developments making it more “feasible to keep a wider range of
foods fresh, cooked, and served from a mobile vehicle” along with the concomitant growth of
suburbia and the increase of businesses outside of city centers in the decades after World War 11,
there was a continued rise of food trucks to supply snacks and lunch to factory workers or, in the
case of ice cream trucks, to provide cold treats to young children (Mintzer 2011:21). It is right
around this time that traditional food trucks or the so-called “roach coaches” emerged. Not only
were “roach coaches” appearing more frequently around construction sites and other areas where
workers congregated, but ethnic food trucks began assuming a more prominent role as well. In
urban areas with large immigrant populations such as New York and Los Angeles, food trucks

became an economically feasible business for people just arriving in the U.S. Since then,
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traditional food trucks such as Los Angeles’ taco trucks have played an integral role in city life.

It is, thus, probably unsurprising that first gourmet food truck rose to fame in Los Angeles.

Figure 5: “Roach Coach” at a construction site in Austin, Texas
Source: Castillo 2009

With almost every major U.S. city having their own version of “roach coaches” and
traditional ethnic food trucks, it appeared that few changes were in store for the food truck
formula. Gourmet chef, Roy Choi, decided to radically reimagine the food truck concept with
his Kogi Korean BBQ truck. He was not only among the first to serve something more eclectic
than the traditional tacos to which Los Angelinos were accustomed, he was also the first to use
social media as a way to advertise and tweet his location. Named “America’s First Viral

Eatery,” by Newsweek in 2009, the Kogi Korean BBQ truck’s success rose dramatically when it
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traded the traditional method of serving in one place and creating a customer base, with using
popular social media to reach an expanding trend-savvy clientele (Romano 2009).

Combining his newfound digital marketing savvy with a menu that fused elements of
Asian and Mexican cuisine, chef Choi was able to live up to the social media hype. Witnessing
the success of chef Choi, and arguably because of the recession occurring at the time, many
budding chefs and entrepreneurs followed suit and launched their own food truck operations.
Instead of following the traditional formula, they offered a viable dining alternative that
combined eclectic and often fusion cuisine with a stylized brand rooted in social media
marketing. As a cheaper alternative for aspiring restaurateurs than traditional brick-and-mortar
eateries, these gourmet food trucks grew increasingly popular in Los Angeles and, eventually,

elsewhere in the U.S.

Figure 6: Kogi BBQ Truck with a typical line in Los Angeles 2009
Source: Michael 2009

Contemporary Gourmet Food Trucks

In this section, | analyze today’s gourmet food trucks and how they differ from more
traditional food trucks and stationary eating establishments such as fast food, quick-casual, and
sit-down restaurants. | begin by briefly summarizing the scholarly work gourmet food trucks

have received thus far and examine these sources in detail over subsequent sections. | have
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divided these summaries into the following sub-sections: (1) how gourmet food trucks are slowly
shedding the “roach coach” stigma their traditional brethren have obtained in the past; (2) the
obstacles gourmet food trucks are facing through tension with brick-and-mortar restaurants along
with increasing city regulations; (3) the ways in which gourmet food trucks utilize social media
to establish and market their brands; and (4) how more and more trucks are appealing to a
politically conscious niche through the use of organic and locally sustainable cuisine.

As a brief caveat, it is important to note that I sparingly mention Orlando’s local food
truck scene in this review of the available literature. 1 will go into further detail of how Orlando

fits in with or distinguishes itself from other U.S. cities in later thesis chapters.

Academic Considerations

It is evident from the growing number of print and online articles that public and media
interest concerning food trucks is increasing. Local journalists not only highlight the municipal
regulations to which food trucks must adhere, they also emphasize the positive and negative
dynamics that characterize relations between food trucks and established brick-and-mortar
restaurants (Westfall 2011). What appears lacking in these accounts is a more scholarly
perspective from anthropologists and others in the social sciences and humanities on this
growing phenomenon. As previously mentioned, my thesis research aims to fill some of the
existing gaps in our knowledge of gourmet food trucks through a holistic examination of them in
Orlando and through ethnographic research on the phenomenon.

