
 
 

 

 

Pablo is a Chilean who studied agriculture and who then went to work for six months in a fruit packing plant in 

central California. Read as he describes the people, places, and new activities he encountered as well as the 

perceptions he gained while living on the West Coast of the United States. 

By Pablo Cancino 

 

hen I found out I would be traveling to California, I immediately began to imagine beaches, sun, 

surfing, Hollywood – all of those things you see in the movies or on TV. I was quite surprised, however, when I 

found out I was going to work in Visalia, a small city south of Fresno in the San Joaquin Valley. I quickly learned 

that this town had a population of only 120,000 inhabitants and that it was three hours by car to Los Angeles to the 

south and three hours to San Francisco in the north. I would be stationed in this small city for the majority of my 

stay, working at a fruit-packing company and squeezing in short surfing trips along the California coastline.  

To get to Visalia, I had to take three planes and drive 45 minutes to the city. I discovered that this ―city‖ was 

nothing but a small modern town. Ironically, Visalia had both everything and nothing as far as entertainment. 

During the day, stores, supermarkets, and malls were open (although I‘ve never liked malls); but in terms of 

nightlife, the downtown offered only one karaoke bar, two pubs, and two discos. Coming from a big city like 

Santiago, this seemed like an extremely small number of options.  

Because I studied agriculture, I was traveling to California to work for a Chilean fruit exporting company, which 

had an office at a cold-storage plant called New Leaf. My life revolved around this plant: I worked there from 

Monday to Friday and had so many interesting experiences there. For example, I have wonderful memories of the 

many undocumented migrant workers I met. Also, it was fascinating for me to see how all the fruit that is sold in 

supermarkets is harvested, transported, driven in trucks, and packed largely by migrants from around the world.  

 



Working in the plant, I realized that this mega-country, the United States, could not survive without the illegal 

immigrants who do the ―dirty work‖. At New Leaf, I shared experiences with workers from many different 

countries – India, Afghanistan, Bosnia, Guatemala, Mexico, and the Philippines, among others. Ironically, I was 

living a cosmopolitan life in this small city. It wasn‘t necessary to go to New York to feel like I was in the capital 

of the world. In this tiny town I was able to work with and come to know people from all over the globe. 

I still remember Aaron, who worked as a forklift driver. He was the son of a Mexican born in the United States, 

what is referred to as a ―Chicano‖, and he spoke both English and Spanish perfectly. He was eighteen years old 

when I met him and only two months away from being a father for the first time. He always talked about wanting 

to enlist in the marines after his first son‘s birth to make more money than he was making at New Leaf.  

 

Another person who touched me was Lupe, who was the head of re-packing. Lupe had 140 people working under 

her, all of them illegal immigrants just like her. She loved her work and would often put in extra hours. I remember 

the week she worked 70 hours in six days! As crazy as this may sound, it was not uncommon to see women 

between the ages of 60 and 65 working at New Leaf for 17 hours in one day. 

Most of the women at New Leaf worked on their feet the entire day, with only 10 minutes of rest every three hours 

of work. In general, the workers were happy with the money they were making for working extra hours – they 

could pay off their debts and live more comfortably. To me, this was crazy. At the end of the day, all I could think 

about was going home to rest, but these women would stay late and continue working as many hours as they could 

muster. I would often ask them if they were tired, and their response was always the same: ―Of course we‘re tired, 

son, but we‘re going for twenty hours!‖ These seemingly fragile and weak women turned out to be as strong as 

oaks. They hadn‘t crossed rivers and mountains, walking from their home countries, to rest and not do anything. 

They had crossed into the U.S. to work and to create a prosperous future for themselves and their families. 

My stay in California did not just consist of work, though. While in California, I always tried to take advantage of 

the beautiful weather and the outdoor activities. After work on Saturday afternoons, my three Chilean co-workers 

and I jumped in our car and headed down to the beach. Pismo Beach, Morro Bay, and Cayucos were the first 

beaches I visited and the places where I first learned to surf.  

Surfing was one of the most significant things I learned to do in California. Most weekends, my friends and I 

would camp out near Pismo Beach in order to wake up early and go surfing. The communion that was formed 

between us, our surfboards and the ocean was something incredible. The feeling of being in the water was 

indescribable. Most nights I would stay in instead of going out to party in order to feel rested enough to start 

surfing very early the next day.  

