Oral History Interview with “Aníbal Armas” by Michael Neagle on November 17, 2005, for the University of Connecticut Graduate Student Oral History Conference.

MICHAEL NEAGLE: This is an oral history interview with “Aníbal Armas” on November 17, 2005. We’re at the University of Hartford Library and to begin I just want to ask you when and where you were born. 

“ANÍBAL ARMAS”: Well I was born in a little city called Paramonga and that’s in Norte Chico, north of Lima, right next to Barranca, which is the main province, if you want to call that. I grew up in Barranca, actually. And one of the reasons why I was born in Paramonga was because I think they had a better hospital per se.

MN: Yeah.

AA: Uh-huh.

MN: How do you spell that?

AA: Paramonga? P as in Peter, A-R-A-M-O-N-G-A. There is a huge company called Grace. The Grace, um, they used to own, um …

MN: W.R. Grace Company? Is that it?

AA: I’m guessing G-R-A-C-E. I haven’t researched it. They used to say the Grace because that company built that whole city. I mean so.

MN: And what year was that?

AA: 1974.

MN: And tell me a little bit about your family in Peru.

AA: Sure. My family comes from Ancash, from the department of Ancash. My mother’s side comes from Ocros, which there’s a lot of people from Ocros in this town, and my dad’s side comes from Chiquian.  Which is C-H-I-Q-U-I-A-N, and there is a Web site that I, foundation of Chiquian. There’s a couple of people here that we have a Web site of Chiquian.com. And we support it, too, and that’s another pet project that we have. They are two cities very close to each other and I guess [my parents] met in Chiquian because my mother was – they were both teachers and that’s where they met, and they moved to Barranca because that’s where they were teaching essentially. And then when they were 40 years old they started their own business. Agricultural business.

MN: Cultural business?

AA: Agricultural business. Yeah, you know selling them any kind of pesticides, also Purina products, and, well, they did pretty well. So I studied in Paramonga actually and the school is Colegio Divino Corazon de Jesus. It was Divino Corazon de Jesus. It’s a private school from primary, you know, kindergarten all the way to high school and we’d only be like 25 people per class and per grade kind of thing. So it was one of those things that they were trying to over there shelter me from going to a public school because it’s way too crowded and I guess my parents were doing very well at that time. 

MN: Do you have any siblings?

AA: My sister.

MN: OK. Older or–?

AA: My sister is older. She’s 36 years old right now. She’s married to another Peruvian who she met here at the University of Hartford actually and they met here at the library because they used to come here to study together, and they fell in love I guess.

MN: Does she still live in Connecticut?

AA: Yes. We all live together in one big house.

MN: Oh, OK. I want to get to your life here [in the United States] momentarily. 

AA: You’ll see how it ties into that.

MN: Can you tell me a little bit more about your hometown in Peru, what was it like socially, economically and so forth?

AA: Well, it’s in the north, it’s close to the beach. So in the summer it’s a beach town but because Barranca is one of the main provinces close to Lima and close to la Sierra – the mountains like Ocros, Chiquian. A lot of people from just the mountains they would come down to Barranca and that’s where they would spend the money. So it’s a very commerce town. And that’s I guess why my parents did so well in their business. So you see a lot of middle class people, a lot of working people, and also the older generation were Barranquinos from ever. They had these huge houses in front of the beach and you see everybody, you see, I guess a lot of immigrants from la sierra and my parents are kind of immigrants from la sierra and Barranca. Like I said it keeps growing, right now it’s just crazy to see. Obviously any third world country has a lot of people who steal, all kinds of people, but the city keeps growing.

MN: Have you been back there recently?

AA: Two times. And I’ve been back only for five days once and four days the other time because of a wedding, and one time I had extra money from a bonus and I went over there. I went mainly to Lima, I guess because I grew up on a beach environment and I went to Lima to Miraflores and spent a few days there and came back with some friends. Haven’t been, I would like to go for one or two months and go to Barranca and stay there a couple of weeks because we still have family. My parents are still in transition from there to here. 

MN: Can you explain that?