The academic research on food trucks that has been complied by anthropologists and
others in the 2000s mainly focuses on a few specific areas of these mobile vendors. Two
scholarly articles in particular, Ernesto Hernandez’s “LA’s Taco Truck War: How Law Cooks

Food Culture Contests” (2010) and Allison Caldwell’s “Will Tweet for Food: Microblogging
19



Mobile Food Trucks — Online, Offline, and In Line,” (2011) make important contributions to
current understanding of food trucks in Los Angeles and New York respectively. Specifically,
these works highlight how food trucks represent much more than merely what people presently
enjoy eating. Hernandez and Caldwell not only emphasize important distinctions between
traditional and largely working class food trucks and the emerging gourmet food truck
community, they also raise questions about prevailing perceptions of socio-economic and class
divides.

Hernandez considers how Los Angeles food trucks are described socio-economically in
popular discourses in 2008 and 2009. He also examines the impact that enforcement of
municipal codes can have on food trucks while also making predictions on “future efforts to
regulate mobile food vendors, inside and outside” (2010:3). His article provides arguments both
for and against food truck operations and their impact on local brick-and-mortar restaurants and
area residents. Hernandez critically contrasts the Los Angeles Taco Trucks known as loncheros,
with newer gourmet food trucks. His focus on loncheros emphasizes the role of immigrants in
their operations and their perceived low socio-economic status. He argues that such sentiments
manifested in increased regulations thought to stem from anti-immigrant views and perceptions
of class and identity.

He argues both that “cultural values are reflected in food practices, i.e. how food is eaten,
sold, prepared, cultivated, and produced,” and “food is not just a matter of biology and personal
taste, but how food is a part of and represents communal identities” (2010:3-4). Newer Los
Angeles gourmet food trucks are perceived as a different breed of mobile eateries given their
specialized gourmet and fusion cuisine, the tech savvy of their largely non-immigrant

owner/operators, and their use of online social networking to promote their businesses. These
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Like SwedeDish and several other trucks on the scene, Dixieland Diner’s first place of
business was the aforementioned Winter Park Food Truck Stop, located in a local parking lot.
Run by Dan Bellows, The Winter Park Food Truck rented out spaces to various food truck
owners for around $450 a month when Steve and Tim signed up. Renters could then pretty much
stay operational all week at any hour. Steve and Tim’s grand opening took place in late June 28
2012. While sales were initially decent on most Thursdays, every other day saw little or no
profits. Tim recalls how “we opened up for a lunch there one day and sold one item.” They
were at this location for three or four months before they realized how little business they were
getting and, thus, subsequently relocated.

It seems that one of the main factors for achieving success in the local mobile vending
scene is gaining acceptance into Mark Baratelli’s ongoing series of food truck bazaars. Tim
explains that it took a while for them to start serving at these events. | have gathered from my
interviews that these are some of the most profitable events for food truck owner/operators.
Mark has to first sample the food himself before deciding if the truck clashes with any other
event participants. He also has to determine if potential participants are reliable and will show
up. Based on what | read between the lines of Steve and Tim’s comments, Mark may have to
like and get along with applicants as well. Mark’s success and standing in the food truck
community is evident through the way Steve describes some of his dealings with him:

One afternoon | got a phone call. | picked it up and he said, “Hi, this is Mark

Baratelli of the Food Truck Bazaar, we have an event in Melbourne,” and it was

the first Melbourne event, ‘and | need another truck or two to go.” | was like (he

makes a shocked face), and my heart was like, (he makes a gesture as if his heart

was pounding).

Tim laughs, “You should have seen him, he was giddy as a school girl.”
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I ran outside so | could get better reception and | said ‘Mark, | can’t believe this,
I’ve waited for you to call, I’ve wanted you to call, but | have an event that night
in Clermont’ and | said ‘I can’t do it.” I said | can’t cancel an event because |
don’t want to make that a practice or that impression. And then | got back in
touch with him, I sent him an email saying ‘“Mark you called me last month
wondering if | could do an event, and | was wondering if we could still, you
know, get into an event.

