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				I turned to my grandmother first because she wanted to share her knowledge of El Salvador’s food culture with me. While she chopped radishes and let meat sizzle, her memories filled the kitchen stronger than any seasoning. As she offered anecdotes about her childhood and surviving the war, her heartaches and laughter were laid out on the cutting board. It quickly became clear that my recipe documentation would have to be bigger than any dish.

				Later, when I was in cooking school, a classmate asked our instructor, “Why do we use French words like omelette and sauté?” Our instructor’s response changed me forever: “It must be because the French were the first to document that technique.” Documentation is power. It affords permanence and ubiquity. In countries such as El Salvador, many recipes have not yet had the chance to be definitively named, categorized, and documented because of such events as war and family separation.

			

			Food is an anchor and safety net when documentation, distance, and language are challenges. This book was born from my upbringing and from being a witness to my family’s survival and efforts to build a new life in the United States, all the while passing on what they remembered of their war-torn home. Since food is one of the vessels by which identity is formed, documenting these foodways guarantees access to the culture and cuisine for future generations.

			The initial task that began in my family’s kitchen has grown into SalviSoul, which encompasses both this cookbook and a platform for multimedia storytelling. Our mission to document Salvadoran cooking continues to grow and now includes a plethora of Salvadoran women who are entrepreneurs, community leaders, and expert cooks. This project is rooted in recipes, but these women and their stories of resilience are the key ingredients. Without the custom of oral storytelling and these women practicing their foodways on a daily basis, Salvadoran cuisine and knowledge would not be able to flourish the way it does in North America.

			Why is it so hard to find Salvadoran narratives and even harder to find Salvadoran recipes?

			As I’ve unpacked this question, I’ve come to accept that the Salvadoran community is still healing and trying to move forward from long episodes of imperialism, poverty, and post–civil war consequences. The road to documenting our culture will be long. However, the sacrifices of our mothers and fathers have forged a unique point in our history. My generation wants things to be different. We want to remember, and we want to cement who we are in this digital era. We want to tell our stories.

			Now, when I ask my mother for her recipes, her response is different. She makes time for me to ask questions and request clarification; she even allows me to record her consejos, recetas, and tips. When I asked her recently why she thought my documentation was important, she replied, “Bueno, es importante, porque todo tiene raíz, y tu raíz es tu existir. Entender tu raíz es entender tu existir.” (It’s important, because everything has a root. Having a root means you exist. Understanding your roots is understanding why you exist.)

			This book is a way to include more people in the conversation and to continue the tradition of food, family, and storytelling around the table. It reflects the stories, culture, and love passed down to me as an immigrant kid trying to figure out my own identity and place, and—most of all—who we are. Everyone in my family has a sister: my mom, my tía, my cousin, my grandmas, my dad, and my grandpa. In the way that things worked, I saw that sisters stay together—at least the sets of sisters I grew up with. They were compatriotas. The friend you’d always have, for better or worse. I think losing my grandmother hurt so much because she was my sister in a way and also because she was my friend. She could have been any way she wanted, but she treated me like a friend at a time when making friends was hard and my relationship with my mom was difficult.

			Growing up, my mother intimidated me. I feel like I’ve often heard this dynamic around immigrant kids and their mothers—that mothers are a force to be reckoned with. Their survival required a level of grit to which I (we) couldn’t relate. Their traumas and life-coping mechanisms separated us and got in the way of a more tender mother-daughter relationship. My mother was brash, strong, and strict, and if you were looking for her soft side, you were not going to find it. This has now changed. She is a much gentler person from what I remember. But when I was a child, an adolescent, and even a young adult in my twenties, my relationship with my mother required me to make room for her, not the other way around.
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			My grandmother was different. She made time for me. Her greetings were always sweet and loving. Once I remember her calling me her tamalito, her little tamale. As a chubby fifth grader, I thought her nickname for me was cute. I think that’s why I’ve become obsessed with making relationships with women, particularly in the kitchen. My grandmother was a bridge to my homeland, to my own mother, and to the female relationships I wanted to experience as a young person.

