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In US, Pinay’s food biz triumphs in bringing folks closer to home 

IN THE time of human trafficking, violence against women including women migrant 
workers, and global uncertainty, one would wish that the story of every overseas 
Filipino worker would end like hers.  

We first met Judith Blasco in November 2019 during a joint Philippine Embassy and 
POLO- Washington,DC (WDC) outreach mission to Miami, Florida to update our 
contingency plans for the southeast US mainland and provide consular services to 
kababayan in the greater Miami region.  

She was an unassuming lady seated in the corner but with an eye on the staff 
attending to us and the officers of the Philippine Nurses Association of Miami and 
South Florida with whom we were meeting that evening at Manila Kantina.  

It was only when we were about to leave that she asked for a photograph with us and 
we found out that she was the owner.  

Ate Judith came to The United States, 
like many other OFWs, on an H2B visa 
in 2007, and worked in housekeeping 
for a hotel chain in Orlando, Florida.  

For her, it was the best of times, and it 
was the worst of times. She enjoyed the 
experience of coming to work in the 
United States and was amazed by 
everything that America had to offer. At 
the same time, she had to work extra 

hard to earn enough for the family that she loved, but that she had to leave back home. 

After seven months in Orlando, she was transferred to another hotel further up north 
on the US east coast, in New Jersey, where she still did housekeeping. However, to 
earn extra money on the side, much like many other migrant workers juggling multiple 
jobs, she also provided massage services to co- workers and outside her regular 
employment.  

From 2009-2012, she was able to convert to an H1B visa and she returned to Miami 
to work for a Japanese restaurant. However, she also started her own business of 
cooking at home and selling food to Filipinos who  craved home-cooked Filipino 
cuisine. These were the years during which she had to dig deep into whatever 
fortitude, ingenuity, and motivation she had in her.  

UNMISTAKEABLY PINOY. Manila Kantina’s well-loved spot 
in Miami, with Pinoy delicatessen and other grocery items 
on the side. (Photo by POLO-Washington) 



The restaurant work was already demanding, and she still had her own business to 
attend to. She remembers sometimes having to wake up early in the morning just to 
be able to purchase the ingredients she would need for later in the day after work.  

Slowly, but surely, she earned more experience and wisdom about running a food 
business, and she did not only impress her employers but she also started working 
her way up from selling food in zip locks, to handing them out in sturdier containers, 
and finally to catering for events.  

When she left the Japanese restaurant, she worked some more for other restaurants 
to gain more experience and save more for what she hoped would eventually be her 
own business in the future. In the meantime, she had gotten her green card and was 
preparing to have her children join her in the United States.  

Indeed, in 2017, and after a decade of sheer hard work and determination, with no 
little personal costs, Ate Judith opened her very own Asian grocery and restaurant.  

Manila Kantina is a delightful and welcoming piece of Filipiniana right at the heart of 
downtown Miami. Its shelves are well stocked with Filipino favorites such as instant 
noodles, 3-in-1 coffee, canned tuna & sardines, and Pinoy condiments.  

At lunchtime, the air wafts with the familiar smell of adobo, pinakbet, and tuyo.  

One is also treated to the symphony of our kababayans bantering in a variety of 
languages like Tagalog, Ilonggo, Bicolano, and even the occasional Maranao. Filipino 
music blares on the radio, and sometimes you might even catch a show or two from 
Manila on the television.  

However, what makes Manila Kantina truly a Filipino gem is Ate Judith.  

She comes to work every day and is assisted by her youngest son (who has joined 
her in the US together with two other siblings).  

She is indefatigable and is much like many Filipino nanays (mothers), who even after 
hours of cooking in the kitchen and cleaning the house, will still have much of herself 
to give away. We saw her twice, once in the early evening, and a second time right 
before lunch, and there was no difference in how she treated us and other customers 
of the Kantina.  

Today, Manila Kantina has become a popular hangout for Filipinos, especially those 
in the hospitality and cruise industries, many of whom Ate Judith treats as if they were 
her children. She is very hospitable and even provides free meals to the homeless of 
Miami regardless of nationality, and fellow Filipinos in need. Many J1 and cruise 
industry workers would go to her for advice and a sense of home, or even family.  

Meeting Ate Judith was certainly one of the highlights of our mission to Miami last 
November. For us, she defines the genuine success story. Once an OFW herself, she 
knows the hardship and the personal costs of living and working abroad, often away 
from your family.  



But through hard work, she prevailed and has not only opened her restaurant, but she 
is also paying it forward to her community, to her family, and her kapwa (fellow human 
beings).  

Mabuhay ka Ate Judith. Mabuhay ang kababaihang Pilipino. Mabuhay ang women 
migrant workers.  

END/POLO- Washington  

 

 

  

 

 