AA: Yeah. My sister when she – obviously when we graduated from our high school, my sister graduated first, and she went to Lima, but she didn’t like it. You know, she had to stay at – it’s like a convento where because we didn’t have a house there we only had an apartment and my parents didn’t want her living alone, so she needed to stay at some kind of boarding school/convent or something like that and since we had so much family here in Hartford, Connecticut, and my godmother here especially always wanted to bring her, so one day they decided to bring my sister down here and she stayed here studying pretty much. This was in 1988. At the end of 1989, I finished my high school and we came with my parents to visit her. And that’s when I realized I was brought in here to study also. So I was 15 years old, at the end of my 15 years old. This was when the Shining Path and [inaudible] were crazy and we felt that more in Barranca because there weren’t too many people having a lot of businesses that were profitable, especially my parents who were dealing with agricultural people – you know, campesinos. That’s where the Shining Path and MRTA would go and say, “You know what, who do you know that has money?” and we used to get stacks like this of peticiones, petitions for money and at one point my dad would have to start going behind a ranch or something to just deposit I don’t know, a couple of hundred dollars because they would threaten you to kill you or they would threaten to bomb your place and things like that. It was really bad. The good thing was that my sister was already out and I was 15 years old and I was just starting to go out. You know, because people there start going out at 14 to enceneros, or just going out to the plaza de armas, for example, so they would be scared for me, and as soon as they knew about it, they brought me here. 

MN: Wow, so it sounds like you came to the United States under some very difficult circumstances then.

AA: It was. It was difficult. I mean, I tell you for the first couple of years I would be scared for my parents because sometimes you come home and you say, “Oh maybe something happened to them.” You don’t want to come down to your house because you don’t want to hear something bad. So it was bad for a couple of years, but then Alberto Fujimori, the new president came, and he fixed all of those and he practically eradicated the whole Shining Path. In 1992, while I was already here [in the United States], my dad and my uncle had an encounter with a few people of the Shining Path. And they went into his office and my dad said, “You see those rifles there and you see my people outside. I’m not afraid of you.” And the next morning my mom shipped them, flew them here so they had to stay here for a year, year-and-a-half until things cooled off.

MN: So what happened with the business?

AA: My mother took control of it, even though she wasn’t a business person. She took control and she ran it up until now and which it went bad because she’s not a finance person. Little by little now we’re transitioning over here to the United States where at one point my mom said [inaudible] she called us and said, “You know what I’m tired of working here, we don’t see each other as much and I want to go to the United States and stay with you.” We said ‘fine.’

MN: So I guess in light of all of that, how did you view the United States before you came here? What were your impressions of what the country was like?

AA: Before I was 15 years old? I wanted to come for a visit, but I was living such a good life. When you have a good life, you have a chauffer driving you – you know, a lot of money that your parents give you – you go to Lima and you have fun. I was thinking about getting an apartment especially for me in Miraflores or something and maybe not even studying. The studying or moving up in Peru wasn’t even a concern for me. I guess my concern was getting a car at 16 years old, to be honest. It was very – it was bad because I was going a different direction and when I came here, I had no friends for the first semester and I saw my sister studying and my cousins studying and it gave me a different sense of view where I should come and study, you know?

MN: You came here at 15 so you were in high school?

AA: I was at the end of my high school. I graduated high school in Peru.

MN: At 15?

AA: Yeah, at the end of 15. I was 16 – in January I turned 16. And what I did, because I didn’t know English, even though I studied English it was very little. I think today they have schools in Lima where people, they graduate from high school, they are talking English already. It didn’t used to be like that before. There’s called an English as a Second Language program here that’s full time, it’s like a high school from 8 [a.m.] to 3:30. I went there for a year-and-a-half from all of 1999 and half of 2000. And I met a lot of people who were in the same position, you know? Two twins who came from Panama who were like 17 years old and they also came here because of the Noreiga conflict that year. So, it was pretty fun. It was like an extension of my high school years. It kept me all day and kept me out of trouble until I started to realize, yes, I should be here. I’m going to then apply for my engineering school. 

MN: And that was here at the University of Hartford?

AA: Yes.

MN: I guess I should back up a little bit. Who did you know in the United States when you arrived here?

AA: My sister was already here.

MN: And what’s her name? 

AA: [NAME WITHHELD] She was already here for one year; she was already studying.

MN: OK. Other family? Other friends?

