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Timeline 
 

May 1845 Indentured laborers from India began being sent to Trinidad. 

April 1917 Last indentured laborers arrived from India, with the system gradually 
ending in the 1920s. 

June 13, 1927 Mahaboob Ben Ali was born in San Juan, Trinidad and Tobago. 

January 1943 Ben attended St. Mary’s College until June 1945.  

June 1945 Ben applied for a job in the Trinidadian government. 

August 1945 Under a student visa, Ben departed Trinidad for the United States.  

1950  Ben graduated from Howard University.  

1955 The People's National Movement Party (PNM) was founded.  

August 1958 Ben and Virginia opened Ben’s Chili Bowl. 

October 1958 Ben and Virginia married in a judge’s chambers.  

August 1962 Trinidad gained its independence from Britain.  

April 1968 Race Riots broke out in DC. 

1982 Kamal was the first son to begin working at Ben’s Chili Bowl. 

October 1985 Bill Cosby visited the Chili Bowl. 

November 1995 First South Asian elected as Prime Minister of Trinidad.  

1998 Nizam joined Kamal in operating the Chili Bowl. 

January 2009 President-Elect Barack Obama visited the Chili Bowl.  

October 7, 2009 Mahaboob Ben Ali passed away.  

2010 Sage joined his brothers in running the family business.  
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Notes to the Reader 
 

Before beginning, I must make a note on terminology throughout the thesis. This thesis 

utilizes first names when referring to any main figure, such as Ben, Virginia, Sage, Kamal, and 

Vida. Also, the restaurant “Ben’s Chili Bowl” will hereby be referred to as “the Chili Bowl” to 

maintain a distinction between the person Ben and the restaurant. Additionally, the term 

“IndoTrinidad[ian]” is featured throughout the thesis. I intentionally chose not to hyphenate the 

term, as it reflects a blending of two cultures rather than a break or conforming of one culture to 

another. Lastly, when referring to blackness, I capitalize “Black” only when alluding to a person, 

otherwise terms like “black community” and “blackness” are lowercase. 

Throughout the thesis, I include photographs of main characters and events. These 

images are intended to illustrate the history of Ben and his Chili Bowl. The thesis features eleven 

images total.  
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Introduction: Contextualizing Relational Identities Within Washington, DC 
 

You can’t write this or make it up. The Chili Bowl and its people were birthed out 
of love and community. 

 
–––Vida Ali, Interview with the Author, 2019  1

 
On August 22, 1958, Ben and Virginia Ali opened Ben’s Chili Bowl in the U Street 

Corridor of Washington, DC. Here, the couple built a name, business, and family–a family that 

extended into the larger DC community. As entrepreneurs of color in the public eye, the Alis 

constructed a specific type of narrative around their business, family, and community 

involvement. However, with the addition of their own identities, this narrative construction 

became complicated. As a descendant of indentured laborers from India, Ben grew up in 

Trinidad steeped in IndoTrinidadian culture and the Islamic religion. After immigrating to the 

United States in 1945, Ben entered a different racial context, finding solace within the Black 

American community. Through his marriage to then-Virginia Rollins, a Native American, Black 

woman, he further connected himself to the black culture. This claim to blackness, combined 

with his Trinidadian and South Asian roots, as well as his Muslim religion, formulated a distinct 

identity that he negotiated at different historical points. Each historical context informed the next 

one, while also furthering Ben’s own understanding of his multiple identities.  

1 Blair Ruble, Washington’s U Street: A Biography (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 2012), 302.  
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Born on June 13, 1927, in San Juan, Trinidad and Tobago, Mahaboob Ben Ali was the 

eldest of seven children to parents Haidar and Khateijah Ali (see fig. 1).  Ben’s maternal 2

grandparents arrived in Trinidad as indentured laborers from India.  

Fig.1. 

 

As a country under British dominance, Trinidad’s race relations developed under its own 

circumstances. Due to an influx of immigration and a predominantly plantation-based economy, 

Trinidad experienced the growth of various racial groups, such as the ruling Europeans, a colored 

and black middle class, the Creole masses, and the Indian indentured laborers.  Emerging from 3

this colonial context, Ben began to formulate notions about race. However, as he established 

himself in Washington, DC, these notions started to evolve. Moving from Trinidad into a 

segregated United States posed new challenges for Ben’s acclimation into the country. Prior to 

2 Figure 1. Photo Date and Photographer Unknown. From Tracey Gold Bennett and 
Nizam Ben Ali, Ben's Chili Bowl: 50 Years of a Washington, D.C., Landmark (Charleston: 
Arcadia Publishing, 2008), 23.  

3 Bridget Brereton, Race Relations in Colonial Trinidad 1870-1900 (Cambridge: Press 
Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, 1979), 7.  
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settling in Washington, DC, Ben left Trinidad under a student visa in 1945 in order to pursue a 

career in dentistry. In pursuit of this career, he transferred from the University of Nebraska to the 

University of Scranton to, ultimately, Howard University in DC. At the age of 31, he abandoned 

a career in dentistry to open the Chili Bowl, which firmly embedded himself within the black 

community, especially as de facto segregation still existed. The Chili Bowl quickly earned fame, 

becoming a staple restaurant during crucial historical junctures, such as the Race Riots of 1968, 

drug trafficking in the 1970s, and metro construction in the 1980s. As one of the last remaining 

black-owned businesses on U Street today, the Chili Bowl represents the deep and rich history of 

not only the U Street neighborhood, but also of Ben himself. The way in which Ben portrayed 

his different identities can be seen through how he managed the Chili Bowl. The Chili Bowl 

offers a glimpse into how Ben tangibly practiced his South Asian heritage, Islamic religion, 

Trinidadian roots, and connection to blackness.  

One way to frame the dynamism of identity illustrated by the Ali family’s experience is 

provided by Édouard Glissant’s Poetics of Relation. Born in Martinique in 1928, Glissant went 

on to earn a doctorate from the Sorbonne. Thereafter, he returned to Martinique, where his 

writing laid the foundation for the “Creolite” movement. Glissant’s scholarship emerged to 

counter the Négritude intellectual movement of the 1930s.  In response to French colonial rule in 4

the Caribbean, the Négritude movement centered on the African diaspora as the main identity 

marker. To counter the assimilation of French Caribbeans, the Négritude movement embraced 

their African roots. However, as Glissant pointed out, embracing African heritage isolated other 

French Caribbeans of non-African descent. In theory, the Négritude movement denounced 

4 Mickaella Perina, “Beyond Négritude and Créolité: The Ongoing Creolization of 
Identities,” The CLR James Journal 15, no. 1 (2009): 67.  
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colonialism by urging Blacks to accept their blackness as a state of being, emphasizing their 

values and culture.  By solely embracing blackness, Négritude scholars isolated French 5

Caribbeans from identities outside of blackness. To address the inadequacies of the Négritude 

movement, scholars promoted a new ideology known as Créolité. In comparison to the Négritude 

philosophy, Créolité sought to reconcile various identities in the French Caribbean with their 

unique history under imperialism. Rather than concentrating only on blackness, Creolists aimed 

to group all Caribbean identities under a single concept of "Créolité.”  Creolists stressed the 6

historical and cultural roots of the Caribbean, incorporating the struggles against colonialism and 

the identities of East Indian and Chinese indentured laborers, African heritage, and indigenous 

Caribbeans.  Glissant advanced the Créolité philosophy, stressing that the entanglement of 7

different cultures transformed one’s view of the world.  

This view of the world, or as he coined, totalité-monde,  proposes that examining the 

world in relation, a category that is “an open totality evolving upon itself,” allows for the 

dynamism of identity.  Glissant’s intricate argument emphasizes that it is through an encounter 8

with the Other that identities, in this case, those within the Caribbean, are produced and 

extended. Additionally, Glissant uses this theory to present an alternate understanding of 

decolonial identity in the Caribbean. As relation is the result of encounter with the Other, it is in 

constant clash with developing identities and different oppressors.  

5 Perina, “Beyond Négritude and Créolité,” 69.  
6 Perina, “Beyond Négritude and Créolité,” 70.  
7 Stuart Hall, “Creolité and the Process of Creolization,” Creolizing Europe: Legacies 

and Transformations (2015): 17.  
8 Glissant, Poetics of Relation, 192.  
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Completed in 1990, Glissant’s Poetics of Relation proposed a view of the world in 

constant transformation, where identities are constantly being shaped and altered due to different 

historical circumstances.  Glissant's notions of identity actualized a distinct Caribbean reality 9

based on an idea of relation, as opposed to isolation. Utilizing Glissant’s Poetics of Relation to 

explore the history of the Ali family not only demonstrates the broader theoretical applicability 

of his conceptualization of identity beyond the Caribbean, whence Ben Ali came, but also 

enriches our understanding of multiculturalism in a US urban context.  

As a postcolonial scholar from the Caribbean, Glissant’s work uniquely captures the 

evolution of Caribbean identity, perhaps offering another avenue in which to understand the 

formulation of Ben’s identities. Further, this understanding of identity can reflect how diasporic 

identities intersected and interacted to construct a distinct sense of being for Ben. 

Whereas Glissant helps us think through the process of identity formation as 

fundamentally relational and encompassing, Michael Omi and Howard Winant’s Racial 

Formation in the United States provides a useful theoretical lens through which to view Ben’s 

relationship with his various identities, blackness in particular. To understand the interaction 

between Ben and blackness in DC, blackness itself must be contextualized. Omi and Winant’s 

racial formation theory offers helpful entry points in which to situate a discussion of blackness. 

Omi and Winant’s idea that race is socially constructed with social consequences, that this 

construct itself is dynamic, and that race itself is a master category that influences different 

modes of social organization in the United States allows us to think through how Ben navigated 

the American racial landscape as an IndoTrinidadian.  In particular, Omi and Winant discuss 

9 Édouard Glissant, Poetics of Relation (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 
1997), 12.  
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how “the establishment and reproduction of different regimes of domination, inequality, and 

difference in the United States have consciously drawn upon concepts of difference, hierarchy, 

and marginalization based on race.”  Race informs and has always informed how people 10

associate with each other and present themselves to society. When viewed as a social construct, 

race becomes maintained through social processes, indicating that it remains significant so long 

as people ascribe meaning to its differences. In the context of blackness, racializing this identity 

has served ideological and political purposes. Due to the politicization of the identity, blackness 

generated new ideas concerning racial and social ideals. After the end of World War Two, and 

around the onset of the Cold War, American racism and segregation came to the attention of a 

worldwide audience. Especially during the Jim Crow Eras and Civil Rights Movement, 

blackness was able to develop as an ideology among the black community in the United States 

that resonated with others, particularly from (post)colonial societies with their own complicated 

racial histories like the Trinidad of Ben’s youth.  

Arriving in the United States in 1945, Ben experienced an entirely different politics of 

blackness than in Trinidad. As he moved from Nebraska to Pennsylvania, and finally, to 

Washington, DC where he lived until his death in 2009, he encountered many different variations 

of blackness. Omi and Winant propose that since racial formation “is always historically 

situated, understandings of the meaning of race, and of the way race structures society, have 

changed enormously over time.”  As with Glissant’s fundamentally dynamic understanding of 11

identity, blackness, in their framework too, is a constantly changing, dynamic identity, one 

10 Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States, (New York: 
Routledge Press, 2015), 106. 

11 Omi and Winant, Racial Formation, 112. 
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forced to adapt to the political, social, and economic circumstances of the time. This rejection of 

the static nature of identity allows space to see blackness as it reacts to its surroundings. The 

resilience of the black identity allows it to shift and assume different meanings during different 

stages of American history. To view “race [as] historically and politically constructed is not only 

to see it as a ‘moving image,’ as something we make and remake over time; it is also to 

acknowledge our power, both collective and individual, to transform the meaning of race.”  12

Race thus acts as a tool for community development and formation. By the same token, race 

serves as a strategy for the individual by which to understand one’s personal experiences.  

As Ben further established himself within the DC community, he also ingrained himself 

within the different modalities of blackness. For Ben, his involvement in the black community of 

U street and his own identity co-evolved with the unfolding politics of blackness in the US. 

Therefore, through a microhistory of the Ali family, I can bring into view precisely this evolving 

nature of blackness and identity construction in the context of the US.  

This thesis conceptualizes identity as something that is socially constructed and 

historically maintained, that is dynamic and relational rather than static or self-enclosed. Identity 

encapsulates not only how someone views themselves, but also how others view them, and is 

thus shifting. As I argue, this fluidity is clearly visible in the various endeavors of Ben Ali and in 

the various contexts within which he lived his life. By employing the methodology of 

microhistory, I am able to capture the subtle moments when Ben activated an identity, especially 

when it correlated to and elucidated a specific and broader historical context. Other benefits of 

utilizing microhistory include: conveying personal experience directly, using a specific person to 

12 Omi and Winant, Racial Formation, 16. 
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point towards the general, and showing both the extent and the limits of a specific person’s 

actions.   13

For this thesis, aside from archival sources, much of how I came to understand Ben’s life 

was framed through the recollections I collected from his remaining family and friends, 

including his wife, Virginia; two of his three sons, Sage and Kamal; one of his three 

daughters-in-law, Vida; and a longtime family friend, Reverend Dr. Sandra Butler-Truesdale. 

Since I understand identities to emerge relationally, my study, by necessity, must also focus on 

Ben’s relationship to his family, as well as on the family itself. 

Most vitally, the story of Ben and the Chili Bowl would be incomplete without paying 

close attention to Virginia Ali. Whereas Ben was the businessman of the Chili Bowl, Virginia 

filled the place with warmth and soul. The complementary pairing of Ben and Virginia sustained 

the Chili Bowl throughout some of its hardest times. Originally from Tappahannock, Virginia, 

Virginia lived on a rural 350-acre farm until college. Graduating from Virginia Union 

University, a historically black university (HBCU) in Richmond, she moved to Washington, DC, 

at the young age of 21. Here, she worked as a bank-teller at Industrial Bank, the only 

black-owned bank in the city at the time of its opening. Similar to the Chili Bowl, Industrial 

Bank is also a black-owned, family-run business, with the son of Jesse Mitchell, a Howard 

University Law School graduate, assuming leadership of the bank. As a bank-teller, Virginia 

discovered her passion for working with people and met her future husband.  Before marrying 14

each other, Ben and Virginia decided to open the Chili Bowl in August of 1958. A few months 

13 István Szijártó, “Four Arguments for Microhistory,”  Rethinking History (Hungary: 
Routledge Press, 2002), 209.  

14 Virginia Ali (co-owner of Ben’s Chili Bowl and wife of Ben Ali), in discussion with 
the author, November 20, 2019. 
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later, in October, the two married in the judge's chambers. In order to marry Ben, Virginia 

converted to Islam, embedding herself within the culture and practices familiar to her husband. 

