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HAVE YOU EVER NOTICED THAT MOST REALLY SUCCESSFUL PEOPLE ARE DOING
SOMETHING THEY REALLY ENJOY DOING? Henry Ford didn’t start manufacturing
automobiles just for the bucks; putting America on wheels was a vision-turned-mis-
sion.  Walt Disney didn’t pursue his dream of Disneyland just to create another
amusement park; he wanted children to be able to experience his signature world
of animated magic in real life, rather than solely on the large and small screens.   

And so it was for Laura Diaz, more famously known as Chef LaLa.  As a child,
experience with all the flavorful and social aspects of Latin food culture in her par-
ent’s restaurants would sow the seeds of her future life’s calling.  As those seeds
sprouted, then blossomed, Laura quickly gained recognition and stature within a
crowded field. 

She was not content just to achieve fame as an accomplished chef.  She saw an
increasingly rotund American population that needed prompt and sustained atten-
tion, especially the children, and developed a plan of action.  Her accent on nutri-
tious Latin dining, combined with a deep involvement with several health-related
and children’s organizations, have created a laudable track record of volunteerism
and community outreach. 

The following interview is a story of a totally different initial career path being
altered by a life-changing event, leading to personal and professional fulfillment as
Chef LaLa.  It should be evident that she not only enjoys what she does with Latin
cooking, she takes pride in her mission to educate people, kids and adults alike,
that eating healthy can be just as pleasurable, indeed more so, than the salty, sug-
ary, greasy fast-food habit. 
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LB  ARE YOU FROM L.A. ORIGINALLY?  PLEASE GIVE US A BRIEF SNAP-
SHOT OF YOUR CHILDHOOD.
LD  I was born and raised in Los Angeles.  As a kid I spent every summer in
Ensenada, BC Mexico.  So I guess you can say I was raised in both L.A. and
Mexico.  When I would visit my grandparents in Mexico, my grandfather
Manuel, who was a mariachi, would teach me how to sing traditional mari-
achi songs.   One year when I was 5 years old, my parents had a food con-
cession at a state fair.  I jumped on stage with the mariachis and started to
sing.  I freaked my mother out because I was all dirty from playing all day.
Funny, it did not phase her that her 5-year-old was on stage belting “volver,
volver.”   Apparently, I became a crowd favorite and began to sing when-
ever I could.  At 12-years old, I accompanied my sister to an audition for an
all-girl group that would open for the pop group sensation Menudo.  I was
asked to audition and became the final member of the group “Pares y
Nones.”  We recorded an album and I traveled the world for about 4 years.
And this is where it hit me—not everyone who speaks Spanish eats
Mexican food!   I loved learning about different cultures and the differ-
ences in food based on location and climate.  When I left the group and
high school, I wanted to have a career in medicine, so I studied to be a car-
dio-pulmonary therapist.  I found I was emotionally attached to my
patients and even though my grades were great, my heart wasn’t. 

All the while, my solo singing career was booming.  The last concert I did
was at the Houston Astrodome for 75,000 with Willie Colon and La Mafia.
I was also being courted by several record companies.  Then I was in a bad
car accident.  I could not walk for a while and to this day I have a limited
range of motion.  I was a singer/dancer…and on that day, my life changed.
So I reevaluated, and this time I thought about what I wanted to do with
my life, not just a career.  

LB  WHO OR WHAT FIRST SPARKED YOUR INTEREST IN COOKING?
LD I love to eat!  I wanted to be able to recreate what I love.  Actually, I
think I had an interest in cooking before I even knew I did.  My parents
owned restaurants and cooking was just something we always did.  Even
when it wasn’t restaurant related, we were always in the kitchen.  When I
say “we,” I mean the whole family: my dad Luis, my mom Raquel, my sis-
ters Myrna and Veronica and my brother Danny.  I was the inquisitive one
that wanted to know the “why?” behind each dish my parents prepared.
You see, my dad has this incredible talent where he can take anything in
the kitchen and make it spectacular, always the right texture and consis-
tency.  And whereas he was great at cooking himself, he had a difficult time
explaining it to me.  My curiosity led me to school to study cooking tech-
niques that explained the “why” behind his magic.  Ultimately, I am the
only family member with a career in the kitchen – but we are all still always
in the kitchen together.  The best memories I have growing up are in the
kitchen…cooking.    