Mark responded to Steve by explaining the way they now sign on trucks to events. The
truck brings their food items over to his office, they sample them, and then they will get back to
them with their decision.

So I was like, I thought I was in, but now | have to go audition. So we did that.
Then one night after Tasty Tuesdays, because | remember another owner saying
“Are you in with Mark?” and | (grumbling) said “No, not yet...” and then | got
home and got an email saying “Congratulations! You’re in the Food Truck
Bazaar.” But yeah, in the beginning we would only get one or two food truck
events... The highlight of the year was Mark getting in touch, because they have
the best trucks, in Orlando, for the most part, they draw the biggest crowds, they
have the best reputation, they have the most events... So that is what saved us.
We wouldn’t be in the position we are at now if we had never gotten into the
Bazaar, | can say that whole-heartedly.

Mark Baratelli and his Food Truck Bazaars are a common theme in Orlando’s mobile
vending scene. It is probably safe to say that without these events, Orlando’s gourmet food
trucks would never have reached their current success and popularity. | mentioned to Steve and
Tim how Orlando seems to be much more event centric than other cities. Steve responded with
his own insight, that:

In some cities you can just park in a parking lot, but those are usually the big
metropolises... A lot of food truck owners [in other cities], | would assume,
unless they meet up at a commissary, or a common park, where they park
overnight, aren’t always going to be in contact with each other. In Orlando, we
all know each other, for the most part, it’s different. You see that. In the big
cities I would imagine it’s not like that. And it’s cool to have community events,
where you have the whole community hold an event, that’s a plus that | don’t
think the big cities have at all. Like in New York, one truck parks on the side of a
street, a line forms on the sidewalk.
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When speaking about their favorite event, they both laughed and Steve joked “The one
that makes the most money.” Steve considered it a little more before saying, “That’s a good
question, we were happy to be in Tasty Tuesday, | like Tasty Tuesday, it’s not always the most
money, but I’ve done well there, very well.” Going into further detail about Orlando’s food
truck community, Steve and Time describe the behind the scenes, political factions that emerge
when determining which trucks work at which events. “You know what, Bonnie and Jimmie,
they do, they have the... they’re the Anti-Mark. They’re the trucks, for the most part, they
started because Mark wouldn’t let them into their events. They had some sort of falling out in
the beginning.” Bonnie and Jimmie, along with the owners of Kona Dog, are the ones that
launched a food truck event in nearby Celebration, Florida. This was the first event that I
worked with Steve and Tim. They also have ties with the city of Windermere and its local food
truck event. “So those are the two best events that Mark doesn’t have. He wishes he had those
two.” These were the first gourmet food truck events in which Dixieland participated. Although
Steve and Tim are still happy to work with Mark, they are also thankful that Bonnie and Jimmie
gave them an opportunity to work when no one else really would.

There is also an issue of exclusivity among some of Orlando’s more veteran gourmet
truck owner/operators. Steve tells the story of one particular food truck veteran from whom they
would frequently order food and give compliments, only to later be snubbed by. Yet, instead of
giving up, they remained amiable and personable, until one day at an event in Kissimmee:

One of the owners came over, and he tried our Boudin, and Fish and Grits, and

when he was in line, 1 was like, I was excited, “Tim, do you see this?” I’m very

proud, that one of the most prominent food trucks in Orlando is in our line, and

then he said not too long ago that we have great Boudin... It’s a matter of
winning them over...
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Similar to the other food truck owner/operators that | have interviewed, Steve and Tim
describe the consumers who frequent mobile vending events as “a mixed bag.” Yet, Steve
particularly enjoys one group:

The one crowd that I like that come, are the people that know the food, that have

been to New Orleans, that have been through the South, that are excited to see

Shrimp and Grits. | love to see someone walk by the menu and go “(Gasp!) They

have Shrimp and Grits!” Or beignets, or even Boudin. The guys mostly like

Boudin.