Together, Ben and Virginia raised three sons–Haidar “Sage” Ben Ali, Kamal Ben Ali, 

and Nizam Ben Ali. After pursuing their own education and careers, all three sons returned to 

manage the Chili Bowl. As the oldest of the three sons, Sage attended Brown University and 

Berklee College of Music, moving to Hollywood, California to pursue a career in the music 

business.  Meeting in DC at a Muslim prayer meeting, Vida and Sage opened a Public Relations 15

firm in Hollywood and returned to the Chili Bowl permanently in 2009, after Ben’s death. 

Following in the footsteps of his father, Kamal was the first son to begin permanently working at 

the Chili Bowl. After graduating from the University of Pennsylvania, Kamal married Sonya, an 

African-American woman.  Together, Kamal and Sonya have teenage twins, Jaleel and Suraya. 16

As the two eldest, Sage and Kamal built unique relationships with their father, learning about 

and resonating with different aspects of Ben’s identities. Moreover, Sage and Kamal had more 

opportunities to visit Trinidad with their father, as well as witness how their father built his 

business and reputation. Despite being the youngest, Nizam returned to the Chili Bowl after 

receiving his law degree from the University of Maryland School of Law.  Each of Ben’s sons 17

has forged their own careers and passions, but it is the Chili Bowl that continues to bind them. 

Despite their similar upbringing, each son has embedded himself within different communities 

that Ben inhabited, ones that especially came to light after their marriages and the passing of 

15 “Sage Ali,” Ben's Chili Bowl Foundation, accessed April 1, 2020, 
http://thebcbfoundation.org/?board=haidar-ali 

16 “Kamal Ali,” Ben's Chili Bowl Foundation, accessed April 1, 2020, 
https://www.benschilibowlfoundation.org/kamal-ali 

17 “Kamal Ali,” Ben's Chili Bowl Foundation.” 

http://thebcbfoundation.org/?board=haidar-ali
https://www.benschilibowlfoundation.org/kamal-ali
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their father. How his sons have negotiated their individual identities in turn helps inform my 

understanding of Ben’s life.  

Thus, this thesis is not solely about one man and his identity. It concerns one family’s 

collective identity formation through the identities they inherited or became part of through 

spawning from Ben and vice versa. Ben’s various and shifting identities not only shaped his own 

sense of self; other members of his family latched onto different aspects of his identity to 

construct their own. Understanding how his family embedded themselves in different facets of 

Ben’s identity means that this microhistory not only examines Ben, but also those with whom he 

interacted. Since the Alis have been a stable presence in the U Street community for over 60 

years, weathering all the changes and challenges occurring in the city since the 1950s, a 

microhistory of their family can uniquely contribute insights into the dynamism of identity in 

Washington DC, as well as other social institutions and processes, such as race, diaspora and 

migration, marriage, and gentrification. While these can be analyzed in silos, it is more impactful 

to place them in conversation with one another as this microhistory necessitates. For example, 

Ben’s marriage to Virginia Rollins posed related challenges, as their different races and faiths 

caused tension between each other’s families. Therefore, the microhistory format for this thesis 

addresses the history unique to Ben and his family, as well as how their story lends itself to the 

analysis of broader trends of identity creation and negotiation in twentieth-century urban 

America.  

I rely primarily on interviews from the Ali family, as well as archival material from the 

George Washington University (GW) Special Collections to articulate my understanding of 

Ben’s relationship to South Asia, blackness, Islam, and Trinidad. Within the GW archives, 
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various letters, documents, newspapers, and photos traced the history of not only Ben, but also 

the Chili Bowl. As a result, this thesis analyzes the intersecting nature of Ben, the Chili Bowl, 

and Ben’s family throughout the different chapters.  

My analysis on this topic is traced over three different chapters, each following different 

time periods. The first chapter centers around Ben’s time in Trinidad, especially how this unique 

tie to the Caribbean manifested in his later time in DC. It begins by examining his childhood, 

specifically focusing on the moment before he departed for the United States in 1945. From 

there, it outlines the ways in which Ben continued to maintain his ties to Trinidad, from his 

choice in friends and mosque, to his frequent visits to the country every summer.  

The second chapter follows Ben’s early establishment in the United States. Beginning 

with his journey from Nebraska to Scranton to DC, this chapter shows how his early settlement 

sparked tension between his South Asian heritage and the black-white race binary of the United 

States. Within this context, Ben began to embed himself within the black community, settling in 

U Street, marrying Virginia, and advocating on behalf of the black community. This chapter 

analyzes the development of this new identity marker, examining the extent to which he 

practiced blackness and how it interacted with his other characteristics. 

The third and final chapter heavily focuses on Ben and the Chili Bowl as a staple in the 

DC community. Through his entrenchment in the community, Ben became a public figure, 

making the instances in which he practiced certain identities historically significant. Here, the 

second generation of the Chili Bowl surfaces, as his sons began to operate the restaurant on a 

more regular basis. Consequently, this chapter discusses the different aspects of Ben’s life where 
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each son inserted himself. Thus, this chapter offers a culminating understanding of the identities 

of Ben and his family, as well as the historical context of each situation.  

This analysis spans a time frame that covers distinct moments in Ben’s life. For example, 

this thesis focuses on Trinidad from 1927 to 1945, the years in which Ben resided there. 

However, it also includes a discussion on the colonial history of the country, as it is salient to 

grasping the context from which Ben entered the United States. Then, the thesis includes a 

period from 1945 to 2009, which encompasses Ben’s journey to the United States and his death 

in Washington, DC. Finally, it concludes with the present state of affairs at the Chili Bowl, 

especially as it concerns the second generation running the restaurant. Since the thesis primarily 

centers on the life of Ben, its main time period stretches from 1927 until 2009.  
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Chapter 1: Building Ben in Trinidad 
 

This was Trinidad in 1911, in every sense––politically, economically, socially, 
educationally, culturally–literally a British colony. 

 
–––Eric Williams, Inward Hunger, 1969  18

 

Born in Trinidad and Tobago, Ben resided in San Juan from his birth in 1927 until his 

departure to the United States in 1945. For eighteen crucial years, he lived under colonial rule, 

which contributed to his understanding of the extent of social mobility, success, and freedom. 

Additionally, Trinidad’s colonial nature also shaped Ben’s perceptions of broader institutions, 

such as race and religion. Without exposure to this historical context, Ben’s negotiation of 

identities in the United States would have been drastically different. Because of Trinidad’s 

distinct culture, Ben immigrated to the United States with a certain set of social and cultural 

assumptions, which, as he further established himself, altered and evolved over time. Situating 

Ben within the world of Trinidad–before his birth, during his time there, and after he left– is 

important to understand how his shifting identities changed over time.  

Although he spent most of his life in Washington, DC, his youth spent in Trinidad 

undeniably impacted him. Despite the importance of his time in Trinidad, little evidence exists 

about his life prior to entering the States. Consequently, this chapter illustrates Trinidad through 

available newspaper articles and letters, as well as writings by other prominent Trinidadian 

figures with whom he was connected. Interviews from his family members help to elucidate 

Ben’s relationship to Trinidad, especially as it related to his claim to blackness in later chapters. 

Through these various sources, I argue how Trinidad, as it was under colonial rule, considerably 

18 Ruble, Washington’s U Street, 302.  
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affected Ben’s foundational understanding of South Asian culture, Islam, and blackness, which 

remained touchstones of his identity throughout his life. From this basis, I can examine the 

evolution of these Trinidadian roots as Ben assimilated into the United States. In other words, to 

what extent did the Trinidad Ben knew inform his own perception of the world, even as he 

moved to settle in Washington, DC?  

To understand the Trinidad Ben was born into, we must begin with the arrival of 

indentured labor into the island. As a Trinidadian of Indian descent, Ben’s bond to South Asia 

had its roots in this long history of indentured labor. After the end of the Transatlantic Slave 

Trade in 1834, the British Empire shipped Indians from the subcontinent to replace emancipated 

Africans on sugar plantations.  Between 1845 and 1917 a total of 143,939 Indians migrated to 19

Trinidad under the system of Indian indenture.  It was in this situation that Ben’s maternal 20

grandparents were brought from North India to Trinidad. Historian Ashutosh Kumar published 

Coolies of the Empire: Indentured Indians in the Sugar Colonies, 1830–1920, which analyzed 

the grueling conditions of indentured migrant labor. He described how indentured workers, who 

called themselves girmitiyas, managed to survive under the hand of colonialism. In his 

autobiography Inward Hunger, Eric Williams, the first Prime Minister of Trinidad, illustrated 

these poor conditions of the laborers, noting that “bad as social conditions were generally, they 

were most deplorable among the Indian immigrants, the lowest paid, most poorly fed and worst 

19 Sherry-Ann Singh, “The Experience of Indian Indenture in Trinidad: Arrival and 
Settlement,” Caribbean Atlas, (Department of History at University of the West Indies St. 
Augustine, 2013), 
http://www.caribbean-atlas.com/en/themes/waves-of-colonization-and-control-in-the-caribbean/
waves-of-colonization/the-experience-of-indian-indenture-in-trinidad-arrival-and-settlement.htm
l. 

20 Singh, “The Experience of Indian Indenture in Trinidad.” 

http://www.caribbean-atlas.com/en/themes/waves-of-colonization-and-control-in-the-caribbean/waves-of-colonization/the-experience-of-indian-indenture-in-trinidad-arrival-and-settlement.html
http://www.caribbean-atlas.com/en/themes/waves-of-colonization-and-control-in-the-caribbean/waves-of-colonization/the-experience-of-indian-indenture-in-trinidad-arrival-and-settlement.html
http://www.caribbean-atlas.com/en/themes/waves-of-colonization-and-control-in-the-caribbean/waves-of-colonization/the-experience-of-indian-indenture-in-trinidad-arrival-and-settlement.html


Mirpuri 21 

housed section of the population.”  Born in 1911 in Port of Spain, Eric Williams described the 21

Trinidad that he remembered (see fig. 2).  However, through his portrait of the country, we can 22

envision the environment of Ben’s childhood. This early stage of Trinidadian history crucially 

informed the assimilation of Ben’s grandparents and parents into the country, which, in turn, 

later influenced Ben’s own understanding of himself.  

Fig. 2. 

 

With such a large number of Indians arriving in Trinidad, the growth of a hybrid 

IndoTrinidadian identity was inevitable. In the most recent census, IndoTrinidadians make up the 

country's largest ethnic group (approximately 35.4%).  Within this community, the South Asian 23

diaspora has influenced native Trinidadian food, music, religion, and language. For example, the 

emergence of mosques and temples represented the impact of South Asian tradition into 

21 Eric Williams, Inward Hunger: The Education of a Prime Minister (London: Andre 
Deutsche Limited Press, 1969), 19.  

22 Figure 2. Photograph of Eric Williams. Wikimedia Commons. Accessed April 30, 
2020. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Eric_Williams 

23 “2011 Census Data,” Central Statistical Office (Port of Spain, Trinidad and Tobago, 
2012). This is the most recent population data available of the country.  
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mainstream Trinidadian culture.  As one of the largest ethnic groups, Indian-South Asian 24

influence surrounded Ben during his time in Trinidad. The blend of these two cultures created a 

unique identity in and of itself, one distinguishable within the diaspora as a whole. Early 

newspaper clippings, for instance, from The Trinidad Guardian revealed the developing 

presence of IndoTrinidadians in broader society. An April 1926 newspaper featured an 

advertisement for an “all-India store,” which specialized in “Indian hammered and chiseled 

brassware, silk kimonos, embroidered shawls, oriental silk and carpets, silver jewelry, pith 

helmets and curios.”  This brief excerpt revealed a primitive understanding of “Indian” as 25

collapsed into “Oriental.” But, the existence of an “all-Indian store” hinted at the increasing 

prominence of Indian culture as pervasive within Trinidad. What the clipping did not allude to, 

however, was the owner of the store, or whether or not South Asians owned and operated it. As a 

result, the store may simply be a manifestation of British colonial rule in both Trinidad and the 

subcontinent.  

A few years later, a July 1931 newspaper spotlighted an “East Indian” singing 

competition in the town of Sangre Grande.  Held at the Universal Theater, the competition 26

consisted of five competitors, all of whom drew major attention from around the colony.  Even 27

though the event showcased five singers, “interest in the competitions never waned, and the big 

audience...cheered the singers.”  The popularity of these South Asian singers indicated the 28

inclusion of IndoTrinidadians in mainstream society, especially as it was a leisure activity 

24 Peter Manuel, “Chutney and Indo-Trinidadian Cultural Identity,” Popular Music 17, 
no. 1 (1998): 21. 

25 Trinidad Guardian, “The All-India Store,” April 1, 1926.  
26 Trinidad Guardian, “East Indian Minstrels in Competition,” July 1, 1931.  
27 Trinidad Guardian, “East Indian Minstrels in Competition.”  
28 Trinidad Guardian, “East Indian Minstrels in Competition.”  
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outside of a labor-centered focus. As a South Asian singing competition, the event represented 

the growing prominence of IndoTrinidadians, as the excerpt stressed from which part of Trinidad 

each competitor and judge traveled. Further, the immense attraction of these singers raised 

awareness for South Asian-influenced music. In merely five years, from the 1926 newspaper to 

the 1931 newspaper, the prevalence and involvement of South Asians in everyday Trinidadian 

life dramatically shifted. As a young boy, Ben witnessed these large transitions, exemplified here 

through these brief clippings. Major changes in the status of Indians, however, did not occur until 

Ben reached his late teenage years. As anthropologist Thomas Eriksen noted in his journal piece, 

“Indians in the New World: Mauritius and Trinidad,” “the idea of Indianness in Trinidad- as 

Indo-Trinidadian cultural self-consciousness- evolved largely during the 1940s and 1950s.”  29

From January 1943 until June 1945, Ben attended the all-male St. Mary’s College in Port 

of Spain. Ben’s attendance at this Catholic secondary school reflected a broader tension between 

colonial education and non-dominant religions. When recounting his own educational 

experience, Eric Williams stressed how British control over the country further stratified 

Trinidadian society. For him, this was particularly evident in schooling, noting that “instead of 

the school helping to obliterate the differences of race, religion, and nationality inherent in the 

demographic structure of Trinidad, it helped to accentuate them.”  The British Crown charged 30

the Christian churches in educating the colony’s masses, which further depressed the status of 

IndoTrinidadians, Muslims, and Africans. During Williams’s childhood, access to secondary 

schools for people of these backgrounds was nearly impossible, as the aristocratic nature of 

29 Thomas Eriksen, “Indians in New Worlds: Mauritius and Trinidad,” Social and 
Economic Studies (1992): 171.  

30 Williams, Inward Hunger, 22.  
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secondary schools made admission exclusive. In addition to this, St. Mary’s adopted a British 

curriculum, which served as an anglicizing tool for the population. The exclusion of these groups 

from education emphasized the racial and religious hierarchy existent in Trinidad. Prior to the 

1940s, a select number of non-Catholic, non-white students were eligible for admission through 

an entrance exam taken in elementary school.  Even though many obstacles prevented 31

admission for the masses, St. Mary’s became one of the best and most competitive academic 

institutions in the entire colony.  At the time of Ben’s enrollment into St. Mary's, access to a 32

secondary education was more widespread, but relatively new. Therefore, as an IndoTrinidadian 

Muslim, Ben experienced how race and religion interacted with the educational system under 

imperialism. His educational journey reinforced the colonial context in which he grew up, as he 

attended a Catholic institution while being a South Asian Muslim. Clearly, Ben’s time at St. 

