
flowers out of the~blocks of stone 
with their chisels. 

' Generations of stone carvers in 
Chimalhuacan, on Mexico's City's 
far east side, also created much 
of the stonework that adorns 
buildings and parks in the capi­
tal's downtown. 

While carvers in other areas 
long ago turned to mechanical 
cutters and polishers, the crafts­
men here use only hammers, . 
mallets and a variety of chisels 
and gouges. 

Backbone of community 
Many are self-taught, but some, 

like Tomas Ugarte, 86, learned in 
the traditional way as handed 
d9wn by fathers and grandfa-

PROJECT Future Malaysia, a not­
for-profit arts and culture ven­
ture, has received-overwhelming 
response for its pilot initiative 
"Kembara Stories And Food 
Trail" in Kuala Lumpur next 
month. 

Guided by migrant communi­
ties, this cultural walking tour 
and immersive food-tasting pro­
ject is supported by the 
Downtown Kuala Lumpur Grants 
Program from Think City. 

"Our tour event details were 
only shared on Facebook and 

- Instagram last week, and the 
response has been overwhelm­
ingly positive. The Nepal, · 
Bangladesh, and Filipino tours 
are fully booked, with only the 
Indonesian tour (in Bahasa 
Malaysia) on Sept 16 remaining," 
says Kevin Bathman, the project 
coordinator. 

"The interest and positive feed­
back have certainly inspired the 
team, and we are excited to· 
curate more diverse and capti- _ 
vating experiences. If you missed 
out, don't worry. We plan to run 
·another series of tours in 
October and November, and 
beyond. For updates, you can fol-

Sculptures made by the master stone carvers of Chimalhuacan adorn 
the entrance of the cemetery in the Mexico City borough of 
Chilmalhuacan. 

thers, dating back about five gen­
erations. 

The group skews to an older · 
demographic these days. There · 
wer_e about 600 registered stone 
carvers a decade ago, but 
C~rolina Montesinos Mendoza, 
director of the Mexico State office 
that suppo'rts artisans, said there 
are probably only around 300 
now. The carvers are dying off 
8(ld their children generally 

· don't want to take up the trade. 
With Xochiaca now lost in a 

labyrinth of city streets, they 
keep the old traditions alive. 

Many residents use stone mor­
tars. and pestles made by the 
stone carvers. Known as "molca­
jetes" in Spanish, these bowl-like 
grinders are the basic tool for 
making salsas. 

''They are the backbone of the 
community," said Rev Alberto 

· Sandoval, who has knoWn them 
since 1990, when he served as a 
parish priest in Xochiaca. 

Eur.opean-inspired sculptures of 
the 12 apostles. 

They also work for free at 
decorating and maintaining the 
stonework at the 250-year-old 
parish church, Santa Maria de 
Guadalupe. They have :r;nade 
altar screens, columns and the 
Christ and Virgin Mary statues 
that are 3m tall. 

One of the earliest signs of 
their predecessors' work is a 
carved stone in the floor of the 
churchyard reading ''Xochiaca, 
home of the stone carvers." 

It does not bear a date. 
It refers, however; to a time 

when the lake that once covered 
much of the valley still lapped 
at the shores of Xochiaca. 

Now, the carvers truck in 
stone from other states to the 
north and to the west, but some-· 
times from as far away as the 
southern state of-Yucatan. 

They get some help from dona­
tions from the local government 
and local residents. 
. ''The neighbours have helped 

us out with donations of US$6 or 
US$12 (RM28 or RM56). The peo­
ple of the town buy the stone,"· 
said Bastidas. 

Asked if the trade will survive, 
carver Mario Olivares recited a 
poem etched by the artisans in 
the church wall: ''Your art, your 
tradition, your culture and the 
nobility of the people keep the 
soul of this town alive." - AP 
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cultural tour in KL 
low the project on Instagram," he 
adds. 

This inaugural pilot project 
. will celebrate the culinary herit­

age of four prominent migrant 
communities in Malaysia -
Nepal, Philippines, Indonesia and 
Bangladesh. Each two-hour event 
includes an hour-long guided 
tour through downtown KL (with 
stops at Jalan Tun Perak, Petaling 
Street, Central Market, Jalan 
Pudu, Medan Pasar, and 
Bangunan Sultan Abdul Sarna d) 
from the vantage point of 
migrant communities. 

The second hour promises a 
. "food tasting'' luncheon, allowing 
participants to savour the 
essence of each cultural back- . 
ground. 

"Kembara Stories And Food 
Trail aims to change that narra­
tive. By embracing migrant cui­
sines and culture as catalysts for 
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collective unity, diversity, pride, 
and a sense of belonging, this 
project is poised to dismantle 

' negative.stereotypes associated 
with these communities. 
Through this initiative, we also 
aspire to underscore our shared 
values and common bonds," says 
Bathman. 

Referred to as the wqck:force 
behind "3D jobs" (dirtf, difficult, 
and dangerous tasks), these com­
munities remain largely unseen, 
devoid ofthe chance to share 
their own stories or truly belong . 
in the land they have called 
home for years. 

Adopting a fresh perspective . 
that spotlights migrant communi­
ties through their culinary and 
cultural heritage, Kembara 
Stories s·eeks to bridge divides 
and cultivate awareness of 
their contributions to Malaysian 
society. 

Each 'Kembara Stories' edition will include a guided tour through down­
town KL (Medan Pasar is seen here) from the vantage point of migrant 
communities. -YAP CHEE HONG/The Star 

"Downtown KL holds many 
memories for me, as I spent a 
significant time here upon arriv­
al. Through sharing my personal 
story and anecdotes, I hope to 
shed light on the realities faced 
by the migrant community. 
Beyond appreciating their tenaci-

ty and resolve, participants will 
uncover hidden gems and cultur­
al gems that hold a special place 
in our hearts," says Mahoj, a 
Nepali storyteller leading one of 
the tours. 

lnstagram: @kembarastories. 