AA: Well, she came with two cousins of mine. Two sister cousins. The three of them came together to study and they all stayed at my godmother’s house. And all my godmother’s children have come here to study at the University of Hartford, so that’s what she brought us over here to study kind of thing.

MN: So you already had a network of at least family here.

AA: Yeah, but besides them, I didn’t know how much family I had. I mean I pretty much have cousins, uncles, and the whole Ocros organization is huge. I’m talking about maybe 400-500 people within the Hartford County that are, I mean, extended family.

MN: So there was quite a network already in place?

AA: I mean I came to one party and everybody was my uncle and my aunt as opposed to Peru where my parents had a lot of friends that I called them uncles and aunts, but they were not my real family. It was because my grandmother had like eight sisters and brothers; they had like eight other children, you know?

MN: So that’s kind of the root of the network then, you’d say, is your grandmother?

AA: My grandmother and my grandfather.

MN: On your mother’s side or your father’s side?

AA: My mother’s side.


MN: So, I guess, how much did that help in terms of your adjustment to living in the United States? 

AA: The funny thing is, when I started coming, when I came, the network was my godmother, my sister and my two cousins, and my friends here at the University of Hartford, which were friends that were Latin people mostly, a couple of Japanese – Latin meaning from anywhere in South America. We were just South Americans, you mingle better because this is what you knew. We had American friends, but very little. I started having American friends when I went into the engineering school. They gave you so much projects, I mean we were taking seven classes a semester and if you didn’t have two or three other people working on the same projects with you, you couldn’t do it. I mean, junior and senior year, every engineer is here, in this [library] all day long. Pretty much, because this is where people come, this is where people are going to give you all the exams, or this is where people can help you with a project. 

MN: So this library is like a second home to you almost?

AA: It was. It was. And you know what, I learned to go drinking with them. I mean, this is where they became my friends because I had two sets of friends – my Latin friends who were sometimes people from Spain and other people from South America that are very rich come here, and Europe also. And they kind of don’t want to blend as much, they have their own unique groups. They were my friends. But you know what, at 5 or 4 p.m., I would go drink beer with my engineering friends because they were people who were helping me go through class. And these other guys were just part of my other culture. 

MN: So how did you, socially speaking, how did you navigate between those two groups? Did you feel like you were part of one, part of another?

AA: I felt that I was part of two groups, because they were different, and I wouldn’t go to the same places twice.

MN:  So at any point, and even today, do you feel like you’re still part of one group?

AA: It’s different now because obviously I graduated. My friends from Latin America I still have them, but they’ve moved on. They didn’t stay in Connecticut. They went to Europe, they went back to Ecuador, they went back to Panama to work on their businesses. I stayed here, so I kept on going out with American friends, and that’s when I realized that I started getting to know my cousins, my distant cousins that were my age who wanted to do a little bit of help from me and I started getting more involved in the Peruvian environment here. So from my college years I was kind of, you know, “Oh yes, Peru, I know I have my family, but you know what, leave me alone, I’ve got my own people besides my immediate family, my little cousins.”

MN: I do want to get back to that point in a little bit, but I want to get back to your initial impressions of the United States when you came here. What did you think of the food, the clothes, the weather in Connecticut – those kinds of things?

AA:  The weather – you know, I was young. I was adapting rapidly. I think people who come over when they are 26-27 years old, they don’t adapt. I was adapting fast. I was meeting with American friends and they accepted me. I was meeting with Latin friends and obviously that came natural. So, I didn’t have as much problems with that. I did have a problem with the Peruvian culture, I guess. I was trying to escape from that.

MN: Really?

AA: Why? Maybe because of the Shining Path. Maybe because of the terrorism. I don’t know.

MN: Did you encounter that when you met American friends? Would you say, “I’m from Peru,” and then was the Shining Path one of the first things they would bring up or did they even not know about it?

AA: No. Nobody would know. I mean very close friends of mine would know, obviously. They would start talking to you, “Where are your parents? They’re still there.” Or when they saw my dad arrive in ’92, he was here for like a year and he went to school for English and things like that.

MN: Do you think being out of high school at that point that perhaps it would have been a little tougher transition if you had been in high school?

AA: You know there were two choices. They wanted me to go to high school because I was so young, but I said ‘No.’ I tell you an anecdote: I went to Hartford High School and I saw a guy with a broken, bloody thing.