Over time, my friends and I visited many beaches. We took trips to Long Beach, Huntington, Newport Beach, 

Hermosa, Manhattan Beach, Santa Cruz, Santa Barbara, Ventura, Half Moon Bay, and San Francisco, among 

others – and all of these trips revolved around surfing. The truth is I‘m not a great surfer. In fact, I‘m lucky if I 

even get up on the board and ride a couple of seconds. But the times I shared with my friends while surfing were 

unforgettable – they always made me feel great, and I was able to forget the stress of work. 



 

For me, there exist two Californias. On the one hand, there is the California we all see in the movies and on 

television, the reality one can find in all the coastal cities (Los Angeles, Santa Barbara, San Francisco, etc.). 

However, there also exists the California that Hollywood doesn‘t want to show, and without a doubt this is a very 

different California. This is the California of immigrants, the California that feeds the rest of the country with its 

work, and a part of California that deserves to be shown to the world – not for its beauty, but for the incredible life 

stories of its people. 

This article was translated from the original written in Spanish. 

 

 

 

 

We are all familiar with big beer names such as Heineken, Stella Artois and Budweiser. Companies like these brew 

millions of liters of beer per year, available for purchase almost anywhere in the world. They have glossy 

advertising campaigns and sponsor high profile events… 

By Charlotte Mountford 

 



t the other end of the scale sit the microbreweries. Instead of hundreds, they produce one, four, or 

maybe fifty barrels of beer a week. They are more likely to donate raffle prizes to local schools or fund the annual 

competition at the gardening club than sponsor an international football game. And yet microbreweries are growing 

in importance, and their beers are getting more popular by the year. 

For microbrewers, it‘s not just about sales, it‘s about lifestyle, community, and a culture as alive as the beers and 

ales themselves – literally; because unlike big commercial brewers, microbrewery beer is ‗real‘ which means 

neither filtered nor pasteurized: it continues to ferment and mature in the cask and the bottle, as ‗living‘ ale. 

 

On Islay, a rugged island with a wild beauty off the west coast of Scotland, Islay Ales is one such microbrewery. 

Paul Hathaway founded the craft brewery in 2003 with two partners, after moving to Islay with his family.  

There was a catch: Islay is world famous for whiskey, not beer, hence Hathaway‘s slogan ―ales from the isle of 

malts.‖ It took time to persuade locals to stop drinking whiskey, or big brand Tennent‘s lager, and try the craft ales. 

―We sell a lot of ales to visitors on the island,‖ says Hathaway, and community support has now grown.  

 

 

Unlike big brands, microbreweries focus on the local. ―Our brewery often feels more like a family than a 

business,‖ Hathaway smiles. ―It‘s a two-way street. The community shows us support by buying our product, so 

we get involved with the community. It‘s our way of saying thank you.‖  

―The major difference between big brewery and craft brewery is that we put a lot of time and effort into our live 

beer,‖ he continues. ―We use pale and crystal malts for beers like our Black Rock Ale, and lager and wheat malts 

for ones like our Saligo Ale, perhaps adding un-malted roasted barley or Styrian Goldings hops for flavour.‖  

The term ―Micro brewery‖ originated in the UK in the late 1970‘s, as a term used to describe the new generation of 

small breweries and their focus on producing good quality real or live ales and beers. From there the concept has 

taken off all around the world, particularly in North America.  



Thousands of miles from Islay on Vancouver Island, off west coast Canada, Matt Phillips runs Phillips Beer, a non-

traditional microbrewery. Phillips believes beer and food belong together: the brewery holds ‗beer dinners‘ where 

chefs cook meals to compliment beer and publish free recipes on their website. 

 

―Food and beer simply pair well,‖ says Phillips, ―it adds another dimension. I‘m fascinated by flavors, and because 

the range is so vast, the array of pairings that can be explored is almost limitless.‖  

Phillips takes this food passion one step further, infusing flavours into the actual brewing process to create beers 

with names that make you hungry, like his Raspberry Wheat Ale, Espresso Stout, Oatmeal Stout, or Longboat 

Double Chocolate Porter. ―It‘s like food pairings in the bottle. Beer is such an amazing base for flavours, you are 

really just limited by the imagination.‖ 

Phillips Beer also stands out for its quirky bottle labels, outstanding works of art in their own right. Designed by 

Shawn O‘Keefe, they reflect the energy in the brewery.  

