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to Mexican Birds. Above a curtain rod, 
straw baskets with herbs. Atop the tile 
counters, traditional warm red charred 
clay pots.

“I’ve had some of these since I 
moved to Mexico,” Kennedy says, more 
than 50 years ago, when she arrived 
with her husband, Paul P. Kennedy, a 
correspondent for the New York Times.

She complains that reviewers have 
complained about the organization of 
her latest and likely last book (“I’m 87 
years old; be serious, I’m not going to 
live forever”), called Oaxaca al Gusto: 
An Infinite Gastronomy. Instead of the 
traditional progression - appetizers to 
salads to soups to entrees, etc. - Ken-
nedy divided the project into the 11 re-
gions of the state.

Published by the University of 
Texas Press and on sale for US$50, 
the Oaxaca book is academic-tome-
meets-sociological-study (with chap-
ters about the religious, ritual impor-
tance of chocolate, chilies and corn). 
It is a big, fat cookbook but more than 
anything a statement about how a re-
sourceful people created a cuisine.

“Trying to record the ethnic foods 
as well as the more sophisticated reci-
pes of the urban centers presented an 
enormous challenge and responsibili-
ty,” Kennedy writes in the introduction. 
“I am sure that if I had known what it 
would entail to travel almost constantly 
through the year, and often uncomfort-
ably, to research, record, photograph and 
then cook and eat over three hundred 
recipes, I might never have had the cour-
age to start the project in the first place.”

Kennedy took her first trip to Oax-
aca in 1965. She often sleeps in her old 
Nissan truck. “I carry a shovel to dig 
us out of the mud,” she says.

With the co!ee down the hatch, 
Kennedy tends to the tamales. As she 
tells the chefs who make the pilgrim-
age to her Mexican cooking “boot 
camp” (her phrase) a million times, 
tamales are all about the masa, the 

corn dough. She steams a few Vera-
cruzanos. The masa is flu!y, pu!y and 
creamy white, not the yellow brick of 
lard that is often peddled in Los Ange-
les. Inside is just the perfect thimble of 
pork, flavored with smoky chili ancho.

As we natter away, she begins to pre-
pare a soup of squash blossoms. The 
onion? Always white. Chopped fine. A 
little garlic. Shoot yourself if you own a 
garlic press. Later the poblano peppers. 
“The oil doesn’t need to be too hot,” 
Kennedy says. “You want the flavors.” 
Together we chop a big bunch of the 
yellow, musky flowers and toss them in-
to the pot to steam. In a few minutes, 
they are done. “You see? I like my food 
a little shiny, not greasy. Do you see how 
bright the food looks?” We do.

In her Oaxaca book, Kennedy in-
cludes not only the classic fare - the 
red, green, black moles - but also the 
recipes of indigenous women who live 
hard lives and cook with wild plants 
and make meals with ingredients that 
city folks might find exotic and inac-
cessible, like a wasp’s nest sauce or tur-
tle eggs in broth or iguana tamales.

So if you want to try making beef 
brains with jalapenos and garlic, this 
is the book for you.

Kennedy maintains that the new 
generation of explorers must acquaint 
themselves with the kitchen: “All an-
thropologists and botanists, they 
ought to learn to cook,” she says. “I 
am suggesting that all the syllabi for 
would-be biologists include classes in 
cooking, or they will miss the whole 
point, of how the culture and plants 
and food come together.”

We put the blossoms, onions and 
chicken broth into the Osterizer. “All 
Mexican cooks use blenders,” Kenne-
dy says. The soup is thick, a little more 
lumpy than the master likes, so she 
thins it a bit, pronounces it ready and 
able. It is just right: The rich blossoms 
say hello to a pop of chili in the savory 
homemade broth.
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Mexican cuisine legend Diana Kennedy stirs a pot of food.

“Thank you God for keeping me alive” by Notimex’s José Luis Salmerón, who won the 2010 National Journalism 
Prize for “Graphic Reporting” 

BY RUTH SAMUELSON
The News

When the public first glimpsed im-
ages of earthquake-rocked Port-au-
Prince last year, it probably didn’t 
consider how the photographers 
had arrived in Haiti, where they 
slept, when they last showered or 
how much canned tuna they’d con-
sumed since leaving home.

