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No one knows Mexican food--or Mexico--like Josefina Howard. Her Rosa Mexicano is not only
rated by Zagat's as the top Mexican restaurant in New York, its fare is honored by Mexicans
themselves. Cooks who have seen her on PBS, CNN, the Television Food Network, and Martha
Stewart Living have longed to re-create her mouth-watering dishes at home. Now they can.
Overflowing with Josefina's passion for Mexican culture and cuisine, her vibrant snatches of
personal memoir and social history, and her own award-winning color photographs, Rosa
Mexicano is the fruit of a lifetime love affair with a country and far outshines mere cookbooks.
This book, which took ten years to create, is the result of her frequent trips to Mexico--as many
as four or five a year. As for the astonishing recipes, they are as colorful and diverse as the
culture that gave birth to them and far surpass their popular Americanized counterparts. Unusual
herbs add distinctive flavors to a host of uniquely south-of-the-border delectables: delicate
soups made with zucchini blossoms, pozole (Mexican chicken soup, except it's made with
pork!), and stuffed peppers garnished with pomegranate seeds. This is the real face of one of
the most misunderstood great cuisines of the world, and a tantalizing holiday gift for all cooks
and ethnic culture mavens.
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MexicanoSomething SweetWhat’s to Drink?A Few Last BitesA Brief Dictionary of ChilesA Few
Cooking TipsINTRODUCTIONIn addition to being good friends, Josefina Howard and I share a
nationality. You might wonder how such a thing can be, since Josefina is not Mexican and I am,
but that doesn’t matter in the least. You are what you eat, who you eat it with, and how you eat it.
Nationality isn’t determined by where you are born, but by the tastes and smells that stay with
you from childhood. Nationality has to do with land-not some petty idea of territorial borders and
boundaries, but something deeper. It has to do with the foods the land bestows on us, their
chemistry, and their effects on our bodies. The biological compounds in foods we eat penetrate
our cells and impregnate them with their innermost flavors. They slip into the deepest corners of
our unconscious, there where the events of the past make their nests and curl up forever in our
memories.Is it true that only someone who was born in Mexico and grew up eating tortillas can
be Mexican? No, of course not. There are certain exceptional beings who are capable of arriving
in an unknown city and, like children, letting themselves be suckled by cultures that are not
theirs from birth. Josefina is such a being. Her vocation for universality allowed her to open
herself up to the world of smells and flavors of a Mexico she made her own, and Mexico
reciprocated by adopting her as its own legitimate daughter.The fraternity of the hearth is one of
the strongest bonds. When you walk into a place and immediately recognize the fragrances
wafting from a pot of beans, some freshly made tortillas, or even just a simple guacamole, you
know you are on a tiny patch of Mexican soil. This was my experience the first time I visited
Josefina’s restaurant, Rosa Mexicano. I was immediately transported back to Mexico, to food
cooked with passion, food Josefina has dedicated her life to praising and celebrating. Like any



self-respecting Mexican woman, Josefina left Mexico carrying her little trove of chiles and
homemade tortillas for her nostalgia to feed on. And not only that; driven by her desire to share
our cuisine’s wealth of flavors with others, she was brave enough to start a restaurant in the very
heart of Manhattan. At Rosa Mexicano, you can regale yourself with dishes that run the gamut
from sophisticated to simple, from traditional to innovative.In this book, Josefina not only shares
her recipes and her past with us in the most delicious way; she also invites us along on a joyful
journey through the infinite possibilities and combinations offered by Mexican culinary
culture.Josefina has a lesson for us, a lesson of solidarity and understanding among peoples.
Only this solidarity can allow us to share hearths, meals, joys, and sorrows—the joys of festive
gatherings and daily life, and the sorrows of life’s most difficult and painful moments: death and
loss. With this solidarity, we can ultimately make the whole world sit down at the table with us
and share what makes us human and what gives us a homeland and a nationality, an unending
legacy of past flavors and smells: the nationality of food, which is both a nationality and a
universal heritage. So, beloved friends, let’s clink our shots of tequila together and drink to
Mexican food, to Rosa Mexicano, and to Josefina, the Mexican.—Laura
EsquivelPROLOGUEThe guests at my restaurant, Rosa Mexicano, have often come over to the
booth where I have spent most evenings for the past fifteen years to congratulate and thank me
for the good food they enjoyed. Sometimes, though, I wonder if they realize that in addition to
serving them wonderful food I also want to offer them an educational experience. When you’ve
lived in Mexico you can learn a lot about people and their ways of doing and looking at things.
One of the things that fascinated me most about Mexico was the food. And I’m far from being the
only person to have experienced that fascination.Toward the second half of the nineteenth
century, there were a number of elegant French restaurants and bakeries in Mexico City, owned
and operated by skilled European chefs and bakers. Two of them were particularly outstanding-
one, the restaurant known as the Casa Deverdum and the other run by the family of the Widow
Genin. The chefs of both establishments expressed their enthusiasm for Mexican cookery in no
uncertain terms.Alfred L. Deverdum published a Mexican cookbook in his native France in 1921.
Some years later, he also wrote several articles in praise of Mexican food for a Mexican weekly
called El Gastronomo and for an important newspaper that is still published today, El Universal.
The Genin family’s eldest son, Auguste, offspring of a Belgian father and a French mother, wrote
the prologue to Monsieur Deverdum’s book. Here are a few lines that he wrote in tribute to
Mexican cooking:All men eat, but only the French know how to eat. In this respect, Mexicans are
very French. Indeed, Mexico is among the few countries whose national dishes stand out for
their high degree of flavor, their particular use of condiments and their sophistication. The
French eat snails and the Chinese eat swallows’ nests; I don’t think a snail has a better
appearance than a maguey worm.... When a poll, as they call it nowadays, was conducted a few
years ago on world gastronomy, it was found that outside of France, Mexico was one of the three
countries on the globe where there exists a culinary tradition worthy of adding something to De
Re Coquinaria, the famous collection of recipes from the third century a.d. ascribed to Apicius.In