			Even though I was afraid of my mother, I admired her so much. I distinctly remember the times when I saw her standing in front of the congregation at our church in Pico-Union and being fully herself. I had always heard in church that women were not supposed to preach, be seen, or be leaders, but there were times when announcements were made and my mom would rise, wearing her superfly outfit. Strutting in high heels, a tight pencil skirt, and a button-up shirt, with her hair done, makeup on, and jewelry on display, she looked completely proud, unapologetically feminine, and fierce. Seated in the pew, I’d look up at her from my awkward teenage self, and I couldn’t see myself in her. I felt as if I could never be like her. But now I am following in her footsteps. For years, she organized women’s retreats for the church we attended as a family. For decades, she counseled women that it was healthy to leave their family responsibilities for just one weekend and take care of themselves.

			There was no proverbial fireplace, but whenever and wherever these women gathered, there was the feeling of sitting down, paying attention, and learning. I lived for that! I wanted to learn their stories, to belong to that women’s space. To be feminine and fierce felt one and the same. There is something so unique about the chambre among women when we tell our stories, make our judgments, and cackle, all the while making something yummy. I wanted to re-create that in this book.
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			The Women of SalviSoul

			My eyes opened. I felt my cozy, fuzzy blankets beneath my sleepy eight-year-old body. I could make out the soft, gentle hum of a guitar strumming and sweet Spanish lyrics. The stereo was on.

			What is this? What time is it? I wondered. Why is music blasting from the living r—? Before I could finish my thought, the answer came to mind. It was Saturday. My mom cleans on Saturday mornings and, by the looks of it, it was almost afternoon. I jumped out of bed, quickly brushed my teeth, changed out of my camisón, and quietly rushed to the living room. Stepping out, ready to look like I had been awake all morning, I heard the lyrics that had awoken me finally come into focus.

			“Suena una guitarra cada día…” (A guitar sounds every day…)

			I saw my mom at the sink in the kitchen. To my relief, she hadn’t noticed me yet, and she was in good spirits, singing along. If this song was playing, she was feeling light and happy. I was safe from a regañada, a scolding. Phew!

			She loves this song, I thought. She once told me it was her favorite because it was the hit song when she was a teenager. I think she must have heard it when she was in love with some young man back in El Salvador, which is why she’d become so happy. It’s a romantic song, a love song.

			“Cada vez que sonríes, late mi corazón.” (Every time you smile, my heart beats.)

			It is so sweet and innocent. And it’s how I see my mom. She is sweet and carries this innocence that I’ve never seen anywhere else, even though she is also a force to be reckoned with. She survived a civil war that took the lives of many of her friends and neighbors and gave her a childhood consumed with fear, violence, death, and constant anxiety. She survived migration as a refugee to North America, wherein she sacrificed her only home for her future and left behind all the things that made up her life. She had seen so many scary things, experienced deep fear and persecution, and yet there she was, singing in the kitchen. She was singing because of her memories. Wearing her Saturday clothes, she gently swayed to the beat of the song. Shifting her weight from hip to hip, with a little tap of her toes.

			“Escucha mi canción, nace del corazón. No sé si te das cuenta, que te quiero. No sé si me comprendes de verdad. No sé si me comprendes de verdad.” (Hear my song, it comes from the heart. I don’t think you realize that I love you. I don’t think you truly understand me. I don’t think you truly understand me.)

			Through my eight-year-old eyes, her singing meant that I was off the hook. Now, through my adult eyes, her singing means so much more. It means perseverance, resistance, and love, in spite of the many nasty things that life threw at her. In this memory of my mom, she never turned to look at me, but that wasn’t the point. She is the woman who carried me across countries. She is the woman who raised me, who loved me, who fought with me, and who definitely called me greñuda, messy hair, desordenada, unorganized, and, every now and again, huevona, lazy, but she is my mami, mi amor.