I recalled a particular incidence from the Apopka food truck event where | worked with
Steve and Tim. A fellow that approached the truck told us that said he had lived in New Orleans
for about 20 years and that he would be the judge of whether Steve and Tim’s Boudin was
genuine or not. Always aiming to please and confident in their food, Steve and Tim told the
customer, “Hey, try them out, if you don’t like it we’ll refund your money.” With a mouth full
of Boudin, the man nodded and pounded Steve and Tim’s fists before adding a couple dollars to
the tip jar. Reminiscing about this scene, Tim said, “Those are the favorite customers. They
walk by, they say ‘Oh, I’m from New Orleans,” or Louisiana, ‘and | want to try your Boudin to
see if it compares,’ then they have it and they say “(whistles appreciatively) spot on!” Even the

beignets, like Steve said, people freak out when they see the beignets. We’ve never had a

complaint.”
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Figure 16: Dixieland Diner’s Shrimp and Grits with Andouille sausage and spinach

Tim believes that their menu has been received well, admitting that their Southern charm
and hospitality probably plays a role in their success. This is something that I noticed about
them as they deal with customers. “That’s the biggest thing, that’s how you keep your customers
coming back,” Tim explained. Their food and hospitality experience and the way they treat
customers is a strength that they hope helps them in this competitive business. According to
Steve, “Anything you can do, to go above and beyond is what it takes... Once we got in,
hopefully our personality, would be, whatever it may be, help the business, and get people to
come back. Plus, if you can get them to like you, they’re less likely to complain.” They both
laughed at this insight. Tim, in particular, has a talent of remembering people’s names. This is

something that I noticed when working with him at various food truck events. If anything, this is
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a skill that definitely surprised customers, making them feel genuinely appreciated for their
business.

Steve and Tim’s experience in the hospitality industry helped them develop important
business skills such as keeping track of expenditures, profits, and food costs. These abilities are
essential in running a successful gourmet food truck. “Food trucks are a pretty simple operation.
It requires a sort of fastidiousness in keeping your numbers straight, making sure you’re making
profit, but it’s not like, unless you have a lot of employees and things like that, it can be a very
simple thing.” While admitting that they do not expect to get rich in mobile food vending, they
do see it as a rewarding way to pay the bills. They live out in the country in what Tim describes
as a mobile home on 25 acres of land. With very little overhead costs, they are satisfied with
how their business has developed over time.

According to Steve and Tim, the best part of operating a food truck “is the people, the
interaction, and the feedback. That three hours or four hours of usually, hypersonic [activity], is
the best part, with no doubt... My favorite part is opening the windows and serving. Everything
else is a lot of work.” Tim noted how keeping track of customer feedback on their Facebook
profile is the most rewarding aspect for him. “It’s looking on Facebook and seeing people, you
know, the comments that they say about the food, ‘some of the best they’ve ever had,” you know,
‘the watermelon tomato salad was phenomenal,” stuff like that.”

Steve described social media as “A tool, you know, to get word out of where you are.

It’s a great way to say where you’re going to be and say thank you afterward. If you were even
better at it, you can even off specials through Facebook or Twitter. I’ve seen some trucks even
do, like, come up and mention this, or say this, and get some sort of freebie.” Tim jokes that he

is not allowed to post. “I can post under Dixieland’s Facebook page, but I can’t post under
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Dixieland Diner. I have to post under my own... You know, he does all the social media, |
change the oil in the truck, clean it, you know, I do all the grunt work, he does all the social
work.”

In terms of future plans, both Steve and Tim imagine a time when they can afford their
own standalone restaurant. For now, they explain that they have always been “uncautious,” and
“living by the seat of their pants.” Not so worried about thoughts of what is next, Steve and Tim
appear happy with their current standing within Orlando’s gourmet food truck community.
Through experience, heart, patience, and their trademark Southern charm, Dixieland Diner has
succeeded where many others may have not. True to their gourmet food truck’s individuality,
Dixieland Diner’s cuisine reflects the owners’ personalities. | can almost feel Steve’s and Tim’s

warmth and personality in each Dixieland dish that | sample.