telling the story that follows, which is part of my life, I would like to pay homage to the greatness
of Mexican cooking and the thousands of individuals through the centuries who have created,
developed, and loved it, not only for how good it tastes but also for all the extraordinary cultural
significance that it embodies. In Mexico I’ve found pure, unique, and extraordinary flavors that
represent, for me, the last frontier of the palate: a cuisine full of possibilities and surprises that
has inspired in me an undying passion.The Mexican food with which I started this romance was
part of a culture that is now on the point of vanishing. In Mexico, too, flavors have changed to
make cooking more convenient with less physical effort. For centuries, sauces were ground up in
a molcajete, a stone mortar in which ingredients were crushed with a pesde called a tejolote and
mixed in their own juices. For many years now home cooks and professionals have been using
blenders, which, since they chop rather than crush, produce quite a different consistency.
Technology has replaced the human hand in other cases as well, most notably for the corn
dough known as masa and the tortillas that are made from it. Life is easier for millions of
Mexican women because the corn for masa is ground by machines and tortillas are mass-
produced. Of course, the taste and texture are not the same.It’s taken quite a while to decide to
write this book, but I think the moment has finally come to clear up some mistaken ideas and
prejudices about Mexican cooking, and to talk about some of the things I’ve experienced in a
country that often seems so far away—though it’s only separated from us by a line on the map. In
recent years, a public that is increasingly eager to enjoy fine Mexican cooking has emerged in
the United States. Still, there are some people who, for reasons I have a hard time accepting,
continue to scorn and ignore it. Once, I was invited to the opening of a show by a very well-
known painter in a New York gallery. When I arrived, the host introduced me to a group of
people. At the moment, the profession of chef is quite chic and socially acceptable in New York
society, and even more so if you happen to be the owner or co-owner of a restaurant. The people
around me were extremely friendly and sugar-sweet. The first question they asked was, “Where
is your restaurant?”“At First Avenue and Fifty-eighth Street,” I answered, trying not to name the
elegant neighborhood where Rosa Mexicano is located. “Oh, Sutton Place. How nice!” someone
said. Then came the inevitable question, “What kind of food do you serve?” I got ready for the
response I knew was coming. “Mexican food,” I answered. The reaction was exactly as I had
feared: an empty space opened up around me. Some of them even turned their backs. This was
just one of many occasions when I wasn’t given the chance to say anything more about the kind
of food I cook-fine, authentic Mexican food.Lack of information is a large part of the problem.
Many food writers barely mention the great contributions made by the New World to the eating
habits of the entire globe. They forget to add that among the Aztecs, who had one of the most
highly developed indigenous cultures of Mesoamerica, unusual and fascinating flavors were
created and combined to produce an extraordinary cuisine. The fast-food and canned-food
industries have also done their part to reinforce the knowledge barrier. The “Mexican” products
they make and sell use only a few inexpensive ingredients, and don’t come close to reflecting
the breadth and variety of Mexican cooking. For example, when many people hear the word



enchilada, they think of a tortilla filled with chicken and covered with a fiery hot sauce. But in true
Mexican cuisine, a soft tortilla can be filled with crab or duck and served with a delicate green
sauce made from pumpkin seeds and spices, a dish that is worlds away from the Tex-Mex
experience. While there has been a general lack of information and mistaken ideas have been
disseminated to the United States public, I must acknowledge the important work of Josefina
Velazquez de Leon, Elizabeth Lambert Ortiz, Diana Kennedy, and, in recent years, a group of
Mexican women who have promoted Mexican food by emphasizing its visual appeal.In order to
work with Mexican ingredients, you must return to the ancestral experience and culinary
knowledge of the peoples who formed the Aztec empire, which influenced the entire region
known as Mesoamerica. Their foods were prepared with specific herbs that were used not only
for their taste but also as digestive aids, in precise combinations with different chiles,
mushrooms, vegetables, and meats. The cooks of those times wisely understood that food was
meant to be a pleasure in the mouth and a comfort for the stomach.The words spicy and hot
have somehow become inextricably linked to Mexican cuisine. Many people think that they know
Mexican food and won’t believe that any dish that doesn’t scorch the mouth is “real” Mexican
food. They think the chiles in every dish should leave them gasping, and if the food they are
served doesn’t use chiles to that degree, they claim it must be condescending to U.S. tastes. In
fact, the variety of Mexican dishes is such that I can assure you without exaggeration that you
could try a different dish every day of the year without ever eating anything that included chiles.
Like most cross-cultural confusions, the idea that Mexican food scorches the mouth is not
entirely without a basis in reality. There are some Mexicans who dearly love to eat fiery hot food.
Soon after I first moved to Mexico City, I was invited to a restaurant by a nice Mexican executive.
I watched as he ate a chile; pearls of sweat formed on his bald pate. “It’s because we Mexicans
love to suffer!” he explained.Chiles are always a challenge. Often I’ve been served a dish with
the promise that it wasn’t very hot and then found it to be painfully so. At other times, a dish that
was supposed to be ultra spicy didn’t bother me at all. I’ve come to the conclusion that the
degree of spiciness in a given food is a fairly subjective matter. Just as I enjoy a brisk chill wind
but can’t bear the heat of summer, the spiciness of chiles has to do with individual sensibilities
and habits. What doesn’t bother some people at all can be devastating to others. The hotness of
a given chile is also variable; one chile can turn out to be hotter than another even though the
two were harvested from the same field or plant. When I’m asked if a dish is spicy, I always tell
people how one apple can be sweeter than another that grew on the same tree. And, of course,
it has to be taken into account that hot chile can become addictive and therefore is not only a
passing sensation.Another misperception of Mexican food has to do with frying. I’ve sometimes
heard people on television shows in the United States refer to a “greasy taco.” In fact, fat is used
in moderation in the best Mexican cooking.As everyone knows, fat adds flavor. But in Mexican
cooking, the flavors come primarily from herbs and pureed sauces that include vegetables,
grains, nuts, seeds, and toasted spices. Moreover, as every good cook knows, if food is fried
correctly it doesn’t become greasy. Fine Mexican food is neither hot nor greasy. Over the course