			When I hear this song, I think of my mom only in this way. Whatever association she has between it and a young man or her youth in El Salvador, it’s now my love song to her. It’s in this unique place of overwhelming love, mixed with gratitude, inspiration, and a touch of sadness, that SalviSoul was born. It fills me up inside. It feels like melancholy, a space where my childhood memories live. And in them, my parents are sharing their stories, and so their memories now become my stories. In listening to these memories, I’ve learned how to live. They’ve shaped me, taught me how ugly life can be and how precious it is all at the same time, and that it’s always worth fighting for. My mom singing, in spite of all life’s efforts to silence her, is proof of that. SalviSoul is where together we learn to appreciate those love songs and recipes passed on to us.

			SalviSoul was an Instagram account and a website, but not yet this book. Even though my goal was to ultimately publish a cookbook, I knew I had no way of making it happen in the immediate future. This is why I went to my grandmother. She was Mamá Lucy. When I was in elementary school, she worked as a costurera, a garment worker. I don’t remember what her working conditions were like in that factory, only that some of my happiest memories happened there after school. The building was across from my school, Hoover Street Elementary, which I attended from the third to fifth grades because the private school I was going to became too expensive for my family. This school was so close to my grandmother’s workplace that the factory became my makeshift after-school program. I remember climbing the stairs from the back of the building. She had a sewing machine in the right corner of the room, next to a large window. There were no toys. In my backpack, I had only my school supplies, homework, and whatever else made it in there when I was eight. But I learned to create my own toys in that factory.

			Using discarded pieces of cloth and loose threads, I would make dolls. The factory also threw out the cardboard rolls that the thread was spun on, and I’d find different sizes of spools and imagine them as different characters. From the multicolored threads on the floor, I would fashion makeshift wigs for my dolls. Then I sometimes drew on the cardboard to give them faces, but not all the time, since I knew they were trash; they would all be swept up and dumped into the garbage bins that night. My grandmother knew I’d play with these things, and I think she was glad that I could entertain myself while she finished her work shifts. At home, four different families lived in the house we rented. At one point there were at least fourteen of us, so peace and quiet were scarce. Those moments at the factory were like gold to me.

			It was on the playground at the school that I realized that I did not belong. Someone asked us as a group where we were all born. I knew that my answer was not going to be like theirs. I was not born at Mount Sinai or at Los Angeles General—instead, it was at El Seguro Social in San Salvador, Apopa, to be precise. I learned that this kind of answer invited other kinds of questions, like “Does this mean you’re a wetback?” “Is your family here?” “Do you have a green card?”

			Which, at that time, I did not. But in that factory, I had my own space to decompress as a kid. I didn’t have to do homework. I didn’t have to keep a vigilant eye on intrusive questions that I perhaps wasn’t prepared to answer. In that factory, I had time to play, and that was what I will forever associate with my grandmother. Among the chaos of a young immigrant family coming to a new country, she created pockets of peace for me. Pockets of play. Pockets of laughter. Pockets of ease. In some ways, SalviSoul is a playground I’ve made for myself now—a safe place to explore so many things that before were too scary or overwhelming to poke at.

			As I matured, this is also why it pained me to know how much my grandmother had suffered in this life. Her suffering was because of my grandfather, whom I’d been raised to love and protect. My love for him, although she supported it, felt like a betrayal to her. Asking my grandmother to contribute to this book was an obvious place to start. I remember exactly where I was. We were in my car. My husband was driving, and my cousin Luis was sitting behind him. I was in the passenger seat and Mamá Lucy was behind me. I gave her the very first SalviSoul pitch. This was, of course, before I had a name and a fleshed-out concept for my book. But my grandmother understood immediately, even without many details. She said, “Claro que sí entiendo esto se trata del legado de la mujer Salvadoreña.” (Of course I understand, this is about the legacy of Salvadoran women.) She was a humble woman who had gone only as far as second grade in school, then dedicated herself to work and her family. I understood that SalviSoul was not only about documenting her food but also preserving her legacy.

