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Dedication

To my dear nieces and nephews,

Never forget where you come from. The wisdom and strength of your ancestors flow through you, offering guidance as you walk your unique journey.

You are the fire keepers, carrying a flame within you that will ignite your dreams and lead you anywhere you wish to go.

You are the future, the generation destined to create the good this world needs.

With all my love and belief in you,

Auntie Pyet









Welcome!

[image: ]
Whether you’re here for enticing recipes, to gain insight into Native American and Mexican American foodways, or just for the joy of cooking, I welcome you! As we begin this food adventure together, consider these pages a warm embrace, an open heart, and an ongoing conversation about our shared humanity and the earth that sustains us. Join me in celebrating not just the diversity of our food, but the stories that season every meal with the traditions, culture, and profound philosophies of Indigenous people. At the start of each chapter, expand your knowledge and discover relevant Potawatomi-language terms. Let us come together to explore, learn, and grow around a table deep with history and flavor that will nourish both our bodies and our spirits.
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Introduction
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I often get asked, “Where did you get your passion for cooking?” My immediate response: “My family.” But as a chef, I have had to dissect my life and my family relationships, and dig into my roots, to understand where this love for cooking really began.

My mom is a mix of Native American, Spanish, and Italian, but she was adopted as a baby and raised by a Croatian woman and a Mexican man. When she was fourteen, her adopted mom passed away from cancer, and in the wake of this sorrowful moment, her adopted father bravely stepped into the void and became a source of unwavering support, taking on both parental roles with love and determination. As my mother entered her early twenties and had children of her own, she grew eager to reconnect with her roots and understand where she came from to better understand herself. When she finally found and reached out to her birth mother and grandmother, they welcomed her with open arms. And so, with three boys and a baby on the way, she decided to move from Kansas City to the Osage Reservation in Pawhuska, Oklahoma, to get to know her origins and her biological family.

After having three boys, my mother was pretty much convinced another one was on the way. Everyone in the family gifted her clothes and prepped the baby’s welcome with all things blue, except my great-grandmother Cecilia.

“No, it’s going to be a girl,” she kept telling everyone, as she gave my mom pink clothing and other baby items. “I just know. I can feel it.”

As soon as I was born, Grandma Barbara, my mom’s birth mother, called up Cecilia and said, “Hey, Mom, you were right! It’s a girl!” Cecilia was so excited by the news that she suffered a heart attack and had to be rushed to the hospital. She passed away the morning after I was born. This is how I came into the world.

I am Native American and a member of the Prairie Band Potawatomi tribe, and on my dad’s side, I’m part of a loving Mexican American family based in Kansas City, Kansas.

My early childhood memories are of my mom and her biological family on the Osage Reservation. Although my parents were separated, my dad and his family were also in the picture—they lived in Kansas City, just four hours away. When I turned one, I had a naming ceremony together with my brothers and my mom. We believe one of the ways we can keep the spirit of our elders and ancestors alive is by passing down their names. Each ceremony is led by a chosen member of our tribe that is from a certain drum circle and clan. The name that is given is one that formerly belonged to one of our family members. In my case, it was Cecilia’s name: Pyetwetmokwe. I go by Pyet now.

During those first few years on the Osage reservation, I spent precious time with my grandmother Barbara, heard fascinating stories of my family—both those who were present and those who had passed on to the spirit world—watched drum circles and dancers draw the community together at powwows, gulped down comforting corn soup, and devoured meat pies any chance I got. I wasn’t truly aware of the significance of what I was experiencing because it was part of my everyday life. Those connections came later.

As I stepped out of my toddler soft-soled sneakers and into my big-girl shoes, the sparks of my dawning fire began to flicker brighter, and my rebellious streak made its presence known. “Don’t jump on the bed,” my grandma would say to me, but the second she looked away, I’d slip into her bedroom, climb onto my favorite indoor trampoline, and propel myself into the air with reckless abandon, doing my best to contain my exhilarated squeals. One day, she walked in on me midjump, hair flying wildly around my ecstatic face, and I just couldn’t contain my joy as I cascaded onto the bed for the last time, even though I knew I was in trouble.