It was Phillips‘ dream to have an artisanal brewery, and through a lot of hard work, and clever use of credit cards, 

Phillips Beer became an award-winning reality. ―It‘s more than a commercial enterprise,‖ he explains. ―I love the 

culture of beer.‖  

 

 

This growing beer culture has been pivotal in the success of Islay and Phillips – two very different, but successful, 

microbreweries. Phillips comments on this difference: ―While beer culture is growing, it‘s by no means the same 

all over the world. … but it is cool to see the more traditional beer cultures, like in Europe, now taking on styles 

that have developed in North America – craft beer culture is losing its borders!‖ 

Is beer culture like wine culture? ―No,‖ says Phillips. ―Sure, there is an appreciation of a fine beverage, but there is 

a much more welcoming and fun tone to beer culture. Anyone can join – the best bottle of beer isn‘t much different 

in price from the least interesting bottle. Also beer is better fresh, so it keeps the collectors from having interest. 

And unlike wine, no one really takes ‗hard core beer geeks‘ too seriously. … enjoy it, share it – no spitting!‖ 

 

 



At Islay Ales, Paul Hathaway has definitely noticed the growth in beer culture. ―The most important thing is there 

are now more breweries in the UK than there were in 1940, and many of them are small,‖ he observes. 

 

―Brewing has therefore gone the full circle. It began small and local in the 40‘s, it went through the mergers and 

takeovers of the 60‘s, 70‘s and 80‘s, and now it has gone back to where it started, what it always was supposed to 

be: small, local breweries supplying beer for the local area. That‘s why you have so many different styles and 

flavors of beer, because beers were traditionally brewed for local palates.‖  

Islay Ales produces eight distinct brews – something that is a rarity when compared with large-scale producers, 

according to Hathaway. 

―The big brewers tend not to operate like that; they will hit on just the few major brands and flog them for all 

they‘re worth. But the public knows this, and they are making different choices today. It feeds back into people 

getting increasingly interested in the provenance of food and drink, and concerned with food miles and the 

environment,‖ says Hathaway. ―Our third director, Walter Schobert is from Germany, and apparently there, 

anybody who appreciates beer refuses to drink anything that‘s advertised on TV!‖ 

―And at the end of the day,‖ Hathaway finishes, ―we produce something that‘s different. I always say you can get a 

McDonald‘s anywhere in the world. Same goes for a Stella Artois or a Budweiser. Why do that, when you can try 

something local and unique?‖ 

 

 

 

  



 

 

If the crime, violence, and petty political bashing of the mainstream news sometimes feels depressing and 

overwhelming, satirical news media may provide a comical respite.  

By Shepard Daniel 

n the United States and Britain, satirical news has long been a popular source of entertainment. Satire – the 

literary genre whose content ridicules individuals and society as a source of comedy – has been adapted to news 

media, both written and produced, and it has proven to be a comical way to take a break from what can often seem 

ridiculous and tiresome mainstream news. 

Common features of satire include strong irony or sarcasm as well as parody, exaggeration, and caricatures. The 

use of these humorous devices is exactly how The Onion, a U.S.-based newspaper, caters to its readers. It cleverly 

parodies such traditional newspaper features as editorials, ―man-on-the-street interviews‖, and stock quotes – all on 

a traditional newspaper layout and with an AP-Style editorial voice. Claiming a national print circulation of 

690,000, The Onion print edition is distributed free through the Midwest United States, New York, Chicago, 

Denver/Boulder, Austin and Washington D.C., and it is also sold in bookstores worldwide, including in the United 

Kingdom. In 2007, ―Onion News Network‖ was created, which offers satirical news stories, audios, and videos 

online.  

Sometimes referred to as ―Fake News,‖ the international, national, and local news published by The Onion both 

ridicules real news stories as well as invents ‗fake‘ ones, often with hilarious exaggerations or juxtapositions. 