Mary’s influenced the schools he chose to apply to when pursuing education in the United States, 

as those were predominately faith-based as well. Despite attending and purposefully pursuing his 

education at Christian institutions, Ben’s ties to his Muslim identity, specifically within Trinidad, 

remained throughout his life.  

When attributing how her husband’s faith remained a touchstone of his identity, Virginia 

felt that Trinidad’s large population of IndoTrinidadians allowed Ben to become “well 

indoctrinated” in South Asian culture and the Islamic religion.  Since his parents surrounded 33

him with a large IndoTrinidadian Muslim community, Ben formed a deep attachment to Islam. 

The prominence of practicing Muslims stabilized this community, allowing Ben to develop his 

31 Bridget Brereton, An Introduction to the History of Trinidad and Tobago (Oxford: 
Heinemann Educational Publishers, 1996), 76. 

32 Williams, Inward Hunger, 23.  
33 Virginia Ali, discussion. 
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relationship with religion. In a September 1930 newspaper of The Trinidad Guardian, Muslims 

honored the Prophet with a celebration at a mosque in St. James, with the Imam stressing that 

“by glorifying God, and loving and serving your fellow creatures–your life will be Muslim-like.”

 From the support of a strong Muslim community, Ben was able to articulate his relationship 34

with Islam, which affected his views on its practice in the West. Within the GW Special 

Archives, there was an undated letter written by Ben, concerning the state of Islam, presumably 

written after his arrival in the United States. Addressed to Muslim youths, this letter sought to 

remind young Muslims of the true path and practice of Islam. For instance, Ben warns against 

drinking and gambling, saying how these two vices result from “a taste of modern civilization.”  35

Ben emphasizes the tension between Western civilization and Islam, advising Muslims to “know 

a little Westernism but let [their] Islamicism come first, [letting] it be the predominant factor in 

[their] mentality for the wellbeing of the coming generation.”  Not only did this letter reveal 36

Ali’s personal philosophy of Islam, but it also provided a possible explanation as to why he may 

not have been so publicly forthcoming about his religion in DC. This letter illustrates the position 

of Muslims in the West, as they had to carefully balance their faith in an increasingly 

“cosmopolitan country.”  Therefore, this letter acts as a reference point to studying the evolution 

of Ben’s connection to Islam, especially once he rooted himself in the U St. corridor. 

34 Trinidad Guardian, “Muslims Honour the Prophet,” September 1, 1930.  
35 Mahaboob Ali to Our Muslim Youth, Date Unspecified, MS2285, Box 1, Folder 2, 

Ben's Chili Bowl Records, Special Collections Research Center, The George Washington 
University, Washington, DC.  

36 Mahaboob Ali to Our Muslim Youth.  
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Before deciding to study in America, Ben contemplated remaining in Trinidad. He sent 

an application for Civil Service of the Colony on June 22, 1945.  In the response, dated June 30, 37

1945, the Secretariat notified Ben of his eligibility for an interview.  Ben clearly pursued this 38

option, as he also sent in letters of recommendation. Dated June 13, 1945, this letter, sent from a 

teacher at St. Mary’s College, advocated for Ben, describing him as a “diligent student, 

honorable, of excellent manners and deportment, and reliable in any work he was asked to do.”  39

Ben’s application also included another letter from the headmaster of St. Mary’s College, Lionel 

Akal, verifying his enrollment in the school.  Dated June 17, 1945, Akal regarded him as a 40

“bona-fide pupil… with his conduct, regularity, and punctuality [being] very good.”   41

Although he completed most of the requirements, Ben’s desire to immigrate to the United 

States preempted him from fully entering the civil service in Trinidad. Since Britain ruled 

Trinidad, limiting the autonomy of Indians and Muslims, Ben knew there were limited options 

toward social mobility. As evidenced here by his interest in pursuing higher education and in 

securing employment in the civil service, for colonial subjects in Ben’s position these were two 

pathways to social mobility. Ben simultaneously pursued a job in the civil service while applying 

to schools abroad, both labor-intensive tasks. In the end, however, Ben’s opportunity to build a 

37 Colonial Secretary to Mahaboob Ben Ali, June 30, 1945, MS2285, Box 1, Folder 2, 
Ben's Chili Bowl Records, Special Collections Research Center, The George Washington 
University, Washington, DC.  

38 Colonial Secretary to Mahaboob Ben Ali.  
39 St. Mary’s College Teacher to Colonial Secretary, June 13, 1945, MS2285, Box 1, 

Folder 2, Ben's Chili Bowl Records, Special Collections Research Center, The George 
Washington University, Washington, DC. 

40 Lionel Akal to Colonial Secretary, June 17, 1945, MS2285, Box 1, Folder 2, Ben's 
Chili Bowl Records, Special Collections Research Center, The George Washington University, 
Washington, DC. 

41 Lionel Akal to Colonial Secretary.  
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life in America outweighed staying in Trinidad. Ben’s decision to receive an education outside of 

the country followed a trend of other IndoTrinidadians departing for the United States. In an 

August newspaper of The Trinidadian Guardian, a selection of two male students mentioned the 

“exodus of Trinidadian students to North American institutions.”  Both the students in this 42

announcement were IndoTrinidadian, as well as the others since the article grouped them 

together as a “batch.”  In the GW Special Archives, a loose clipping featured Ben’s 43

announcement, referencing his desire to pursue dentistry.  Ben’s journey to the United States 44

followed a larger trend of IndoTrinidadians searching for upward mobility.  

Nonetheless, from the correspondences related to his application for the civil service, 

Ben’s interest in Trinidadian politics is apparent, reflecting the increasing interest of 

IndoTrinidadians and Indo-Muslims in participating in public life in Trinidad. As 

IndoTrinidadians built a community in Trinidad, they further involved themselves in politics. 

From the time of Trinidad’s independence in 1962 until the election of the first South Asian 

Prime Minister, Basdeo Panday, in 1995, black descendants of African slaves dominated politics, 

causing IndoTrinidadians to feel disenfranchised and alienated.  Despite constituting a majority 45

of the population, IndoTrinidadians have largely been excluded from the state political 

decision-making process.  In “Whose Nation Is This? The Struggle over National and Ethnic 46

Identity in Trinidad and Guyana,” Trinidadian anthropologist Kumar Mahabir attributed this 

42 Trinidad Guardian, “To Study Medicine,” August 22, 1944.  
43 Trinidad Guardian, “To Study Medicine.” 
44 The archive did not include the newspaper, date, or title of this excerpt, MS2285, Box 

1, Folder 2, Ben's Chili Bowl Records, Special Collections Research Center, The George 
Washington University, Washington, DC. 

45 Eriksen, “Indians in New Worlds,” 172.  
46 Kumar Mahabir, “Whose Nation Is This? The Struggle over National and Ethnic 

Identity in Trinidad and Guyana,” Caribbean Studies (1996): 286.  
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disconnect to the rural nature of IndoTrinidadians. He noted how the People’s National 

Movement (PNM), one of Trinidad’s two main political parties, regarded “Indians [as] rural 

based and attached to the land and were, therefore, more secure than their African counterparts in 

the urban areas,” so they did not require as much political representation.  Despite originally 47

being on the margins of political representation, IndoTrinidadians inched their way into the 

country’s political discourse. This social and economic position of Indians in Trinidad had not 

evolved much since gaining independence from Britain. It was not until the election of the 

country’s first IndoTrinidadian Prime Minister that there was a marked shift in a more involved 

political consciousness. Growing up, Ben experienced the effects of an increasing political divide 

between the African and Indian populations in Trinidad.  

Founded in 1955 by Eric Williams, the PNM is one of the two main political parties in 

Trinidad today. Historically garnering support from the Afro-Trinidadian community, it 

dominated Trinidadian politics, uninterrupted, from 1956 until 1986.  As unrest swelled 48

between AfroTrinidadians and IndoTrinidadians, an opposition party formed, known as the 

United National Congress (UNC). Founded in 1989 by Basdeo Panday, the UNC consisted of 

mainly IndoTrinidadian supporters. This outward split between the two parties reflected the long 

history of tension between AfroTrinidadians and IndoTrinidadians.  

Furthermore, apart from the complex racial dynamics of politics in this new and volatile 

democratic system, as a diasporic community, IndoTrinidadians similarly negotiated a 

complicated relationship with their South Asian roots and Trinidadian nationalism. His formative 

political and racial landscape impacted him greatly. Despite the racial stratification of 

47 Mahabir, “Whose Nation Is This?” 295. 
48 Mahabir, “Whose Nation Is This?” 295. 
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Trinidadian society under colonialism, Ben was surrounded by a large number of Afro- and 

IndoTrinidadians. Therefore, his understanding of blackness was not solely defined by a 

black-white binary, as was the case in the United States. Ethnic diversity within a colonized 

Trinidad altered how Ben conceptualized race in relation to power. Furthermore, Ben did not 

grow up in a stronghold of IndoTrinidadian power– his understanding of politics and control 

stemmed from the strength of the PNM party. Ben left the country just as IndoTrinidadians 

began demanding representation. Therefore, his youthful context of a strong black political 

presence against a weaker, yet rising Indian presence may have allowed Ben to later align 

himself with the black community in the United States. 

Despite the evidence revealing a more complicated immigration story, Ben’s children 

remember learning something different. Middle son Kamal Ali recounted how his father 

presented settling in the United States as his only option: “He [Ben’s grandfather] sat with his 

whole family and asked them ‘What should I do?’ and my dad [Ben] was the eldest and said, 

‘Pop, you should take the gas station and take the risk because I am going to America, so one of 

us is gonna make it no matter what.’”  According to Kamal, his father left the United States in 49

pursuit of the American Dream, as well as when his family was financially struggling. When I 

asked Kamal and Sage about the possibility of Ben remaining in Trinidad through the civil 

service, they brushed it off in disbelief. Both responded that “coming to the United States was 

the only dream of Pop’s.”  How Ben chose to retell his story to his children highlighted the 50

aspects he wanted them to remember. Themes of mobility, hard work, risk, and education stuck 

49 Kamal Ali (co-operator of Ben’s Chili Bowl and son of Ben Ali), in discussion with the 
author, February 28, 2020. 

50 Kamal Ali, discussion; Sage Ali, discussion. 
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with Kamal and Sage. The complex histories of indentured labor, colonialism, and racial 

relations in Trinidad that shaped Ben’s actual journey to the United States were de-emphasized.  

After Ben immigrated to the United States, he maintained connections with Trinidad 

through his own political and community involvement. Approximately seven years after the 

opening of the Bowl and twenty years of being in the United States, Ben still held 

communications with contacts from Trinidad. One significant correspondence occurred with 

Kamaluddin Mohammed, a founding member of the PNM (see fig. 3).  Dated in 1965, this note 51

reinforced Ben’s closeness to his Trinidadian roots. In an offhand comment, Virginia mentioned 

how Ben still maintained many Trinidadian, home friends, one of these being Kamaluddin 

Mohammed. She revealed how Ben and Kamaluddin used to study in school together and were 

friends since childhood.   52

Fig. 3. 

51 Figure 3. Kamaluddin Mohammed. From Caribbean Elections. Accessed April 30, 
2020. 
http://www.caribbeanelections.com/knowledge/biography/bios/mohammed_kamaluddin.asp 

52 Virginia Ali, discussion.  

http://www.caribbeanelections.com/knowledge/biography/bios/mohammed_kamaluddin.asp
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Born in April 1927, Kamaluddin Mohammed was the fifth in a family of thirteen.  Both 53

of his parents were also descendants of Indian indentured labor. Similar in age and background 

to Ben, Kamaluddin was also a member of the Islamic faith. In fact, by 1947, at age 20, he 

became an Imam at a mosque in Trinidad.  His strong connection to Islam translated later in his 54

political career. Kamaluddin’s involvement with the PNM emerged from his interactions with 

Eric Williams at his restaurant, Dil Bahar, in Port of Spain.  As a patron of his restaurant, Eric 55

introduced Kamaluddin to his ideologies, recruiting him as a political lieutenant.  From this, 56

Kamaluddin’s involvement in politics only strengthened, serving as acting Prime Minister during 

various stints, as well as Minister of a variety of offices, ranging from agriculture, public 

utilities, and external affairs to local government and health.  These posts thrusted Kamaluddin 57

into a life of politics, defining the trajectory of the PNM, as well as shaping his own political 

beliefs. As an IndoTrinidadian and staunch Muslim, Kamaluddin’s involvement in the PNM 

itself proved captivating. Eriksen described how within Trinidad, the Muslim communities 

behaved as a separate entity compared to other voting blocs. When referencing the 

IndoTrinidadian political base, Eriksen noted how “the community was, it may seem, never large 

and powerful enough to split (notwithstanding the periodical Muslim support for the PNM 

(People's National Movement), which governed Trinidad and Tobago from 1956 to 1986).”  58

Here, Eriksen indicates that the Muslim vote acted distinct from that of the IndoTrinidadian vote, 

53 Jai Parasram, “Kamaluddin Mohammed,” Caribbean Muslims, accessed April 1, 2020, 
https://www.caribbeanmuslims.com/kamaluddin-mohammed 

54 Parasram, “Kamaluddin Mohammed.”  
55 Parasram, “Kamaluddin Mohammed.” 
56 Parasram, “Kamaluddin Mohammed.”  
57 Parasram, “Kamaluddin Mohammed.” 
58 Eriksen, “Indians in New Worlds,” 171. 

https://www.caribbeanmuslims.com/kamaluddin-mohammed
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functioning with its own political capital. Kamaluddin’s influence within the PNM party 

emphasized this phenomenon. In politics, therefore, it seemed as Kamaluddin’s Muslim religion 

influenced him more than his IndoTrinidadian roots. Although Kamaluddin’s ideology cannot be 

assumed to be Ben’s, his closeness to Kamaluddin suggested an alignment of his beliefs to a 

certain extent.  