of almost five centuries, Iberian and French influences have melded with the Mesoamerican
base to produce a distinct yet subtle cuisine, one in which the use of spices is wonderfully
balanced. Some dishes include several spices, but always in restrained quantities, and in classic
Mexican recipes the spices are blended in such a way that one doesn’t dominate the others.
Mexican cuisine provides a perfectly healthy and digestible diet. It has its own special
techniques, limitless flavors and colors, and endless possibilities for new taste combinations.I’ve
been shocked and saddened by the way timeless Mexican recipes are sometimes interpreted.
Some cooks try to enhance them by adding what they believe to be a higher class of ingredients.
But this intrusion disrupts the perfection and balance of recipes perfected over many
generations. The addition of ingredients that don’t blend in devalues and falsifies the intelligence
of the original dish. With regard to such tampering, I remember the comment of a French friend
who was having dinner with me one night: “The intention is there, but the chef has not thought
about the reality of the dish; the flavors are confused.” We started separating out the different
ingredients that had been cooked and combined in the dish we were eating, and we counted
thirteen! But does anyone really want to eat duck smothered in chipotle barbecue sauce and
served with achiote, quesillo, avocado, and green tomatillo sauce, over black beans cooked with
orange, with a puree of mango and habanero chiles on top? Some chefs have used the word
tamale to describe what is really just a garnish on a plate; they put strange combinations like
grilled scallops with vanilla sauce on a corn husk and call it a tamale!I have approached this
extraordinary cuisine little by little, through a series of experiences and surprises. First I had to
understand how its characteristic flavors and colors are obtained, as well as the forms that give
the dishes their visual expression. I’ve studied the history of the ingredients, how they were
discovered and how they have developed. This quest has taken me to fields and libraries here
and in Mexico and has led me to many discoveries. At every visit to a town or tiny hamlet, to
villages and marketplaces, I come upon ingenious new ways to prepare and present a
complicated regional mole or a single cook’s innovative technique for making bunuelos or tacos.
Mexican cuisine is flexible and extremely open to new influences, which is part of what makes it
unique and continuously evolving.I would venture to say that among the world’s culinary
traditions, the one that still remains to be explored (along with Chinese cuisine, which has yet to
be fully discovered, but whose flavors most people have experienced) is fine Mexican cuisine.
Many people have never tasted it at all! Experts estimate that Chinese cuisine includes at least
eight thousand different dishes. The cuisine of Mexico has between three and four thousand
different recipes, and uses more than a hundred different types of chiles, roots, and herbs, along
with a whole gamut of varieties of corn. This is not to deny the contribution of the great cuisine of
France, which is distinguished by its refined culinary techniques, most of which were introduced
into Mexican cuisine during the reign of Maximilian in the mid-nineteenth century. I agree with
the European chefs who say that the best food is eaten in the homes of families who have
educated their palates for generations, as is the case in Mexico today.The people of the United
States, for their part, have demonstrated an adventurous spirit in their quest for new flavors.



Even fast food has, over time, incorporated flavors from many different regions of the world,
including Mexico. The resulting dishes are rudimentary and often vulgar or completely
unauthentic, but, in some way, fast food has brought the public to the verge of new flavors and
sensations. In the case of Mexican food, this initial awareness has stimulated people’s interest
and curiosity. But at the same time it has been an obstacle in the path toward knowledge and
real understanding. This also happened with Italian cooking. By now it is familiar to everyone, but
it began to grow popular with dishes like spaghetti and meatballs, minestrone soup, and veal
Parmesan, a far cry from today’s sophisticated offerings. Forty years ago, pizza could be hard to
find. Today, it has become a practically indispensable part of the U.S. diet, and at the other end
of the spectrum there seems to be a fine Italian restaurant on most street corners. And think of
Chinese food; for many years the only Chinese dish known here was a strictly local invention,
chop suey. When a foreign culinary tradition is presented to the U.S. public, it often happens that
a single ingredient is overemphasized. In the case of Thai food, too much use is often made of
lemongrass, and people don’t have a chance to get to know all the mixtures of aromas that Thai
cooking has to offer.A traditional cuisine is born in its own land, but it is always influenced by
neighboring countries and historical events: wars, migrations, invasions, famines. Someone from
Ireland or Poland may have trouble accepting it, but the potatoes that are such a fundamental
part of their daily diet originated in Peru. Likewise, a person from Thailand or India may not want
to believe that chiles originated in America. Meanwhile, Mexicans are startled by the idea that
the pomegranates they use in their chiles en nogada and sangritas originally came from the
Middle East. And cilantro, an indispensable ingredient in many Mexican dishes, is an extremely
ancient herb that reached Mesoamerica by a route that is not fully understood. From generation
to generation, ingredients from around the world come to form part of the regional cuisine of a
given place. Long before the globalization of the world’s cultures that we spend so much time
talking about today, people from all parts of the planet were brought together by their taste buds.
A knowledge of ingredients, their origins, and the way they are used can help to narrow the
distance between different peoples and their cultures.Everyday life can sometimes be lacking in
excitement, and the varied sensations of the palate produced by the art of fine cooking can be a
consolation. Cooking is an ephemeral art, one which requires technique and an in-depth
acquaintance with ingredients and their uses. Like sculptors or painters, chefs must know the
materials with which they express themselves since, unlike that of any other artists, their work is
destined for the senses of taste and smell. It is also essential to know a great deal about the
traditions of a given cuisine in order to build on them when innovating. It’s clear that as we
approach a new millennium, more and more people are discovering that the ephemeral and
generous art of cooking well can be a relaxing adventure that begins with the purchase of
ingredients, continues with their preparation, and culminates when the dish is finally eaten. I
have written this book for those people, along with anyone who happens to be curious about our
neighboring country. But my primary aim is to praise the cuisine of Mexico, which is something I
can’t help doing!REMEMBERANCESOF KITCHENS PASTDona Josefa Fernandez de Alvarez-



