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There’s an underground food 
movement booming on the 
Midpeninsula.

It’s not happening at res-
taurants, but in the homes and 
backyards of out-of-work cooks, 
high school coaches, mothers and 
fathers — people who have turned 
to selling food to make ends meet 
during the coronavirus shutdown. 
On any given day, if you’re clued 
into the right Instagram and Face-
book pages, you can find home-
made quesabirria tacos, fresh ta-
males, lumpia, pupusas, smoked 
brisket, smoothies, boba tea and 
otai (a Polynesian drink made 
from fresh fruit).

For most people, it’s a good 
enough side hustle to help them 
get by during a challenging time. 
For some, it’s generating enough 
income to help them cover rent 
while they wait for the next un-
employment check or send money 
to family members in their home 
countries.

“That’s what a lot of people 
are doing right now,” said Tina, 
a Mountain View resident who 
sells desserts out of her home. 
“If they have a skill, they’re try-
ing to figure out, ‘How can I uti-
lize it to best help me during this 
pandemic?’”(Because Tina and 
other sources in this story are sell-
ing food without the required per-
mits, they will only be identified 
by their first names.)

In many ways, the boom in un-
der-the-table home food businesses 
— concentrated in communities 
like East Palo Alto where residents 
are hardest hit by the economic im-
pacts of the pandemic — reflects 

the inequities of the shutdown. The 
majority of people interviewed for 
this story are selling food without 
permits, using social media and 
word of mouth to boost their new 
ventures. For many of them, get-
ting the necessary permits to le-
gally sell homemade food is a less 
pressing concern than making rent.

Enterprising eats
In one East Palo Alto backyard 

on a recent afternoon, a makeshift 
kitchen, complete with two flat-top 
grills, stacks of takeout containers 
and a steaming vat of consomme 
broth, was churning out orders 
of quesabirria, burritos, rice and 
beans. Pepe, an East Palo Alto na-
tive who was a cook at Facebook 
until the social media company’s 
Menlo Park campus shut down 
in mid-March, manned a sizzling 
flat-top next to family members 
he’s recruited to help his home-
grown business. 

Pepe sells his food through Ins-
tagram every weekend, often sell-
ing out quickly. He built a covered 
wooden patio outside and added 
the second flat-top to keep up with 
demand.

He’s long wanted to start his 
own business — a food truck is 
the goal — but didn’t have the time 
or impetus until the shutdown. He 
started cooking at Facebook eight 
years ago after attending the cu-
linary arts training program at 
JobTrain in Menlo Park. He said 
working in the kitchen felt like a 
natural fit: “This was the first time 
in my life I was like, ‘I want to get 
up at 6 in the morning and go to 
work.’”

Pepe’s recipe for slow-braised 
birria takes inspiration from his fa-
ther, who worked as a professional 
chef, and mother, who would make 
the dish with the traditional goat 
but also sometimes with beef. Pepe 
prefers beef, which he marinates 
overnight with a special mix of 
spices and starts braising early in 
the morning so it’s fresh at noon 
when he starts selling.

He puts the rich, shredded birria 
into several kinds of tacos — 
quesabirria, multi and vampiro, all 
variations on crispy corn tortillas 
with meat and melted cheese — as 
well as ramen with fresh noodles.

“I’ve been wanting to start my 
own thing. As a chef, that’s the 
ultimate goal,” Pepe said. “You 
make good food, people are going 
to come and try it.”

Pepe is making money, though 
not much since he’s only selling 
food once a week. He hopes to 
purchase a food truck soon so he 
can serve food full time — and do 
it legally.

He’s one of many local residents 
pursuing this kind of under-the-
table income.

Tina, who has a self-described 
sweet tooth, started selling choc-
olate-covered strawberries to 
friends and family for fun on Val-
entine’s Day. Then COVID-19 hit, 
and her husband lost his job. He 
received two weeks of unemploy-
ment and then the checks stopped 
coming, she said. In April, she was 
elated to get hired as a contractor 
at Stanford Hospital, making $25 
an hour — and then got laid off 
because, she said she was told, the 
hospital wasn’t crowded enough.

“It was like, ‘Wow. What do 
I do?’ We couldn’t get a hold of 
unemployment. We couldn’t get a 
hold of anybody,” Tina said.

She thought of the chocolate-
covered strawberries, which had 
netted her a few thousand dollars. 
So she made a website and social 
media pages, expanded to making 
several flavors of jarred, no-bake 
cheesecakes and started offering 
delivery throughout the Bay Area 
three days a week. She now sells 
about 50 to 100 cheesecakes a 
week — enough to cover her fam-
ily’s household bills.

“It’s given us a nice cushion 

during this pandemic where at 
first we were trying to figure out 
if we still had a house to live in,” 
Tina said.