Another time, during a sunny afternoon at the park, my uncle glanced my way and warned me, “Don’t go near that creek.” That’s all I needed to hear to pique my curiosity about that now-forbidden area. Once again, taking full advantage of any slight hint of adult distraction, I quietly made my way toward the glistening stream of water, thinking I could get away with it, until my uncle suddenly cut me off. “I told you not to go over there!” he yelled, likely feeling the weight of the what-if scenario that could’ve unfolded had he not seen me in time. Rather than cry at the shock of being caught, I stomped over to a nearby rock, sat on it, folded my arms across my chest, and angrily pouted hard at him for the next few minutes. I still don’t like it when I’m told what to do (or what not to do). Instead of taming my wild side, it only fuels my fire and determination. I’ve always wanted full reign of my life, and that desire showed up later in my career choices and in the independent entrepreneurial path I eventually chose, which has allowed me to do life my way.

We moved from the Osage Reservation to Kansas City, Kansas, my parents’ hometown, when I was around six years old. For a few years, my parents tried to make things work out for the sake of us kids, but they eventually decided to split for good, and my mom’s adopted dad, Tony, took us in. That’s when I truly got a taste of my Mexican roots. Grandpa Tony, an army vet and our savior, was an unwavering, purpose-driven man who pulled out all the stops to take care of us when things got tough for my mom. He stepped in and made sure we were well fed and clothed and understood the meaning of hard work and discipline. He was our rock, our foundation.

My dad was also big on teaching us life skills that would help us save money, be resourceful, and not have to rely on others. That included everything from doing housework, learning how to paint and fix things, and cooking a meal from scratch. But one thing you should know is my dad didn’t just cook. He COOKED. To this day, after we take our first bite of his classic chili, his eyes light up as he names all the spices he used to reach the flavor bomb that is happening in our mouths. As I grew older and started connecting the dots within my family, I realized that my dad’s passion for food was first ignited by his mother, my grandmother Shirley. My dad’s father is Mexican but wasn’t in the picture, so his mother, Shirley, an American from South Carolina with French heritage who grew up on Southern cuisine, took it upon herself to teach her eight children about their Mexican cultural background and instilled in them her love for the cuisine of their ancestors.

As a military kid, Grandma Shirley spent her childhood years moving from state to state, experiencing a range of cuisines. The one thing that kept her anchored to a feeling of home was her mom’s warm, hearty meals, which hugged the soul. Food was her epicenter. When the family moved to San Antonio, Texas, she got her first taste of Mexican traditions, hospitality, and flavors. The catalyst happened on a toasty afternoon when a neighbor, who had noticed this young girl sitting outside her house, walked over to see what was going on. When she found out the girl was simply waiting for her mom to come back home, she immediately said, “Mija, come in, come eat something while you wait.” That’s when Grandma Shirley first experienced freshly made tortillas with warm butter and sesos (brains, usually from a cow or goat) and immediately fell head over heels for the nurturing and love swaddled in Mexican cuisine and culture. It spoke to her soul. Once she settled in Kansas City as an adult, this güera (fair-haired and fair-skinned girl), who already spoke fluent Spanish, won over the hearts of the Latin community through her sunny energy and her flavorful cooking. Everyone loved her Mexican food so much that they’d ask her to cater their weddings and quinceañeras. As the years passed, she opened a restaurant and passed down her passion for Mexican cuisine, inspiring a few of my uncles to follow in her footsteps and open their own spots. My earliest memories of Grandma Shirley are being with her in the kitchen, watching her make elaborate themed birthday and wedding cakes from scratch. My favorite part was when she’d hand me the bowl of leftover buttercream frosting and let me savor every last sweet, swirly bite while she put the finishing touches on her latest creation. Whether it was cakes or tamales, she poured her heart into every dish she made for us.

Between Grandpa Tony and Grandma Shirley, I learned the value of determination, strength, and how to give love through cooking. The kitchen was a sacred place where meals were prepared with care. Even when ingredients were sparse and had to be stretched out to feed several mouths, the joy of coming together with family to cook and share a meal was ever present. At a time when life had many ups and downs, that moment together around the table equaled stability. It was the one thing we could count on every day.


Sharing this precious time in the kitchen with my family is the foundation of what would later become my calling, though my true passion for cooking didn’t fully develop until my early adulthood. Additionally, a few family members owned two Mexican restaurants in town at different points in my childhood and teen years, so we spent a lot of our free time helping them by bussing tables and doing whatever else was required to get through the day. One restaurant was only a block away from my high school, so I’d often head over there after school with my siblings to play pool and dig into some chips and salsa to the sound of sizzling meats, roasting vegetables, and simmering beans and stews coming from the kitchen.