Poking fun at the vague nature of the U.S. ‗War on Terror‘ a news headline reads, ―U.S. Vows to Defeat Whoever 

We‘re at War With.‖ In addition, Onion humor plays on commonly used phrases, as in the headline, ―Drugs Win 

Drug War‖ or presents simple, everyday events as newsworthy, such as the Sunday feature headline, ―Guy 

Carrying Guitar Case on Elevator Envied By Everyone On Elevator, Imagines Guy.‖  



 

News satire has also been prevalent on television since the 1960s, following the emergence of a generation of 

English satirical writers, journalists and performers at the end of the 1950s. Such TV shows as That Was the Week 

That Was, which aired in Britain from 1962 to 1963, was groundbreaking in its achievement of comedy through 

politically-charged irony and mimicry.  

Today, TV productions such as Jon Stewart‘s The Daily Show and Stephen Colbert‘s The Colbert Report, are 

prime examples of contemporary American satire. Stewart draws his comedy and satire from recent news stories, 

political figures, and media organizations, and he generally presents a more liberal political leaning. His show, with 

its biting sarcasm (―I‘ve been to Canada, and I‘ve always gotten the impression that I could take the country over 

in about two days‖) and clever irony (―Religion. It‘s given people hope in a world torn apart by religion‖) has kept 

viewers entertained since 1996, having won over fourteen Emmy Awards during that time.   

 

 

Jon Stewart‘s television counterpart, Stephen Colbert, hosts a Daily Show spin-off, another news program known 

as The Colbert Report, which mimics neo-conservative personality-driven political programs. Colbert‘s character is 

an opinionated and self-righteous news commentator who, in his TV interviews, interrupts people, points and wags 

his finger at them, and uses a number of logical fallacies.  In his typical fashion, Colbert often imitates the right 

wing with assertions such as, ―This past weekend, Al Gore‘s movie, ‗An Inconvenient Truth,‘ earned more per 

screen than any film in the country…I dare say Gore‘s movie is the highest grossing PowerPoint presentation in 

history!‖  

This comic effect is complimented by his hilarious exaggerations: ―To sit here at the same table with my hero, 

George W. Bush…I feel like I‘m dreaming. Somebody pinch me. You know what, I‘m a pretty sound sleeper, that 

may not be enough…Somebody shoot me in the face!‖ Both The Daily Show and The Colbert Report skillfully 

demonstrate the cornerstone of modern American political satire: the ridicule of the actions of politicians and other 

public figures by taking all their statements and purported beliefs to the furthest ―logical‖ conclusion, thus 

revealing their perceived hypocrisy. 



 

Whether it‘s a sarcastic headline from The Onion – ―The Police Seize More Than $50 In Wire From Nation‘s 

Wealthiest Crystal Meth Dealer!‖ – or political commentary from Jon Stewart – ―Hillary Clinton vs. Barack 

Obama. Normally, when you see a black man or a woman president, an asteroid is about to hit the Statue of 

Liberty‖ – satirical media provides a hysterical outlet for the weary reader of conventional news.  

 

 

 

Each of Kenneth Parker‘s photographs has a story to tell. His breathtaking images of immaculate landscapes are 

carefully studied and expertly executed.  

By Shepard Daniel 

 

raveling to remote, pristine wilderness around the globe, Kenneth Parker captures images that 

reveal the disturbing beauty of some of the world‘s most mysterious and untouched places. The determined artist is 

known to haul 75 to 85 pounds of large-format camera equipment as he seeks out the perfect site location, often 

backpacking five to ten days into the wild. The farther he goes, the more he becomes immersed in a profound sense 

of place in his relentless attempt to discover beauty.  

 

 

 



 

Blue Varnish Wall; Escalante Wilderness, Utah 

―For me, beauty is an argument that refuses dismissal,‖ says Parker. ―It brings glimpses of the unrelenting ocean-

love which will not release the enthralled artist. I endeavor to capture these gentle little alternatives to the fearsome 

insanity and insensitivity of a chaotic world.‖  

 

Emerald Waterfall, Table Mountain; Cherokee, California 

With a professional background in oceanography, Parker has long been fascinated with the natural world. His early 

experience as a field assistant to fine art color pioneer Eliot Porter helped him to isolate and capture mysteries in 

nature that he struggled for decades to unravel as a Ph.D oceanographer in global climate change. Paul Caponigro 

and William Giles have also been important artistic mentors to Parker since the 1970s. Following his career in 

natural science, today Parker fully commits his life focus to photography. 

