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  learning to cook, a lifelong adventure


  If I ever stop learning about food, I’ll have to stop cooking. It’s a deep-seated need, this drive I have to explore and grow. It pushes me like some powerful internal engine in all aspects of life, but the pistons really rev up when I’m preparing food or just thinking about a food idea. Even after thirty years as a professional chef, confident in my cooking, I can’t just rely on what I’ve learned or what I’ve done to this point. It would feel like running in place, never moving forward. Instead I need to keep experimenting with new dishes, old dishes, odd dishes, hoping to pop every one of them to a fresh level of brilliance.


  Chef friends sometimes rib me about being a “throwback” in the way I work at Restaurant Martín, where I run the kitchen as the co-owner with my wife Jennifer, the general manager. They warn me that I’m bucking the trend by not seeking celebrity stardom, or trying to build a culinary empire, or easing myself out of the “burden” of cooking in some other way. But cooking is most definitely not a burden to me. I create and refine and taste every item that’s on our menu and look at every dish that goes to our Santa Fe dining room under my name. By choice, not necessity, I work the line with our other cooks, and they are my closest compadres rather than any would-be investors, bankers, musicians, or media moguls. If hands-on is a throwback trait these days, it’s also my way of staying ahead of the crowd.


  The obsession with learning and growing goes back to my early childhood. I grew up in Guadalajara, Mexico, the sixth of eight children in a working-class family. Our income, such as it was, came primarily from my father’s job as an auto-body repairman, work that was never in steady supply. I saw his anxiety over money, how he was forever looking for a job or trying to make more money, and I saw how it affected my mom and older brothers and sisters. We were far from living in despair, but I realized over the years that I needed an exit from that life, from that eventual fate, one that I saw few people escape.


  Despite this struggle, my memories of those young years are primarily happy—mostly because they relate to food. At home we ate well, but very cheaply. Like many Mexican home cooks, my mom spent much of her time finding inexpensive ingredients that were fresh and tasty, and then putting them together for family meals. I particularly loved her sopes—fried masa patties made with various toppings. My favorites were the ones filled with refried beans, grated white cheese, chorizo, crema, and tomatillo salsa, and the ones flavored with poblano chiles and potatoes. No one would call sopes fancy cooking, but my mom’s versions tasted wonderful. Simple, yes, but delicious and nurturing.


  I loved the chance to play with food, whether it was rolling out tortillas at home, sneaking fresh fruit for the family from untended orchards, or making candy with Grandpa. My mother’s parents ran two food businesses in their village’s daily market on the outskirts of Guadalajara. At one stall my grandmother cooked and sold traditional dishes such as flautas, pozole, and menu-do, and from a cart that he pushed around the market, my grandfather hawked his handmade candy. Usually once a week on the busiest market days, mom assisted them with the cooking and I went along to lend a hand in any way I could. It was a long hour-and-a-half bus trip each way, involving several transfers, but even that part of the experience was exciting for me as a kid.


  Grandpa had a tiny workshop at home where he made his little sugar-paste candies, forming them in traditional fiesta shapes such as Day-of-the-Dead offerings. I would help him fill his hand-made clay molds and take them outside to dry in the sun. Then we would load up the cart with prepared candy and push it together down to the market and around the aisles. Mom still has his candy recipe, and she even saved and gave me his rustic old molds, which I will always cherish.


  
    
      “THE PEOPLE WHO GIVE YOU THEIR FOOD GIVE YOU THEIR HEART.” —César Chávez
    

  