MN: A black eye?

AA: No, he was cut or something. I tell my mother, “Where are you taking me? Get me out of here.” I was still very, what’s the word – when I was 15 years old I was living a dream life and I didn’t see reality well. And then we went to West Hartford public and private schools and they looked much better, but we were paying $13,000 a year because I was out of residence and my parents said, “You know what, why don’t we just pay you at the English as a Second Language [school] and you’ll learn English there and it’s less money”. So I came here. Would I have adjusted? I think I would have adjusted fine. I mean I have best friends Americans, best friends Latins, now I have best friends Peruvians, which I didn’t have. I mean before ’97, I would not even considered going to one of those Peruvian events. It wasn’t my thing.

MN: Where do you think that comes from – your ability to adapt?

AA: I don’t know. I mean, I’m just a nice guy, friendly. I adapt. First I look at you – I’m not aggressively controlling your life. I just look at how you are and I try to adapt to you and that’s how I have very good friends.

MN: So what would you say were some of the biggest differences, biggest adjustments that you did have to make living in the United States versus living in Peru?

AA: I had to wash dishes, for example. Clean my bed, do my laundry, things like that, since I was living in my godmother’s house. We all had to do chores. It was more of a tight environment where I couldn’t go out, because, first of all, I didn’t know I was young enough, until a couple of years later when my parents moved us into a condominium because we didn’t want to take advantage of my godmother even though she wanted us there still. But you know, we said, ‘I’m 18 already, my sister was 21, let’s move them somewhere else.’ Meanwhile they were paying from Peru our tuition and our living expenses which was a lot of money, too.

MN: What about culturally, were there any “American” customs that you had a hard time getting used to?

AA: Well, kind of the food, sometimes the food to be honest with you. Not as much when I was living with my godmother, but when we moved out, when my sister or my cousin didn’t cook, and I had no idea how to cook, I wanted to eat lomo saltado or something. There were no [Peruvian] restaurants then. Now you go, there are four or five [Peruvian] restaurants in Hartford, so now you don’t miss something like that. I would miss the food, I would miss the beach – going to the beach in the summer. Here, it’s an hour away. I was in love with Newport [Rhode Island]. I went to Newport. It’s very nice.

MN: Were there any points, though, particularly early on when you came here, where you did feel different, or out of place, or felt like you had to do something unnatural to you to fit in?

AA: To be honest with you, I think that the first year-and-a-half I was kind of sheltered, even going here to the University of Hartford because we just went to a classroom where there were 20 immigrants like you so it was kind of like a sheltering thing where I wasn’t exposed to 20 Americans, so that shock that you’re talking about didn’t happen for me. When it happened, I was already a year-and-a-half here. So that’s why I didn’t see that much of a shock. The one shock, my first class of physics that I had at the engineering school, and I wasn’t a very good student at high school they actually had me on a kind of probation for the first year to get me into the engineering school because my grades were just pretty bad in high school. For whatever reason – and this is not my personal opinion – somebody from Peru or somebody from Europe thinks Americans are very stupid people. Eso gringos no saben nada. I sat down with 15 guys and I was impressed. These were 18-year-old kids that knew what they were talking about. I had no idea what physics was. And that took me by surprise because I heard that so many times that Americans are stupid and I was 18 years old and I’m here in the middle of the class and no, these guys were not stupid. You know, maybe in a history class or one of those classes in freshman year when nobody knows what they’re doing but not in the engineering school. 

MN: When you came to Hartford, was there any thought of going to another school elsewhere or did you just want to stay in the area?

AA: Yeah, but I didn’t. I didn’t have any choice. The choice wasn’t given to me. Later on when I was 19 or 20 with my friends we would go to Boston and I saw that city with all the students and I was like, “Wow, this is where I should have been,” but it wasn’t a choice of mine obviously.

MN: Let me fast-forward a little bit now to your professional life. So tell me what you do now and what your job is and how you got that?