 

 

Fluted Sandstone Cascade; Escalante Wilderness, Utah 



While his work has taken him to such far away places as the Cambodian temples at Angkor and the spiritual 

monuments of Myanmar, Parker has also uncovered some of the most mystical of places in his own country. The 

United States still possesses thousands of miles of undeveloped areas and pristine landscapes. With fifty-eight 

national parks and hundreds of other federally managed forests and wilderness areas, the United States offers much 

natural beauty to be explored. Some of Parker‘s most arresting images have been captured in the lithified sand 

dunes of Utah, the canyons of Arizona, the volcanic coasts of Hawaii, and the beach cliffs of Washington. He is 

currently hard at work on a new portfolio from his cherished neighboring Big Sur with intimate compositions of 

tide pools, granitic outcrops, and powerful crashing waves. 

 

Dead Cypress, Trentepholia Algae; Point Lobos State Reserve, CA 

Critics and colleagues note the impressive way in which Parker uses the element of light in his photographs. 

Oftentimes he spends several days contemplating the changing light of a composition before completing a single 

exposure. The late photography great, Ruth Bernhard, said, ―The way in which Ken works with the light is simply 

inspiring. It feels as if he has an arrangement with God.‖ It is clear that Parker‘s work is produced with expert 

vision and an insightful patience.  

 

Slot, Lower Antelope Canyon; Navajo Reservation, Arizona 

Throughout the shooting and printing process, Parker is committed to maintaining the integrity of the original 

image. He executes prints of scanned 4×5 files, carefully avoiding any manipulation or alteration of his 

photographs. Using state-of-the-art controls that correct for color balance, contrast, and burning and dodging, 

Parker remains true to the original light and color captured in his work. His level of precision is so great that 

usually only one or two distinctive images will result from one of his long journeys. 



 

Gambel Oaks and Wall; Escalante Wilderness, Utah 

A major coffee table publication is currently underway, which presents Parker‘s multi-expedition imagery from the 

remote kingdom of Mustang on the Tibetan Plateau. The Dalai Lama, who is contributing an introduction, has 

called Mustang ―the best Tibetan Buddhism in the world‖. Together with compelling landscapes as well as cultural 

and festival depictions, the book will feature the monumental 14th century monasteries lying at the heart of 

Mustang. The monasteries have been the site of a decade of painstaking restorations to Tantric fresco wall murals, 

recognized as the most magnificent of such murals ever to have been uncovered in the Tibetan world. 

 

 

Sandstone Fins and Serviceberry Roots; Paria River ï Vermilion Cliffs Wilderness, Arizona 

Parker‘s work is represented by the Weston Gallery, Barry Singer Gallery, The Ralls Collection and other leading 

galleries and collections nationwide, and has been exhibited at museums that include the Smithsonian Institution, 

Oakland Museum, California Academy of Sciences, Los Angeles County and San Diego Museums of Natural 

History. 

 

 



 

Four Granite Boulders, Bald Rock, Berry Creek, CA 

Visit Kenneth Parker‘s online gallery: 

 http://www.kennethparker.com 
 

 

 

 

 
 

In 2005 the multi-talented singer/songwriter Erin Zindle set out to find the right group of musicians to give life to 

the songs she had written. The result of her search – the Ragbirds.  

By Robert Daniel 

 

he quintet from Ypsilanti, Michigan, performs its self-described ―infectious global grove‖ all across the 

Midwest and into the Western United States. While clearly maintaining roots in folk rock, the group will often 

branch off into sounds from seemingly every corner of the globe with an uncanny ease. In the infancy of the group, 

the band stuck to more ―folksy‖ and gentler tones, but their sound has since evolved into one of more energy and 

one that caters to a lively audience.  