Quinones was owner and mistress of the grandest house in the town of San Martin de Lodon in
the Spanish province of Asturias. Widowed at a very early age, austere, her imposing figure
draped in flowing black wool, she ruled her estate and her staff with an iron hand. Images of a
huge stone house, framed by mountains and rivers, fill my mind. Its interior was a long
succession of beautiful details, from the doors to the heavy silk damask portieres that divided
the rooms and conserved the heat from the fireplaces, to the ornaments of all types and periods
that were perfectly arranged. In that house there was indeed a place for everything, and
everything was indeed in its place. For all her devout rigidity, my grandmother, Dona Josefa,
lived in a world of sensations that she strove to pass on to me, or perhaps it was all I could
accept from her.Her mansion had existed for almost five hundred years and lacked various
modem conveniences, but it had plenty of bedrooms, enormous salons, a vast dining room, and
an atmosphere in which its owner’s character was palpable. My father, Eduardo, her only son,
moved to Madrid. Despite his training as an engineer at the University of Bilbao, and against his
mother’s wishes, he devoted himself to literature, journalism, and the theater. What was more,
he married Josefina Beceiro Ortiz (known professionally as Lina Ortiz), a lovely young soprano
whom my grandmother had deemed “not of his class.” Dona Josefa wasn’t happy with my
parents’ lifestyle, but she couldn’t hide her joy when I her only grandchild, came to spend
summers and Christmases with her. My legs dangling from the edge of the seat, I rode the train
by myself for long hours, passing through Leon and Puerto Pajares, until I mashed into my
grandmother’s arms in the station at Oviedo, the capital of Asturias. From there, her chauffeur
drove us to her estate. While I was there, my grandmother assigned a young member of the
household to follow my every footstep and instruct me in the proper way of carrying out tasks
and maintaining the order that reigned everywhere. I could do anything I was curious about, but I
had to do it correctly.My grandmother’s kitchen was the liveliest place in that huge house; it
bulged at the seams with every good thing the region had to offer: various types of butter; thick,
foamy milk; cheeses; the apples known as reinetas that are used in making a traditional hard
cider; pears; wild strawberries; and several varieties of cherries. The nearby rivers yielded trout,
eels, and salmon; from the nearby coast of the Bay of Biscay came the tang of the sea in clams,
sardines, glass eels (known in Spanish as angulas), crabs, and glossy, fat fish. At that giant
hearth, traditional foods from the region and from across Spain were prepared, as well as dishes
from France, Hungary, Russia, and other countries. A whole world of flavors seemed to dwell in
that ancient kitchen, where water was kept in enormous copper caldrons that hung from the high
ceding, the floor was made of heavy white-pine planks, always gleaming, and the iron stove was
heated with wood and flanked by two vast covered copper tanks that provided us with hot water.
The brick oven was wedged in a corner next to the stove so as not to cut off the view through the
vast windows overlooking the vegetable garden and the rosebushes, which my grandmother
attended to with such care and devotion that she once astonished me with a rose that was
black, intensely black, with undertones of the deepest red—the result of one of her grafts.In my
grandmother’s beautiful garden, I set up a pretend kitchen of my own. Next to a wall was an area



planted with calla lilies, whose enormous leaves gave me a private space where I made meals. I
finely chopped the white petals of the lilies and imagined they were onions; their firm, yellow
pistils were like ears of corn. I had to stop myself from tasting the dishes I made—they might
have poisoned me. corn was a familiar item—there is a lot of corn in —but in those days it was
used as fodder for cattle. Only the poorest peasants had found a way of eating it, in a dish called
farinas (once known as cuecho) made with a cornmeal similar to polenta. They ate their farinas
throughout the day: in the morning, with milk and sugar; in the afternoon, fried with chorizo
sausage; and at night the same way as in the morning. They also made a kind of baked corn
bread called borona, which was sometimes stuffed with fried onion and chorizo and called
borona prenada (which in English would mean “pregnant corn bread”). One of my adventures in
the Asturian countryside was going to eat a borona that had just emerged from someone’s oven
in the village. That was the best time to eat a borona, which didn’t keep very long; by the next
day it was inedible.At my grandmother’s house, the formal dining room was only for important
visitors; usually we ate in the kitchen. From her seat at the head of a long table, my grandmother
supervised the bustling staff while gazing out at the rosebushes, the vegetable garden, and the
mountains covered with chestnut trees, our family’s property and legacy. I learned, under my
grandmother’s strict supervision, how to choose wines from the cellar and the proper way to
wash dishes (something I still enjoy doing). I gathered chestnuts from the trees and learned how
to extract the nut from its shell. Men would beat the chestnut trees with long, flexible poles of
hazelwood, and the spiny fruits, which looked like burrs, would fall. Carrying wooden pincers and
baskets, we ran to pick them up. Through a slit in the spiny outer shell, we extracted the
chestnut. It made an impression on me that I will never forget.My vacations in my grandmother’s
house were a delightful sequence of adventures and experiences that live on in me, in my way of
being, feeling, and working. Life in Madrid, on the other hand, was very different. My parents led
the lives of artists. They traveled continuously; my father had new artists to promote, my mother
had concerts to give, or they needed to see journalists, writers, and editors. I was born in Cuba,
during one of their trips abroad. Maps have always fascinated me. From my earliest years, I
excelled at cartography, primarily because I was always aware of having been born on a small,
faraway island in the Caribbean.An only child, I was the companion on my parents’ journeys,
excursions, and gatherings and, of course, their meals, which my mother prepared with such
care and excellent results. Lina Ortiz took me with her to Barcelona and introduced me to the
world of theatrical performers. My first trip on an airplane was with my father, who took me with
him to visit a small island off the west coast of Africa, near the equator, then called Fernando Po,
but now known as . Eduardo and Lina’s marriage was very progressive for their time. My mother
developed her voice and pursued her career. My father worked with publishing houses in Europe
and America and I traveled with him, with her, or with both of them. Those trips occasionally took
me to New York City, and my childhood memories of certain streets and Central Park sometimes
reappear before my eyes as I walk across the city today.Our life flowed like the rivers that run
down the slopes of Asturias, sometimes tranquil, sometimes rushing violently. Summer came