LB WHEN DID YOU DECIDE THAT YOUR LIFE’S CALLING WOULD BE IN THE
CULINARY ARTS?
LD I remembered a time when I was 10, I attended an event at the Los
Angeles Biltmore Hotel for a Miss Mexico pageant with my parents.  My
father took a can of jalapeños.  When the prime rib arrived, and word
spread fast that someone at table five had jalapeños, we were very popu-
lar that night.  At the end of the event, a server asked if they could have
the juice left in the can because they were about to eat.  How could it be
that a place that was hosting a Latino event not pay attention to the clien-
tele’s palate?  How could it be that in the entire building there were no
other chiles—after all, we were in Latin Los Angeles!  So when it came time
decide where I was heading in my life, I decided to fill what I felt was void
in the U.S.—representation.  I love the kitchen, and I even love the hard
work.  I was however frustrated with what I felt was a misrepresentation of

Latino food.  I longed for homemade meals like barbacoa and pozole and

wondered how I could present it beautifully.  I also knew through my trav-

els that a quesadilla in Mexico is corn masa filled with cheese, or it could

also be a tortilla filled with cheese, but in El Salvador it is a sweet bread.

Jalapeño poppers, while fun, was the standard Mexican buffet item, and

they are not even Mexican.  It’s been a process that is still ongoing.  I call

myself a perpetual student. 

LB YOU ATTENDED THE FAMOUS LE CORDON BLEU IN PARIS.  COULD
YOU SHARE SOME HIGHLIGHTS OF THAT EXPERIENCE?
LD I love to study, no matter where I am.  Paris was fun and it was a great

school.  People from all walks of life and different countries attend, so it

was fun to meet and interact with them and learn about other cultures.  I

also attended the Le Cordon Bleu school in Pasadena, California.  One of

the pluses of the Pasadena location is that the students receive hands-on

training throughout their curriculum, culminating in their final classroom

in two student-run restaurants: 561 Restaurant and The School Café.

These two working restaurants serve the public and offer the students real-

world experience in addition to their externship prior to graduation.

Experience is so important and I was fortunate enough to receive a lot of

mine by default at my parents restaurants, but the Pasadena school offers

the experience now, too.
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LB WHAT WAS YOUR FIRST BIG BREAK AFTER ENTERING THE FIELD PRO-
FESSIONALLY?
LD Catering for the Lieutenant Governor (of California) at his inauguration.
After that I was catering all the time, mostly for elected officials and
celebrities.  I didn’t even have business cards.  Business came solely by
referral.  My friend Sara helped name the company “Savor,” because she
said that is how you can best describe my food.  That is where I caught the
attention of the media, and the rest, as they say, is history.

LB AT WHAT POINT DID YOU FEEL THAT YOU HAD REALLY “ARRIVED” AS
A CHEF?
LD When I was honored as a humanitarian and entrepreneur at the
California Museum of History by a committee of respected Latina leaders
from all fields of endeavors and across the state.  First Lady Maria Shriver
also asked me to cater the event.  

LB HOW DID YOUR PROFESSIONAL, OR “STAGE NAME” OF CHEF LALA
COME ABOUT?
LD My nephew Ryan (now 21) could not say Laura  (sounds like La-u-ra in
Spanish) as a baby and he called me “LaLa.”  It’s a term of endearment
that has carried over to all aspects of my life, even professionally.  No one
really calls me Laura.
LB YOUR BIO MENTIONS YOUR MASTERY OF 23 VARIETIES OF LATIN CUI-
SINE.  WE COULDN’T RESIST—WOULD YOU LIST THEM FOR US?
LD The Encyclopedia Britannica explains the word LATIN as “the countries
of South America and North America, including Central America and the
islands of the Caribbean, whose inhabitants speak a Romance language.”
Therefore: Argentina, Belize, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica,
Cuba, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras,
Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Puerto Rico, Uruguay and