―Over the years I‘ve gotten a clearer vision of what now has become The Ragbirds‘ sound, and the demand for 

songs that are more dance-able at our live shows has stretched our music more in that direction,‖ says Zindle. Her 

connection to global music is evident through each Ragbirds song. ―I am a white girl from suburban Buffalo, N.Y., 

http://www.kennethparker.com/


and I‘m writing tarantellas and tangos and songs with Gypsy, Celtic and Latin feel,‖ Zindle says. ―My love of 

world music has thoroughly seeped through the cracks and found its way into to my own songs.‖ 

 

The sheer abundance of instruments on stage, coupled with the Ragbirds‘ apparent talent, reflects the group‘s 

versatility and allows the band to take its music in any direction it sees fit. ―We do a lot of improvisation live in our 

instrumental solos and we try to let the crowd‘s energy lead the songs,‖ says Zindle. The Ragbirds are solely 

comprised of multi-instrumentalists: Erin Zindle (vocals, violin, mandolin, banjo, accordion, piano), TJ Zindle 

(electric/acoustic guitars, vocals, percussion), Randall Moore (conga, djembe, timbales, tabla, percussion), Dan 

Hildebrandt (bass, percussion, vocals) and Tim Dziekan (conga, harmonica, djembe, percussion).  

The band shows off its wide array of tempos and sound with the upbeat, violin-laden Tarentella, off the 2007 

release Wanderlove, which contrasts the electric guitar-aided, slower track, Get In, off the group‘s most recent 

release, Finally Almost Ready. Zindle‘s sweet, yet powerful voice really captures the listener‘s ear as her 

thoughtful lyrics compliment the music perfectly. ―[Using many instruments] is like having more colors on my 

palette and I‘m the kind of artist that loves having many options,‖ she explained. 

The Ragbirds take their talent on the road often, playing 120 to 150 shows a year. The group has played popular 

festivals such as Rothbury and 10,000 Lakes. According to Zindle, the group‘s most notable performance to date 

was in May 2009 at the Green Room Festival in Yokohama, Japan, for over 5,000 people. ―Being in a foreign 

country, surrounded by a foreign language and immersed in this rich, beautiful culture is so inspiring. But then to 

have the opportunity to get on stage and rock – inexplicable!‖ says Zindle.  

Indeed, the ―global groove‖ of the Ragbirds‘ music shines through in the live show, as the audience takes a high-

energy trip across the world with the music as the means of transportation. ―My music is my way of traveling when 

I can‘t afford a plane ticket,‖ Zindle says.  



 

The Ragbirds will be on the move this fall as they tour on the West Coast for the first time, traveling in their van 

fueled solely by waste vegetable oil. ―We‘re always breaking new ground and trying to spread the music as far and 

wide as we can,‖ says Zindle. ―This is what we love to do.‖ 

Check out the Ragbirds website: 

http://www.theragbirds.com/html/flash.html 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Ahmed Ahmed is an actor, comedian and director determined to show the brighter side of the Middle East, one 

joke at a time.  

By Brittaney Carter  

 

http://www.theragbirds.com/html/flash.html


omehow, Ahmed Ahmed has found himself here, in Egypt, small camcorder in hand ready to explore the 

area in the little free time that he has while filming his latest movie, Just Like Us. And somehow, Ahmed has 

convinced his friend and fellow comedian, Angelo Tsarouchas, to climb aboard a miniature camel despite his bulky 

frame being too heavy for the tiny animal. The episode provides amusement for all of the onlookers and a great 

scene for Ahmed‘s film. And somehow, Ahmed Ahmed has just proven once again that laughter is the universal 

language.  

Ahmed was born in Helwan, Egypt, in 1970, but his family moved to Riverside, California when he was one month 

old. Always encouraged by family and friends who noticed his keen sense of humor and potential stage presence, 

he decided that he wanted to be an actor, and at the age of nineteen he moved to Hollywood to begin his career. He 

quickly earned small supporting roles in movies. However, he also readily noticed the lack of diversity in the 

character roles offered to an Egyptian-American performer like himself, especially a performer with the name 

Ahmed Ahmed. Always the rude New York City cab driver, the stereotypical Arab Prince or the Muslim terrorist, 

he grew frustrated with being offered roles that didn‘t reflect him. 

 

―Even when you watch television, you never see the Arab good guy. You never see the Arab doctor or the Arab 

friend. You just don‘t see it,‖ he says. 

As Ahmed explains, his lack of movie roles has been influenced by Western media, which often portrays Arabs 

and Muslims as extremists.  In addition, the terrorist attacks that occurred in the United States on September 11th, 

2001—which were executed by 19 Muslim extremists from the Middle East—contributed to a negative perception 

of Arabs and Muslims.   