with the yellow of chamomile blossoms, winter was harsh and flavored with hazelnuts and
chestnuts; everything came in its time and, hopelessly, irremediably, the Spanish Civil War
came, too. It happened while we were in San Martin. My father was working in Oviedo, and
before he left he warned my mother, “If you see anything out of the ordinary happening, get to a
seaport!” When we started to see trucks loaded with armed men, we knew the time had come to
flee. All along the endless, twisting road, wherever life had been, now there was death. For the
first time I saw corpses, rubble. In the newly planted fields, once filled with singing voices, the
sound of stifled sobbing wrung our hearts. Silence hung over everything; the birds had stopped
singing and the wind had stopped whistling.We reached the port town of Gijon, and there, little
by little, without realizing it, we grew accustomed to the sound of alarms and bombardments.
Scarcity was not something we had ever experienced before, but we had a capacity to adapt to
our circumstances that astonishes us in retrospect; the things we went through then are only
stories we tell now. There’s the story of the days and evenings we spent with needles in our
hands, picking out the tiny worms that had infested the dried peas we got with coupons from our
ration book. There’s the story of the shoes made from strips of leather that arrived on a boat from
Mexico. The whole town lined up to get a pair. Soon a continual squeaking filled the streets; the
Mexican huaraches on our feet made a noise that was audible everywhere. There was no
newspaper, but when something needed to be announced, the information was printed on
sheets of paper that were pasted up at street corners. One such sheet told us how to solve the
problem of the shoes; linseed oil that would stop the sandals from squeaking was distributed
from an abandoned oil factory. The leaflet also gave information on casualties and troop
movements, and printed stories like the one about the bombs that never went off: there was a
message of solidarity from the Italian workers who made the bombs, and who had refused to
charge them with explosives when they learned the bombs were to be dropped on our
town.Franco’s Spain was not the place for my father’s liberal ideas, especially not since he
expressed them in writing. It was not the place for my traditional, devout grandmother either.
Franco’s side killed my father; the opposition, my grandmother. The Spanish Civil War left my
mother and me orphaned. We lost not only the people who were closest to us but a way of life, a
homeland, the chestnuts, the grand house, the artistic circles, the parties.... We left Gijon on a
fishing boat packed with refugees, to cross the rough waters of the gulf and reach southwestern
France. For two years we lived in Cibure, a small town on the French coast next to the well-
known resort of Saint-Jean-de-Luz.Running from war along the highways and byways of France
we came to know how good people can be. I cannot say precisely where I ate it, but I will never
forget the plate of slender haricots verts with small new potatoes, sauteed in olive oil and
seasoned only with paprika that a kind lady prepared for us. My taste buds also remember the
incredible cafe au lait that I savored along with a roll during our stay of three or four days in a
small boardinghouse in Paris. The war was hot on our heels, and we walked or rode in
automobiles or carts, south to north and north to south. We had to get out of Europe. One thing
was in our favor; I was born in Cuba. My mother went to a Cuban consulate and my birth



certificate was declared valid. We were able to board one of the last boats that left Cherbourg for
Havana.My father had worked with a New York publishing house and there was a bank account
in his name there; that money enabled us to leave Havana and move to New York, to an
apartment in Murray Hill where we could begin to live a real life again, having escaped at last
from the refugee’s existence so many Europeans were condemned to during that time. In New
York I observed firsthand the democracy my father had spoken of and dreamed of. I can still hear
many of the things he used to say. He often recited to me an early poem by the great Spanish
poet Federico Garcia Lorca, and the lines are like a small pearl:If I die,leave the balcony
open.The boy is eating oranges.(From my balcony I can see him.)The reaper is reaping the
wheat.(From my balcony I can hear him.)If I die,leave the balcony open!NEW YORK, NEW
YORKMy mother’s career as a soprano was cut short in our new life, but she didn’t leave the
performing arts behind entirely. Every Wednesday, I listened to her interviewing important people
from Mexico and Latin America on CBS Radio. We couldn’t give up on good food, though New
York’s supermarkets yielded only the most industrialized products; all the women were working
in factories and hardly anyone cooked at home anymore. Everything came in cans: meat,
vegetables, beans. Cereals were in cardboard boxes and bread in plastic bags. But in those
days, as now, New York City offered alternatives and we pursued them in our quest to recapture
Spain. On Arthur Avenue, an Italian neighborhood in the Bronx, we bought calamari, eels, and
vegetables, everything fresh. The next stop was Brooklyn, where a store on Atlantic Avenue run
by a family from the Middle East furnished us with olive oil and olives. Casa Moneo, on
Fourteenth Street in Manhattan, was a veritable institution for all the Spanish exiles living in New
York, the best place for satisfying our Mediterranean tastes. There we found saffron, paprika,
white beans, sweet peppers, and a taste of home.New friends soon filled our house—the
tempting aromas from our kitchen made certain of that. There was often a dish of paella in the
center of the table, the yellow rice colored and flavored with saffron, loaded with octopus,
calamari, and all kinds of tropiezos, or “little snags,” as the thousand possible garnishes for a
paella are known in Spanish. Elsewhere on the table there might be a whole sea bream,
glistening with olive oil and garlanded with potatoes and thick slices of onion, or squid, served in
all the velvety blackness of their ink. With her talent and blond good looks, Lina Ortiz adapted
quickly to New York and imbued herself with its spirit. She had found a place that was made to
her measure; her roots showed only in her songs and her cooking. But even that made her a
typical New Yorker, since New York is one of the few places in the world where foreign customs
are the norm.After high school, I studied at the New York School of Interior Design. Decoration
came naturally to me and when I started working I became quite successful. Wearing a simple
gray silk suit and a black beret with a tiny crown pinned to the front, my hair tied back, I arrived at
my interview with Dora Brahms, at the time one of the most famous women in the interior-
decorating world. Elegant and sharp-eyed, she looked me up and down and hired me on the
strength of a few minutes’ conversation. Soon I was her assistant, which meant working at such
a pace that days off weren’t to be dreamed of— Saturdays and Sundays did not exist. At her side