			In one of my interviews with her, Mamá Lucy had just left the hospital, and it was raining. We were alone in her living room when she began to tell me about her life—her loves, her pains, her sorrows. There came a time when I could no longer bear the pain I felt for her. I didn’t want to cry in front of her, so I told her, “Mamá, I’m going to make you some tea. Stay here, I’ll be right back.” I went to the kitchen, began making the tea, and felt my emotion subside when I heard the soft shuffle of her feet and the glide of her oxygen tank coming closer to me. Momentarily, I felt frustrated because I had told her to wait in the living room. Then Mamá Lucy quietly said, “Wait, I forgot to tell you why I did everything I did, why I endured so much. I did everything for progress, hija. The progress of my family.” Although it hurts me so much for her not to see the book that she helped me start, Mamá Lucy already did her part, and now it’s my turn.

			I started this project because I was afraid of losing my connection to my homeland and my roots. I had seen what could happen to country folk who would assimilate and se perdian, as my family would say—get lost. Those words haunt me. I don’t want to be lost. It felt like we were already lost, being so far from our homeland, and for an anxious kid like me, to lose yourself in an identity that wasn’t even your own was all I needed to feel spooked. So I began from a place of fear, and I continued the project because of my fear of losing my grandmother forever. Her health was progressively worsening by the time I quit my job to work on this book.

			Mamá Lucy was my first interview for this book, and she took the idea that I felt no one was going to understand or care about very seriously and she not only gave me permission to dream it but she shared it with me and helped me cultivate the confidence to start. Because of her, I had the courage to leave a job to pursue this project and dedicate myself to interviewing and learning about other Salvadoran women. After my first interview with my grandmother, it felt necessary to keep finding women who had been practicing these foodways for decades and to create a platform where they could share their own stories and recipes. So I went to the internet. It was the easiest way to find the people who, like me, had also looked for a Salvadoran cookbook and couldn’t find it.
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			In October 2017, one week after I had left my job, I put out a call for interviews. I made a flyer in a Microsoft Word document (what did we do before Canva?) and decided to post it all around town, or at least all around the internet. I posted on Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, and YouTube. I filmed a video so people could see my face. It felt important that they hear my case and see it was coming from someone real, from a Salvadoreña who wanted to do something about this lack of voice in the cookbook publishing world.

			I cannot express this enough: I have moved SalviSoul forward primarily on the belief that this work is important and that it must live out loud. I did not know what would catch me if it didn’t work. Imagine a ladder: all the rungs I could see were only the ones my hands were on, and as I reached out, I only hoped something would be there.

			Here is what this has meant to me: I’ve had to evolve to finish this, to understand my grief, and to explore my emotional life around womanhood and my family. I started this as a granddaughter who grew up in the shadow and strength of her matriarchs. Now I am a matriarch myself, a keeper of our stories, a keeper of our ways. Someone who, like my Mamá Lucy, gives a feeling of belonging. Who is strong because she was strong. Who is kind because she was kind. Who says “no jodas” when chided about something because she did the same.

			I don’t have children of my own, but I don’t need to be a mother to be a matriarch. I have their language of endurance in these stories, recipes, and foodways. Here are women who survived, who loved, who laughed, and who made fortifying, soulful food.

			The Stories and Recipes

			There are thirty-three stories of Salvadoreñas in SalviSoul. How each one came to be in the book is a tale in itself, and the process was an organic one. First, in meeting with these women, I learned not to have an agenda, or even a set of questions—just curiosity. I have seen the emotional cost of interviewing my own family members about their traumatic experiences. I never wanted to take anything from these ladies; I wanted only to offer them the space to share. There were times when their own grown children suggested that I ask about particular stories; but when I did, I quickly learned those were sore spots meant only for family. I respected those boundaries. These matriarchs taught me not to pay attention to any suggestions from anyone else but instead to listen only to the storyteller. Their stories belonged to them alone, and I was going to get only what they felt like sharing. I enjoyed this a lot; it felt like a new movie was being played every single time and I was just along for the ride.