AA: I have the title of accounting manager at [NAME WITHHELD]. I’ve been there for seven-and-a-half years almost. I’ve been growing up in that company – ever since almost I got out of college I went there. My first job was at [NAME WITHHELD], where I was the assistant manager and that’s the kind of company where it gave me that business sense. I always had it. I mean when I was in Peru, my parents had three of four different stores so in the summertime I was always attending one store or overseeing it. So the business thing came real quick when I went to work at [NAME WITHHELD] – helping customers, doing bills, forecasting money. So that’s when I started taking my Masters in Business because obviously engineering at the second year I realized that it’s going to be a good degree to have but it’s not something I’m going to do, even though I utilize it now because at [NAME WITHHELD] I’m more like a comptroller type, because I deal with accounting work, finance, I deal with payroll, human resources, and you have to be in touch with the manufacturing manager and you have to talk to the engineering manager and everybody has got to be your friend. Now my boss is the vice president and CFO so nobody likes him, but he’s my boss, and I like him and he likes me. I’m the middle man to go to the other managers and make sure that everybody gets what they want.

MN: So you got your engineering degree from Hartford – in what year?

AA: In ’95.

MN: 1995. And you have an MBA from where?

AA: From here. 

MN: What year?

AA: I think it was the end of ’98.

MN: And then you worked for [NAME WITHHELD].

AA: And then in ’98 also I went to [NAME WITHHELD].

MN: So how did APAPRO – Association of Peruvian-American Professionals – how did that all come together?

AA: APAPRO came to me because I was already – this was 2003 – I was already involved with Peruvians. I liked the fact that I was hanging out with my Peruvian cousins, I liked the fact that I could go to these parties. My parents were already here. When my parents got here, every uncle or niece, everybody wants me to invite them to a party; there’s two or three parties a week that we have to go.

MN: You’re in demand.

AA: Exactly. So we have to go to these parties. And then you meet other people, you meet Peruvian people, that’s where I met Carol Yrayta, she’s on the board. She’s not my family, but she’s a Peruvian who grew up almost all her life here. She likes to do well by Peru, and she met me and she knew I was a professional and I’m always trying to improve my professional experience and she sent me an email one day that said, “Aníbal, you know what, I met with my cousin and we’re creating this APAPRO.” So I went there and I loved the idea of having a strong, well-established organization that Peruvians can look up to. 

MN: So what does it do?

AA: Well, to be honest with you, it’s still in the process of being solid and that’s what we’re working on. What’s it going to do? The main purpose is trying to improve the quality life of Peruvian-Americans through professional development, through cultural awareness, through educational advantages and things like that. It’s very complex. I think the idea is great. And Hillmer Reyes – who you should have met, but he’s in Peru actually – he’s the president, a bright person who came up with this idea. It was kind of like he says a rip-off from LatPro, I think it’s a Latin professional organization in Boston. I don’t know if you heard of that?

MN: No. I’m not familiar with that.

AA: LatPro gets, obviously, all Latin Americans. We just try to focus on Peruvian-Americans and it’s hard to get people to help you. It is.

MN: So what is your role now?

AA: [ROLE WITHHELD]. 

MN: What do you have to do?

AA: I’m running the whole thing because he’s not here. He’s in Peru. We actually have an 8:30 teleconference today and you can do that if you go to freeconference.com, get your password and user ID and you can schedule conferences. And they even tape it, obviously with a fee. That might be something to think about.

MN: That might be something to look into.

AA: We try to make it easier for our board members to come and help us, so that’s what we decided, let’s have them – as opposed to meeting at a Dunkin’ Donuts somewhere in the middle of West Hartford – let’s have them just call us from anywhere they want to because some people are in New York, he’s in Peru.

MN: So this is a group that’s not just in Connecticut, you’re trying to expand this.

AA:  We want to, anybody, in New Jersey they try to do it, but they need to have more people. In Miami they are thinking about doing it. But they need to be organized to do it because there is so much work to be done.

MN: So how is it that companies or individuals come to APAPRO and what do they say?

