
Honored as Chef of the Year, 2022 by the New Hampshire Lodging & Restaurant Association, David Vargas,

Chef/Owner, Vida Cantina is a talented and respected leader in the kitchen and in the New England community,

bringing people together to the table. David’s culinary mission is to share his Mexican heritage by featuring

beautiful local seasonal product on every plate at Vida Cantina in Portsmouth, NH. His community mission is to

bring people together by sharing a respect and appreciation for all cultures and actively supporting those in need.

A James Beard nominated chef, (2022, 2020, 2019) David grew up in Southern CA and has spent a lifetime learning,

living, and celebrating his Mexican heritage. David’s mother is from Guadalajara, his father from Jalisco; in CA his

parents owned a taqueria and both were police officers. David grew up in the family’s taqueria cooking family

recipes with fresh local ingredients, while learning all he could about his Mexican culture. It was important to

David’s parents that he appreciate his Mexican heritage. Appreciate it he does indeed at Vida Cantina, where with

each dish he is “elevating our understanding of what Mexican food is or should be, while elevating our

understanding of what New England cuisine is or should be” The Portsmouth Herald. According to The Boston Globe,

David prepares “the best Mexican food north of the MA Border” and is “nearly evangelistic about using local

ingredients.” Boston Magazine declared “David Vargas, a James Beard award-nominated chef is making some of

the best Mexican food on the East Coast at Vida Cantina in Portsmouth, NH.” Locally, regionally and nationally, the

critics agree that Chef David Vargas is shining a bright light on Mexican cuisine, and his dishes at Vida Cantina are

definitely “worth the drive” to Portsmouth, NH.
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Dr. Wildolfo (Will) Arvelo is Executive Director of Cross Roads House (CRH) in Portsmouth, NH. CRH is a low-barrier

emergency shelter and transitional housing organization serving the Seacoast of New Hampshire. 

Prior to CRH, Dr. Arvelo served as Director of the Division of Economic Development for New Hampshire. In this role

he worked on state-wide issues related to economic development and strategy; business recruitment, expansion,

and retention; and workforce training and development. 

Dr. Arvelo served 33 years in leadership positions within higher education at public and private colleges in

Massachusetts, New Hampshire and New York. From 2007-2017, Dr. Arvelo served as president of Great Bay

Community College where he transformed the college to be outwardly focused and developed programs to meet the

needs of business and industry. 

  

Dr. Arvelo has served on numerous regional and state-wide education, business development and non-profit boards.

In 2012, the City of Portsmouth Business Chamber selected him the Citizen of the Year, citing his strong support of

business and education, and in 2018 he was awarded an Honorary Doctorate of Humane Letters by Granite State

College for his work in partnerships in the areas of education and workforce and economic development. Dr. Arvelo is

also a founder and Chair of the Business Alliance for People of Color (BAPOC) and is engaged diversity, equity, and

inclusion activities throughout New Hampshire. 
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Shantel Palacio is the Principal Advisor at Urbane Advisory and a consulting partner at the Perception Institute. She

consults on education policy and on implementing diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives. Her community work

and research have been featured across several mediums including NPR, GQ Japan Magazine, West’s Education Law

Reporter, The Gotham Film and Media Institute, and citations in Harvard’s IOP. She is currently a doctoral candidate

in Leadership and Policy Studies at the University of New Hampshire.
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