Case Study Conclusion

Based on the vendor profiles presented in this chapter, it seems all but evident that all of
the gourmet food truck owner/operators that | interviewed emphasize what they believe is
important. Joey and Alex of Yum Yum place greater emphasis on working with and embracing
the local Orlando community. Viveca and Hakan of SwedeDish prioritize operating a well-run
truck and being prepared for potential mechanical issues that may adversely affect their
operations. Joel of Over Rice in his carefree way only wants to get along with everyone he
meets and serve amazing food that anyone can enjoy. Steve and Tim of Dixieland believe that
their operations should evoke notions of Southern hospitality and charm.

While they all share some of these aspects, some are greater points than others to each
individual. It is by excelling at these factors that make them all so successful. While they may

all have different motives for entering into Orlando’s gourmet food truck scene as well as
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different business models, they all exhibit the qualities that identify a food truck as being
gourmet. In the next subsection | will detail the findings I gathered through personally working
with some of these owner/operators, as well as participating in and observing the events each of

these owners and others in Orlando have worked.
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CHAPTER FIVE: DRIVE ALONGS AND OBSERVATIONS

Introduction

In this chapter, | describe the differences and similarities of various local gourmet food
truck events that | attended over the past year. | not only document the ways in which mobile
restaurant vendors interact with each other and their customers, I also describe how customers
interact with food truck owner/operators and counter staff including myself. Finally, | provide
details about my own experience while working at various events within Orlando’s gourmet food
truck scene.

In total, I worked seven local gourmet food truck events while conducting my thesis
research. While not all of them were technically in Orlando proper, each was held within the
greater Central Florida area and, thus, can be considered as part of the local food truck scene. |
first assisted Viveca at the RDV Sportsplex in May 2013. | worked with her again soon
thereafter one Sunday at the Fashion Square Mall Food Truck Bazaar. The last event where |
helped Viveca and Hakan was about a week later at one of the area’s busiest events, the Family
Food Truck Night in Windermere, held every fourth Friday of the month. Coincidently, it was at
this Family Food Truck Night where | met Steve from Dixieland Diner. | worked four events
with Steve and his business partner Tim. The first event was Food Truck Friday at Celebration
in June 2013. After this, I worked with them at the Apopka Food Truck Round Up in July 2013,
followed by the Family Food Truck Friday in Windermere and the Avalon Park Food Truck
Bazaar over subsequent weeks.

Working and participating in these events was not only vital to developing a greater
appreciation of local food truck owner/operators, it was also integral in understanding the

customers who frequent Orlando’s food trucks. Taken as a whole, this type of participant-
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observation helped me to better grasp how Orlando’s food truck scene works as a whole. While
no two food truck events were exactly the same, they did share many similarities and common

themes.

Community: Different Neighborhoods, Different People

Perhaps one of the most interesting aspects of Orlando’s various food truck events is the
different neighborhoods and populations that organizers target. As Joey of The Yum Yum
Cupcake Truck notes in my interview:

We don’t have a walkable city, but I think we have a real cool city, we have these

real neat neighborhoods that have sprung up, like lvanhoe Village and Audobon

Park... Yeah, buts it’s cool, and they have beautiful residential area

neighborhoods, and 1 think that’s made a real good city for food trucks. People

like to live and sustain in their neighborhood, so you bring the food truck to them

once a week, once a month, and then you go to the next place.

Through participating at several local events, | got the chance to visit different cities and
neighborhoods in which these events were held. As described by the owners that | interviewed,
Orlando’s food truck scene is comprised of a wide array of people from various socio-economic

backgrounds. In the following subsections, I will describe the common themes | was able to

identify as well as the differences between events.