By the time I turned nineteen, after giving college a shot but feeling the need to find my own way, I was living in a rented apartment, working three jobs, and on my way to going from retail mall jobs to business development manager at a car dealership. I was at the top of my game and making great money, and after my rough-and-tumble adolescence, my parents were proud of me. But deep down, something wasn’t clicking. I was doing my thing, earning a living, but working at a car dealership didn’t feel like my true calling. The flames of my fire weren’t blazing in my soul.

I was unsure of what path to take next. But my favorite way to unwind after a long day at work was to host dinner parties and cook for my friends. I didn’t realize it back then, but I was re-creating that precious, food-centered family time from my childhood. Since I could afford nice restaurants, I started learning about different dishes and ingredient combinations by going out to eat, and I loved experimenting at home with my friends to see if I could re-create what I had just experienced—and they ate it up. Seeing how happy I was in the kitchen, my friend Ann once asked me why I didn’t go to culinary school. My knee-jerk reaction was a big fat no. I had witnessed firsthand how my two uncles and family dedicated every last minute and dime to their restaurants only to have to shut them down. It was heartbreaking, and I didn’t want that for me.

Then, while flipping through TV channels one day, I landed on a commercial advertising a nearby culinary school, and I immediately perked up. I couldn’t ignore my growing curiosity. I called the number on the screen, and they invited me to join a tour the following day. Walking into that classroom kitchen changed my life forever: the immaculate stainless-steel equipment pantry; the fridge brimming with butter, milk, eggs, and more; the food pantry with shelf after shelf packed with vinegars, spices, dry ingredients, and sauces that I didn’t even know existed. The gentle drumming of my heart became a thunderous beat in my chest echoing my excitement. As I finished the rest of the tour, I could sense how creative I could be in that environment, and I was eager to learn more. When the tour guide listed the curriculum, “Butchery, cutting down fish, knife skills, international cuisine, catering,” I just kept nodding, yes, yes, yes. The guide then offered to help put together a financial aid package for me to help cover the tuition fee. There have been very few times in my life that have been full-on, 100 percent, green-light go, but this was one such time. My intuition told me I needed to give this a shot. And for the first time, I actually committed to listening to it. The fire within me that had almost been snuffed out was suddenly reignited and ablaze. I signed up that same day and started culinary school three weeks later.

I was a bit lost and experienced some rough patches as I began this life-changing journey at twenty-three, but culinary school and the kitchen soon became a place of both peace and adventure. The amount of focus required didn’t give me room to think about anything other than not burning my hand or what was in the pan. I learned to block the rest of the world out and pipe my passion into my food. I went down one rabbit hole after another, researching recipes and spices I had never come across before, and I found it absolutely thrilling. In the process of learning how to control the ingredient quantities, the amount of spice, the temperatures, I also found a way to channel my rekindled fire into something I truly loved, and no one could take that away from me. I was finally home.

Eighteen months later, fresh out of the culinary arts program, I started my private chef business and was meal-prepping healthy foods for my clients as a side hustle while still holding my full-time job at the dealership. I struggled to build a lucrative business and finally decided it was time to leave the Midwest to see what the rest of the world had to offer. I heard there were good opportunities for private chefs in California, so with the help of a little push from my best friend, Alicia, I took the plunge and moved to Los Angeles. After holding a few jobs to get my bearings, I was able to transition into full-time private chef mode, meal-prepping clean, healthy foods that tasted more than just good. I focused on marketing to gyms and customizing meal plans to fit my clients’ needs. I was doing it all on my own: cooking, prepping, packaging, driving around Los Angeles for hours to deliver food.

After a couple of years, I was inching closer to becoming a successful private chef with a health-focused meal-prep business—but it didn’t feel right. One morning, as I sat in nine a.m. traffic in downtown LA with packaged meals stacked and ready for delivery, I burst into tears. I was exhausted and done with cooking food I didn’t love or feel connected to. Making meal preps that matched the latest diet trend stirred up a frustration and irritation that I could no longer ignore. I felt so restricted and creatively blocked, and I was too busy to even make new friends. I missed my family, our dinners together, my culture, my home. On the verge of packing it all up and returning to familiarity, I stepped on the brakes and asked myself, Okay, girl, what do you really want to do with this life? If I could do anything I wanted, with no restrictions, what would it be? And a thought immediately came to me: I just want to represent people like myself.