			In these sessions, we chatted for hours. Sometimes I spent a whole afternoon or even an entire day with the women and their families. These were beautiful times that I will never forget. For that, I am eternally grateful, and they’ve all changed me for the better—no doubt about it. From there, I would listen to my recordings, then transcribe and translate some of the pieces that jumped out at me. Vivid images sprang up in my mind as I listened to the women recount their experiences, and it became exciting to write down their stories and try to capture scenes of what happened. Chispas is what I called them later, sparks. There were moments when obvious sparks would fly, and these were the ones that I chased as stories for this book.

			I am not telling any of the women’s entire life stories. I am giving you only a glimpse, mere sneak peeks that teach us something about living, humanity, love, or loss—and just a moment to see the women as they were in those moments. These stories were not curated to impress any reader or even to fit a genre but only to express the essence of each individual. Some stories have nothing to do with the recipes contributed; some do, but it’s a small percentage. The reason is simple: it’s the most organic approach. The recipes sometimes served as the crank in a children’s jack-in-the-box toy; the lid would pop open and the memory would spring out. These stories are the soul of the book and the reason I would linger at the dining room table with these women.

			I am related to six of the women. They are my great-grandmother Mamá Juana, my grandmother Mamá Lucy, my mother Teresa, and my tías Patricia, Morena, and Estela. Then, there are the Salvadoreñas I met because of my circle of friends and family. They are Laura, Maria, Carmen, Rosa Elvira, Suyapa, and Marta Rosa. And finally, there are the women I met online: Ruth, Estelita, Zoila, Bartola, Maricela, Isabel, Carolina, Wendy, Miriam, and Gabby.

			When I started this project, I was often told that publishers wouldn’t take an interest because this was a compilation type of cookbook, and those don’t sell well. While I understood this concern, I saw this trait as a great asset. This is the first exclusively Salvadoran cookbook published by a major publisher in the United States of America. It only feels right that the people guiding us and making the proper introductions are the women who have devoted decades of their lives to cooking these foods for their loved ones in several countries: their homeland and their new home in the United States. Congregating these experts in one physical kitchen would be impossible, but here in this book, the expertise, knowledge, and technology they’ve kept practicing in their own kitchens are what makes these pages immeasurably important and valuable.

		

	
		
			
				Salvadoran Foodways
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				It was March 2014, and we were at the Los Angeles Central Library. I didn’t know exactly where to tell my boyfriend, my now husband, we were starting our search. One of us decided that this library’s history department was as good a place as any. He lunged forward, grabbing both sides of the moving handrails, and swung his legs down the escalator while mouthing a silent woohoo! I could tell that he felt a curious urgency too. We were both powered by an impulse to find out what we could about the history of Salvadoran food.

				Searching the aisles, we found books on other topics within Mesoamerican history. Most of them were written by historians and archaeologists with European-sounding names, and none of them contained research on food. I told the librarian that I was looking for information on ingredients or cooking techniques—anything about culinary history from El Salvador. She clicked around on her computer, disappeared into a back room for about three minutes, and then returned with a determined look on her face. She typed many things into her computer. Finally, she turned her head toward us and said, “Well, it appears that if you want a book about the history of food in El Salvador, you’re going to have to write it yourself.”

			

			Salvadoran Food History, a Personal Pilgrimage

			All my curiosity about Salvadoran recipes eventually led me to a pilgrimage of my own. While I already knew that I would eventually return to El Salvador at some point in this journey, I realized that I could not rely on a secondary relationship with the country of my birth. For my own sake, my own healing, and my own identity, I needed to choose what kind of woman I wanted to be. Heritage is sometimes a word that rubs me the wrong way. It feels passive, dormant, like an inherited relic that I take out for the holidays. I don’t want to interact with Salvadoran culture in that way. I have made a choice to constantly be at El Salvador’s doorstep to learn, question, and observe. Obviously, my vantage point will always be informed by my being raised in the United States, which makes me aware of certain privileges for which I am responsible, especially when considering the nature of the United States’ involvement in Salvadoran history and politics. So when I traveled back to El Salvador, I went with a specific intention to sit at the feet of the culture and let it inform my work, just like I sat at the feet of my grandmother.