Venezuela, plus the Spanish-speaking Caribbean islands.
LB YOU EMPHASIZE NUTRITIOUS, HEALTHY EATING.  HOW DO YOU EDU-
CATE AMERICANS REGARDING THE FAT-LADEN FARE TYPICAL OF CHAIN
RESTAURANTS?
LD Take control of YOUR life.  I get this all the time, and I tell them the
same thing—learn how to read the nutritional label.  A lot of people pay
close attention to the grade of gasoline that is going into their car, but they
won’t do the same for their body.  And guess what, you can trade that car
in.  A lot of times people do not realize that there is a simple explanation
for why people gain weight: they consume more calories than their bodies
need.  When you’re not burning enough calories through your daily activi-
ties, your body stores that unused energy as fat.  And for approximately
every 3,500 calories that you consume but don’t use, you gain one pound.
But healthy is not only about weight, it’s also about the quality of food you
consume.  An example is my little sister.  She took my advice of eating
breakfast, so she stopped at a fast-food place.  Her breakfast choices
included a double sandwich, hash browns, sweet bread with icing (of
course), and a small milkshake.  This was a total of 2,400 calories and 136
grams of fat (including 46 grams of saturated fat, and 21 grams of trans
fats)!  How did I know the totals?  They are listed on the back of the tray
liner they give every person with their order.  She was exceeding her daily
caloric intake by 1,000 calories, so technically not only was she spent for
the day, but if she ate nothing else each day (which would be bad for her),
she would still gain one pound every four days.  She was astonished at the
math.  Now she tries paying attention to her calories, walks for at least 30
minutes per day, along with following a reduced calorie diet (a deficit of
500 calories per day) and she is losing the weight in a healthy manner. 
Most importantly, make your foods count; know what they are doing for
you, how many nutrients (vitamins and minerals) you are getting from
each bite.  Take CONTROL of YOUR choices.   
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LB AS A CERTIFIED NUTRITIONIST, HOW DO YOU SUGGEST PARENTS
ADDRESS THE EPIDEMIC OF CHILDHOOD OBESITY IN THE U.S.?
LD  Here are some scary numbers:  one out of five children in the U.S. is
overweight or at risk of being overweight.  This is not about appearance or
just a little “gordito.”   This is about children suffering (notice I said suffer-
ing) from morbidities (diseases associated with) of obesity.  The parent
and the child must be ready to make changes in behavior.  In some cases,
particularly for small children, intervening with parents alone may be
effective.  In these cases, emphasis is put on things that parents have con-
trol over—the food environment of the home (e.g. what foods are avail-
able in the home), family eating behaviors (e.g. limiting eating out, serving
portions from the kitchen instead of self-service at the dinner table), and
parental responses to child behaviors (e.g. giving food contingent on
behavior, i.e., candy when good, deprivation when bad).  Parents need to
be conscious of what their kids eat when at school.  

The most important factor that I believe contributes to poor eating in chil-
dren, is that the parents forget that they are the parents.  My mom never
handed me a menu; I ate what was served on the kitchen table and she
dictated what was considered “normal”—in our case a well balanced
meal, not take-out.

LB TELL US ABOUT YOUR FIRST BOOK, “LATIN LOVER LITE.”
LD Part of the title “Latin Lover” says it all.  I feel that as Latinos we have
a love affair with food.  Cooking a great meal can show how much you love
someone, I know that is what we do in our family.  But at the same time, I
lost three of my four grandparents to complications of diabetes.  So that
kind of love can be a double-edged sword if we don’t make it healthy, or in
this case “Lite.”  See, you can have it all, Latin flavored healthy cuisine!

LB YOUR SECOND BOOK, “BEST LOVED MEXICAN COOKING WITH CHEF
LALA,” HAS JUST BEEN PUBLISHED.  WHAT NEW OR DIFFERENT GROUND
DOES IT COVER COMPARED TO YOUR FIRST BOOK?
LD This book is more a compilation of the foods I personally grew up with
living in America and being Mexican.  My father and mother were very
involved in the project.  And this time around, even though there is not an
emphasis on “lite” or “healthy” in the title of the book, I did include nutri-
tional information for each recipe.  You can eat taquitos, just make sure
you do the math so as not exceed the amount of fat and calories that is
right for you—moderation is key.  The book includes a lot of my favorites
like Birria, huevos divorciados, tres leches cake and so much more.  The
recipes are easy and authentic, and the book also includes an illustration
of every recipe.

LB YOU ARE INVOLVED WITH SEVERAL HEALTH-RELATED ORGANIZA-
TIONS, INCLUDING THE AMERICAN DIABETES ASSOCIATION, AMERICAN
HEART ASSOCIATION, CHILDREN’S HOSPITAL OF LOS ANGELES AND PARA
LOS NIÑOS, AMONG OTHERS.  COULD YOU RELATE SOME OF YOUR
ACTIVITIES IN THIS AREA?
LD I used to be shy about my community involvement, but now I realize a
good attitude is contagious and I tell everyone what I am doing, just in
case it inspires them to help others and change lives.  I try to make a dif-
ference through innovative giving and volunteering.  I believe in educa-
tional outreach, which builds strong and productive communities, com-
munities in which individuals have the chance to learn about health,
opportunity and the well-being of children, which is essential to the pros-
perity and vitality of our communities around the world.  As I like to say, "It
is good to let a little sunshine out as well as in."