AA: They got invited to one main event that happened in 2004 – no 2003, January 2003, where they broadcasted the idea at the consulate. That’s when I became involved, and from then on we have legal networking meetings every three months or so or other kind of events. If Peruvian people like the idea, they sign up but they don’t want to help. Maybe, other Peruvians like the idea and they sign up and they help. Other people like the idea, they help but they don’t sign up. We’re open to everybody who wants to come and help but it’s getting to the point where we need to say, “You know what, I have my life, I have my professional career. I need to start thinking about myself also and I’m getting tired of helping APAPRO. What do we need to for APAPRO to help itself?” We worked for six months with Barbara McGrath who’s at the UConn Law School – Connecticut Urban League it’s called. She helped us get the non-profit application for the IRS filled out. We sent it. I actually called them Monday because it was 120 days already from when they needed to tell us, but they told us now to wait 200 days because they are so backlogged, so we’re going to need another 70 days or so more to find out whether we’re non-profit. Once we get that, there’s a lot of companies on our network that want to give us money, they’re going to give us money for having a person on the staff doing administrative tasks. I go to, for example, to Trinity College and give a presentation. And I not only have to do the presentation myself, I have to make the photocopies for the presentation, I have to make the flyers. If there’s sodas, I have to buy the sodas and bring it and serve it. You work from A-Z and it’s hard because you don’t have that much help, and that’s a problem. Unfortunately what we need is money and we’ll get money when we have the non-profit recognition.

MN: Has your work with this group kind of helped give you a sense of how Peruvians, specifically in Connecticut in the Hartford area, given you a sense of how they’re faring economically, socially, politically as a group? 

AA: I think Peruvians are growing, I mean, first, they were the first set of people 20 years ago that came here from 1960 to 1980 they came here, some of them didn’t have any professional background. They just came here to work on whatever they could and they built their families, they bought their houses, they had their kids and they are giving them education and now their kids are growing up like Hillmer Reyes, those are kind of the people who grew up here and are professionals now and they are trying to give back a little bit to the Peruvian community here or in Peru. Now we see Latin American names on business cards, before you didn’t.

MN: Does APAPRO work with the Peruvian Consulate at all?

AA: Yes, we are very connected with them. The consul always praises us, and gives us more motivation to keep working. This was an idea that was presented to the consul before it even went out to the public and he said, “Yes, I’m going to support you,” and he always does. They support us 100%.

MN: How important is the consulate to the Peruvian community?

AA: Here? I think that, there are two ways. People say the consulate, if you ask the consulate what they do, they say we provide paperwork, we don’t let people go to New York and spend the whole day. But then there is also the cultural awareness or what else could they do. They have a lot of influence, I think. On cultural-wise, you ask them, they tell you, they can help you. I mean I have no idea how many times I’ve called them and said, “Listen, please help me on this presentation, what do you think?” – and they do that. The consul knows Governor Rell, he knows Mayor….what’s the mayor’s name?

MN: I don’t know either.

AA: Mayor …

MN: I can look it up. 

AA: They are close like this. I know they have close ties to immigration, for example. When there is somebody that’s illegal – and that’s a big problem here – there is no way for them to get their immigration papers corrected and what are you going to do? They just have to start working, keep working and hopefully they just don’t get caught.

MN:  Is having the consulate in Hartford a source of pride in the community, knowing there is such an important place?

AA: I don’t know if it’s pride.

MN: Is it anything?

AA: It’s important, but I wouldn’t call it pride. A lot of people are afraid of them. They just don’t know them well. And maybe that’s one of the things that they should be doing – going out to the public and explaining what they do, that they don’t need to be worried about going to the consulate. I mean if you go to the consulate, it’s Peruvian soil kind of thing. They are there to help Peruvians and I think they need to get that message across. Some people are afraid. I go there and I think it’s normal. But now you’re talking about Peruvians and their mindsets and you never know, there’s all kinds of mindsets.

MN: Let me transition to another topic in terms of the Peruvian community in the area. First, where do you live, what town?

AA: I live in [TOWN WITHHELD].

MN: So, for the most part now, do you socialize mostly with other Peruvians or you mentioned some family earlier?

AA: Family. Some friends, but mostly family.

MN: Are you active in any other Peruvian clubs aside from APAPRO?

AA: Not active, but I belong to the Fundacion Chiquian it’s called. We send money to Peru, to Chiquian. We have the Web site Chiquian.com. That’s it. Ocros – I belong because that’s part of my family, so I help out sometimes, but not as much. I’m more dedicated to APAPRO. And now, I’m starting to get involved in to IMA, Institute of Management Accountants, which is something that I need to do because it’s my career.
MN: That’s a professional group?

AA: Professional group, yes.