This deep, intertwined history between Ben and Kamaluddin emerged from their 

correspondence, specifically when Kamaluddin delighted in “the renewal of [their] 

acquaintances.”  From this context, it appeared that Kamaluddin visited Ben in DC, where he 59

enjoyed a spread at the Bowl. Additionally, in the letter, Kamaluddin thanked Ben for naming his 

son after him, noting the importance of this tribute.  Born in 1962, Ben’s son, Kamal, was 60

around age three at the time of Kamaluddin’s visit. Naming his son after Kamaluddin affirmed 

his relationship not only with Kamaluddin himself, but with Trinidad as a whole. Not only did 

this act validate Kamaluddin’s role in Ben’s life, but it also reflected Ben’s support for 

Kamaluddin’s actions in Trinidad, thus, his politics in Trinidad. Kamaluddin further praised Ben, 

sharing his admiration at the “standard of living which [he is] enjoying and [his] general manner 

which Trinidadians will do well to emulate,”  Kamaluddin established Ben as a role model to 61

other Trinidadians, cementing his connection to the community. This reflected a moment in 

which Ben’s journey toward the “American Dream” is affirmed. Kamaluddin commended Ben’s 

accomplishments and the life he built for himself in DC, complimenting it as an example for 

59 Kamaluddin Mohammed to Mahaboob Ben Ali, July 27, 1965, MS2285, Box 1, Folder 
2, Ben's Chili Bowl Records, Special Collections Research Center, The George Washington 
University, Washington, DC.  

60 Kamaluddin Mohammed to Mahaboob Ben Ali, July 27, 1965. 
61 Kamaluddin Mohammed to Mahaboob Ben Ali. 
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other Trinidadians. The use of “Trinidadians” signified how important this aspect of Ben’s 

identity was to him. For example, if “Trinidad” was replaced with “Muslim” or “Indian,” Ben 

would have represented something outside of Trinidad, so indicating this marker specifically 

prescribed him as a Trinidadian.  

Other evidence of Ben’s interaction with the Trinidadian community after his move to 

DC occurred subtly throughout his lifetime. Ben’s mother, who remained in Trinidad after Ben 

left, held hope that Ben would eventually return with his wife to settle in the house they built. 

From Virginia’s description of the house, Ben’s mother hoped her son would return with 

Virginia, her first daughter-in-law, to manage the responsibilities and tasks of the family. The 

house, however, was simply not just a house, rather it represented status within Trinidadian 

culture. For example, Mahabir argued that “the large Indian houses, which seem to fill the eyes 

of the Africans, are built with tremendous self-sacrifice and with the help of Indian kinship 

networks. They are built to accommodate young married children and to host regular social and 

religious ceremonies. The house, like the large communal ceremonies, provides both a status 

symbol and a shelter against ethnic discrimination in the public sphere.”  Ben’s parents built the 62

house, according to Virginia, to fit the entirety of their family and their daughters-in-law.  Ben’s 63

Trinidad house reflected the pervasive South Asian culture within his IndoTrinidadian heritage. 

For his mother, it was a sense of culture and pride that needed to be preserved, but one that was 

uniquely situated within Trinidad. Despite his mom’s yearning for his return, Ben still opened 

the Chili Bowl and maintained strong ties with his Trinidadian roots.  

62 Mahabir, “Whose Nation Is This?” 286. 
63 Virginia Ali, discussion.  
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For example, Ben and Virginia were both invited to attend the Trinidad and Tobago 

Association of Washington DC’s cocktail party on May 25th, 1974.  At this event, various 64

ambassadors of the Caribbean were in attendance, as well as distinguished patrons, such as the 

Ali family.  Moreover, this event was to be held at Ben and Virginia’s residence. This formal, 65

cocktail party at their home illuminated their position as hosts, earning enough credibility to 

represent the Trinidadian population. This Caribbean Extravaganza was to take place nearly 

thirty years after Ben’s initial shift to the United States. Hosting such an event for an embassy 

represented a distinct honor, as it distinguished the Alis as Trinidadians specifically within DC. 

This event not only honored them as Trinidadians, but also honored their accomplishments 

within a Trinidadian context. Similar to Kamaluddin’s letter, wherein he applauded Ben for 

serving as a model to other Trinidadians, this event at his house highlighted him as a member of 

the Trinidadian diaspora. Even though he did not spend long in Trinidad, the effect and sense of 

belonging he felt there was unmatched. This connection with the Trinidadian Embassy continued 

as a long-lasting relationship, as Virginia invited the Ambassador to her birthday celebration.  

Later in 2013, for Virginia Ali’s 80th birthday celebration, the Ambassador of Trinidad, 

Dr. Neil Parsan, was included in the program of events.  The programming included guests from 66

across the country, such as different news anchors and singers and dancers. To actively include 

the Ambassador of Trinidad within the program, and not simply as a guest, revealed the 

64 The Trinidad & Tobago Association of Washington, DC to Mahaboob Ben Ali, May 
25, 1974, MS2285, Ben's Chili Bowl Records, Special Collections Research Center, The George 
Washington University, Washington, DC.  

65 The Trinidad & Tobago Association of Washington, DC to Mahaboob Ben Ali. 
66 Virginia Ali 80th Birthday Celebration, December 17, 2013, MS2285, Box 11, Folder 

10, Ben's Chili Bowl Records, Special Collections Research Center, The George Washington 
University, Washington, DC. 
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continuing relationship between the Alis and the Trinidadian Embassy. Only four years after 

Ben’s death, Virginia still maintained these connections to the Trinidadian side of her husband’s 

identity. So, even beyond his death, Ben’s closeness to Trinidad continued onward.  

 Although not much exists archivally that attests directly and explicitly to Ben’s personal 

opinions about Trinidad, taken together, the archival sources and oral histories I have outlined 

here show his lifelong sense of closeness to the country. Ben’s continued communication with 

Kamaluddin, as well as his early application into civil service reflected how important Trinidad 

was to him, so much so that he considered working in the government. Moreover, once Ben 

arrived in DC, his involvement with the Trinidadian Embassy further confirmed and maintained 

these ties. Ben’s Trinidadian identity, combined with his status as a successful member of the 

diaspora, also marked him as an example to other Trinidadians, so much so that a road in 

Trinidad is now named after him. Not only does DC honor Ben’s legacy through a street name, 

but Trinidad does as well.  
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Chapter 2: Building Ben on U Street: Ben’s Journey to Settling in DC  
 

In the end, the beauty of individual and collective accomplishment born of a 
creative social intelligence has made U Street an indispensable corner of 

Washington––and American––urban soil.  
 

–––Blair Ruble, Washington’s U Street, 2010  67

 

U Street’s dynamic history within the nation’s capital provided a space for Ben to forge a 

relationship with the black community. Ben’s time in DC shifted his public advocacy, his ideals, 

and, thus, his own self-identification. From when Ben first arrived in U Street, the racial 

landscape there pushed him to claim blackness. This claim was cemented through Ben’s 

professional establishment in the neighborhood. Acceptance from the black community was 

pivotal in shaping his relationship with other aspects of his identity. His negotiation of blackness 

stemmed from the history and politics of U Street itself. This chapter examines what it means for 

Ben to “claim blackness,” specifically how he performed blackness and whether or not this 

performance bolstered his claim to the identity. Furthermore, Ben’s interactions with the 

community as a whole also impacted how the second generation of his family engages with 

blackness today.  

Omi and Winant’s framework on racial formation urges a fluid, contextual understanding 

of blackness, and urges us to consider how blackness functions as an ideology. By localizing 

blackness within the U Street neighborhood, Ben’s relationship with the identity can be deeply 

examined during key points of his life. A narrowed focus on how Ben encountered blackness 

reveals new ways to view how he positioned himself within the overall identity. U Street’s rich 

67 Ruble, Washington’s U Street, 302. 
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history as a home to the black community fostered a distinct form of blackness that evolved over 

time. As Ben grew his reputation and business, he began to contribute to the formulation of this 

communal black identity, as much as it shaped him. The personal bonds he created throughout 

his different endeavors reflected a deeper involvement within the community, one where he in 

turn transformed the history of U Street.  

This chapter begins with his first moments in DC as a Howard University student. Then, 

it contextualizes the establishment and growth of the Chili Bowl amidst the racial tension of the 

1960s in Washington, DC. During the metro construction and increase in drug trafficking in the 

neighborhood in the 1970s and 1980s, Ben and the Chili Bowl further gained popularity in the 

black community. Based on his experiences within the U Street Corridor, Ben became a 

respected advocate for the black community. Through this advocacy, Ben embedded himself as a 

constant figure during the dynamic changes occurring at the time. By closely tracing the 

evolving context of U Street as a black community and examining the extent to which Ben acted 

out of solidarity or out of personal experience not only allowed us to ask how Ben claimed and 

performed this identity, but also to see the evolution of blackness itself in this localized context. 

Upon completion of St. Mary’s College in Trinidad, Ben began applying to various 

schools within the United States for a medical or pre-dental program. As evidenced in the 

previous chapter, Ben followed a pattern of IndoTrinidadians attending North American 

academic institutions. For example, Ben made inquiries to multiple universities, such as 

Emmanuel Missionary College, the University of Scranton, and the University of 

Nebraska-Lincoln.  As a student at an all-male, Catholic secondary school, Ben chose higher 68

68 Various sources in Ben’s Special Collections Archive.  
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education institutions that also had a religious affiliation. For example, Emmanuel Missionary 

College is a private Seventh-Day Adventist institution, while the University of Scranton is a 

private Jesuit institution. As one of the best secondary schools in the colony, St. Mary’s had 

connections with universities across Europe and the Americas.  Therefore, it is reasonable to 69

assume that Ben heard of these universities through his connections at St. Mary’s. When trying 

to decipher Ben’s movements before DC, Virginia and her children attributed his school transfers 

to word-of-mouth, noting that he discovered those schools through mutual friends or peers.   70

Before he ultimately attended the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, Ben struggled to gain 

admission from different universities. For example, a letter from the Emmanuel Missionary 

College in Berrien Springs, Michigan, seemed to dissuade Ben from applying, detailing that “due 

to our crowded housing conditions, we are finding it necessary to deny admission to a large 

number of students from the United States even.”  The way in which the president of the 71

university, Alvin Johnson, crafted this statement revealed a xenophobic sentiment. President 

Johnson qualified denying Ben by lamenting that not even students from the United States could 

gain admission. Later in the letter, President Johnson continued, noting that Ben did not state 

whether he was a member of the Seventh-Day Adventist denomination.  As a church-related 72

college, Ben needed to meet with an Elder in order to obtain a letter of recommendation.  73

President Johnson’s letter urged Ben not to apply, as most native-born citizens of Christian faith 

69 Williams, Inward Hunger, 23.  
70 Virginia Ali, discussion; Kamal Ali, discussion; Sage Ali, discussion.  
71 President Alvin Johnson to Mahaboob Ben Ali, July 16, 1945, MS2285, Box 1, Folder 

2, Ben's Chili Bowl Records, Special Collections Research Center, The George Washington 
University, Washington, DC. 

72 President Alvin Johnson to Mahaboob Ben Ali. 
73 President Alvin Johnson to Mahaboob Ben Ali. 
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were not able to gain acceptance. This letter implicitly indicated that Ben’s race and religion 

were obstacles to higher education. Even though he did briefly transfer to the University of 

Scranton, Ben was also discouraged from attending due to the cold weather. In a letter from the 

registrar, the office told him that he “would have a rather difficult time adjusting to himself to 

our winter climate if he entered the University of Scranton on February 18.”  Despite the fact 74

that Ben transferred from Nebraska to Scranton, the reasoning behind delaying admission 

appeared suspect. Both the Emmanuel Missionary College and Scranton University letters cannot 

be accepted at face value, as the specific reasons for delayed or denied admission are unknown. 

However, Ben’s attempts to attend these universities revealed how he initially understood 

education in the United States. The Catholic education Ben received in Trinidad made him 

comfortable pursuing other religiously affiliated institutions.  

It seemed that Ben felt the easiest path to his assimilation occurred through familiar 

religious institutions. Intriguingly, here, as a South Asian origin Muslim, he began to articulate a 

sense of identity based on his ethnicity. Thus, before he transferred to Howard, he remained 

ensconced within the South Asian community, engrossing himself in discussions of Indian 

independence. From a colonial background himself, Ben delivered speeches on the question of 

India’s independence from the British. In a news article published in 1946, The Scranton Tribune 

told of an event at Immanuel Baptist Church, wherein Ben gave a speech on India. Ben delivered 

this address while he attended the University of Scranton. In regards to India’s independence, he 

commented that the “British are afraid to let the outside world know how well and how far the 

74 Registrar to Haidar Ali, December 4, 1945, MS2285, Box 1, Folder 2, Ben's Chili Bowl 
Records, Special Collections Research Center, The George Washington University, Washington, 
DC. 
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people of India have progressed toward governing themselves.”  Ben used the church as a 75

platform to discuss the Indian independence movement, creating a point of intersectionality 

between Christianity and South Asia. Even though he was Muslim, Ben embedded himself 

within Catholic-based institutions, using it as a path to find his voice in advocacy. Furthermore, 

the article reflects a bias of the time, as it misspells his full name as “Nahaboob Ben Ali” and 

claims that he was a “native of India,” but “resided in Trinidad.”  Ben appeared as an authority 76

on the topic of independence, as he hailed from India, rather than Trinidad. In his early years, 

Ben actively shared his views on India, revealing how he racially situated himself within the 

South Asian diaspora. 

While Ben hoped religion would help him acclimate to his new life, his constant transfers 

revealed that, ultimately, race bridged the gap he felt between himself and US society. In a 

record of a temporary stay document, Ben was classified as “East Indian.”  Although racially 77

categorized as “East Indian,” socially constructed ideas of race informed Ben’s treatment by 

others. Virginia recounted how Ben “felt the effects of segregation even more than [she] did. He 

was often told he couldn’t be served at white establishments.”  Being of South Asian descent 78

meant that he was not legally listed as black, but also was not considered white or allowed into 

white establishments. Since Ben was neither white nor black, his treatment often resulted from 

the group he phenotypically resembled. Consequently, the ways in which he was affected by 

75 Warren H. Jones, “Sees India’s Factions Working Together for Nation’s Freedom,” 
The Scranton, Pennsylvania, Tribune, December 3, 1946.  