  When I was around ten my grandparents retired and my mother started her own cooking business at a stall in the main Guadalajara market, the Mercado San Juan de Dios, one of the largest in Mexico. My older sister Santa helped Mom fix the dishes—similar to the ones grandma sold—and they sent me to buy ingredients for them from other vendors. My eyes probably bulged conspicuously trying to absorb everything I saw, learning about foods I had never eaten, about how to select produce, about killing and plucking chickens, about cutting meat. By financial necessity, the market was all about nose-to-tail cooking and wasting nothing edible. I carry the lessons to my kitchen even now, doing about 90 percent of all the butchering personally at Restaurant Martín. Before you can cut meat, poultry, or fish properly, instead of just hacking it apart, I think you must know and respect the animal.
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  The markets were my schools in Mexico. I went to various Catholic schools on and off as we moved around the city, but no one in my immediate family really cared about formal education. Neither of my parents had gone far in school and all my older siblings dropped out as soon as they could get a job to help support us, just like almost all our neighbors. The areas where we could afford to live were poor and troubled, always flirting with violence and often erupting with it. I knew I wanted more from life, wanted to study and learn and move on, but through my teen years it was only a far-fetched yearning.


  
    
      THE MARKETS WERE MY SCHOOLS IN MEXICO.
    

  


  I didn’t start going to school on a daily basis until my family moved from Guadalajara to Santa Fe, New Mexico, in 1979, when I was fifteen. We went because an American in the auto body trade in Santa Fe promised my father work opportunities. It was pure luck for us, knowing nothing about the United States, that we ended up in an area settled by Spanish colonists in the sixteenth century just decades after the founding of Mexico City and Guadalajara, a place where a similar culture had thrived for four centuries. At the time—and even today to a large extent—the population was heavily Hispanic, mostly descendants of families who came to the city many generations ago when it was part of New Spain. Lots of these residents spoke Spanish, though a somewhat different version than we grew up with in Mexico. Still, in this early era of cross-border migration, it would have been tough for us to get by and stay in most other areas of the country.


  One day shortly after our arrival, Dad was selling dent-fixing services in a mall parking lot, with me and my younger brother Danny tagging along as pseudo-assistants. A policeman speaking the local Spanish stopped to ask why the two of us weren’t in school, explaining to our surprised father that it was obligatory at our ages. The next day my parents enrolled Danny and me in middle school, and since we didn’t know a word of English and were the only immigrant kids at the school, the district provided each of us with a translator and tutor for our initial year. Fortunately, many of the other students and teachers were bilingual. My first girlfriend, who just spoke English, also motivated me because I desperately wanted to get beyond the stage where we could only communicate through smiles. By the time I reached high school I was conversationally proficient in English, but still poor at reading and writing in the new language.


  In the tenth grade I began working as a weekend dishwasher in the kitchen of the Sheraton Hotel, where my brother Eduardo was a line cook. Sure, it was a menial job, but I looked at it as a real opportunity to start getting ahead. I was so totally diligent about the routine responsibilities that the executive chef began assigning me more and more tasks, from washing the lettuce to cracking and separating eggs. Before long I was doing most of the prep labor for a lot of dishes, and in any spare moments I learned about the other kitchen jobs by watching and helping the cooks. At the end of the following school year, I dropped out to work full time at the restaurant, which felt like the beginning of an entirely new life.


  Growth opportunities came quickly. Within little more than a year the chef promoted me through various cooking stations up to his top assistant as the sous chef. To encourage me, he gave me one of my favorite gifts of all time, an English translation of Auguste Escoffier’s Guide Culinaire. It immediately became my most treasured possession, and I carried it with me everywhere for years. Reading it constantly and mining it for recipes and techniques taught me more about written English than I ever could have learned in a classroom. Getting over this hurdle encouraged me to buy and borrow other cookbooks, which I began reading avidly. The most influential of these at the time was Marco Pierre White’s White Heat, an excitingly creative update of Escoffier in my mind.


  
    
      THE HOTEL’S GENERAL MANAGER PROMOTED ME TO EXECUTIVE CHEF AT THE AGE OF TWENTY-EIGHT, DESPITE MY LACK OF A HIGH SCHOOL DIPLOMA AND ANY FORMAL CULINARY TRAINING.
    

