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Chef Johnny Hernandez has a busy schedule, 
and it doesn’t seem to be clearing up any  
time soon. I’m meeting with San Antonio’s 
Mexican food bigwig at the place where his 

culinary career first took flight: his catering business, 
True Flavors. Hernandez comes out of the kitchen 
and greets me with a plate in hand. “This is the rest  
of my breakfast,” he says. 

The time is 6 p.m. on a Tuesday evening, and he  
is not joking.

“I haven’t been in the kitchen today. I had a 
two-hour board meeting this morning, then another 
meeting, and another meeting,” Hernandez points 
out. “I was in my office for only 15 minutes to catch 
up on things.” 

Despite his sturdy physique, he confesses that 
all he managed to eat this morning was a sausage.   
Meetings are now part of his weekly schedule, and 
with a culinary empire growing by the minute, 
Hernandez has dedicated more time to take on a 
businessman’s responsibilities.

Hernandez’s catering business began in 1994 
in a small kitchen in San Antonio, and his love of 

The San Antonio Chef
Is Always Cooking 

Up New Ideas
B y  RO C ÍO  G U E NTH E R

 CHEF 
   JOHNNY
HERNANDEZ

(PHOTO courtesy of JULIANA IBARRA)

regional and authentic Mexican food pushed him to open 
several restaurants, a move that has proved to be more 
successful than he could’ve ever imagined. 

La Gloria, his first restaurant, opened in 2010 
at the Pearl Brewery. After La Gloria’s success came 
The Frutería-Botanero by Chef Johnny Hernandez in 
Southtown in 2012, and later El Machito, located on 
Jones Maltsberger by the Alamo Quarry Market in 2014. 
Today, La Gloria restaurants can also be found on I-10 
near the Dominion, at the San Antonio International 
Airport, and most recently at Caesar’s Palace in  
Las Vegas.

Since his foray into restaurants, Hernandez has  
been featured as a guest judge on “Top Chef,” and his 
recipes have been included in such publications as Bon 
Appétit and Wine Enthusiast. How he manages to oversee 
all his businesses and retain the quality and service he  
is so respected for remains a mystery to many.

After our initial greeting, Hernandez guides me to 
an office in the front 
and then goes back to 
the kitchen to put away 
his plate of food. Still 
wearing his apron and a 
double-breasted chef’s 
jacket over gray slacks, 
he returns to wipe the 
office table with  
a cloth. “Sorry, we had a tasting in here today,” he says.  

After wiping down the table, Hernandez finally 
sits down. He then nonchalantly takes out a golden 
bottle of Tequila Herradura and two shot glasses in the 
shape of small goblets. The shot glasses are hand blown, 
quintessentially Mexican. He unwraps the plastic from 
the crystal tequila bottle and pushes strands of his 
longish black hair behind his ear.

“I’m gonna have a little tequila. I brought an extra 
glass—would you like a little bit?” he asks. I accept his 
offer and we clink the glasses with a quick, “Salud.”  
We bond over tequila and a shared Mexican heritage. 
As we laugh and share memories of Mexico, speaking to 
Hernandez feels like reconnecting with an old friend. 

The bottle, a unique tequila reposado, was especially 
crafted for his flagship restaurant, La Gloria. Hernandez 
says this is the first time he is trying it in its bottled form.

Hernandez, now in his late forties, has become a 
connoisseur of many things, but you can tell tequila is one 
of his biggest passions; his delectable margaritas at La 
Gloria are proof. Hernandez explains how his tequila hails 
from a special program that Tequila Herradura created for 
restaurateurs. Hernandez took his management team to a 
hacienda where they learned about the process of tequila. 

“I bought a whole barrel; I have different kinds for 
all my restaurants,” Hernandez says. Depending on the 

drinking program of each of his restaurants, he  
picks and chooses from an array of tequila profiles.  
He explains that it’s like a single vineyard wine or a 
single barrel scotch. He gets to select a barrel before  
the master distiller blends everything and prepares  
to bottle it for distribution.

Hernandez has always had a love for the culinary 
world. His earliest food memory is that of a flour tortilla. 