			One of the places I thank my lucky stars that I got to experience was the Museo Nacional de Antropología, or National Museum of Anthropology (also called MUNA). I first heard about this institution from an Instagram follower on the SalviSoul page. They mentioned that an exhibit on Salvadoran gastronomy was happening, and I immediately knew that I would have to see it. How I eventually got to the museum, met the curator, and even had a private audience with the staff turned out to be very serendipitous.

			Around my third day in the country and prior to this museum visit, I met with some editors from a publishing house in San Salvador. As we were saying our goodbyes, they happened to ask what was next on my schedule that day. I mentioned MUNA. They laughed and said, “That’s where we are going too! To talk to the curator of the gastronomy exhibit.” It was a wonderful feeling to discover this shared interest. Once we all arrived at the museum, I took a few minutes to walk through the exhibit while we waited for the curator. I found myself simply overwhelmed by gratitude to be exactly where I was. For years, I had been talking about Salvadoran cuisine, how worthwhile it was to study, and how important it was to document these foodways. Now I was standing in a room that uplifted that very cause.
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			As I strolled through the exhibit, I recalled my experiences of looking for books at the library and doing searches on Salvadoran gastronomy, only to be shown results about Spanish artist Salvador Dalí, or, at best, the cuisine of Salvador, Brazil. I kept thinking that perhaps I wasn’t the best at researching, but after years of this, I came to understand that Salvadoran knowledge was simply not as accessible. One vivid memory is of sharing this frustration with someone, and their trying to comfort me by suggesting that I just needed to travel to El Salvador to do the research. I am privileged to now have the documentation required to go back and forth, but at one point in my life, this travel was impossible. Some Salvadorans can never return to their homeland.

			I was deep in a pool of these memories and feelings when finally I heard the editors say, “Hay viene, la doctora. Dr. Claudia Moisa.” I turned around with tears already welling up in my eyes. I had no words to express my gratitude to her. Another Salvi food–obsessed Salvadoreña. The editors saw my emotional response and got teary-eyed themselves. Soon a cryfest of Salvadoran people finding one another ensued as we realized how much we valued our roots and our history. I finally gained some composure as Dr. Moisa began talking about the uphill battle that creating the exhibit had been. It was like the saying, “Birds of a feather flock together.” After I shared with her about how my research on Salvadoran food was always coming up short, she validated my experience by telling us that that was very common and that, unfortunately, the organizers needed more funding to continue this work.

			We embraced one another and then the editors and I started our private tour of the exhibit. This is where I learned more about one of El Salvador’s most important archaeological treasures, La Joya de Cerén, also known as the Pompeii of America. Similar to Pompeii, this farming community was buried under fourteen layers of ash when the Laguna Caldera volcano erupted circa AD 600. Because the exceptional conditions and the ash perfectly preserved the buildings, remnants, and culture, it left clues for archaeologists, and us, about what Central American populations were eating at the time.

			According to archaeologists, the evidence suggests that the eruption happened during a major cultural celebration, but that it wasn’t a violent event, like Pompeii, because people had time to leave. The remnants revealed their diet: archaeologists found fruit trees, edible plants, animals, certain species of fish, cacao, maíz, yuca, beans, and chiles. An interesting tidbit was that there was no evidence of a comal, which has been traditionally used to this day to cook tortillas. Most of the maíz foods were atoles, or tamales. In one of the fogónes, or fire pits, inside a building that could have been a kitchen, archaeologists found baskets with beans, squash, chiles, painted morro shells, tools made from bones, and even the remains of grilled mice.