  


  After my mentor left the Sheraton, the kitchen fell into decline and I soon moved on to a fancy new hotel in town, the four-diamond Eldorado. Again, I rose through the ranks rapidly, now learning from a half-dozen talented and experienced chefs at once. I virtually lived at the restaurant, eating all my meals there and only going to my apartment to sleep. When I was off the clock, I volunteered to assist the other cooks as a way of improving my skills. Gradually during my tenure I started understanding cooking as a profession, and from that emerged the thought that this was what I wanted to do with my life. When the hotel’s general manager promoted me to executive chef at the age of twenty-eight—despite my lack of a high-school diploma and any formal culinary training—I thought I had mastered the craft of cooking. I didn’t consider myself an accomplished chef, however, and only fantasized vaguely about achieving that level of artistry.


  It was the woman who would become my wife who helped me reach the next step. Raised in New York City and New Jersey, but a frequent visitor to Santa Fe, Jennifer was then earning an MBA at Georgetown University. As a student, she completed an apprenticeship at the Eldorado in the summer of 1993 and was sent to the kitchen for a two-week introduction to the food-and-beverage side of hotel management. I had never met anyone quite like her before. Sometimes just trying to talk with her was a challenge. I had to tell her once, “Slow down. You’re on the second paragraph and I’m still on the first sentence.”


  The communication improved quickly, and one day when I took a few hours off to play in a soccer game, I asked her if she wanted to go watch. Rain washed out the match so I suggested we get some New Mexico enchiladas smothered in green chile. Because I wouldn’t let her pay for her dinner, she decided it was our first date; by the end of the summer we were a couple.


  I had never confided much of anything to other people before, but I told her about my dream of one day becoming a major chef. The first step, I felt, was going to the top culinary school in the States—which I knew was the Culinary Institute of America (CIA) in Hyde Park, New York—but I didn’t have a clue about how to do it. Jennifer didn’t even blink, just started figuring out the details and helping me to put together a plan to attend. We agreed that I would save the money for my hefty tuition and would take the coursework necessary to pass a GED exam to finish high school. When I had done this by the following September, I applied to the CIA, resigned from the Eldorado, and moved with Jennifer to New Jersey in anticipation of starting classes soon.
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  I didn’t realize how staggering the changes would be for me. I had never been separated from my family, and I broke down crying when I said goodbye to Mom. I was used to working fifteen hours a day and having plenty of money to share with my parents, but now a full week of classes occupied similar time and we were scraping by on savings until Jennifer got a job. Many people spoke Spanish and understood Hispano culture in Santa Fe, but hardly anyone did in New York. Everything even looked different. From a sparsely populated, sunny, and arid mountain plateau peppered with adobe homes, we descended into a realm teeming with hustling crowds, massive buildings, harsh humidity, and icy gray winters. Most locals consider Hyde Park bucolic, but I felt like a baby iguana dropped into Times Square on New Year’s Eve.


  The first few months at the school were the hardest and most stressful of my life. An introductory course on the history and future of gastronomy required me to read English at a college level and absorb the material well and quickly. Even tougher, I had to write papers in English, which I had never done before in any language. Hard work alone didn’t cut it like it had for many years, and I felt like I was butting my head against the ivy-covered brick walls. I despaired about messing up our lives by leaving a secure, high-paying job. Almost daily I told Jennifer I should just quit. She was sympathetic about the challenges, but ultimately kept me on track by saying, “No fucking way.”


  
    
      THE FIRST FEW MONTHS AT THE [CIA] WERE THE HARDEST AND MOST STRESSFUL OF MY LIFE.
    

  


  Finally I passed the class. The professor, whom I had told about my difficulties, even took me aside to say that I did an amazing job of overcoming the odds, which in my mind also included getting slowly adjusted to the clouds and crowds. After the initial course the CIA got much easier as we moved to hands-on lessons, where my chef experience and age gave me an edge over other students.


  My background also helped in securing apprenticeships at top restaurants. As part of the CIA training, I had the opportunity to work for six months at New York’s Park Avenue Café for David Burke, a chef I admire for his French-Asian sensibilities, his intimate feel for ingredients, and his playful imagination. Someone once said that if Willy Wonka and Albert Einstein had a baby, it would be David Burke.