I come from two neighboring groups of people separated by a border that didn’t exist when my ancestors roamed these lands freely. I am a result of those two cultures. I grew up savoring every spoonful of corn soup and bite of fry bread with Grandma Barbara on the Osage Rez while also proudly taking my spot in the tamale-making assembly line in Grandma Shirley’s kitchen. At times, I struggled with my identity because I wasn’t a full-blood Native or Mexican. I often felt caught in the middle of my two heritages, not quite fitting into one specific box, but one thing was clear: both cultures instilled in me the vital importance of food and community, and now I wanted to bring that forward into my life as a chef. So I set out to cook food that represented all of me.

The deeper I dug into my roots, the more I realized my two cultures weren’t that different after all. When I understood that my heritages could both be traced back to the original people of the Americas, it fueled my passion and fire to represent who I am as an Indigenous Native American and Mexican American woman. I am Indigenous fusion, and it was time to bring that fire to the plate. I decided to start by going way back to reclaim and reconnect with my ancestral foodways, focusing on my Native American side, so that it too could one day reach the renown that Mexican cuisine has achieved around the world.

Native Americans once solely relied on hunting, gathering, and foraging to survive and thrive as a community. They were providers and protectors until the colonizers, who unexpectedly arrived on our shores, claimed ownership of territories that weren’t rightfully theirs and forced my ancestors to leave their homes and sacred lands. The Western culture and lifestyle that were forcefully inflicted upon these communities once they relocated to the reservations have not only caused generations of trauma, but also have created generations of disease. Seasonal harvests were replaced with processed commodity foods, and meals were now created from canned food and high-fructose and -glucose ingredients, a far cry from the nurturing and balanced diet once provided to us directly by Mother Earth. A couple of centuries later, Indigenous people in North America continue to fight for food sovereignty and to keep their food traditions alive. Many Native children like me didn’t have the privilege of savoring the food of our ancestors. We didn’t have the knowledge gifted to us from the hands that once nurtured the soil, which sprouted the seeds of our plant relatives. For some of us, this is new information. Yet as we seek this knowledge, I can feel our animal and plant relatives calling, asking us to remember our deep-seated connection with earth, fire, air, and water; to recall the stories of our rivers, of our lands; to awaken to these roots that have lain dormant for way too long. Mother Earth is a source of life and sustenance; it cannot be owned, as it does not belong to anyone. Our ancestors prayed for our joy, for our survival, for our future, and we must now uphold our responsibility to continue to honor their wisdom for generations to come.

As my path became clearer, I set out to create memorable food experiences while serving dishes that represent who I am. I chose to relearn Indigenous foodways and share Native recipes with the world that include relatively unknown ingredients, like bison, and sauces like Wojape, and fuse them with the spice of my Mexican ancestors, all while sharing the stories of where these dishes originally came from. I threw my first dinner party as an Indigenous fusion chef for my twenty-ninth birthday and invited my friends to savor a five-course menu that I intentionally created to bring my newfound path to life. I rented tables and chairs to accommodate my twenty-three guests, dressed the tops in white tablecloths and sparse yet elegant decor, got warmers for the food, and asked two traditional Aztec dancers to showcase their Indigenous drum and dance. Before the evening began, the two dancers lit sacred copal (a tree resin that has been used for centuries in Mesoamerican cultures as incense in spiritual rituals and ceremonie) and prayed for my friends and for me. “We’re honoring our new sister because she’s doing something very honorable by sharing Native culture and food,” they said. And in that moment, I knew I had finally found my calling.

While I continued to create experiences and conceptualize ideas on how to feed my clients with purpose and help spread the knowledge I was gaining along the way, I earned recognition from major media platforms and got the call to participate in Gordon Ramsay’s latest award-winning food competition on TV: Next Level Chef—and I said yes. When I walked on set, impostor syndrome immediately kicked my behind, but I managed to push through, thanks in part to a dear friend who had helped me put together my episode 1 intro outfit for the show. We’d spent the previous days stuck together like glue, and although filming was sunup to sundown, she texted me daily, showering me with support and her “you got this” vibe, which helped me power through the first week of this wild adventure. But then, suddenly, a day and a half went by with complete silence on her end. I kept checking my phone, confused, hoping to hear from her, until I was surprised by a message from her mom. Wrestling quietly with the weight of mental health issues had led her to take her own life.