 But a year later, all those details 
were still fresh in the mind of José Lu-
is Salmerón, a photojournalist with 23 
years of experience who covered the 
natural disaster for Notimex.

 Salmerón lived in the airport for 
much of his time in Haiti, and received 
his food from the Mexican Navy.

 “The Navy gave us a can of tuna, a 
packet of cookies, some fruit and a liter 
of water – for the day!” said Salmerón.

 The correspondent was one of 
six Mexican photojournalists whose 
work is featured in an exhibit “Haití: 
un año después” (“Haiti: one year lat-
er”), running through the end of this 
month at the Centro Cultural Futur-
ama in Lindavista.

 The show features 19 images of 
the aftermath of the catastrophe, 
which destroyed most of the coun-
try’s capital city and has left a million 
people still displaced today.  

 At the exhibit’s opening on Jan. 
11, the eve of the one-year anniversa-
ry of the earthquake, several of pho-
tographers reflected on what they 
learned about their craft in Haiti, 
and the emotional ups and downs 
of watching a city grasp its ruin.

 Erick Meza, who covered the 
catastrophe for Excélsior but now 

works freelance, went to Haiti by 
boat. He departed from Veracruz, 
traveling with Los Topos, a Mexican 
group of emergency responders, and 
12 journalists. In total, they were o!-
shore for six days because, although 
they arrived on the coast of Haiti af-
ter five days, they didn’t have access 
to shore in Port-au-Prince right away.   

 Isaac Esquivel of Cuartoscuro 
had never left Mexico to cover a nat-
ural disaster before, when he and fel-
low Cuartoscuro photographer, Iván 
Stephens (also featured in the exhi-
bition), were sent to Haiti.

 Esquivel and Stephens usually 
went their separate ways in the morn-
ing and would try to keep in touch if 
they were at sleeping separate places.

 Ultimately, Esquivel says he 
learned that, above all else, one 
thing is necessary in disaster envi-
ronments: friends.

 “You’re alone,” he said. “If you 
were to get hurt, you’d want some-
one to step up and start making 
connections for you: “Someone to 
call the embassy, or your family, or 
a doctor,” he said.

 Professionally speaking, friend-
ships also became key. At various 
points, Esquivel relied on other news 
agencies to give him their internet 
passwords so he could send his pho-
tos to Mexico.

 Esquivel and many other pho-
tographers talked about the great 
di!erence in resources among var-
ious media operations.

 “The Europeans arrived with 
complete newsrooms, complete! 
With people that worked eight hours 
and rested!” said Salmerón.

 Having worked as a photojournal-
ist for many years, Salmerón had cov-
ered numerous scenes of chaos, in-
cluding several hurricanes, before vis-
iting Haiti around this time last year. 
Each day, he set out with distinct ideas 
of where to capture the best photos. 

 “You want to locate the rescue 
attempts,” he said. “Then, you al-
so want to find out where the Mex-
icans are working.”  So Salmerón 
would search out Mexicans work-
ing for the Red Cross, or the Policía 
Federal Preventiva sent to help with 
disaster e!orts, or Los Topos. He also 
sought out important sites, national 
monuments, and emblematic places 
of national pride.

 On his final day in Haiti, Salm-
erón attended a rally involving reli-
gious leaders of various faiths from 
around the island. One of his shots 
from this event shows a huge stand-
ing crowd of Haitians with their eyes 
closed and their hands either clasped 
behind their heads or stretched out.

 In December, Salmerón won 
the 2010 National Journalism Prize 
for “Graphic Reporting,” having en-
tered the competition with this pho-
to (seen with this article). 

 In this case, knowledge and ex-
perience didn’t necessarily land 
Salmerón his winner. Luck played 
a role.

 He took the shot during the last 
event that he covered.  “In fact, it was 
actually the last shot in the camera,” 
he said.

 “Haiti: one year later” will run through Jan. 
31 at the Centro Cultural Futurama, located 
at Otavalo 7, Col. Lindavista (Tel: 5752-4197).
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