I visited the hotels and elegant restaurants that had commissioned her, and we supervised and
created decors in several states near and far from New York City. The experience taught me that
when it comes to achieving something in your career, there is no room for distractions. I was
coming to know a world of elegance and discretion. I started to live an independent life, in the
New York way, and soon had my own apartment only a few blocks from my mother’s.My mother
was extremely beautiful. She loved to sunbathe during the hot summers, and when her very
white skin grew tanned it brought out her very blond hair and the olive-green of her large eyes.
From her I inherited the part of myself that might burst into song at any time. My mother schooled
me in the mysteries of makeup, taught me always to keep the skin on my face well moisturized,
and showed me exercises to preserve the body’s elasticity. She encouraged me to cultivate an
attitude of loveliness, and insisted on the importance of simplicity and accessibility. I always think
of her with a little hammer in her hand, ready to repair a shelf or a piece of furniture. She said it
was a mania she inherited from her father, a cabinetmaker. I often think my aptitude for
decoration came to me from all the beautiful things that surrounded me during my childhood, but
my mother with her hammer in hand certainly had a lot to do with it, too.She was always a good
friend; she would listen to me for hours and we laughed together over memories of her childhood
and mine. Boyfriends came and went. Finally I met the one who seemed right for me, Charles
Howard. I liked his intelligence and we shared an adventurous spirit and a taste for good food.
Our first son was born. Becoming a mother can make you very emotional; buried feelings come
to the surface. That is what happened to me, at least. I yearned to go back to Spain, something
that was impossible at the time. I wanted to return to my past. So we went to Havana. We didn’t
stay long, though. I don’t like the tropics; I like big cities.A thought struck me at the time: as a
substitute for the country of my childhood, the best option was Mexico. This isn’t the place to
describe all I had to do in order to get there. Suffice it to say that one day, with my husband and
one-year-old son, I arrived in Mexico City, where I found nothing that reminded me of Spain.
Instead, I discovered a world that was very far from anything I could have imagined, even in my
wildest dreams. And I fell in love with Mexico.MEXICO, MEXICO...At the end of the 1950s,
Mexico City had a population of about four million, a climate of eternal spring, and a relaxed
style all its own. While a house in the south of the city was being renovated for us, we moved into
a furnished apartment near the city’s great central avenue, the Paseo de la Reforma. My first
surprise was that although Spanish was indeed spoken everywhere, it was a different Spanish,
spoken with different intonations, accents, and rhythms.I don’t remember if it was days or weeks
after our arrival that something happened which is by no means unusual in Mexico City. Dawn
had barely broken when my infant son’s crib began rolling from one side of the room to another
and I found myself unable to get up from bed and go to him. It was an earthquake.“The Angel fell.
Want to see?” the taxi driver who was taking us to our new house asked.In the heart of Mexico
City, a French-style pillar rises in commemoration of Mexico’s independence from Spain. A
gilded statue of a winged female figure is perched on top, looking as if it’s about to fly off into the
sky. It’s called the Angel of Independence, though in fact it represents Victory, the city’s emblem.



Beneath this monument the heroes of Mexico’s liberation from colonial rule are buried; for that
reason, the angel carries some broken chains in her left hand and a crown of olive leaves for the
heroes in her right hand. When we saw it that day, the enormous statue was lying on the ground.
Even the sight of a real fallen angel, if it were ever possible to see such a thing, couldn’t make
me feel greater sorrow.I identified with the people around me; I felt the same way they felt. I soon
discovered an interesting coincidence. I was born on Mexico’s Independence Day, September
16. What a fate!Mexico City’s air was clean and bracing then; it really was the place “where the
air is transparent,” as the title of a novel by Carlos Fuentes puts it, and the taste of the foods was
as penetrating as the air we were breathing. Everything inspired me, aroused my curiosity,
seemed to hold out the promise of a great adventure. At every turn I was confronted with the
astonishing, complex history of the various cultures that once lived in Mexico and still do.The
mix of ethnic groups that have inhabited the region of Meso-america from remote times created
a unique world, impossible to understand if measured by ordinary standards. While the Inca
culture was developing in South America, groups of curious, creative people were living in towns
and cities in the narrow region of Central America, devoting themselves to agriculture, and
making their first great contribution to mankind: the domestication and cultivation of corn. They
invented implements for grinding, cooking, building, worshipping, and decorating, tools by which
they left their mark.The vegetable dyes their artists used to color statues and murals have lasted
through the centuries. Knowledge of the uses of plants, the movements of the stars, and
mathematics was common in these cultures. The people observed the natural world around
them closely, and their discoveries—handed down from the Olmecs to the Toltecs to the
inhabitants of Teotihuacan to the Maya and from there to dozens of other ethnicities, until they
reached the Aztecs—resulted in cultures that have fascinated and baffled generations of
scholars. New discoveries are continually being made of their elaborate buildings and artifacts,
which are perfect in structure and harmony. Throughout Mesoamerica the traces of these
ancient peoples can be found, their pyramids and the hieroglyphs that speak to us of their
leaders, discoveries, conquests, and history.In 1960 archaeologists working in the valley of
Tehuacan (a semidesert region that covers the southern part of the state of Puebla and the
northern edge of Oaxaca) discovered many things that allow us to imagine the winding path of
the immigrants of many different races who are believed to have traveled from Siberia across the
frozen Bering Strait to create the pre-Columbian cultures of America possibly as early as 35,000
The groups of nomads who came to America ate herbs and roots, and used the same hunting
and fishing techniques they had learned in Siberia. The bodies of their dead have been found,
wrapped in nets and placed inside woven baskets. In the valley of Tehuacan, avocado seeds,
chile seeds, and the seeds of a kind of domesticated squash called curbite mixta were
discovered in the strata that archaeologists believe correspond to the period around 5200 to
3400 b.c. By around 3000 b.c., the inhabitants of the valley had found a way of growing a plant
that yielded a small form of corncob; this was the beginning of domesticated corn. Once they
were better nourished, they discovered ceramics and began creating clay vessels.MEXICAN