  After graduating from school in 1996, I was accepted for an apprenticeship at Georges Blanc, one of the most famous and respected three-star restaurants in France. It was a dream come true. We eagerly moved to its small and beautiful Burgundy home village of Vonnas, which residents like to call “Blancville.”


  I had learned a lot in my time with Burke, but it was much more difficult to pick up culinary knowledge at Blanc’s. The Michelin-starred restaurants are overrun with free help from all over the world, and they make no effort to teach the stagiaires (unpaid interns) anything. We prepped ingredients for hours, plated some food, and cleaned up everything, but we rarely got a chance to cook. Blanc himself remained virtually invisible, and none of us exchanged more than a few words with him over the months we worked there. To his immense credit, though, he spent much of his time sourcing superb ingredients for the restaurant from all around the region. That in itself was incredibly inspiring.


  Some of the other main chefs actively obstructed our training. They would give us lists of ingredients they wanted us to collect for them for a dish, but leave out a couple of key items so that we couldn’t replicate the recipe. I became particularly frustrated with the head pastry chef over a sorbet he made regularly. He stacked up boxes all around him to block our view of what he did, and I didn’t discover until years later at a French pastry workshop in Colorado which ingredients he had kept secret from us.


  Determined to make the most of the experience anyway, I resorted to old observational tactics from my early years in the Guadalajara market and at the Sheraton in Santa Fe. While I prepped and cleaned, I watched the cooks carefully. I saw the steps they took in preparations, and then imagined the recipes, which I wrote down later in my composition book. As I plated different courses, I studied each dish in a similar way, figuring out the products and techniques used. Also, the older couple who rented us a cottage taught me about being resourceful with food, taking me along when they bartered fresh goat cheese from neighbors for a just-made country pâté from the local charcuterie shop. Ultimately I absorbed a great deal, particularly about the importance of staying close to the ingredients, of respecting and honoring them in my cooking.


  After almost six months in France, we returned briefly to New York, but Jennifer was pregnant with our first daughter, and we didn’t want to have the baby in the city. I renewed professional contacts in Santa Fe and was hired to be the first executive chef of the Eldorado’s signature restaurant, The Old House. I immediately redesigned the menu, making it fresher, lighter, and more contemporary. This was my first step, still somewhat tentative, toward developing a personal cooking style. I relied on French basics, but also featured southwestern accents that seemed appropriate and popular. As I look back at these dishes, I barely recognize myself in them because they are so different from my cooking today.


  The Old House eventually earned Zagat’s recognition as the best place to eat in New Mexico. To handle the new attention, the hotel execs hired Jennifer to manage our public relations, providing us our first opportunity to work together officially. It was a happy period in almost all respects, capped by my acquiring American citizenship and Jennifer giving birth to our second daughter.


  After almost a decade at The Old House, I itched for a new challenge. A smaller Rosewood luxury resort, the Inn of the Anasazi, offered me a job as executive chef and director of food and beverage, with responsibilities largely concentrated in the latter area. It was another remarkable learning opportunity, because I had no previous experience with the business side of restaurant operations. At first I really enjoyed participating in meetings, traveling to food events, and even writing reports, but I increasingly missed real kitchen work. After two years in the job, I found myself complaining to Jennifer regularly, “I didn’t even pick up a knife today.”


  Both of us knew that at some point we wanted a place of our own, and we had looked at possible sites for years. Now we began pursuing the idea more seriously, while in the meantime I ran the
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  about the photographer


  Kate Russell is a nationally recognized photographer based in Santa Fe. Known for her ability to create evocative images and elevate simplicity, Russell’s sensitivity to light and the moment can be seen in her photos. Her work has appeared in numerous regional and national publications, including The New York Times, Western Interiors, Trend Magazine, The Santa Fean, Western Art and Architecture, and the books Old World Interiors, by David Naylor, and Designers Here and There, by Michele Keith. Kate can be found at katerussellphotography.com
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