76 Jones, “Sees India’s Factions Working Together for Nation’s Freedom.”  
77 Record of Alien Admitted for Temporary Stay, September, 26, 1949, MS2285, Box 1, 

Folder 2, Ben's Chili Bowl Records, Special Collections Research Center, The George 
Washington University, Washington, DC. 

78 Virginia Ali, discussion.  
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segregation differed based on his skin color, shaping how he moved in society. Attending 

Howard exposed Ben to the racial landscape of the Jim Crow Era, particularly within DC. 

Despite straddling the black-white binary, Virginia told how Ben found comfort within the black 

community, observing how “everyone knew he was Indian, but he was just one of us. He was 

just so easily accepted. He belonged to the clubs and the business organizations. They knew he 

was Indian, but accepted him as one of us.”  Virginia proved how Ben’s connection to South 79

Asianness and blackness were not mutually exclusive. Being of South Asian descent did not 

exclude Ben from developing a sense of blackness. The openness of the black community 

embraced Ben as one of their own, allowing him to find a place where he felt wanted and 

welcomed.  

The deliberate choice to attend Howard University cemented Ben’s first connection with 

blackness. Evaluating his path to Howard showed that his desire to attend an all-black college 

was a purposeful one. Starting in Lincoln, Nebraska, then moving to Scranton, Pennsylvania, 

Ben transferred from predominantly white institutions to a renowned, historically black 

university. This decision most likely stemmed from a wish to find community. This search 

culminated in DC, as Virginia remembered how “when he came to Washington and attended 

Howard, he simply melted right into the Black community.”  As a man of color, Ben’s 80

education was restricted within a segregated DC. Howard University provided the opportunity 

for Ben to gain a university degree as a non-white man. All-black colleges fostered a 

development of the black identity: as Blair Ruble noted, “black educational institutions instilled a 

79 Virginia Ali, discussion.  
80 Virginia Ali, discussion. 
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fierce race pride that would carry Washington’s blacks forward in the decades to come.”  81

Howard University served as his entry into the dynamic nature of blackness and black advocacy.  

After graduating from Howard in 1950, Ben worked at various restaurants around DC, 

where he had met and began courting his future wife, Virginia Rollins. Married on October 10, 

1958, shortly after they opened the Chili Bowl, Ben and Virginia faced many obstacles as an 

interracial couple. At the Industrial Bank on the corner of Eleventh and U Street, Virginia 

worked as a bank teller. As the first African-American-owned bank, and at the time, the only 

bank on U Street, Ben frequently stopped by when Virginia was working. When the two decided 

to marry, many challenges stood in their way, namely their religion and race. Although Ben was 

socially accepted within the black community, he was still South Asian, which meant that the 

two were an interracial couple. Until 1967, national anti-miscegenation laws prohibited 

interracial marriage and sex.  

Beyond legal restrictions, social taboos around religion made their union difficult. When 

the couple wished to marry in 1958, they struggled to find a priest to marry them. In fact, 

Virginia’s family minister refused to marry her to a South Asian Muslim, despite marrying her 

sister the year before.  This rejection hurt her deeply, as her minister gave her the ultimatum of 82

promising their children be raised Christian, to which she heartbreakingly replied: “You know I 

can’t make that promise.”  With that, her minister rejected her proposal, thrusting not only her 83

relationship, but also her faith into question. In spite of this rejection, she and Ben eventually 

married in a judge’s chambers.  

81 Ruble, Washington’s U Street, 68 
82 Virginia Ali, discussion. 
83 Virginia Ali, discussion. 



Mirpuri 43 

Marrying a black woman and residing in a black neighborhood further rooted Ben in 

blackness. However, his marriage to a black woman compelled him to redefine his Islamic faith 

alongside another person. In order for them to wed, Virginia converted to Islam. After their civil 

ceremony marriage, Virginia began her conversion. She noted how the decision to adopt Islam 

was fairly easy, as she had resonated with the religion after learning more about it.  When asked 84

how her parents reacted to the news, Virginia explained that “they knew [she] was an adult. They 

trusted [her] choices. And [they] never talked about it much. It was just accepted.”  Despite her 85

parents’ approval, the relationship with her mother-in-law took more effort to build.  

Two years after they married, Ben’s mother came to Washington, DC to visit the 

newly-married couple. In Ben’s Chili Bowl: 50 Years of a Washington, D.C., Landmark, photos 

depicted him and Virginia being visited by his parents from Trinidad (see fig. 4).  When 86

meeting her in-laws, Virginia dressed in a traditional sari. This photo hints at the complex nature 

of interracial marriages and multicultural families.  Virginia remembered meeting her 87

mother-in-law for the first time:  

The first time she [Ben’s mother] came to visit, my husband had not been talking about 
religion so much all the time, we just had a son, and she’s coming [from Trinidad]. He 
told me, ‘Oh, honey, just so you know, she’s gonna say ‘Wa-Alaikum-Salaam,’ and you 
reply, ‘As-Salaam-Alaikum.’ Also, when she comes in, make sure you cover your head, 
out of respect.   88

 

84 Virginia Ali, discussion. 
85 Virginia Ali, discussion. 
86 Figure 4. Photo Date and Photographer Unknown. Photograph of Ben, his 

parents,Virginia, and neighbor friends. From Bennett and Ali, Ben's Chili Bowl, 23. 
87 Bennett and Ali, Ben’s Chili Bowl, 19. 
88 Virginia Ali, discussion. 
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Ben’s mother initially struggled to accept their union, as the cultural differences strained their 

connection. During her trip, Ben’s mother orchestrated a traditional, Muslim wedding ceremony 

for the pair. Ben’s mother planned this nikah, which she felt officially married the two.   89

 Fig. 4. 

 

His mother wanted Virginia to change her first name, a popular tradition in many South Asian 

Muslim cultures for convert wives. When she refused to change her name, Ben’s mother grew 

upset, resorting to calling Virginia “Ben’s Madame” for the first few years.  Religion proved to 90

be the source of tension between Virginia and her mother-in-law. Virginia struggled to reconcile 

religious faith with the cultural traditions of a specifically IndoTrinidadian Islam. For instance, 

Virginia recounted how Ben would always tell her to cover her head in the kitchen or how she 

would always need to wear a certain length sleeve to the mosque.  This tension strained her faith 91

in Allah, as she had to inwardly work through external pressures placed on her relationship. 

89 Virginia Ali, discussion. 
90 Virginia Ali, discussion. 
91 Virginia Ali, discussion. 
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Confiding in her Imam, Virginia learned to separate the rituals from her belief in Islam.  This 92

philosophy eventually helped grow her relationship with her mother-in-law, as she “let her be,” 

which allowed her time and space to come to terms with her marriage to Ben.  Despite the initial 93

tension, in the end, Virginia and Ben’s mother maintained a strong bond.  

Just as with his South Asian ethnicity, Ben’s Islamic faith evolved as his connection to 

blackness deepened. When Ben lived in Trinidad, he grew up steeped in an IndoTrinidadian 

Muslim culture. But, when he arrived in the United States, this tradition barely existed. 

Therefore, Ben sought out, and in some cases, developed places that embodied his other 

identities. For instance, Kamaluddin Mohammed, in the previously mentioned correspondence, 

thanked Ben for his donation to the Islamic Center. The Islamic Center was the Alis primary 

mosque during their time on U Street. His active support of the Islamic Center highlighted his 

devotion to his faith. Dated in 1965, approximately 7 years after the opening of Ben’s, this note 

reinforced Ben’s commitment to Islam. For Ben himself, his relationship with Islam manifested 

in his approach to life and his restaurant’s belief that people of all backgrounds, including 

different religious traditions, were welcome at the Chili Bowl.  When asked about their sense of 94

community and of an Islamic presence in their social life, Virginia explained how Ben always 

found his way to a mosque in any city he lived in the United States.  Virginia also explained 95

how they would host family and friends for festivals like Eid and Diwali.  Through this, she 96

described that their relationships were “built over religion rather than race.”  Yet, at the same 97

92 Virginia Ali, discussion. 
93 Virginia Ali, discussion. 
94 Virginia Ali, discussion. 
95 Virginia Ali, discussion. 
96 Virginia Ali, discussion. 
97 Virginia Ali, discussion.  
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time Ben donated to the Islamic Center, the Civil Rights Movement was in full force and Ben 

cultivated a black and Islamic identity simultaneously.  

The context in which Ben established the Chili Bowl fostered his closeness to blackness, 

particularly as he established himself in a black neighborhood. Then, known as “Black 

Broadway,” U Street was the hub for cultural life from the early 1900s into the 1950s.  Black 98

people on U Street prospered under a “black ecosystem.” Ruble describes this ecosystem as 

emerging “in response to white-imposed segregation, [wherein] African Americans had gained 

the organizational skills and created the tight institutional base they needed to support a 

self-sustaining community.”  Due to their exclusion in the larger context of a white-dominated 99

city, nation, and state, black communities on U Street fostered methods of inclusion within their 

own networks. U Street in particular built a community of support for its black residents, with all 

means of survival existing within the neighborhood. For example, churches, schools, 

universities, social groups, theaters, bars, businesses, and organizations, all resided within the U 

Street Corridor.  At the time of their courtship, Ben and Virginia lived in this tight-knit 100

community. When the two decided to marry and open the Chili Bowl together, U Street was at 

its prime.  

Black Broadway provided the Alis, as a newly-wed couple and new business owners, the 

opportunity to capitalize on the flood of leisure and recreational activities pouring into the 

neighborhood. As an entertainment district of their own, U Street bridged the gap between blacks 

and whites. These leisure activities, historian Marya McQuirter argues, arose as “one of the 

98 Ruble, Washington’s U Street, 133. 
99 Ruble, Washington’s U Street, 87 
100 Ruble, Washington’s U Street, 87. 
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principal arenas in which African Americans formed, transgressed, and struggled over what it 

meant to be black in the first half of the twentieth century.”  During the era of Black Broadway, 101

a growing Black urban class emerged, who confronted segregation through visiting libraries, 

reading newspapers, watching movies, attending clubs, and shopping at department stores.  102

These seemingly mundane activities facilitated, what McQuirter deems, a “zone of contact,” one 

in which blacks and whites interacted. From this zone of contact, U Street became renowned for 

its vice. The vibrant street and cultural life attracted whites to the pool halls and clubs of U 

Street, even as its residents began to reimagine blackness as a tool for confrontation.   103

While this was the context in which Ben and Virginia Ali established the Chili Bowl, the 

Chili Bowl contributed to the evolving nature of blackness on U Street. Formerly a silent movie 

theater known as Minnehaha Theater, Ben’s Chili Bowl is located directly in the heart of U 

Street’s entertainment section. Surrounded by theaters and bars, the Chili Bowl offered the 

perfect snack after a late night out–its famous half-smokes. According to Virginia, the seats of 

the Chili Bowl, especially during the heyday of Black Broadway, was filled with performers, 

musicians, blacks, whites, and the like.  In an interview for The Washington Times, Ben Ali 104

remembered how, “in the old days, Count Basie and all the big bands… would rush next door [to 

the Chili Bowl] and say ‘Hey Ben, fix me a couple of chili dogs.’” Thus, the Chili Bowl 105

101 Marya McQuirter, Claiming the City: African Americans, Urbanization, and Leisure 
in Washington, D.C., 1902-1957, (PhD diss., University of Michigan, 2000), 4.  

102 Ruble, Washington’s U Street, 133. 
103 Ruble, Washington’s U Street, 139. 
104 Virginia Ali, discussion. 
105 Tyra Wright and Bill Allegar, “Minority Enterprise Week Raises Hope Along U 

Street,” The Washington Times, 1986, MS2285, Ben's Chili Bowl Records, Special Collections 
Research Center, The George Washington University, Washington, DC. 



Mirpuri 48 

mirrored the contact zone Ruble and McQuirter discussed. At the Chili Bowl, all were welcome 

inside, which countered the exclusion the neighborhood endured from the rest of the city. 

However, when desegregation occurred in U Street, middle-class black urbanites moved 

out of the neighborhood and into downtown DC. Ruble explains “the world of U Street could not 

survive desegregation. Many of the neighborhood’s middle-class residents, having been freed to 

move and to attend school as well as to work without legal restrictions, decamped for other areas 

of the city.”  After desegregation, the black ecosystem that once thrived during Black 106

Broadway began to crumble, causing black-owned businesses to now compete for clientele from 

both other black-owned businesses, as well as white-owned businesses. As a result, U Street saw 

a destabilization in neighborhood dynamics. Because a portion of black people residing in U 

Street now moved out of the neighborhood, black-owned businesses started to suffer.  

This issue compounded even further during the Race Riots of 1968. Following the 

assassination of Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in April of 1968, massive violence broke 

out in the U Street corridor. Dr. King’s assassination sparked an anger within the black 

community, manifesting the tension between blacks and whites. Here, Ben’s relationship toward 

the black identity, as well as U Street’s shifting definition of blackness, came to a peak.  

During the Race Riots of 1968, the Chili Bowl remained open as communal violence 

wreaked havoc across the neighborhood (see fig. 5).  The 1968 Riots culminated the tensions of 107

segregation and desegregation in U Street, as well as the grief of the killing of Dr. King. 

Violence broke out to cope with the attack on blackness felt by many within the community. The 

106 Ruble, Washington’s U Street, 173. 
107 Figure 5. Photograph of DC Race Riots. April 4-8, 1968, Darrell Crain Collection, 

D.C. Public Library. 
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thriving cultural hub of U Street ceased to exist with the outbreak of the Riots, as “among the 

scores of businesses that brought life to the neighborhood in the 1950s, only three--Ben’s Chili 

Bowl, Lee’s Flower & Card Shop, and the Industrial Bank-- survived the 1968 destruction and 

its aftermath to remain open.”  In an interview with The Washington Post, Virginia told of how 108

the Chili Bowl reacted to the Riots, “[staying] open throughout the whole thing” despite the 

curfew  

Fig. 5. 