Similarities
By both working and attending gourmet food truck events in greater Orlando, | noticed a
number of similarities that characterized both mobile food vendors and their clientele. When
considered altogether, these insights help better define the local gourmet food truck experience.
By listing the required operations and events from the perspectives of both owner/operators and
food truck customers, | elucidate how these local gourmet food truck events differentiate

themselves from more traditional eateries.
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Food truck owner/operators are required to arrive at events at least an hour before their
scheduled starts. Such early arrivals give them enough time to set up their trucks in the provided
spaces and finish last minute prep work. At most events, drivers of a wide array of vehicles
including RVs, trucks, trailers, and pick-ups configure their vehicles in a way that is readily
accessible to customers. Generators are started and stoves lit, as all of the necessary utensils are
removed from their secure storage areas and laid out for service. Both SwedeDish and Dixieland
Diner typically have dishes such as mashed potatoes and grits warming on the stove before the
arrival of diners. In most cases, customers are already lined up outsides of the truck windows
waiting to place their orders.

Increasingly immersed in Central Florida’s food truck scene, it soon became apparent
that many of those attending these local gatherings were not just there for the food. | rarely
noticed anyone attending the events alone as most attendees would arrive in couples or groups.
Oftentimes, groups would bring their own chairs, tables, and blankets, or as was the case at the
Celebration and Apopka events, stake out spots when seating was already provided. In the latter
case, it was common for these diners to occupy a table for the duration of their stay. Snacking
on various foods bought from the surrounding food trucks, these groups would sometimes
socialize for hours. In the case of some families, | noticed the kids would separate and occupy
an area adjacent to their parent’s location.

Based on my experience of the crowd as a customer and working behind the counter, |
rarely witnessed anyone who seemed negative or displeased. Consumers were generally jovial
and full of compliments for the food. Even when wait-times stretched longer than 20 minutes, |
only perceived mild impatience from diners as they asked when their orders would be ready.

With the exception of the RDV Sportsplex, in which office workers only have an hour or so for
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lunch, most diners expect that their orders will take relatively longer to prepare than a
conventional fast food chain. As Viveca, Steve, or Tim would clarify to anyone asking about
their food, the trucks cook everything to order, unlike some brick-and-mortar restaurants and
most fast food chains, food is not precooked, frozen or sitting under a heat lamp. Freshly
prepared and cooked individually for the customer, food truck fare can often take longer to
prepare. That said, for certain mobile vendors, wait times become frustratingly long. Viveca
explained to me that some truck owner/operators intentionally serve food slower than necessary
as a way to make counter lines appear longer, and, thus, more popular to casual passersby.

As an observer, walking through the throngs of food truck customers, | often caught
snippets of conversation about what someone was going to order, how a particular food item
tasted, or if one person or another had sampled dishes from a particular food truck. At each of
the events | worked, it seemed that there was considerable customer interest in the food truck’s
operational history. These diners would typically ask how long we had been operating in
Florida, where we were from, or if we had or would consider working other events. In such
cases | would answer their inquiries as best | could or referred them to the owners who were
always happy to answer any questions. Surprisingly enough, customers would often pepper me
with more personal questions such as: “How do you know Steve and Tim?;” “Are you Viveca’s
son?;” or “What is your favorite item on the menu?”

Another thing I noticed was how many people would bring their dogs to local food truck
events. With the possible exception of the RDV Sportsplex event, dog owners and their pets
would be seen moving around the event grounds. The apparent appeal of gourmet food truck
gatherings to such pet owners was something noticed by sisters Lauren and Cathy of the Sit N’

Stay Pet Café food truck. Their food truck is different from those owned by their counterparts in
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it is dedicated to serving food prepared exclusively for pets. As described on their website, “Sit
‘n Stay Pet Cafe is a mobile gourmet pet treat and doggie ice cream truck,” which “are made
with human-grade, locally sourced, organic, natural and humanely raised/harvested ingredients”

(“Sit ‘n Stay” 2013).