Legal limbo
For residents of Santa Clara and 

San Mateo counties, cottage food 
permits are the path toward legal-
ly selling food out of their homes. 
The California Homemade Food 
Act allows people to sell specific 
“low-risk” foods made in home 
kitchens. These are largely non-
perishable foods that don’t require 
refrigeration to keep them safe 
from bacterial growth that could 
make people sick, such as bread, 
dried pasta, coffee, tea and honey.

Permits can be costly. In Santa 
Clara County, there are two cat-
egories of Cottage Food permits, 
one costing $219 and the other 
$635, with additional fees for any 
complaint inspections or if ad-
ditional time is needed to review 
paperwork or food labels. There 
are also annual revenue caps for 
cottage food operations.

In 2019, a new California law 
that allows people to sell more 
kinds of food from their homes, 
the Microenterprise Home Kitchen 
Operations (MEHKO) Act, took 
effect, but with a major catch — 
counties have to opt in for local 
implementation.

That same year, the San Mateo 
County Board of Supervisors ap-
proved a pilot program of the state 
law, but it was contingent on hiring 
more staff, according to Heather 
Forshey, director of San Mateo 
County Environmental Health 
Services.

With Environmental Health 
Services staff now consumed with 
responding to COVID-19, the pilot 
fell by the wayside, she said.

Forshey said the county plans to 
resume the pilot at a later date and 
is not considering easing regula-
tions during the shutdown, which 
leaves the homegrown efforts of 
Pepe and others on the margins, 
even as the state has a program to 
accommodate them.

“Public health protection is the 
highest priority for County Envi-
ronmental Health as it implements 
the state’s regulations, including 
regulations pertaining to sales 

under the Microenterprise Home 
Kitchen Operations Act,” Forshey 
said. “There is also no legal flex-
ibility to ease permitting.”

Rochelle Gaddi, director of the 
Santa Clara County Consumer 
Protection Division, said the 
county hasn’t opted into the state 
law and that the Department of 
Environmental Health “continues 
to evaluate the options regarding 
the implementation of the MEH-
KOs program within Santa Clara 
County.”

The text of the state law, AB626, 
acknowledges that an “informal 
economy” of illegal homemade 
food exists in communities across 
the state.

“However, due to a lack of ap-
propriate regulations, many expe-
rienced cooks in California are 
unable to legally participate in the 
locally prepared food economy 
and to earn an income legally 
therein,” the bill reads. “As a re-
sult, and because they feel they 
have no other option, thousands of 
private chefs, home caterers, and 
many other food microentrepre-
neurs cook out of private homes 
or unlicensed food facilities, with 
little access to education for best 
practices or safety guidelines.”

The bill notes the benefits of 
legalizing that world, from in-
creasing food access (particularly 
in food deserts), increasing public 
health safeguards and providing 
economic opportunities to people 
who “are unable to enter the tra-
ditional food economy based on 
disability, family responsibilities, 
or lack of opportunity.”

“Small-scale, home-cooking 
operations can create significant 
economic opportunities for Cali-
fornians that need them most — 
often women, immigrants and 
people of color,” the law reads.

‘We need the  
money now’

Monday through Friday, Tere-
sita posts to Instagram the home-
made dishes she’s selling that day 
— from lumpia, bihon pancit and 
chicken adobo to spaghetti and 
meatballs and cupcakes. She of-
fers pickup at her home in Moun-
tain View or her son will deliver 
for an extra $5.

Out-of-work residents find a lifeline  
via homemade food operations
by Elena Kadvany

Teresita makes lumpia, chicken adobo and other dishes available for pickup at her Mountain View home.

E
le

n
a

 K
a

d
v

a
n

y

Pepe makes burritos, quesabirria and other items in a makeshift 
kitchen in his backyard.

Eating Out
Silicon Valley’s

underground food 
movement
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Teresita loves to cook — she’s 
Filipino, so food is a fundamental 
part of any of her family gather-
ings or celebrations. But it wasn’t 
until she lost her job at a local 
electronics store in April that her 
home kitchen became her main 
source of income. In this regard, 
Teresita, much like Pepe and 
Tina, is one of many locals who 
have turned to home cooking to 
navigate the COVID-19 economic 
downturn.

“It’s really a big help for us,” 
Teresita said in a recent phone in-
terview after she finished making 
that day’s dish, pork sisig. “It gives 
me (money) to pay my rent, to pay 
my insurance, to buy some food. I 

still send money to my family in 
the Philippines.”

Eddy and Alice, a couple who 
live in Daly City, had always 
joked about a parallel fantasy life 
in which they quit their tech jobs, 
move to Hawaii and start a barbe-
cue pop-up.

In early April, part of that un-
expectedly became their reality. 
Eddy was furloughed and Alice 
was laid off. They decided to 
turn what was a weekend pas-
sion — barbecuing and cooking 
for friends — into their main gig. 
They were inspired in part by 
other local food businesses that 
they watched rise from obscure 
homegrown operations into fully 

fledged businesses with loyal 
followings.