MN: When you normally get together with other Peruvians including your family, do you normally speak Spanish or English?

AA: Both. Depends – young cousins already don’t speak Spanish, like yourself, for example. It’s both.

MN: So what do you think of the influx of Peruvian restaurants and businesses and festivals and so forth?

AA: I think it’s great, I think they should do more. I think they’re slowing down and they’re limiting themselves, and they should do even better than what they’re doing.

MN: Do you go to the restaurants a lot?

AA: I try to go. I live a half-an-hour away from them. I try to go as much as I can. My sister is a great cook. When my mom’s here, well, then we don’t need to go. But when they’re not around or I’m in Hartford in town for a happy hour meeting or something we stop by. I do enjoy American food. I love going to a good restaurant and eating a steak dinner.

MN: Is the food – is it just not the same here? I’ve heard from other people that if you go to a Peruvian restaurant here it’s just not the same as home.

AA: I’ve been here for 16 years, so it’s my food.

MN: Works for you?

AA: Works for me.

MN: Earlier you had mentioned that when you first came to the university that you had other Latino friends, is that still the case now? You associate with other Latino groups in the area?

AA: I do.

MN: Is that an instance where you feel more in touch with your Peruvian roots, when you get together with other Latinos?

AA: Yes, I consider myself a Latino. I am Peruvian but I’m more of a Latino than a Peruvian.

MN: What’s the difference in your mind?

AA: In my mind, I’m not just limited to being a Peruvian and their customs. I think that Latin people here should stick together. Their cultures are so much alike that there’s no reason why they should separate themselves into different cultures, different countries. That’s what it is to me I think. I consider a Latino as a well-prepared person, that doesn’t have to look down upon an American person. There are different Latinos. You see these immigrants that are coming down, not educated and sometimes I say, “What are they doing? They’re giving a bad name to Hispanics or Latinos.” But there’s also Latinos that are CEOs or CFOs of organizations. I would like to be one.

MN: How closely do you still follow news from Peru?

AA: Everyday I go to peru.com. I do. Very lightly, though. There’s people that are here, that have been here for 10 years and they know every little detail, and I tell them what’s going on in New York, and they don’t know. I follow more this, I trade for the stock market, and I follow more of that I guess, more of the business section – that’s my kind of news, what makes me excited. And then I go to peru.com a little bit just because it’s my country, I guess.

MN: So are you following the news on Fujimori in Chile? What do you think of that?

AA: I’m a Fujimorista – don’t tell that to the consulate. I think they’re Toledistas. The fact that he’s trying to go back, and there’s all of these things that are hidden that we don’t know. I don’t know what he’s trying to do. I hope he goes in there, not himself but tries to win something. I’m pro-Fujimori.

MN: Your parents, you said they’re transitioning here?

AA: Why are they still in Peru? Because there’s so many businesses they need to consolidate. They’re consolidating their businesses. Obviously they need to have means of living here. One of the things they’re doing is selling their property there. We eventually want to buy property here and from the proceeds of renting they could just live off. And that’s the plan and I’m helping them do that.

MN: Do you go back to Peru often? Earlier you said you went to Barranca twice? 

AA: Twice.

MN: Those are the only two times you’ve ever been back to Peru? Oh, OK.

AA: Is there a reason? I guess I just don’t have the time. I have no time. I would like to go in December but I just became an uncle for the first time.

MN: Congratulations.

AA: Thank you. My sister has this little 3-month-old baby. Hopefully in December of next year we’re all going to go back to Peru and have Christmas there. But it’s my busy time of season. I mean I’m in the accounting world, where December, January, February, I’m not able to go anywhere. And in July, to go to Peru for wintertime, it’s just not my thing. I’m not going to spend 800 bucks to go to cold weather. I hope to retire in Peru, to be honest with you. I hope to be 50-55 and be able to go there and maybe do a little business. Have a normal life and stay from December-April and then come back here maybe.

MN: Does the United States, Connecticut, does this feel like home to you?

AA: It is my home. 

MN: When did it start to feel like that, when did you finally come to that realization that this is home?

AA: I think sometime in ’99, 2000, when I started earning money for my own. And I started, ’98 when I started, when I got my first big job and I didn’t ask my parents for more money and I was living here and this was my home.

MN: So why do you want to go back to Peru when you retire?