Figure 18: Two dogs at the Windermere event
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If there was any common theme that emerged from all of the food truck events that |
worked, it was the expression of satisfaction by both consumers and the owner/operators.
According to SwedeDish’s Viveca and Hakan or Dixieland Diner’s Steve and Tim, the greatest
rewards are the smiles and compliments they receive from pleased, happy customers. For
example, one SwedeDish customer at the Fashion Square Food Truck Bazaar described tasting
their signature burger as a life-changing event. Customers sampling Dixieland’s Shrimp and
Grits would often moan in pleasure after tasting the dish. More often than I initially anticipated,
repeat customers of these respective truck operations would converse at length with the mobile
restaurant owners. Through these interactions and actually working behind the counter, | was
able to confirm what was previously mentioned in interviews. That is, it was through pleasing
customers and the genuine social interactions this entailed that brought food truck
owner/operators the greatest sense of fulfillment.

If anything showcased the loyalty and dedication of local gourmet food truck customers,
it was the adversity they demonstrated amid Florida’s persistent rainstorms. More than half of
the events where | worked experienced some type of mild or heavy precipitation. The number of
customers that did not leave but rather endured such inconveniences often surprised me. Those
who brought umbrellas were able to place their orders without too much hassle, while those
without tended to wait for their food under trees or some other type of cover. There were even
some attendees who did not pay the rain any heed at all. Clearly, rain disruptions are an
expected occurrence for most Central Floridians. For food truck owners, such weather can
adversely affect sales and, if the rain is heavy enough, cancel events altogether. Luckily for
owners, Orlando’s gourmet food truck scene is filled with die-hard followers who will frequently

brave the elements to attend their favorite weekly or monthly mobile vending events.
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Figure 19: A brief period of rain during the Windermere event

Figure 20: Rain during the Windermere event with Dixieland Diner
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Figure 21: Light rain and a big umbrella during the Avalon Food Truck Bazaar with Dixieland
Diner

Figure 22: The silver lining for sticking it out
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Figure 25: Always a spectacle at the Windermere Event

The Fashion Square Food Truck Bazaar also exhibited a wide range of people. Perhaps
due to its proximity to the popular shopping mall, the Fashion Square event seemed to draw
decidedly larger numbers of teenagers, whether in groups or couples. | also noted that at this
event compared to those held in other neighborhoods, children appeared much more autonomous

when it came to placing and paying for food orders.

A Different Business Model and City Requlations

Another difference that effectively separates many city food truck events is when mobile
vendors work in cooperation with local drinking establishments. Tasty Tuesdays serves as a
primary example in which three different bars in Orlando’s Milk District invite area food trucks
each week to set up shop behind their bar premises. During this event, patrons are free to take

alcoholic beverages purchased inside the bars to the food trucks parked outside and vice versa.
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Other examples include instances in which some gourmet food trucks work in tandem with local
bars but independently from other food trucks. Bars that allow select food trucks to serve food
near their parking areas include The Imperial, located in College Park, The Falcon Bar in
Thornton Park, and The Bart Bar and Lil’ Indies on Mills Avenue. All of these events attract a
younger crowd, in their twenties and thirties, who are generally quite savvy about social media.
The bars with whom these gourmet food trucks partner are often as eclectic and unique as
their food truck collaborators. The Imperial serves as an antique furniture store by day and a
beer and wine garden at night. The Spacebar located in the Milk District and the Bart Bar on
nearby Mills Avenue both feature free old school arcade games and walls decorated with local
artwork. After attending Tasty Tuesdays and patronizing those bars where gourmet trucks
served fresh food just outside, | came away with the feeling that | was witnessing one of
Orlando’s best kept secrets. Through perusing social media, | was quickly able to learn when
and where these mutually beneficial collaborations were occurring. By checking my Facebook
or Twitter accounts, | would know almost instantly if Fish Out of Water would be outside the
Imperial on a Friday night or if Whompa Chompa would be serving C3PO’s golden legs, their
unique variation of fried chicken legs, outside of Lil’ Indies. While attending these events, |
could post pictures onto my Instagram or Facebook profiles, simultaneously announcing my
physical location to friends within my online social community as well as providing free

advertising to the truck or bar | was patronizing.
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roll. Hitachino ginger brew