“I used to sleep under my father’s cutting board 
when I was a little boy,” Hernandez says with a smile. 
“The sounds of the kitchen, the hustle and bustle, the 
aroma—they were always there.” 

He moves his hands throughout the conversation 
as he speaks, expressing his deeply rooted passion for 
the atmosphere of a kitchen. Recognizing food as a 
respectable career path, his father sparked Hernandez’s 
desire to pursue an education in the culinary arts. 

“He wanted me to learn French cooking,” Hernandez 
explains. “My father told me, ‘I don’t want you to cook 

tacos.’” Hernandez lets 
out a laugh at the irony 
of his father’s wish.

Following a degree 
in 1989 from the 
Culinary Institute of 
America in New York, 
where he learned 
techniques based on 

French cuisine, Hernandez went on to work in Las Vegas 
and California. After graduation, while doing volunteer 
work as a chef in the culturally rich city of Aguascalientes 
located in north central Mexico, Hernandez discovered 
street foods and dishes he had never encountered before. 

Curious, Hernandez traveled all over Mexico for  
the next few years, and realized he didn’t truly understand 
the breadth of Mexican food. He discovered the regional 
complexities and diversity of dishes throughout the 
country, which consequently opened his eyes to the value 
of pursuing authentic Mexican cuisine. 

He eventually returned to San Antonio to cook all 
kinds of dishes in his catering business that started in 
1994. A sense of entrepreneurial spirit and a yearning  
for home helped make the return an easier one. In the 
end, his career came full circle, back to his roots, back  
to Mexican food.

“Not in a million years did I think I would be cooking 
Mexican food,” Hernandez says, laughing and taking 
another sip of tequila. 

Unfortunately, a lot of people in the United States, 
including Texans, still don’t know the difference between 
Tex-Mex and authentic Mexican cuisine, which varies  
by region. 

“There’s certainly a better understanding of it, but  
it’s still very limited,” Hernandez shares. “It’s a cuisine 

“ You never stop learning, your 
recovery rate just gets better.”

– Johnny Hernandez
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that’s not yet understood completely.”
Hernandez explains that Mexico’s cuisine is 

preserved and very traditional. It hasn’t gone through  
an evolution, like other more famous cuisines, such as 
the French. 

“It’s only recently that chefs from Mexico have 
elevated the cuisine, spurred its evolution, and that it’s 
being appreciated more,” Hernandez observes.

The United States still has a long way to go. 
Hernandez believes there are a lot of fusions that 
complicate things for the consumer, and the majority 
of the country doesn’t understand the difference in 
regionalities and styles of food. But this setback is 
exactly what has ensured Hernandez’s success.

Hernandez and his team have set out to do things  
in the most authentic way possible, and they have stood 
out for this reason. Nowadays, Hernandez points out,  
the consumer is being educated at a very rapid rate. 

“We’re successful and popular because people seek 
out authentic cuisine,” he says.

 Each of his restaurants has a different concept, 
such as The Frutería’s more modern twist and ambiance 
compared to La Gloria. But in essence, all of his 
restaurants focus on providing authentic Mexican drinks 
and dishes. Hernandez leans back in his chair comfortably, 
thinking about everything that led to his success.

Hernandez’s return to San Antonio has been key in 
elevating the city as a cultural and culinary destination. 
In 2013 Hernandez won the Con Corazón Award, given 

by the San Antonio Convention and Visitors Bureau. 
Each year, the city awards a person or organization that 
has helped make San Antonio a better place to live and 
visit by bringing long-term and prestigious exposure to 
the city. Hernandez was praised for his hard work and 
determination, his efforts in the community, and the 
pride and passion he brings to businesses. 

A national traveler, Hernandez has helped spread 
the word about San Antonio and has been a great 
proponent of the tourism industry. City leaders believe 
his commitment to quality and tastefulness enhances 
the city. Always on the go and busy attending meetings, 
Hernandez still manages to lend his time and advise 
others on their culinary ventures.

Hernandez wants to share authentic Mexican food 
with others, to educate individuals about what he once 
was oblivious to. Hernandez explained that not only is 
Mexican cuisine misunderstood in the U.S., but it is also 
misconstrued all over the world. 