AA: Because of the weather. I want to enjoy the summer there and enjoy summer here. What do you call this? Snowbirds or something like that?

MN: Snowbirds – fly south for the winter, that kind of thing. Here in the United States a lot of people go to Florida.

AA: I love Miami. The Latin culture there is just incredible. I do go there every time I can get.

MN: So what do you miss about Peru?

AA: Not much, to be honest with you. I guess I trained myself into saying I’m here now, I’m more of a New Englander than I am a Peruvian. I’m a Latino New Englander, I guess.

MN: So that means you’re a Red Sox fan, right?

AA: I’m a Yankees fan. I’ll tell you this: I wasn’t upset because the Red Sox won last year. Boston and New York are my culture. I mean, I love Boston. It’s just the Yankees appeal to me more as a team, even though they didn’t do a good job. But hey – you’ve got to pick a team.

MN: That’s true.

AA: I was at ‘Cheers’ restaurant in Quincy Market watching one of the last games with the Yankees and the Red Sox and I realized that I was cheering for the Yankees and I was looking at everybody and I was like, “Oh my God.”

MN: Was this back in 2004?

AA: No, this was a couple of months ago.

MN: That could be dangerous.

AA: So I got out of there, drunk my beer and got out.

MN: I would imagine you’d have to. So, you feel that this is home, but do you feel like you are an American?

AA: I do feel like that, yes.

MN: Are you a citizen? 

AA: Yes.

MN: Can you tell me about that process?

AA: My sister got residence first. That’s why kind of she came because they gave her the residence. She asked me, and I was with a student visa first here. But then she asked me and that’s when I got my papers and I became a U.S. citizen.

MN: Did you have any misgivings about it?

AA: No. It’s the thing to do. I mean if I’m going to be here.

MN: So when you first came here, you didn’t really give much thought about returning to Peru – it was all about staying here and setting roots?

AA: I thought I was coming here for a couple of months. But then everything changed. My parents didn’t want me to go back for the first couple of years because it was so dangerous. They had threatening letters about kidnapping me. They did kidnap a couple of friends of my parents’ children. It was bad.

MN: Do you feel less Peruvian now as the years go by?

AA: Yeah, but I do so much work with Peru. I was in Washington, D.C. at the State Department representing Peruvian culture here – invited by the consul, actually, in April. I hope to create APAPRO where it’s going to help people. And that’s my mission and that’s what makes me Peruvian. That’s what makes me say I want to move to Peru to Miraflores or something or to a beach house for four months out of the year when I retire as opposed to going to Miami. That’s what makes me say that. I think I’m Peruvian all the way.

MN: And it sounds like you’re very much Peruvian-American.

AA: And I love New England, I love coming down here to Hartford. I mean West Hartford is my town. I grew up the other 15 years of my life.

MN: Are you married?

AA: No, I’m single.


MN: Do you ever hope to have kids in the future?

AA: Yes, definitely.

MN: How do you want to instill a sense of identity in them in terms of Peruvian roots and American roots?

AA: You know what, it would depend on my wife. I’ve had European girlfriends, I’ve had Peruvian girlfriends. I’ve had Latin and American. So, it would just depend on them – whoever I love. My whole concept of adapting to somebody. If she’s Jewish and I’m not too religious, then I’ll become Jewish because she wants the children to be Jewish. Independent of who has more higher strings in culture. Obviously if it’s an American person because of my life being so much culture-oriented in Peru, she’s going to have to adjust to my living and if she likes it, it’ll be more Peruvian.

MN: Are there any other aspects of your life as a Peruvian-American that you’d like to share or something that I may have missed?

AA: I think we spoke [about] a lot of things.

MN: Any other anecdotes that you’d like to share?

AA: Peruvian anecdotes? I just like to – I’m enjoying different friends now. I like my cousins. We go play poker together, all Peruvians. Sometimes I meet Peruvian cousins that come here and need help. We take them out. We help them. Everybody helps each other.

MN: Well that’s all the questions that I have so thank you very much. I appreciate it.

AA: I hope I gave you enough material for you to do something.

MN: I think you did. Thank you. 

AA: Great.

� To respect the subject’s request for anonymity, the name “Aníbal Armas” is used as a pseudonym.
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