 

placed on the city.  Stokely Carmichael, a Civil Rights organizer from Trinidad, requested Ben 109

and Virginia remain open to feed the activists, even driving down to the police precinct to assure 

that the Bowl could stay open.  (Ben’s connection to Carmichael also demonstrates his 110

108 Ruble, Washington’s U Street, 174. 
109 “Virginia R. Ali,” The Washington Post, April 3, 1988, MS2285, Ben's Chili Bowl 

Records, Special Collections Research Center, The George Washington University, Washington, 
DC. 

110 “Virginia R. Ali,” The Washington Post, April 3, 1988. 
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continued relationship to the Trinidadian diaspora in the US, but also how his evolving advocacy 

and understanding of blackness in U Street was shaped through such connections, and not solely 

through US-born African-Americans.) The Alis’ willingness to keep the Bowl open during the 

Race Riots reflected the restaurant’s significance to the black community. As one of the only 

businesses to maintain normal hours, the Bowl became a constant during a period of instability. 

During the turmoil and uncertainty occurring on U Street, the Bowl weathered the storm and 

instilled a sense of comfort within its patrons. Moreover, as the Riots primarily targeted 

non-minority-owned businesses, Ben placed a sign in the window of the Bowl that read “Soul 

Brother” to distinguish the Bowl from white-owned businesses.  By doing this, Ben fully 111

situated himself within the black community, claiming solidarity with the identity. During this 

volatile time on U Street, Ben entrenched himself within the struggles of the black community, 

while also using the Bowl to reaffirm his position within the identity.  

Once the Riots of 1968 calmed down, the effects lingered for decades to come. Ruble 

documented how “desegregation destabilized the U Street community for half a century. 

Middle-class residents moved out, poorer rural migrants and their descendants moved in, 

businesses collapsed, schools failed to maintain academic standards, the urban infrastructure 

deteriorated, and many buildings burned while others were bulldozed.”  In a Washington Times 112

article, “Minority Enterprise Week Raises Hope Along U Street,” Ben reflected on the effects of 

desegregation, commenting that “‘at one time, blacks worked together. But when integration 

came along, blacks got lost. We went through this thing where we thought we had to be white, 

111 “Virginia R. Ali,” The Washington Post, April 3, 1988. 
112 Ruble, Washington’s U Street, 175. 
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but that was empty. Now we are reversing the trend.’”  By using the term “we” Ben explicitly 113

identified with the black community. In this passage, he also analyzed the black-white divide in 

America. However, interestingly, he did not navigate the binary from an IndoTrinidadian 

perspective, rather he considered himself black acting within that divide. This period of 

transition worsened with drug trafficking in the 1970s, as well as metro construction that droned 

on from 1987 until 1992 (see fig. 6).  Drug trafficking and metro construction weakened the 114

bustling community that once frequented the Bowl. Many customers, Virginia recounted, felt 

unsafe walking the streets of U at night, which drastically decreased business.  Then, issues 115

compounded with the lengthy metro construction on U Street, as access to the restaurant was 

restricted and the Chili Bowl opened a separate entrance through the back of the restaurant.   116

 

 

 

 

 

 

113 Wright and Allegar, “Minority Enterprise Week.”  
114 Figure 6. Photograph of Metro Construction in front of Ben’s Chili Bowl. Date of 

Photograph and Photographer Unknown. Taken between 1987-1991, From the Special 
Collections Research Center at the George Washington University, MS2285, Series 4, Box 7, 
Folder 13.  

115 Debbi Wilgoren, “The Bottomless Bowl of U Street,” The Washington Post, August 
21, 2003, MS2285, Ben's Chili Bowl Records, Special Collections Research Center, The George 
Washington University, Washington, DC. 

116 Linda Wheeler, “Nightmare on U Street,” The Washington Post, 1986, MS2285, Ben's 
Chili Bowl Records, Special Collections Research Center, The George Washington University, 
Washington, DC. 
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Fig. 6.  

 

Throughout all of these plights, however, the Chili Bowl endured. As a result of this, the Chili 

Bowl is one of the few businesses on U Street that call back to the neighborhood’s segregationist 

past. Consequently, Ben, in relation to the Bowl, played a major role in sustaining the history and 

culture of U Street.  

Two instances that further solidified the Bowl, and Ben, within blackness occurred when 

Bill Cosby visited the Bowl in October of 1985, as well as when Barack Obama visited the Bowl 

in January of 2009. Prior to Cosby’s visit in 1985, Ben struggled to make ends meet, picking up 

other jobs to sustain the business. Drug trafficking obliterated much of the vibrant community 

that once existed on U Street, yet Cosby’s visit appeared to call back to that period of vitalization 
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(see fig. 7).  In an interview with The Capital Spotlight, Bill Cosby revealed that he chose the 117

Chili Bowl for his press conference in order to “get people coming to the right place.”  Cosby 118

had been frequenting the restaurant since the 1960s, so the decision to have the conference there 

was a “call back to his roots.”   119

Fig. 7 

 
For example, when writing about Cosby’s appearance, the African-American magazine, Jet, 

described U Street as “depressed,” suggesting it as an unlikely place for Cosby to have such an 

important meeting.  At the height of his fame, Cosby’s visit reignited the passion of the black 120

117 Figure 7. Photograph of Bill Cosby and Virginia Ali. Date of Photograph and 
Photographer Unknown. From the Special Collections Research Center at the George 
Washington University, MS2285, Series 4, Box 6, Folder 12.  

118 “Comedian Bill Cosby Visits U Street Restaurant,” The Capital Spotlight, October 3, 
1985, MS2285, Box 9, Folder 7, Ben's Chili Bowl Records, Special Collections Research Center, 
The George Washington University, Washington, DC. 

119 Neill Carter, “Bill Cosby Tops ‘Gloria’ and Caucus Corps in D.C.,” Jet Magazine, 
October 14, 1985, MS2285, Box 9, Folder 7, Ben's Chili Bowl Records, Special Collections 
Research Center, The George Washington University, Washington, DC. 

120 Carter, “Bill Cosby Tops ‘Gloria’ and Caucus Corps in D.C.”  
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community on U Street, with the Bowl at its center. In this way, the Bowl resurfaced some of the 

lost vibrancy from decades prior, with the help of Bill Cosby. Cosby’s visit signaled a revival of 

the Chili Bowl, and the U Street neighborhood. Despite the ups-and-downs of U Street’s revival, 

at its core lay a powerful and dedicated black community, as well as establishments like Ben’s 

Chili Bowl, Lee’s Flower Shop, and Industrial Bank to remain as standing testaments to the 

neighborhood’s history.  

The importance of U Street once again resurfaced during the election of Barack Obama 

(see fig. 8).  After decades of revival and decline, U Street became the only place where 121

Washington blacks turned to witness the election of the first African-American president in 

2008.  The simple act of watching at bars, restaurants, and clubs, mirrored the sense of 122

community that once anchored the residents of U Street. Ruble draws a comparison between the 

Riots of 1968 and the victory of Obama, indicating that “traffic came to a halt as a surging crowd 

of every human size, age, shape, and color began dancing in the street. Life stopped, as it had 

just forty years before--only now in joy rather than in rage.”  Obama’s election healed the scars 123

left by the 1968 Riots, ushering a new and refined relationship to blackness for U Street’s 

residents. On his first Saturday living in Washington, President Obama joined Mayor Fenty for a 

half-smoke at the Chili Bowl, including the U Street neighborhood in a unique moment of 

African-American history. Through this act, Obama also propped up the Chili Bowl as a staple in 

the black community. As a result, Ben and the Chili Bowl took part in a significant moment of 

black history, once again redefining blackness within the U Street context.  

121 Figure 8. Photograph of Barack Obama at Ben’s Chili Bowl. January 10, 2009, Photo 
by Linda Davidson, Staff at The Washington Post.  

122 Ruble, Washington’s U Street, 305. 
123 Ruble, Washington’s U Street, 305. 
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Fig. 8.  

 

Throughout the events at U Street, Ben and the Chili Bowl have evolved as a staple in the 

community. The black ecosystem that once thrived during the Black Broadway era endured 

many tribulations, each contributing to a collective consciousness of blackness. The social 

construction of blackness was founded on a community ideology based on inclusion. When the 

Alis settled in the neighborhood, their understanding of blackness differed from how it might be 

perceived today. Ben’s connection to blackness, as an identity and ideology, is clear through 

each endeavor of his life. Simultaneously, through his own claiming of blackness, Ben ingrained 

himself in the collective memory of the community. A historical landmark, the Bowl serves as a 

memorial to the harsh and vibrant, tense and thriving past of U Street. Even in the face of rapid 

gentrification, the neighborhood’s memory, its rich cultural and political history, survives 

through establishments like the Chili Bowl.  
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Chapter 3: Building Ben Through Family: How the Second Generation Constructs Identity 
 

At a certain juncture, we [Sage, Kamal, and Nizam] were all the same. None of us 
hung with Indian people, none of us were big on Islam. After my brothers married 

Indian and Trinidadian, [these identities] permeated them more subsequent to 
marriage than before. 

 
–––Kamal Ali, Interview with the Author, 2020  124

 

If the Chili Bowl is part of Ben’s enduring legacy, the second generation of the Ali 

family is just as important in understanding the shadow of Ben’s influence over time. Ben’s sons 

and daughter-in-law constructed their own identity by claiming and reconstituting aspects of his 

own identity. In turn, this crucially informs how they remember and perceive Ben and ascribe 

identity to him. From his time in Trinidad to settling in DC, Ben explored and evolved various 

aspects of himself. How Ben’s family interpreted these aspects is part of the story of Ben’s 

overall identity formation. As young boys, Sage, Kamal, and Nizam were introduced to their 

father’s various identities, embedding themselves within particular niches as they grew older. 

Once they each married and joined the Chili Bowl, the differences between them accentuated. 

Through their personal endeavors, the sons absorbed parts of Ben, which, in turn, formed a 

narrative of Ben himself.  This chapter traces how Sage, Kamal, and Nizam understood Ben’s 

Islamic faith, IndoTrinidadian heritage, and connection to black culture as children. Then, it 

explores how their interpretations of Ben’s own life and character affected their own lives after 

marriage, and how they continued to build on Ben’s identity after his death.  

This chapter primarily uses interviews from Sage, Kamal, and Vida. These oral histories 

serve a dual purpose, as they uncover how his children and daughter-in-law saw him, as well as 

124 Kamal Ali, discussion.  
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how they took what they saw and applied it to their own life. Since Nizam and his family moved 

away from DC, and thus I was unable to interview him, his siblings are the main focus of this 

chapter. Further, of the three daughters-in-law, Vida, Sonya, and Jyotika, I focused mainly on 

Vida, as she is closely involved in the Chili Bowl. While each son may have (sub)consciously 

chosen aspects of their heritage to latch onto, I focus on how these choices manifested 

themselves through a lens of identity formation.  

Ben and Virginia raised their sons as practicing Muslims, even giving them traditional 

Muslim names. When asked about the naming of her sons, Virginia admitted that it was all Ben’s 

choice, as he wanted them to bear Muslim names and feel a connection to their religion and 

culture.  For Sage, whose real name is Haidar, he was named after Ben’s father. Kamal, on the 125

other hand, was named after Kamaluddin Mohammed, a prominent politician in Trinidad, as 

mentioned earlier. Even though Kamal recognized he was named after Kamaluddin, he feels no 

ties or closeness to him whatsoever.  He remembered being told that he met Kamaluddin when 126

he visited in 1965, but after that, he never maintained any contact.  Even though Ben held a 127

deep relationship with Kamaluddin, their families, evidently, were not close. Despite giving his 

sons Muslim names, Ben himself did not publicly use the name “Mahaboob,” or even use it to 

name the Chili Bowl. Virginia claimed the choice of “Ben’s” for the Chili Bowl was merely a 

practical, business decision.  To ensure the longevity of the business, though, Ben and Virginia 128
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gave each son the middle name “Ben.”  Despite the tensions surrounding their naming, Ben 129

ultimately hoped his choices would bring his sons closer to Islam.  

Ben’s attachment to Islam changed throughout his lifetime, even shaping how his sons 

remembered his closeness to the religion. On a familial level, it seemed that the Alis were 

heavily engaged with Islam. However, Kamal and Sage both categorized their father as a 

spiritual man, rather than a religious one.  They acknowledged the fact that their father grew up 130

strictly Muslim, but noticed how his transition to the United States reshaped that faith.  For 131

example, Kamal recalled how his father would go to the mosque, but would also find people to 

gamble on the racetrack after prayer.  In fact Virginia, Sage, and Vida, also fondly remembered 132

how much Ben loved visiting the racetrack, noting how one could either find him on the track or 

at the Bowl.  Ben’s frequent visits to the track, however, reflected how his faith shifted after 133

moving to the United States. In the letter he wrote to Muslim youth in the 1940s, Ben 

vehemently denounced Westernism and excessive drinking and gambling.  But, upon settling in 134

the United States, he became known for his time gambling at the track. Before Ben left Trinidad, 

he strongly adhered to the practices of the Muslim faith, but, as he is remembered by his family, 

he loosely followed daily practices.  

Even though his sons noticed Ben did not regularly abide by Muslim practices, they still 

recognized his strong faith in God. Growing up, Ben’s mother would make her grandchildren 
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130 Sage Ali, discussion; Kamal Ali, discussion. 
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practice reciting Quranic verses.  In addition, they, along with Virginia, would regularly attend 135

Quranic schools and mosques, even routinely attending weekly jummah prayer with Ben.  136

Thus, as in Ben’s childhood, they were steeped in Islamic culture. Unlike Ben, however, this was 

the extent of their exposure to Islam, as they were not surrounded by a strong, external Muslim 

community. This disparity, according to Kamal, resulted from a contextual difference between 

him and his father. Kamal noted that his father felt a closeness to Islam because Trinidad had an 

enormous population of Muslims. However, for him, he never felt that sense of closeness, even 

describing himself as more “socially Islamic.”  To some extent, Kamal also attributed this 137

difference to the fact that his mother converted to Islam.  Because Virginia did not grow up 138

within the Islamic tradition, she naturally lacked a connection to Islam seen in Ben.  Since 139

neither of his parents was strict Muslims, Kamal never felt pressured to adopt strong ties to the 

religion, viewing it more as a cultural connector to a broader community.  Similarly, Sage 140

regarded their Islamic upbringing as something more spiritual than strict.  Sage reminisced how 141

when he would get in the car with his father, he would notice him say a little prayer from when 

he turned the ignition until when the car started.  Moments like these, Sage described, helped 142

him understand his father’s relationship with God. He had heard of how rooted in Islam his 

father was in Trinidad, so instances like that signaled an adjustment to a Western culture and 
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practice.  Despite being raised with similar attitudes toward religion, Sage and his brothers 

developed their ties to Islam along various paths, especially after marriage.  

