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Starting From Scratch
If you’ve ever had to feed a crowd a healthy, 
delicious meal on a super-tight budget, then 
you have an inkling of what Diana Flores 
accomplishes on a daily basis. As director 
of nutrition services for Sacramento City 
Unified School District, Flores is responsible 
for providing meals to more than 40,000 
students on a typical school day. It’s a job 
that requires equal parts ingenuity and orga-
nization—and no small amount of moxie.

“We literally touch almost every student 
in the district with just this one program,” 
explains Flores. “It’s not as easy as just 
cooking food. It’s having to meet the meal 
requirements—ensuring there’s enough 
protein, enough whole grains, 
making meals that are lower  
in sodium, lower in fat.” 

Two generations ago, cafete-
ria meals in public schools were 
largely made from scratch. 
“Basically, if they found a 
recipe they liked, they could 
make it,” she says. But when 
federal policies and funding 
mechanisms for school nutrition programs 
changed in the 1980s, scratch cooking fell 
by the wayside. In its place came prepack-
aged and processed meals.

Flores has been on a years-long quest 

to change that. Her goal is to 
serve hot, homestyle meals 
that appeal to kids’ taste 
buds while also fulfilling their 
nutritional needs. That’s the 
impetus behind the district’s 
50,000-square-foot Central 
Kitchen, which is expected to 
be in full swing this fall. “The 
Central Kitchen allows us to 
operationalize scratch cooking,” 
explains Flores. “At some of our 
school sites, the kitchens are 
too small to even have a sink for 
washing produce.”

The spacious new facility will 
also allow Flores and her team 

to procure and 
prepare more 
local produce 
“so everything is 
fresher and tastes better.”
As she puts it, “When you 
get a mandarin from Penryn 
in season, it is the most 
fabulous tasting mandarin. 
If you want students to eat 

produce, it needs to taste its best.”
But buying local is about more than 

flavor. It’s also about saving money, in 
many cases. “My farm-to-school program 
started because I could get nicer produce 

from local sources [versus the federal 
commodities program], says Flores. “We 
couldn’t afford mandarins before, but when 
I bought them from the grower direct, it was 
a cost savings and it was a better product.”

Due to various constraints, it may take 
several years before the district can oper-
ate a fully scratch kitchen. But launching 
the Central Kitchen represents an impor-
tant first step toward that goal.—Catherine 

Warmerdam 

Beginner’s Pluck
When Mireya Godinez-Valencia opened her first restaurant, 
Mezcal Grill, in Natomas in 2009, she was a complete novice 
with no experience running a commercial kitchen. “She used to 
cook for us at home and her food was amazing, but she was not 
used to cooking on a bigger scale,” explains her son, Enrikke, 
who helps operate the family business along with siblings Eddie 
and Erika. That’s why it’s even more impressive that Mireya now 
owns two of the city’s most esteemed Mexican eateries. (A second 
Mezcal Grill opened on Broadway in Tahoe Park in 2019.) 

How’d she do it? “I think it’s all about her hospitality,” says 
Enrikke. “From the very start, she wanted to host customers like 

Mireya Godinez-Valencia
they were friends and family in her home.” Connecting with 
people is Mireya’s gift. “She likes to entertain. She likes to talk 
to people. Even though she’s not at the restaurant every day, 
when she does come in, customers recognize her right away and 
want to take photos with her.”	

Mezcal Grill also happens to serve great food. “In the begin-
ning, we had a chef who played an important role in helping us 
develop our menu,” Enrikke says. “We included foods from all 
over Mexico because we wanted to appeal to everyone. We have 
foods from Jalisco, Michoacán, even Southern California-style 
burritos.” Mezcal Grill’s carnitas, among the most popular dish-
es, “are made the way my grandma made them many years ago.” 

The bar offerings have improved considerably since the res-
taurant first opened. Back then, “we had no idea how to run a 
bar program,” admits Enrikke, who pitches in to tend bar when 
needed. The cocktail menu features a classic lineup of mar-
garitas as well as inventive concoctions like the Drunk 
Tamarindo, made with mezcal, tamarind syrup, lime and agave 
and garnished with sweet-and-sour tamarindo candy.

In the end, Mezcal Grill is the kind of restaurant you want to 
root for, especially in light of the pandemic shuttering many 
beloved family-run operations like this one. Mireya, a single 
mom who quit her previous job to open a restaurant because, 
according to Enrikke, “she didn’t want to work for a company 
anymore,” toiled every day from open to close in the early years, 
giving it all she had. “She is our biggest hero. She is a go-getter, 
very ambitious and hardworking. Everything we know is because 
of her.”—CATHERINE WARMERDAM

Diana Flores 
“ W H E N  Y O U  G E T  A 
M A N D A R I N  F R O M 
P E N R Y N  I N  S E A S O N ,  I T 
I S  T H E  M O S T  FA B U L O U S 
TA S T I N G  M A N D A R I N .  I F 
Y O U  WA N T  S T U D E N T S  T O 
E AT  P R O D U C E ,  I T  N E E D S 
T O  TA S T E  I T S  B E S T.”
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