LB  WHAT DO YOU SUGGEST TO TODAY’S OVER-SCHEDULED URBAN FAM-
ILIES THAT SEEMINGLY CAN’T FIND ADEQUATE TIME TO PREPARE NUTRI-
TIOUS MEALS, OR EVEN SIT DOWN LONG ENOUGH TO EAT PROPERLY?
LD If you do not have time to work out and eat right, prepare to make a
lot of time for disease!  For example, having a heart attack and being in the
hospital takes a lot of time.  I don’t think we ever consciously want to hurt
ourselves, but sometimes we put everyone else before ourselves (health
and nutrition) because of love.  Of course, not realizing that same selfless
love can limit the amount of time and/or quality of time we spend with our
loved ones.  Sit down, enjoy your meals, enjoy your family—sometimes
the best memories are created around the kitchen table.  Mine were. 

LB TELL US ABOUT YOUR CATERING BUSINESS—DO YOU CATER EVENTS
FOR L.A.’S FAMOUS CELEBRITY POPULATION?
LD I feel like I’m about to kiss and tell.  Recently I catered at Rita Perlman
and Danny Devito’s home.  One of my favorite events was at the home of
attorney to the stars, Peter Lopez and wife Catherine Bach (she played
Daisy Duke).  She is so cool.  When I asked her what she wanted for a
menu she just said to make it tasty, hearty and Latin.  She also wanted to
make sure there was a big pot of frijoles and hand-made tortillas for the
guests that stayed late so that they could nosh.  Carlos Santana, Oscar De
la Jolla, Babyface, Billy Bush, and many familiar faces were there.  I have
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catered for a lot of politicians and a lot of celebrities, but most important-
ly I have catered for a lot of wonderful people that enjoy good food.   

LB DO YOU HAVE ANY FAVORITE, OR ‘SIGNATURE’ DISHES?
LD I don’t have a signature dish, I just love all food.  I love to experiment
with world flavors like Asian, Indian and Moroccan.

LB AS WITH ANY OF THE ARTS, SUCCESS IS NOT THE OUTCOME OF CRE-
ATIVE ABILITY ALONE.  COULD YOU COMMENT ON THE IMPORTANCE OF
THE BUSINESS ASPECT OF YOUR CULINARY PURSUITS?
LD The number of restaurants that fail in the first year is scary.  I always
advise chefs to attend business classes to be able to maximize their tal-
ents.  Realistically, the chef should not do it all, but how can he know what
to expect of others if he does not have a full understanding of what is
needed to succeed in business (i.e. marketing, accounting, legal and tax
requirement, etc.)?  Knowledge is power.      

LB YOU INTERCHANGE FREELY BETWEEN ENGLISH AND SPANISH MEDIA.
ARE THERE ANY DIFFERENCES IN PRESENTATION TO APPEAL MORE
EFFECTIVELY TO CULTURALLY DIVERSE AUDIENCES?
LD I think ten years ago I would have said “absolutely!”  Now the differ-
ences are not that big.  Hispanic media is more animated and the ques-
tions usually lead to family, instead of individual needs.  With Hispanic
acculturation and assimilation, we seem to be more of a recipe containing
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two cultures.  After all, that is what America was built on, a melting pot.
These days I find more melting that ever, regardless of the language. 

LB YOU ARE A RECIPIENT OF BOTH MACY’S ‘COMMUNITY STAR AWARD’
AND GENERAL MILLS’ ‘CORAZON DE COMUNIDAD’ AWARD.  WHAT ARE
THE CRITERIA THAT LED TO THESE AWARDS?
LD I was nominated several times over.  They could not disclose who or
how, all I know is that I was nominated several times and then the final
decisions were made by the prospective companies.  What I do know is
that it is an honor.  I hope these awards inspire my peers to do their part,
because it is so important.  I applaud the companies that elevate the pos-
itive deeds of others; they don’t always make the news, but they definitely
make a difference in people’s lives on so many levels.
LB DO YOU HAVE ANY FAVORITE OCCASIONAL RELAXATION/RECREATION
DIVERSIONS FROM YOUR INTENSE PROFESSIONAL SCHEDULE THAT
HELP YOU MAINTAIN YOUR ENTHUSIASM AND A FRESH OUTLOOK?
LD I love to get a massage.  My job is very physical and the constant trav-
eling can take its toll.  So that is my husband and mine’s “date night.”  We
call it a tune-up. I also love to hang out with my entire family—parents, sis-
ters, nephews, son and my husband—cooking at home, eating out, what-
ever, but it usually involves food!

LB IN PARTING, IS THERE ANY ADVICE YOU’D LIKE TO LEAVE WITH OUR
READERS?
LD Be good to yourself—you really are what you eat! 
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