Muslims have become an integral part of the United State‘s demographic in the last century.  Various influxes of 

Muslim immigrants over time have resulted in flourishing Islamic communities—first in the major cities of 

Michigan, Indiana, Iowa, and California, and later in every corner of the country.  Today, the estimated number of 

Muslims living in the United States is 2 to 3 million.  And, like Ahmed, most say that life has become more 

difficult after the terrorist attacks on September 11th, due to religious profiling and discrimination. 

―We all went to bed September 10th as Americans and woke up September 11th as suspected terrorists,‖ Ahmed 

explains in an August 2006 CNN interview with Roe Conn. 

Eventually, the southern California-raised actor with the traditional Middle Eastern name decided to quit his acting 

and began performing as a stand-up comedian.  While working at The Comedy Store in Hollywood, California, he 

met fellow comedians Maz Jobrani, who is Iranian-American, and Palestinian-American Aron Kader.  Together, 

they formed the Axis of Evil Comedy Tour in 2005 and performed throughout the Middle East as well as in the 

United States.  It was then that Ahmed discovered that his performances gave him a platform to battle the 

stereotypes of Arabs and Muslims reinforced by American movies and television.   



 

No longer was he fighting to find movie roles that offered a more accurate portrayal of Arabs or Muslims. Instead, 

every night, when he walked on stage to begin his comedy act, he was creating the role for himself. Ahmed is both 

an Egyptian and an American who describes himself as ―Muslim-ish.‖  He is also a comedian who could joke 

about feeling like he was somewhere in between the two identities.   

After the Axis of Evil Tour came to an end in 2007, Ahmed began to think of new ways to enhance the media‘s 

perception of people with Middle Eastern roots.  The result was the ―Just Like Us‖ Comedy Tour and 

documentary.   

Just Like Us, which was filmed in 2009, follows a team of American comedians as they travel throughout the 

Middle East to perform.  They come from diverse backgrounds and lead the audience on a journey of cultural 

discovery as they tell jokes to the people of Dubai, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia and Egypt.  They show the world that 

people from the Middle East enjoy comedy and that they love to laugh, just like us. 

Ahmed‘s goal for the tour is to bring together people from different backgrounds and use their cultural differences 

to inspire laughter instead of prejudice. The tour features American and British comedians of Iranian, Egyptian, 

Italian and African descent. Ahmed explains that while touring the Middle East with the Axis of Evil Tour, his 

friends always assumed that he was there to perform comedy for American military troops.  They also assumed, 

Ahmed says, that Middle Easterners don‘t have a sense of humor. ―I decided to make this film to prove everybody 

wrong.‖  

 

One of the highlights of the film is discovering that not only do Middle Easterners love comedy but they will also 

break the law to enjoy a live show.  In Saudi Arabia, for example, Ahmed and his counterparts perform for 

audiences of men and women sitting side-by-side in a country where entertainment is banned and it is illegal for 

adult men and women to mingle.  At any moment, they could all be arrested. 

―Without risk, there‘s no payoff,‖ Ahmed explains, speaking of this threat.  He then adds with a quiet chuckle, ―I 

thought, ‗If I ever went to jail for doing comedy in Saudi Arabia, that would be really newsworthy.‘‖ 

 

 



 

In April 2010, Just Like Us premiered at the Tribeca Film Festival in New York City.  Since its first screening, the 

film has been shown at several independent film festivals, including the Sydney Film Festival in Australia and the 

Doha Tribeca International Film Festival in Qatar.  The film has also been released in the Middle East, and Ahmed 

is currently searching for a company to distribute it in the United States.  

Despite being a target of prejudice and discrimination, Ahmed continues to approach the problem with a hopeful 

attitude.  With the success of both the Axis of Evil Comedy Tour and Just Like Us, he now looks forward to 

creating more projects.  ―The Middle East has a really bad reputation right now due to media around the world,‖ he 

says.  ―How do we fix this?‖ Then, without hesitation, he answers his own question.  ―We do it by projecting 

positive images of Arabs and Muslims through arts and culture.  And mostly through comedy.‖ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


