Tribal Tribulations

by

Eyes Right

Sauguache,  Colorado - .    There are no Burger Kings here in Sauguache.  There is a family restaurant serving “American and Mexican Food,” a small grocery store, one gas station (regular unleaded $1.95.9/gal, and a dilapidated museum standing next to the now-unused Sauguache County jail.  

South of Sauguache, on U.S. 258, one travels 24 miles on an absolutely straight, flat road to Rio Grande County.  It’s all cattle and hay country, irrigated from the headwaters of the Rio Grande River.  Road building is easy here.  Just draw a straight line to wherever you wish to go, throw down some gravel and blacktop, and you have your road.

Fairly dramatic thunderstorms are the norm here in the summer.  It is difficult to drive far this time of year without seeing at least one spectacular light show in the distance, usually in the mountains on each side of this vast high plain.  

So it is a curious location to report to you on my Burger King Tour.  For the past three weeks I have been traveling around the U.S. observing Burger Kings, and how they are staffed and managed.  At the airport in Baltimore, the crew was totally African-American.  The prices were airport (a.k.a., high), the service was slow, the food, typical Burger King.  Duh?  On to the airport in Las Vegas.  Here the staff was exclusively Asian-American, the service noticeably faster and friendlier, the food….typical Burger King.  Our next sampling took place in Billings, Montana.  This one was manned by a purely Caucasian crew.  The wait for our food was painfully long, but the server was cheerful, and the food… typical Burger King.   Our last data point came from Denver.  It was a breakfast shift, and this locale was staffed exclusively by Hispanic Americans.  The service was acceptable, but somewhat sullen, while the food was – you guessed it – typical Burger King.

I mention all of this, not to stereotype any particular ethnic group, but to demonstrate that the United States remains, to a great degree, a tribal society.  Presumably, the local Burger King management is free to hire whomever it wishes to man each locale.  Yet, invariably, I have found a genuine segregation of personnel in Burger Kings across the country.  In my home area, northern Virginia, the vast majority of employees are immigrants, often illegal, from Central America.  

I suspect that this manning issue depends greatly on the makeup of the local minimum wage labor pool, but that is only a partial explanation.  Federal laws notwithstanding, people simply like to be around “their own.”  I see this daily in the high school where I teach.  Although our school is very ethnically diverse, the lunchroom seating patterns tell the real story.  Our classroom populations are evenly distributed among races, but when free to select with whom they associate, students eat in distinct ethnic groupings.  America is a vast, amazingly diverse nation, both in terms of geography and population, but we still prefer our own tribes – and Burger Kings. 

I thought you might like to know.
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