MARKETPLACESDespite ongoing struggles over territory and power, the people of these
different cultures established places where they could gather together and exchange goods and
knowledge: marketplaces. According to Michael Coe, an expert on Mesoamerican culture and
history, Christopher Columbus reported seeing canoes filled with merchandise paddling along
the coasts of the Yucatan Peninsula in 1502. These were probably the Putun Maya, known as
the Itzaes, whose language was Chontal. They were the dominant group of a commercial
network that stretched from the Yucatan Peninsula to the very heart of modern-day Mexico. The
central hub of all this activity was Xicallanco, a place that in today’s terms could accurately be
described as an international business center. Representatives of groups from as far away as
what is now Honduras and others from the central region of Mexico gathered there.Today,
throughout Mexico, the traditional marketplaces are fighting desperately to survive the
encroachment of enormous supermarket chains with their modern forms of commercialization.
(In Mexico, even a supermarket sometimes has characteristics of its own that set it apart from
supermarkets in Europe or the United States.)During the 1950s and 1960s, the traditional
marketplaces predominated. The first one I visited was in Mixcoac, which served the
neighborhood of San Jose Insurgentes at the southern end of Mexico City, where our house was
located. In Mixcoac, I had my first glimpse of the marketplace world of colors, sounds, smells,
and people, all absolutely different from anything I had known before. Walking through narrow
aisles, I could see stands of fresh produce, conveniently and harmoniously arranged. Vendors
sprinkled their products with water from their fingertips, and hawked their wares, inviting
prospective buyers to have a look. “Come on over, gueritathey called out to me (guerita is an
affectionate word Mexicans use for light-skinned women).Everything was within reach of my
hands—fruits, vegetables, meats, plucked chickens dangling from hooks, virtually the entire
gastronomic wealth of the valley from which the city sprang. One section of the market was
reserved for prepared foods. Here were rows of little kitchens, one after the other, with women
cooking over clay pots filled with bubbling sauces, some of them green, some bright red, others
dark red. A few tables were arranged in front of each stall for the passersby who allowed
themselves to be persuaded by the invitation to take a seat.Soon after that I went to what was
then the city’s principal marketplace, La Merced. I remember my surprise at the dried chiles piled
into pyramids and organized by variety, color, and shape, from the largest ones, almost black, to
a variety that were tiny, round, and wine-colored. They gave off a smell like that of chocolate.
This extraordinary sight had a humbling effect on me; I thought I would never be able to learn the
differences between one type of chile and another, the secrets of their preparation. How was it
possible to transform those stiff, dry chiles into a sauce? Along the aisles lined with fruits, there
was always a perfectly ripe specimen cut open to reveal its glistening center. Many of the fruits
were unknown to me, but the vivid colors of their flesh held a fascination. There were other long
aisles of beans and grains in a huge variety of colors and sizes, and corn in every conceivable
form, from fresh ears to the dry kernels used in preparing masa for tortillas. I was also struck by
the aisle set aside for banana leaves and cornhusks, which are used for wrapping tamales, fresh



cheeses, and dishes to be baked. At that time, the Merced marketplace was surrounded by
warehouses that began receiving shipments of all types of foodstuffs and products from across
the country at the crack of dawn.Soon I was able to connect what I had seen in Mexican
marketplaces to the descriptions of the humble soldier Bernal Diaz del Castillo, who
accompanied Herman Cortes in the invasion of the New World. A skilled writer, Diaz del Castillo
rose to the challenge of putting into words “things never seen before, nor dreamed of” The great
city of Tenochtitlan, capital of the Aztec empire, which was situated on the same spot where
modem Mexico City subsequently arose, is described in Diaz del Castillo’s True History of the
Conquest of New Spain, one of the seminal sources of information about the history of the New
World.Bernal Diaz del Castillo’s account of what he saw in what was then the Aztec empire’s
principal market was confirmed by many other sources, including one known only as the
“anonymous conquistador.” That market, Tlaltelolco, was one of the final expressions of the pre-
Hispanic culture that had developed in Mesoamerica. The conquistadors saw a marketplace
where each product was displayed along its own aisle, in perfect order: cooking pots, serving
dishes and griddles, all made of clay; colored feathers from tropical birds; tools and vegetables;
the voiceless, hairless dogs with gleaming skin called xololotzcuitles, which were used for
warming up beds and comforting the sick. All sorts of game were on sale, from peccary to
venison to little birds and turkeys, along with medicinal herbs and many things that were
unfamiliar to Europeans. Women at open-air food stands offered cooked foods in their sauces,
white, blue, and red tortillas, different types of tamales, and various flavors of the thick corn drink
called atole, all prepared on small portable grills called anafres.GOOD THINGS COME FROM
CORN:TORTILLAS, TAMALES,QUESADILLASTORTILLASThe first time I ever ate a tortilla was
during the early days of my stay in Mexico City. My husband and I went to a restaurant called El
Caballo Bayo, located just beyond the most populous area of the city, near the racetrack. It was a
very spacious place, decorated with an equestrian theme in a Spanish colonial style. In the
entryway, standing next to the Mexican version of a griddle—an enormous round sheet of
blackened metal with a fire underneath it called a comal— a group of women were flattening
little balls of masa between their hands. Once they had achieved the desired roundness,
thinness, and size, they laid them out on the comal. After a few minutes, the tortillas were turned
over with a light touch of the fingertips.In seconds, they puffed up, and at that precise instant
they were removed from the fire and placed by those same dexterous hands in a basket lined
with a very white cotton cloth. Each new arrival at the restaurant was offered some of these small
tortillas stuffed with one filling or another and rolled up—a little appetizer that struck us as
absolutely delicious. From that moment the smell of tortillas was something I
recognized.Whether I was walking in the city’s central avenues or its narrowest back alleys, the
smell followed me. I must confess that the taste of the tortilla was not easy for me to understand.
It took me a while to discover the pleasure of its flavor—at first it didn’t seem to have any flavor at
all—and I had to concentrate to enjoy the softness as well as the roughness of its texture. I truly
believe that in order to reach any kind of understanding of Mexico, you have to begin with the



