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Lexington, Clifton Forge to welcome Puerto Rican culinary
students displaced by hurricane
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When George Huger visited Puerto Rico two weeks ago, he could still see reminders of
Hurricane Maria’s power everywhere. Buildings were leveled, downed road signs were
discarded next to highways, and blue tarps were draped across houses with once-stable roofs.

Huger, the chef and owner of the Southern Inn in Lexington, had never been to Puerto Rico.
Months ago, he watched the devastation play out on his television.

Then, he got an idea: bring Puerto Rican students to the U.S. to finish their education.

Since then, the Lexington community has rallied behind him with support and ideas. And this
month he traveled to Puerto Rico to meet students and start organizing.

Huger and a dozen other community members are raising money to bring two Puerto Rican
students to study culinary arts for up to two years at Dabney Lancaster Community College in
Clifton Forge. They have already raised about $25,000 and, if all goes according to plan, the
students will arrive sometime in March.

“It’s just a tragedy when you’re in a state in your life where you think you know the direction
you’re going, and then have that yanked out from under you,” Huger said. “I think that can be
discouraging.”

Huger and his team partnered with Instituto de Banca y Comercio, which has its own culinary
program in San Juan. The college faced a significant amount of water damage after the
September hurricane and is trying to reopen for the next term.

But when Huger visited in mid-January, the college and most of the other area schools were
still not open.

“There’s no doubt that there’s still a lot of damage and a lot of work to be done,” Huger said.
“There are people that would say some days they have power and water and some days they
don’t.”

But Huger and his team are concentrating on students who can’t return to school because of
financial difficulties, family hardships or a lack of transportation. After the storm, the island is
still working to rebuild and there can be multiple barriers for students getting back to their
education, Huger said.
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The organizers in Lexington are working with administrators at the school to select the two
students who will come as part of the program. The students will either stay in apartments or
with families in Lexington.

Once the students arrive, they will attend classes at Dabney Lancaster and work at a
restaurant in the area that is part of the college’s workforce development program.

“Schooling is just one aspect because cooking is a trade and an art as much as it is a
profession,” Huger said. “There’s a lot of learning that goes along with being in a restaurant
and gaining the organizational and communication skills of being a chef and a leader.”

And by working as well as attending school, the students will be contributing to their own living
expenses. To cover the rest, Huger and his team are working to raise at least $50,000 for the
program.

The group is also consulting with Aly Colon, the Knight Professor of Media Ethics at
Washington and Lee University, about the cultural differences between the United States and
Puerto Rico.

Colon was born in Puerto Rico and spent much of his childhood there. He said he hopes to be
a resource and a familiar face for the students while they are in the county.

“For some, it will be an adventure,” he said. “They’ll be ready to go. Others will find it difficult to
leave their families and their towns that have been assaulted by this incredible force of nature.”

Huger said one of the things he has learned about Puerto Rico is the pride and connection
residents have to the island. He said the team is trying to build a network and community for
the students to be comfortable.

Right now, Huger and his team are still fundraising and working out the logistics of the
program. Soon, they’ll be working with representatives from the college in Puerto Rico to
select the students.

And if they can set up a successful program, Huger wants to bring even more students to
study and live in Lexington.

“It could be a great learning experience,” he said. “That’s my goal at this point as much as it
started off as a humanitarian kind of movement. There’s a lot of opportunity to offer some of
the students there and elsewhere.”
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