“I have a big project in London that I’m working on 
right now,” he says. He’s a consultant for a 40-chain 
restaurant concept in the U.K., and is advising them on 
how to rebrand themselves and be more successful.

Even though nothing is set in stone, he tells me he 
is flirting with the idea of a possible restaurant concept 
in London—perhaps his very own La Gloria will pop 
up over there someday. “We’ll see what happens, it’s 
exciting,” Hernandez said. “There’s definitely a big 
interest in learning about Mexican food and other 

cultures in the U.K.”
Working in the food industry for more 

than 21 years, running restaurants, big 
kitchens, and expanding into larger operations 
has given Hernandez a strong foundation of 
experience. He says he’s had challenges along 
the way and that success hasn’t come without 
sacrifice, time, and struggle. 

“You never stop learning, your recovery 
rate just gets better,” Hernandez adds.

Recently, private equity groups have 
approached Hernandez about acquiring his 
brand and expanding it at a rapid pace. These 
groups capitalize on businesses that are 
poised for growth, buy the brand, and open 
dozens if not hundreds of them. 

Should he expand and acquire more,  
or should he keep it small and remain 
involved in the day-to-day operations?  
Do these groups have the foundation to 
execute growth, but keep the quality intact? 

These are some of the questions 
Hernandez ponders every night. “Even if 
we go down that path, how do we ensure 
success?” he asks himself. He sighs. “There’s 

Hernandez’s flagship restaurant, La Gloria, is located at the  
Pearl Brewery complex. (PHOTO by XAVIER GARZA)

more opportunity than there is time.”
It’s clear to Hernandez that there’s a world of 

difference between being a chef and being a business 
owner. He believes it’s all about strong partnerships 
as well as the importance of finding someone who 
understands the concept and the level of quality and 
service to maintain brand quality and standards. 

But by now, Hernandez is not afraid to try anything 
new and has become comfortable with risk and stress. 
Today he’s more involved in the oversight of his 
restaurants, rather than the day-to-day operations 
inside them. Last weekend he was in Los Angeles 
filming a cooking show, and he has another one coming 
up next week, before flying off to London again.

 “My life is pretty crazy,” Hernandez says. In the 
midst of the craziness, he stays afloat knowing he has an 
awesome team. 

“You always lead by example, but as you grow, at 
some point you have to empower your leadership team,” 
Hernandez reflects. “They are the ones who embody 
your culture and your philosophy, but that takes time, 
understanding and channeling talent, and seeing 
someone’s potential.” 

He touches on London again. “The London project is 
really exciting, I’m digging it,” he says. “I see the need for 
an authentic Mexican food concept there.” 

He tells me of his travels there, where he ate, and his 
research abroad. We end by talking about the Indian food 
community in London and how it’s grown in recent years.

 Suddenly, he raises his voice and opens his palm. 
“Why not try an Indian-Mexican fusion concept over 
there?” he exclaims.

 The new ideas don’t stop for Hernandez, and his  
face lights up like a little kid every time he comes up  
with something new. 

Hernandez stands up and shows me some framed 
images on the wall as we end our conversation. He 
points to news clippings of when La Gloria first opened, 
diplomas, awards, and more. But he hesitates the longest 
at a single photograph on the wall. 

“There’s my father, that was his catering business, 
and there I am,” he says, pointing to a sepia-colored 
photograph. A young wide-eyed boy with messy black 
hair stands in line next to a group of individuals in a 
small room with a long table. Back then, Hernandez was 
already in on the kitchen operations. 

Today, his eyes are still wide and alive like that  
little boy wearing an apron in his father’s kitchen. But 
now with a passion for new ideas. He lingers on the 
picture a while longer, and says, “It’s been an interesting 
few years.” l

Rocío Guenther graduated from Trinity in May 2016 with a 
major in English and a minor in Political Science. A native 
Spanish speaker from Guadalajara, Mexico, Guenther  
is equally fluent in writing and speaking English. She is 
passionate about good food and good travel, and writes 
for Edible San Antonio and the Rivard Report.

“La Gloria” translates to heaven or paradise. This mural outside of Hernandez’s La Gloria reads, “You don’t have to die to 
go to heaven.” (PHOTO by XAVIER GARZA)