smell and taste of the tortilla.Something funny happened to me around that time. The large
house we were renting on the Avenida Insurgentes, which runs the length of the city from north
to south, came equipped with the services of two very sweet, quiet young ladies who saw to it
that everything was kept clean. Since I have always enjoyed cooking, I prepared our food, with
the best recipes and ingredients I could find, in the European and U.S. styles we were used to.
Of course, we shared everything we ate with them. But one day they left the house without
saying good-bye. I couldn’t understand why. What had we done to offend them? I quickly learned
the answer. A neighbor lady knocked at the door and after a series of extremely formal
salutations and circumlocutions, she gently revealed, “Senora, please forgive me for troubling
you, but I must tell you that the girls said they left your house because you make food that is very
strange to them, and they felt very sad because in your house there are never tortillas or beans
or even one little chile. Please forgive me for saying this, but it’s just that those girls really aren’t
happy with salmon.” From that moment on, tortillas have never been lacking in any house I lived
in, even in New York.A tortilla can contain anything; it is a serving dish and a spoon. Tortillas are
the bread of Mexico, and have been part of the culture of the Meso-american peoples from the
dawn of their civilization. The creation of the mobile “stove,” the anafre, gives us an indication of
their long journeys, which lasted for generations, while the round flat comal they invented was
perhaps what led them to create tortillas. All the implements they used in preparing food were
made from fragile clay; many of them have been discovered by archaeologists at grave sites.
Those who died were buried with their belongings and thus left traces not only of their bodies
but of everything they used and possessed. The use of clay comales is still common, but
perhaps the greatest achievement of those ancient peoples was a flexible, smooth masa,without
the tough hull of dried corn. A precise quantity of lime is added to water in which corn is soaked
for several hours, then the corn is boiled and rinsed, and left soft and clean for the grindstone.
This technique of adding lime and soaking to create the softened corn called nixtamal has the
benefit of adding nutritionally valuable calcium to the corn.
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Irma I. Barraza, “An Amazing Mexican Food Cookbook. Through more than 30 years, I have
been able to put together quite a collection of cookbooks. Having lived in several parts of
Mexico, its cuisine is my favorite and books on its cuisine make up the largest section of my
collection. I do not exaggerate when I say that "Rosa Mexicano" by Josefina Howard, which I
was not familiar with until I recently purchased it, has become my favorite. I definitely like the
recipes. Even the ones I am familiar with and have been cooking for a long time have a new
ingredient or additional step that make me want to incorporate into my own recipe next time I
make it. But what I am fascinated with is her approach to Mexican food in her restaurant: wanting
to serve her guests wonderful Mexican food while offering them an educational experience. This
is precisely what distinguishes her cookbook from others I own - the extensive, interesting and
well-researched information she includes about ingredients and techniques in Mexican cuisine.
She explains the origins and past traditions regarding certain dishes as well as the changes they
have gone through through the years. This book's content is both delicious and didactic.”

Cherei M., “Now this is MEXICAN Cuisine!. Living in San Antonio.. we know Tex-Mex.. and we
know authentic Mexican! OMG!! This is a fantastic introduction to true Hispanic cooking! If you
really want to make your Mexican dishes.. authentic.. then, this is a MUST READ/MUST HAVE
for your cookbook collection!”

donron, “These are some great classic Mexican recipes. Very good! Will find a valued place in
my cookbook collection”

Jane R. M. Harrison, “The best Mexican cookbook ever!. The original Rosa Mexicana introduced
high end Mexican cooking to the eastern United states for the first time. I learned how to make
guacamole from Rosa's. She took European cooking techniques and brought them to Mexican
cooking. Lobster sauce became Poblano Chile Champagne sauce. Truly amazing and
delicious!”

Marigoldsnzinnias, “loved this cookbook!. Great recipes, loved making some of these recipes”

Beachflower, “I am from Mexico and it was great to read about her acurate and intimate
description of .... I am from Mexico and it was great to read about her acurate and intimate
description of my hometown and her experiences with our food. The recipes are truly traditional
and I even had the chance to remember and prepare a few dishes of my childhood.”

Nathalie Vermette, “Intéressant à lire, mais j’ai fait un erreur sur .... Intéressant à lire, mais j’ai fait
un erreur sur le livre. Donc voilà pourquoi un 4.  Celui-ci est intéressant.”



The book by Josefina Howard has a rating of  5 out of 4.2. 107 people have provided feedback.
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