Figure 26: Instagram of my experience at Bart Bar and Fish Out of Water

Notably, these bar/food truck events have probably been the most affected by local
municipal ordinances. As Yum Yum Cupcake’s Joey mentioned in an interview, mobile vendors
were pretty much allowed to do whatever they wanted as the local food truck scene was initially
emerging unless the city received specific complaints. Trucks participating in the first Tasty
Tuesday events in 2011 and early 2012 were often parked on the streets right outside of local
bars. Such practices, had by July, 2012, began to aggravate a nearby bar and grill owner who
called city officials to complain that the Tasty Tuesday food trucks were obstructing the right-of-
way just outside of their establishment. This event set in motion a number of enforcements that

compelled participating mobile food vendors to shut down Tasty Tuesday for several weeks.
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Eventually the event’s coordinators arranged for the trucks to park in the lot behind the bars and

the event has been successfully operating ever since.

Figure 27: The first Tasty Tuesday
Source: Tasty Tuesdays Facebook page

Figure 28: Tasty Tuesday's now held in the parking lot
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This episode was one of the first few cases of competition between traditional brick-and-
mortar and newly launched gourmet food trucks. The Orlando city government, arguably feeling
pressure from established city restaurateurs, passed legislation in May 2013 that placed certain
restrictions on the gourmet food truck operations within the city limits. Known collectively as
the Food Truck Pilot Program, these regulations addressed many aspects of the local food truck
scene heretofore not previously codified such as what officially constitutes a food truck and what
licenses are required to legally operate this type of mobile vending operation.

Summarizing the legislation, these restrictions include but are not limited to (1) making
the downtown-core of Orlando off-limits to food trucks unless they have a concession agreement
with the city; (2) banning food trucks from providing curb-side service by not allowing them to
sell on public streets, sidewalks, parks, and any other right-of-ways; and (3) limiting property
owners to host a food truck only once per week (Orlando City Memorandum 2013). Such newly
implemented regulations effectively stymied the efforts of gourmet food truck owner/operators
who served food on the premises of area businesses such as The Imperial and Falcon Bar. While
the Imperial had a food truck operating outside the bar at least five nights a week before
legislation was passed, they now are only legally allowed to host a food truck one night per
week. In response to these new ordinances, many food truck owners and others have joined
together to form the Central Florida Food Truck Alliance. An organization designed and made
up of “Food truck operators, loyal customers, local businesses and anyone who supports the
rights of licensed food truck operators to run their businesses with the same freedom as any other
Orlando business” (Central Florida Food Truck Alliance 2013).

The food truck owner/operators that I interviewed felt largely unaffected by these

developments as most of their events were deemed and, thereby protected, by the new legislation
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as “special events.” When | asked their opinion of the new municipal regulations, only a few
were worried about the ordinances as they knew that if Mark invited them to participate, the red
tape behind an event would likely have already been worked out. Presumably, it is still too early
to tell how these new regulations will ultimately affect Orlando’s local food truck community.

Thus far, there have been little or no signs that these regulations are strictly enforced.

Community Within: Gourmet Food Truck Owners

Based on information collected through interviews and interactions with gourmet food
truck owners, | reaffirmed my early hunch that a viable sense of community has developed
among the food truck owners themselves. While the number of mobile food vendors currently
operating within the scene is far from considerable, their growing ranks are still small enough to
constitute a tight knit community, albeit one replete with a variety of cliques, rivalries, and
partnerships.

My experiences within the scene confirmed that there remains a core group of veteran
food truck owner/operators that first introduced the concept of hip gourmet food trucks to
Central Florida. This cohort has helped usher in a relatively new foodway into the city. As
Steve of Dixieland Diner described the situation, these veteran truck owner/operators may feel
resentment towards the new mobile vendors until they prove themselves as being worthy of
entering into the community. Steve gives the analogy that:

You know, it’s kind of like in the Vietnam War, or in the movie Platoon. If you

were a new rookie, just landing in Vietnam, they were very cold to you. They

didn’t want to get to know you because you might end up dead... The ones that

were there the longest, ended up in cliques.

There was one particular food truck owner/operator that many of those I interviewed

described as “snooty,” or “big headed.” Although they admitted the vendor’s menu and
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