Eddy, who is Burmese and Chi-
nese, is the self-declared pit mas-
ter. He spends hours making pork 
ribs, brisket, pulled pork and hot 
links in two smokers in their back-
yard. Alice is the chief operating 
officer, organizing orders and 
managing their social media pres-
ence. She also jumps in to season 
the meats and make some of the 
side dishes, including mac salad 
and collard greens.

The extra income is “tying (us) 
over,” Eddy said. “If it blew up so 
big that I didn’t have to go back 
to tech, I don’t think I would feel 
bad, but at the same time, I paid 

attention to the margins — it’d be 
awhile before we could match the 
income we were making in tech.”

Tina, for her part, said trying to 
get the permits to make her busi-
ness legal was the first thing she 
looked into. But finding the right 
information was challenging and 
it was hard to tell whether the of-
fices in charge of home food oper-
ations were even open at the start 
of the shutdown, she said. She 
takes food and health safety seri-
ously, sanitizing her house twice 
a day, wiping down anything she 
touches, always wearing a mask 
for pickups or deliveries and put-
ting her desserts into a basket for 
contactless pickup.

Tina encouraged anyone else 
who’s thinking about selling 
food out of their homes to do the 
same, although she understands 
why some people haven’t gotten 
permits.

“I know right now people are 
just doing what they need to do 
to make ends meet. I wouldn’t tell 
somebody, ‘Wait until you can do 
everything right,” she said. “We 
need the money now. If no one else 
is going to help us, we’re going to 
have to help ourselves.” 

Staff Writer Elena Kadvany 
can be emailed at ekadvany@
paweekly.com. Read her 
Peninsula Foodist blog at 
PaloAltoOnline.com/blogs.

Eating Out
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MUJI SHUTTERS AT STANFORD ... 
Japanese retailer Muji announced 
on July 31 that it is closing all seven 
of its California locations, including 
its store at Stanford Shopping 
Center, as part of a company 
restructuring due to the COVID-19 
closures. “Muji recently began 
taking steps to restructure our 
U.S. business operations. A part of 
this evolution included the difficult 
decision to close our California 
retail locations indefinitely. ... Thank 
you for eight wonderful years in 
California,” the company stated in 
a press release. The unexpected 
closures come just two weeks after 
the company announced that it was 
filing for Chapter 11 bankruptcy on 
July 10. “Muji U.S.A. will remain 
fully operational throughout this 
restructuring,” the company stated 
at the time as it moved forward with 
phased reopenings of stores across 
the country. — L.T.

JOS. A. BANK LEAVES 
MIDPENINSULA ... Menswear 
retailer Jos. A. Bank has left the 
Midpeninsula. Parent company 
Tailored Brands, which has filed 
Chapter 11 bankruptcy, plans reduce 
its workforce by 20% and close up 
to 500 stores nationwide as part of 
a series of organizational changes 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic 
and its significant impact on the 
company’s brands, which include 
Men’s Warehouse, Moores Clothing 
for Men and K&G in addition to Jos. 
A Bank, the company stated in a July 
21 announcement. Reportedly, the 
company’s Palo Alto Jos. A. Bank 
location at 270 University Ave. and 
its San Mateo store at 208 E. Third 
Ave. are among the first 100 of its 
sites that Tailored Brands planned to 
permanently shutter. According to the 
Jos. A. Bank company website, both 
stores have closed. — L.T.

MACARTHUR PARK CLOSED UNTIL 
2021 ... This Saturday, Aug. 8, will be 
MacArthur Park’s last day of service 
until 2021. The owners of MacArthur 
Park, which has occupied a historic, 
11,000-square-foot building on the 
edge of downtown Palo Alto for nearly 
40 years, have decided to close the 
restaurant temporarily. “The safety of 
our staff and patrons has always been 
an utmost concern. Combined with the 
challenging economics, we decided 
it best to pause our operations til next 
year,” spokesperson Michael Davis 
wrote in an email. MacArthur Park 
opened in 1981 at 27 University Ave., 
next to the Palo Alto Caltrain station. 
After offering takeout and delivery 
for several months, the restaurant 
reopened for outdoor dining in July. 
But without MacArthur Park’s large 
indoor dining room and mezzanine as 
a draw, coupled with the loss of special 
events, the economics proved difficult, 
Davis said. “It felt as though it was an 
uphill battle,” he said. — E.K.

Compiled by the Weekly staff; 
this week written by Linda Taaffe 
and Elena Kadvany. Got leads on 
interesting and news-worthy retail 
developments? The Weekly will 
check them out. Email shoptalk@
paweekly.com.

ShopTalk
Local food & retail happenings

Answers to this week’s puzzles, which can be found on page 43.

AmiCare
SERVICES INCORPORATED 
Quality and affordable 

caregiving services 
right at the comfort of 

your home.
CALL FOR

A FREE NURSE
ASSESSMENT

(650) 709-8900

Former NYC Columbia 

University editor and local 

high school teacher can help 

write an original Common App 

essay mrvescovi@gmail.com

Sign up today at  
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