			Walking deeper into the exhibit, Dr. Moisa talked about the importance of maíz for the Nahuat Pipil community, the Indigenous people who lived in what we now refer to as the nation-state of El Salvador. Their diverse diet included many staples that modern-day Salvadorans still consume, like squash, cacao, tamales, and even cusuco, or armadillo. I was always told yuca was not from Mesoamerica, but Dr. Moisa pointed to artifacts and photos that proved otherwise.

			In garbage found in Ciudad Vieja, which was established in 1528 and is another Salvadoran archaeological site, more clues and influences inform us about the mestizaje of Salvadoran cuisine, including how pork, beef, and chicken were among the first animal proteins introduced to the diet. Meats such as dog, rabbit, deer, turkey, and frogs were also found, as well as catfish and crustaceans.

			Further into the exhibit, we learned about the merchant ships that traveled to and from the port of Acajutla on the coast. These ships brought goods such as porcelain, crystal, textiles, and spices from Asia, Africa, and Europe. Citrus, wheat, barley, sugarcane, onions, garlic, cinnamon, nutmeg, rice, mangoes, and plantains also came in through that port. And from Mesoamerica to the world, there was pineapple, maíz, sweet potato, papaya, guavas, yuca, avocado, squash, tomato (my absolute favorite food in the world), and chiles. Suffice it to say that by the end of our hour-long visit, I was swimming in a whole new sense of wonder, gratitude, information, and happiness—and I was completely blissed out. As I said my goodbyes to the editors and the curator, we all knew something special had just happened. When I exited, I noticed one last panel graphic. It was the conclusion to the exhibit, named Gastronomia Salvadoreña, Una Fiesta de Sentidos, or Salvadoran Gastronomy, a Party of the Senses. The last paragraph of text summed up what was an exquisite experience learning about my roots and what this book is all about:

			“La gastronomía es la resistencia de las costumbres y prácticas que niegan en desvanecerse…la gastronomía es la memoria traducida en sabores, colores y olores.” (Gastronomy is the resistance of customs and practices that refuse to fade…gastronomy is memory translated into flavors, colors, and smells.)

			The Salvadoran Kitchen

			Whether bouillon or broth comes in the form of Knorr powder, cubitos, or liquid concentrate, the use of prepared soup seasoning in Salvadoran cooking is highly common. Sometimes it’s brought up with shame and embarrassment in hushed whispers. I once chatted about the topic of cooking with a Latina señora who was not Salvadoran. We had finished talking when she added, “Yo no uso esas cosas como el cubito. Yo cocino natural.” She prided herself on being someone who did not use Knorr or bouillon cubes and relied only on fresh ingredients. I didn’t press the issue with her, but I point this out because a lot of stigma is associated with using this ingredient, and often the people who carry this burden are women. I find it immensely unfair.

			When I went to cooking school, it was an unspoken rule: We don’t use that dried, granulated chicken-flavored powder with its addictive, well-rounded flavor notes of MSG umami, salt, and acid. Mostly, I found that homemade chicken or vegetable broth was used in place of prepared bouillon. But such bouillon is a quick, effective way to add flavor to meals and often the secret ingredient that many matriarchs share with those who want to know. But it can also be used as another way to shame people who have experienced poverty. While most of the women in this book have endured poverty and are now financially better off, they still use this ingredient in their kitchens today because it’s a nostalgic food ritual.

			Most of the recipes in this book were developed and documented with these SalviSoul participants, and this is their space, so we’ve chosen to use powdered or cube bouillon throughout. Feel free to replace the combination of water and bouillon with your preferred broth or stock. If you make it from scratch, that’s amazing. But using a shortcut makes it easier, relatively low-cost, flavorful, and delicious.
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					Ana Concepción del Valle de López, owner of Sopa de Patas La Tía in Mercado Tinetti, well known by locals for their sopa de patas.

				
			
			The Foundational Base

			At cooking school, I learned about mirepoix, the foundational base of French cooking that is made up of onions, carrots, and celery. It got me thinking about whether there was a similar foundation for Salvadoran food. Then I realized it was tomato, onion, and chile verde (green bell pepper)—the basic sofrito. It was
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