Despite feeling disconnected from Islam in their youth, Kamal and Sage both infused 

religion in their marriages. Before marrying Sonya, Kamal was previously married. In his first 

marriage, Kamal wedded at the Islamic Center, which was his parents' mosque. After their 

divorce, Kamal married Sonya Ali at the Lincoln Theater.  Even though their wedding did not 143

take place in a mosque, Kamal, like his father, requested Sonya convert to Islam, as he wanted 

his children to have the same religious background.  Here, then, Kamal similarly emphasized 144

religion as fundamental to building his family. Like his father, he held traditional views of 

religion and marriage, which caused Sonya to convert to Islam.  Kamal credited his orthodox 145

notions to Ben, which he felt, as he got older, helped him understand why his mother converted 

in the first place.  Now, as parents to twins, Kamal and Sonya bring their own children to 146

Quranic school and the mosque.  It was not until he married, then, that Kamal redefined a 147

connection to Islam. Whereas he adopted religion as a more traditionalist approach for creating a 

family, Sage’s courtship and wedding to Vida were directly influenced by Muslim practices.  

Before marrying Sage, Vida grew up practicing Islam. Vida’s mother, a Muslim, married 

her father, a Hindu. Unlike her mother, her father did not practice, so Vida’s religious upbringing 

was primarily conducted by her mother. When her mother moved from Trinidad to the United 

States, her faith and religion supported her in a time of instability.  She moved to the United 148
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States to build a new life for her and her family. Settling in the DC-area, Vida’s mother, like 

Ben, first found community in a local mosque, which coincidentally, was also the same mosque 

Ben attended. It was through the mosque that her mother became friends with Ben. Their 

friendship was so strong, in fact, that when Vida’s mother was setting up her life in DC, Ben 

offered to help her financially, an offer which her mom declined.  Her mother sought to 149

independently provide for her children and show them how she moved from Trinidad to provide 

for them. Later in Vida’s life, her sister married someone who once worked as an assistant 

manager at the Chili Bowl. Therefore, before her marriage with Sage, Vida already had 

connections to the Ali family. Despite these connections, however, she did not meet Sage until 

they saw each other at a prayer meeting.   150

Sage and Vida’s courtship mirrored the shifting importance of religion in the Ali family. 

At a Muslim prayer meeting, she went with her mother and other siblings, Vida met Sage and 

Virginia at the same event.  Sage remembered going because his mother asked him to 151

accompany her, otherwise he would not have attended.  From a distance, Sage noticed Vida, 152

asking his mother about her, to which Virginia remarked how they knew the family and the girl 

seemed nice.  Sage introduced himself to Vida’s entire family, with all six siblings standing in 153

a line and shaking his hand.  When he reached the brother before Vida, her brother teased them, 154

goading “oh ya, this one, she’s looking for a husband.”  Embarrassed, Vida turned, elbowing 155
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him in the side and kicking him in the shin.  Sage broke into laughter, sparking his interest in 156

her. From this encounter, he later reached out to her mother to ask her on a date. After a few 

months, the two decided to wed. For their wedding, they, along with close friends and family, 

decided to hike the Grand Canyon, with their ceremony officiated by a Native American chief.  157

This idea, Vida stated, was Sage’s. Even though this was the ideal wedding for the couple, they 

still held a nikah. According to Vida, they “were expected to do a nikah, in respect for the 

parents. Both sides of the family felt it made [their] marriage official.”  From their first meeting 158

to their wedding ceremony, Sage and Vida continued a religious tradition passed down from 

their families. Although occurring in a different time and context, Sage and Vida, like Ben and 

Virginia, performed the Muslim marriage ceremony to appease their families. The similarities 

and differences between Sage and Kamal’s relationships with their parents reinforce how the 

Islamic tradition passed between generations.  

In addition to his Muslim identity, Ben made an effort to share his IndoTrinidadian 

heritage with his sons. Throughout their childhood, Ben remained connected to his Trinidadian 

roots. Kamal and Sage pinpointed two main paths in which Ben introduced them to his 

Trinidadian background–the mosque and their summer visits to Trinidad. When Ben first settled 

in DC, he found a community through the mosque. The mosque mainly consisted of Trinidadian 

and Guyanese people, which comforted him as he adjusted to the racial dynamics of DC.  By 159

the time he expanded his business and settled in U Street, he extended this welcome to newly 

immigrated visitors of the mosque. In fact, many of the members of the Islamic Center recently 
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arrived in the United States, so Kamal recalled how his father eased the transition by inviting 

them to dinners at the Chili Bowl or their house.  Both Kamal and Sage observed that most of 160

their parents’ friends were not only from the mosque, but also of Caribbean descent. Thus, they 

were constantly reminded of their father’s Trinidadian side. Although they knew of his closeness 

to Trinidad, the closeness they saw their father exhibit emerged from a long-established history 

in DC. According to Sage and Kamal, then, they only received a narrowed view of Ben’s 

Trinidadian heritage, which only slightly presented itself during their childhood.  However, 161

their frequent summer vacations to Trinidad gave them a glimpse into their father’s time before 

they knew him.  

Each summer, Ben brought his family to Trinidad to visit his mother and father back 

home. Although they frequently went there, these visits had different effects on each son. With 

only a two year age difference between them, Sage and Kamal traveled to Trinidad more than 

Nizam, as he was born in 1970.  With more opportunities to visit their family, Sage and Kamal 162

gained a deeper understanding of their father’s colonial background. When they went there, they 

stayed for weeks at a time, which in Sage’s view, were formative in teaching them about their 

family history.  These long stints of time provided them the opportunity to learn where their 163

father grew up, where he went to school, what activities he participated in, and what culture 

surrounded him. Although they immersed themselves in Trinidadian culture, they did not feel an 

attachment to the country when they returned to DC or after their father died. After their 

grandparents died and business at the Chili Bowl expanded, trips to Trinidad waned. As they 
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grew older, then, the connection they were beginning to develop with Trinidad disappeared. 

Consequently, before marriage, none of the sons felt attached to their Trinidadian heritage. 

However, Sage’s marriage to Vida, an IndoTrinidadian, reignited his connection to the country, 

as well as to his father.  

Similar to Ben’s grandparents, Vida’s grandparents also came to Trinidad as indentured 

laborers from India under colonial rule. Growing up in Trinidad, Vida marveled at how her 

generation was one of the first generations to live under British independence, while her parents 

lived half as colonial subjects and half under independence.  This, she felt, contributed to how 164

and why her mother left Trinidad for America. One of her earliest memories that caused her to 

reflect later in life on her Trinidadian identity was when she was three. As a child, she went and 

played with the other neighborhood children in the sugar plantations.  While playing 165

hide-and-seek in the fields, she remembered hearing the clopping of horses’ hooves, as 

policemen approached the group of children. She stood, pale in complexion, frozen when the 

police told them to scatter.  This brief interaction with the Trinidadian authorities revealed 166

remnants of colonialism that still lingered after independence. For Vida specifically, it 

introduced her to a side of Trinidad she would not have seen growing up, as she moved to the 

United States at an early age. When recollecting this experience, Vida specified it as a glimpse 

into what life was like for her parents and grandparents, especially as her grandparents were 

laborers on the sugarcane fields.  It was from this shared background, then, that Vida was able 167

to cultivate a relationship with Ben.  
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As the eldest daughter-in-law, Vida built her relationship with Ben over a bond of 

Trinidad. In Vida’s eyes, she held a special relationship with Ben because of their shared 

identity, especially in comparison to his other daughters-in-law, Jyotika and Sonya.  Vida 168

recounted how many of her conversations with Ben centered around Trinidad.  There were 169

some things, she felt, he could only share with her because “they were both Trinis.”  She 170

mentioned how acclimating into the family as the first daughter-in-law was eased by her being 

from Trinidad. There was an already established foundation from which she could build a 

relationship with Ben and Virginia. Moreover, her closeness to her Trinidadian identity 

resurfaced this connection for Sage. Because his wife bonded with Ben over this similar trait, 

Sage grew closer to the identity as well. Whereas Kamal and Nizam further disassociated with 

Trinidad after their family trips ended, Sage’s marriage to Vida rekindled his bond to 

IndoTrinidadian culture. 

Outside of merely a connection to Trinidad, Ben introduced his sons to his Indian roots. 

From childhood, Kamal and Sage observed a presence of South Asian culture in their household. 

For example, their family celebrated major holidays, such as Diwali and Eid, inviting friends and 

members of the mosque for a celebration.  Bollywood songs echoed throughout their home, 171

their mother frequently cooked South Asian dishes, and their father constantly blared different 

Hindi movies.  Moreover, one of the first grand vacations that Ben and Virginia took after they 172

opened the Chili Bowl was to India and Pakistan in 1984. Although the vastness of South Asian 
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culture, not to mention its diversity, cannot be captured merely through music, food, film, or 

travel, these experiences shaped Kamal and Sage’s characterization of their father’s South Asian 

identity. Their memory of Ben manifested an idea of South Asianness in relation to him and how 

he then imparted that culture on to them.  

In comparison to their daily lives in DC, Kamal and Sage experienced a different aspect 

of their South Asian heritage during their visits to Trinidad. Since these trips were the primary 

instances where they met their grandparents, they were steeped in South Asian (as well as 

Trinidadian) culture for weeks at a time. From Virginia’s description of her, as well as Kamal 

and Sage’s, Ben’s mother was a traditional woman. Kamal, in particular, described how meeting 

his grandmother helped him understand his father’s personality and values.  He remembered 173

her as someone who had a set system of beliefs–valuing education, professional careers, and high 

religious learning.  On one visit with Kamal, Sage recalled how his grandmother pressed him to 174

get married, as he had reached marriageable age.  She went so far as to introduce him to 175

eligible women, spending an entire day of their trip visiting different prospects’ houses.  While 176

South Asian culture infused different aspects of their childhood–from the food they ate to the 

trips they took–Kamal and Sage understood its implications during the time period Ben arrived 

in the United States.  

For them, they knew Ben was South Asian, but felt that, at the time he settled in DC, he 

was forced to choose between black and white.  Ben clearly shared a version of his immigration 177
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story with his family, as they highlighted similar points and drew related conclusions. Sage 

described Ben as a “young guy trying to figure it out, with not too many folks that looked like 

him–dark skin and straight hair,” to which Kamal continued, “if you were anything besides white 

or black, you either hung white or you hung black.”  Ben’s IndoTrinidadian ethnicity did not 178

align along the racial binary, thus, forcing him to choose sides.  Even though they saw him as 179

South Asian, Ben steeped himself in black culture, resulting in his children also being steeped in 

black culture. As a result, each son assimilated into the black community rather than developing 

any attachment to their South Asian heritage.  

Nonetheless, each forged a distinct sense of their identity. One explanation for this 

disparity stems from how the two developed their identities after the death of their father. Of all 

three siblings, Kamal and Sage both agreed that subsequent to Nizam’s marriage to Jyotika, he 

embedded himself in their South Asian identity the most.  During his interview, Kamal actively 180

spoke about South Asian culture as if it existed outside of him, as he explicitly defined himself as 

black as opposed to Indian or South Asian.  For example, Kamal mentioned how the mosque 181

his family now attends, Masjid Muhammad, has ties to a Black Muslim population, while their 

parents’ mosque primarily served other IndoTrinidadians and Caribbeans.  As a black woman, 182

Sonya attended the University of Maryland and was a member of Alpha Kappa Alpha, the first 

African American Greek-lettered sorority.  Thus, Kamal, in his words, is “[raising] a black 183
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family, with black children and black friends.”  In Sage’s interview, though also identifying as 184

black, he spoke of his South Asian roots, recognizing his bond to the community especially after 

marrying Vida.  In both regards, however, of all their complex identities, each son primarily 185

described themselves as black.  

Growing up on U Street during the 1960s and 1970s greatly shaped Kamal and Sage’s 

understanding of race and blackness. Sage, born in June 1960, Kamal, born in July 1962, and 

Nizam, born in 1970, all enjoyed a life with a Ben’s Chili Bowl. For them, they solely knew Ben 

as a father, husband, and business owner, and not of the intimate struggles he and Virginia 

experienced to establish the Chili Bowl and themselves in the neighborhood. From as early as 

they could remember, their father always melted in with the black community. In fact, Ben’s best 

friend’s nickname for him was jokingly “black boy” to acknowledge his inclusion as a South 

Asian into the neighborhood.  Therefore, according to the sons, they “were raised in 186

Washington, DC–Chocolate City–with a business on the bustling U Street. So this is [our] 

history and that’s why I identify more with African Americans.”  Their exposure to the 187

dominant black culture normalized professionals of color, black businesses, and black 

educational attainment.  Sage classified U Street as its own world, somewhere where they felt 188

“confident, comfortable with [themselves], and got to know [themselves].  As a result, they 189

fully embraced their black identity, more so than with their IndoTrinidadian Muslim side. They 

felt their connection to these other identities stemmed from Ben, while they made blackness their 
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own–growing up surrounded by a black population, defining themselves as black men, and, now 

operating a black business.  

Aside from Ben, Virginia helped bring Sage and Kamal closer to blackness. Born and 

raised in the United States, Virginia never shied away from sharing her struggles as a black 

woman. Even though both their parents attended HBCUs, the children were duly inspired by 

their mother attending Virginia Union University during an era of racial segregation.  Growing 190

up with a black mother during the Civil Rights Movement and the tumultuous Race Riots of 

1968 further planted them in black issues and advocacy. They heard stories of how dangerous U 

Street was during the time of the Race Riots, as their parents guarded the store day in and day 

out.  The situation was so grim, in fact, Kamal remembers his “dad coming down to the 191

restaurant with a gun in his pocket to protect the business.”  As the Chili Bowl evolved into a 192

staple black restaurant, Kamal and Sage, credited its success to Virginia. Their mother filled the 

Chili Bowl with a sense of heart and warmth, making it a place where the community felt 

welcomed and wanted.  From her demeanor in the business, the sons learned how to adapt this 193

to the shifting dynamics of the neighborhood.  

Over the past decades, gentrification has crept into the U Street corridor, bringing in a 

flood of young, professional white people. In a 2001 article, Kamal analyzed the shift of the 

Shaw neighborhood, noting how the incoming demographic mirrored the “natural ebb and flow 

of a city.”  As a staple in the neighborhood, the Chili Bowl represented the living, changing 194
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history of black Washington. The Chili Bowl, through all its tough times, has always relied on 

the support of their black clientele. However, with the influx of a new demographic, and the 

erasure of the black populace, the Chili Bowl began to worry about the loyalty of this new base. 