Devastated by this dreadful loss and feeling completely helpless, I nearly left the show. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to get through such a painful moment on camera. But it was almost as if I could hear her telling me, You’ve gotten this far, don’t quit now. I knew I was in the process of doing something for my community, for me, and for my future, and my dear friend Ali wouldn’t have let me back out of it. I chose to stay and put it all on the line. I had a chance to represent my family, my people, and everyone who grew up like me in rough environments, surrounded by ongoing generational trauma, and this was the fuel that fed my fire as the show progressed. From then on, every time the producers asked me questions about myself, flames would course through my veins, igniting the desire to represent millions of people who have been practically invisible for centuries. Suddenly, this was more than just a cooking competition. It was my chance to put us on the national stage. I channeled my ancestral fire, showed up like a warrior, and took that prize home with a three-course meal featuring a sweet potato and pork empanada with an avocado salsa, a pan-seared sea bass with a warm spiced sweet potato puree, and a rack of lamb with fingerling potatoes and green beans wrapped in prosciutto.

After this major win brought attention to my efforts to reclaim my connection to my ancestral foodways, my platform reached dramatic new heights. I doubled down on my purpose: to uplift my communities and celebrate our cultural heritage by cooking dishes with Indigenous ingredients, adding my own fusion flare to the mix, and highlighting and honoring our food relatives in the process.

Indigenous means “belonging to a particular place.” When I use that word, I’m referring to food that originated in the Americas. Your choice of food may seem like a simple one, a miniscule component of your day, but food is our direct connection with Mother Earth and the land we live on right now. Just like us, many of the natural ingredients we use to make our dishes have a story to tell, and they’ve evolved and survived decades, if not centuries, of change. That’s why I’ve chosen to highlight some of them throughout these pages, to give these stars on our plates the attention they deserve, to create a space to help tell their story, so that you too can connect on a deeper level with the food that has allowed our ancestors to survive millennia after millennia.

The recipes in this cookbook are intended to pick up the pieces of the past that remain with us today. They serve as a baseline for our progress into the future, blending the knowledge gained then and now to create a fusion of Native American and Mexican flavors that aims to bridge the gap between ancient wisdom and modern kitchens. These dishes will fill and warm your bellies and your soul. What you’ll find here is solely based on what I have experienced and learned from the communities that helped raise me, so they may differ from your own, and that’s okay. There’s a unifying thread interweaving the many Indigenous groups in our country, yet at the same time, we are all unique in our own way. Our stories are similar and different. So some of my experiences and recipes will resonate with you and some may not, but my hope is that they will serve as inspiration to build community, celebrate our lives, share our stories, and honor with utmost gratitude our food relatives and the planet that has so kindly allowed us to survive on it for so many years.

Beyond delicious meals, I hope Rooted in Fire will serve as a conduit for learning about the rich culture, traditions, and philosophies of Indigenous people. To further enhance your experience, you will find a QR code in Chapter One and also on the Copyright page. This code will link you to the Rooted in Fire education web page (pyetsplate.com/education), where you will find information on the Potawatomi language, traditions, and more.

May this book and its associated resources inspire you to press pause and reconnect with the food you eat, the seasons, and the natural transformations that guide the cycles of our lives, so that you too can reignite your bond with Mother Earth.

I hope to be a vessel of love, life, and truth. With so much to give and so much still to do, I see this book as just the beginning. It’s the first window into my soul. This book does more than just provide recipes: it gives a voice to Indigenous people while highlighting and celebrating the fusion of my two cultures with fire and purpose. Ultimately, I want you to remember that no matter where you come from, you are enough, you are worthy, and you can become your dream.
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Shkode: Keepers of the Fire (Bodwéwnene)
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Shkode means “fire” in the Potawatomi tribe’s language. While other tribes are protectors of other elements of the earth, we are Bodwéwnene, the keepers of the fire. Our responsibility is to tend to the fire of our ancestors and culture so that their spirits can live on with us and future generations. The flame represents our resilience, the root of our survival, and the smoke is the conduit of our prayers and gratitude.

The spark in each phase of our lives ignites the experiences that will prepare us for the responsibilities that lie ahead, even though we may not see it at the time. As such, fire has been the representation of many things in my journey as a chef and as an Indigenous woman. My first connection with fire began at my naming ceremony, which took place outdoors, on sacred grounds, around a fire. Many of those who attended the gathering brought wood to keep the fire going through the next few days as the naming ceremony continued. Prayers and offerings were given to the fire asking to keep those being named on the right path as they grew older, and the flames were watched over day and night to ensure that they continued to burn bright.

Now, the first time I remember seeing the power of fire was when I was five years old. Like any other day on the Osage Reservation, my brothers were playing in the corner of a room in our home, but
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		Summer (Niben): A Time of Plenty, a Season of Sunshine, and a Celebration of Abundance



		Autumn (Dgwaget): A Time of Abundance



		Winter (Bbon): A Time of Reflection, Rest, and Recharge
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