However, to combat the changes of the neighborhood, the sons have capitalized on their history, 

making the Chili Bowl a bastion of black tradition in the Shaw neighborhood, and thus, an 

institutional reminder of the history of U Street.  

My interview with Reverend Dr. Sandra Butler Truesdale, a Washingtonian native, 

provided an outside perspective of the Chili Bowl and the Ali family during this recent period of 

change. Rev. Dr. Sandra Butler-Truesdale is an ordained, licensed minister, as well as the 

founder and chair of the DC Legendary Musicians, Inc. and a former member of the Howard 

Theatre Board.  Her entrenchment in the DC community bolsters her credibility when assessing 195

the case of the Ali family. Further, her father used to work as an accountant for the Chili Bowl, 

so her proximity to the family provides her a unique perspective. Due to her long involvement 

and friendship with the first and second generation of the family, she has witnessed 

intergenerational change within the Chili Bowl. 

From when she can first recall, Rev. Dr. Truesdale saw the Chili Bowl as a gathering 

space for the community, with sports and politics serving as common points of conversation.  196

She would frequent the Chili Bowl with her father, who was a close friend to both Ben and 

Virginia. Through this, she became friends with Kamal and his brothers. She emphasized how 
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the Chili Bowl was a place where all could come and leave their problems at the door.  As one 197

of the last remaining black-owned businesses on U Street, she attributed this feat to the 

dedication of Ben and Virginia. However, she noted how, if one did not know the Ali family 

personally, or even know their last name, they would not guess that they were anything other 

than black.  In her opinion, she attributed this to a conscious choice on the part of the Ali 198

family. Her assertion that “as I approach it from the standpoint of someone outside looking in, 

the family is a corporation.”  With this idea, she stressed a strategic, business-conscious 199

decision to curb their connection to anything other than blackness, at least publicly. Rev. Dr. 

Truesdale developed this idea in her interview, stating that “I don’t ever remember Ben talking 

about his religion. It’s a business. And one of the worst things you can do in this day for a 

business is to talk about religion.”  In order to survive, it was a choice to not talk about religion, 200

a decision Rev. Dr. Truesdale regards as “intelligent.”  This idea of the family as a corporation 201

revealed itself more when the sons took over operations of the Chili Bowl, shifting it from 

merely a restaurant to an institution of black history. Here, once the neighborhood began 

changing, they smartly attracted the new patronage through their past.  They capitalized on 202

decorating the restaurant with photos from momentous occasions, contributing to the GW 

Special Collection Archive, and building the brand of Ben’s Chili Bowl into a chain of 

restaurants.  
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This chapter primarily focused on the narratives surrounding Ben and his identities 

recounted by those who continue to maintain his memory. Certain aspects of Ben’s story, 

including Ben’s attachment to Islam, South Asian culture, Trinidadian heritage, and blackness, 

resonated within Vida, Kamal, and Sage. Now that they currently operate the Chili Bowl, the 

second generation continue to build their own ideas of the world on the same foundation their 

father used to build his own. This chapter thus captured intergenerational aspects of identity 

formation, showing how static notions of race, ethnicity, and religion cannot capture the 

dynamism of identity.  
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Conclusion 

Ending this work with the second generation of Ben’s Chili Bowl reflects the restaurant’s 

shift from business to legacy, both familial and communal. Today, the children of Ben and 

Virginia Ali work to preserve a history of the Chili Bowl, one that represents its role in black 

Washington. However, as this thesis has shown, Ben’s story contained various layers, many of 

which were inseparable from each other. All of these layers are crucial in understanding the 

legacy of Ben and the Chili Bowl. I charted Ben’s identity formation within three contexts–his 

time in Trinidad, his time on U Street, and his time with his family, focusing on his 

IndoTrinidadian roots, his Muslim faith, and blackness. Each of these formed Ben’s identity, 

shaping his values and how he perceived himself. From Ben’s entangled identities emerged an 

intricate tapestry of family culture and community development.  

The story of Ben, the Chili Bowl, and the Ali family shows that–identity formation is a 

dynamic social process, one that stems from historically-bound situations. As he continued 

through his life– growing up in colonial Trinidad, moving to the United States, marrying 

Virginia and opening a business in segregated DC, and expanding his family and business in 

desegregated U Street–he depended on his identities to guide him through encounters with 

newness. His evolving identities were key to his survival, both personally and as a public figure. 

Within each new environment, Ben relied on parts of himself that already existed or were 

informed by prior situations. Consequently, Ben’s identities grew together, because as one aspect 

of his identity changed, it affected the others. For instance, in Trinidad and his early years in the 

United States, Ben actively engaged with Islam, as he was raised in the faith and wrote letters to 

Muslim youth, warning them of the potential traps for Muslims in the west. But as he settled in U 



Mirpuri 74 

Street, his connection to Islam altered as he steeped himself in black Washington. To survive in a 

society that already marginalized black and brown people, Ben focused on establishing his 

business in a black neighborhood while holding onto his Muslim faith. While Glissant argued 

that large-scale social processes like colonialism constructed one’s multiple identities, so that the 

whole world may be encapsulated in a self, this thesis both reinforces and complicates that 

notion. For Glissant, historical structures like colonialism and capitalism produced hierarchies of 

race, ethnicity, and class. While these structures undoubtedly affected Ben, the in-depth look into 

his life reveals the creativity with which people negotiate these seemingly immovable and static 

structures. Identity is then formed through minute, daily interactions that collectively build 

together to maintain and transform these larger historical structures. Each facet of Ben’s identity 

was mutually constitutive. This microhistory not only revealed identity as an idiosyncratic and 

deeply personal endeavor, but also showed how it relates to broader social structures.  

The identities of Ben and his family stressed the fluidity of culture as a whole. Raised in 

Trinidad by a South Asian-origin Muslim family, Ben was a member of the Caribbean and South 

Asian diasporas and the Islamic ecumene. Then, when he settled in the United States, Ben 

embedded himself in the Black American diaspora. As a part of multiple diasporic identities, Ben 

inhabited each simultaneously and individually. Ben’s story thus holds wider implications for 

diasporic studies, which often focus on a single diaspora instead of considering their 

inter-relationships. 

Moreover, these diasporic identities are not stable across generations. Even though his 

children are members of these diasporas by dint of their descent from Ben, their experiences 

have led them to forge their distinct identities, claiming certain diasporic identities while 
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rejecting others. Understanding Ben’s children’s stories and how they remembered their father 

captures the intergenerational change that occurred within diasporic families. Situated at the 

confluence of various cultures, Sage, Kamal, and Nizam developed their own place within the 

diasporas their father inhabited.  The emphasis they placed on Ben’s life story correlated with the 

niches of his identity they placed themselves within. For example, Sage, who married an 

IndoTrinidadian woman, frequently recounted how his father maintained his connections to 

Trinidad after arriving in the United States.  

The sons’ relationships with their father stood separate from their relationships with their 

father’s legacy. As sons, their personal lives and identities were shaped by their family history, 

but as operators of the Chili Bowl, they negotiated a different relationship with their father’s 

legacy. The Chili Bowl became a symbol of his overlapping identities. During his lifetime, he 

negotiated his identity as an immigrant whose racial status in the US was ambiguously legible, 

while establishing himself as a businessman in the U Street Corridor. As Ben grew, so did the 

Chili Bowl, and vice-versa. By the time his sons took over, the Chili Bowl was firmly rooted in 

the DC community. As a result, they had to reconcile what their father built with their own 

identities. As the last chapter discussed, the sons shrewdly capitalized on the history created 

through and by Ben by marketing the Chili Bowl as the “pulse of U Street’s black community.”

 The Chili Bowl represents the culmination of Ben’s claim to the black identity. Over the 203

years, numerous celebrities and politicians visited the Bowl, which helped cement the restaurant 

as a pillar of U Street. Aside from Barack Obama, many other politicians have also visited the 

203 Vida Ali, discussion.  
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Chili Bowl, such as George Bush and Hillary Clinton (see figs. 8 and 9).  By the time Kamal, 204

Sage, and Nizam joined the Chili Bowl, the restaurant’s reputation in the black community was 

secure. Thus, visits from celebrities or politicians were purposeful, a way to seek the 

endorsement of the black community as a whole. In turn it signifies the extent to which the Chili 

Bowl has become a symbol of U Street’s, and by extension, Washington DC’s black community. 

The second generation of the Ali family are thus guardians of this legacy, even as they negotiate 

the next chapter of the Chili Bowl during a new period of change brought on by gentrification 

and the replacement of the black residents of U Street by an influx of affluent, largely white 

newcomers. 

Figs. 9 and 10.  

 
The recent coronavirus pandemic offers an interesting challenge to the persistence of 

Ben’s identity. The Chili Bowl, a business he opened with his wife and where he felt embraced 

204 Figures 9 and 10. Photograph of Hillary Clinton and George Bush Visiting the Chili 
Bowl. Date of Hillary Clinton Photograph and Photographer Unknown. From the Special 
Collections Research Center at the George Washington University, MS2285, Series 4, Box 6, 
Folder 5; Photograph of George W. Bush taken January 15, 2007, by White House Photographer 
Paul Morse. 
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by an entire community, is now at risk for its survival. Since the Chili Bowl was a main facet of 

his identity, what happens if that disappears? 

Prior to the COVID-19 outbreak, Ben’s Chili Bowl was bustling on a Saturday night, 

with people from all over the city stopping by as late as 4 A.M. for the renowned half-smokes. 

Now, with the restaurant's other six locations shuttered and fifteen of its sixty-five team members 

working, the family is struggling to keep the famous U Street location open.  On top of the 205

health impacts, communities of color are also being economically ravaged by the coronavirus. 

The family’s application was neglected during the first round of relief from the Payment 

Protection Program (PPP), causing an uproar within the DC community (see fig. 11).   206

Fig. 11.  

205 Trish Turner, “Ben's Chili Bowl, Iconic DC Business, Obtains Critical Federal Loan,” 
ABC News, April 28, 2020, 
https://abcnews.go.com/US/coronavirus-pandemic-brings-bens-chili-bowl-iconic-dc/story?id=70
243517 

206 Figure 11. Photograph that shows take-out bags from the U Street location as 
Washingtonians are quarantined. Photograph taken April 22, 2020, by Melissa Howell, Staff at 
Washington’s Top News.  

https://abcnews.go.com/US/coronavirus-pandemic-brings-bens-chili-bowl-iconic-dc/story?id=70243517
https://abcnews.go.com/US/coronavirus-pandemic-brings-bens-chili-bowl-iconic-dc/story?id=70243517
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Forced to close a majority of their locations, the family relied on the funds from PPP to stay 

afloat. In fact, even Senator Kamala Harris tweeted in support of the restaurant: 

“@benschilibowl is a DC icon I used to eat at during my @HowardU days. It's outrageous small 

businesses like Ben's Chili Bowl aren't getting the kind of relief the president's friends are 

getting. Congress must prioritize helping minority-owned businesses.”  Senator Harris’ tweet 207

reveals the far-reaching influence of the Chili Bowl’s significance on a larger population. 

Additionally, the Chili Bowl morphs into a beacon for small businesses, leading to the exposure 

of systemic neglect of minority-owned, small businesses by the government. As one of the 

victims of this, what is at risk if the Chili Bowl closes? 

 If institutions like the Chili Bowl close, communities risk losing their collective 

histories. Ben’s Chili Bowl has stood the test of time, remaining open during the uncertain times 

of Dr. King’s assassination, drug trafficking in the 1970s, metro construction in the 1980s, and 

presently gentrification. Surviving each of these situations gave Ben and the Chili Bowl a 

historical perspective of the U Street Corridor. As a result, the restaurant became a living 

memory of the past. However, the pandemic poses a new set of challenges to the beloved 

community restaurant. During each of these situations, the Chili Bowl always relied on its loyal 

clientele. Even when combating gentrification, the sons have relied on the community to 

maintain its significance. The restaurant stands as a call to black Washington, one of the last 

remaining businesses in the area. As a family-of-color-owned, local business, the Chili Bowl 

207 Kamala Harris (@KamalaHarris), “@benschilibowl is a DC icon I used to eat at 
during my @HowardU days.…,” Twitter, April 23, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/kamalaharris/status/1253447637367492608.  

https://twitter.com/kamalaharris/status/1253447637367492608
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tells a deeper story than other chain restaurants. If the pandemic forces businesses like the Chili 

Bowl to close, vital parts of communities and their histories will disappear.  

To protect the community's history and identity, places like the Chili Bowl must receive 

more support from the government. While the family did end up securing the loan, they 

mentioned how the amount cannot sustain the uncertainty of the pandemic. Local businesses help 

us remember the stories of our neighborhoods. The Chili Bowl reflects the richness of DC's 

history and identity, which is why it is not just an icon of a vanishing past, but the kind of 

foundation on which DC should build its future. The coronavirus pandemic threatens the stability 

of these institutions, and without them, we risk losing our stories and their importance.  

The longstanding presence of the Chili Bowl established Ben as a reliable figure in the U 

Street neighborhood. The presence and perseverance of the restaurant earned him respect across 

the country. Ben’s tangible legacy is undoubtedly tied to the Chili Bowl, but with Ben now gone, 

his sons must protect the establishment. In a response to the pandemic, Vida acknowledged this 

legacy, saying that “U Street could never close… We can’t close that location after everything 

you [Virginia] did to survive. Even if it’s down to five people. Whatever it takes.”  Vida and 208

the rest of the family are aware of the importance of the U Street location. However, the 

coronavirus poses a challenge to the Ali family unlike any other–without their loyal clientele 

frequenting the restaurant, they must manage ways to preserve their business, legacy, and 

identity.  

Ben inhabited many identities at once, and in doing so embodied a uniquely inclusive 

form of identity. Whether through public acts, like his advocacy in U Street, his donations, and 

208 Turner, “Ben's Chili Bowl, Iconic DC Business.” 
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his speeches, or private practice, like visits back to Trinidad or celebrating Eid and Diwali, Ben’s 

various ties to different cultures, places and communities show lived multiculturalism draw upon 

different, separate histories, while also creating another singular history from these disparate 

threads.  

The story of Mahaboob Ben Ali and his Chili Bowl is not over. While Ben may be gone, 

he transmitted his complex identity and values to his family. His story, marked by complex 

evolving identities, traversed decades of historical flashpoints, and the (re)construction of his 

identity continues today, as his family reshapes his legacy and his business negotiates its survival 

in a changing city.  
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