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The Caesar Salad: Chemistry,
Tradition, and Invention in Tijuana

Essential Question:

How do people use knowledge from the past to create something new
when faced with changing circumstances or limitations?

A salad may not seem like a subject for history or science. Yet the Caesar Salad offers an
opportunity to study both. Its story connects a busy border city, international migration,
culinary traditions, chemistry, entrepreneurship, and one of the oldest ideas about human
creativity:

Necessity is the mother of invention.

The Caesar Salad is generally credited to Italian-born restaurateur Caesar Cardini, who
operated restaurants in Tijuana, Mexico. The traditional story places its creation in Tijuana on
July 4, 1924. However, historians have found competing accounts concerning exactly who first
created the dish and precisely how it came together. Cardini's daughter Rosa later described her
father as the creator, while other accounts have
credited his brother Alex or people working in
the restaurant (Bramen, 2009; Fiegl, 2009).

That uncertainty does not make the story less
interesting. It gives us an opportunity to ask an
important historical question:

How do we know what we think we know
about the past?

© 2025-2026 Villarreal Educational Enterprises, Inc. Licensed under Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0
International (CC BY-NC 4.0).



Tijuana: A City Ready for Something New

To understand the Caesar Salad, we first need to understand Tijuana in the 1920s.

The United States was experiencing Prohibition, a period when the production and sale of
alcoholic beverages were prohibited by federal law. Tijuana, just across the border from
California, became an important destination for visitors seeking entertainment that was
restricted in the United States (Gomez Estrada, 2019).

Restaurants, hotels, nightclubs, horse racing, gambling, and other forms of entertainment
attracted visitors from California and beyond. During the 1920s, Tijuana experienced a major
tourism boom as thousands of U.S. visitors crossed the border seeking alcohol and
entertainment unavailable to them at home (Gémez Estrada, 2019).

This created an unusual environment for a
restaurant owner.

A successful restaurateur needed to serve people
who were traveling, celebrating, and looking for
experiences they could not easily find at home. The
restaurant was not simply a place to eat. It was part
of the entertainment.

That environment helps explain another part of the
Caesar Salad story: the preparation itself
became part of the experience (Bramen,
2009).

The Magic Is in the Chemistry

The original Caesar Salad was much simpler than many versions served today. Accounts of the
early recipe describe ingredients including romaine lettuce, olive oil, egg, Parmesan cheese,
Worcestershire sauce, citrus juice, and toasted bread or croutons. Later versions added or
emphasized ingredients such as garlic, mustard, and anchovies (Bramen, 2009).

So why do these ingredients work so well together?
Part of the answer is emulsification.

Oil and water do not naturally mix. If you pour oil into a liquid such as citrus juice, the two
separate. But egg yolk contains substances called phospholipids, including lecithin. These
molecules have chemical properties that allow them to interact with both fat and water
(American Chemical Society, 2022).
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When egg yolk is vigorously mixed with other ingredients while olive oil is slowly incorporated,
lecithin helps stabilize tiny droplets of oil within the water-based ingredients. The result is an
emulsion—a mixture in which one liquid is dispersed throughout another liquid that would
normally separate from it (American Chemical Society, 2022; Nakamura et al., 1988).

This is one reason the preparation of a Caesar dressing can look almost magical.
But chemistry is only part of the story.

The ingredients also create a balance of flavors. Citrus provides acidity. Olive oil provides
richness. Parmesan contributes saltiness and savory flavor. Worcestershire sauce contributes
additional savory depth, including umami. Garlic and pepper add aroma and sharpness. The
crisp romaine provides freshness and texture, while toasted bread contributes crunch.

The final dish is greater than any single ingredient.

That is chemistry—and culinary creativity working together.
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Old Traditions, New Creation

Caesar Cardini did not invent every element of the salad.

Olive oil had been used for thousands of years in
Mediterranean cooking. Bread was an ancient food long before
the Caesar Salad. Cheese-making traditions were centuries
old. Eggs, greens, citrus, garlic, and seasonings had all been
used by cooks for generations.

Cardini's achievement was not necessarily discovering
something that had never existed before.

It was combining familiar things in a new way.

This is one of the most important ideas we can learn from
cooking.

Innovation does not always mean starting from nothing. Often, innovation means taking
knowledge inherited from previous generations and using it in a new situation.

A cook can inherit a technique without copying a recipe.
A family can preserve a tradition while changing it.

A community can receive influences from many places and create something that belongs to a
new place.

The Caesar Salad demonstrates this process.

Italian culinary traditions were part of Cardini's background. California was part of his business
world. Mexico provided the setting in Tijuana where they all came together. And the customers
came from many places.

The result was something new.

Necessity Is the Mother of Invention

The most famous version of the Caesar Salad story begins with a problem.

According to the Cardini family account, the restaurant was overwhelmed by a large Fourth of
July crowd in 1924. The kitchen was running short of ingredients, and Cardini needed to serve
his guests with what remained available. Rather than simply telling customers that the kitchen
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was running low, the story says that he brought together the ingredients he had and prepared
the salad at the table, turning the preparation into part of the dining experience (Bramen, 20009;
Fiegl, 2009).

Whether every detail of this story can be proven is another historical question.
But the underlying lesson is powerful.
A limitation can become an opportunity for invention.

Cardini faced a practical problem: How do you feed a crowd when you do not have everything
you expected to have?

The answer was not to stop.
It was to look at what was available and ask:
What can I make with this?

That same question has inspired cooks, farmers, engineers, artists, scientists, and entrepreneurs
throughout history.
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Necessity Appeared Again

There was another problem facing Cardini.

A restaurant in Tijuana needed to attract customers in a competitive entertainment district. A
good meal might bring customers once. An unusual experience could give them something to
remember.

Preparing the salad tableside transformed cooking into theater. Guests could watch the
ingredients being combined in front of them. The salad was not merely food; it became part of
the experience (Bramen, 2009).

The dish could therefore solve two problems at once:
What can we serve?

and

How can we make the experience memorable?
The answer became part of Cardini's restaurant identity.

The Caesar Salad eventually became popular beyond Tijuana, particularly in California and
among Hollywood's restaurant-going public. From there, the dish continued its journey into
restaurants throughout the United States and eventually around the world (Bramen, 2009).

From Necessity to Legacy

There is something remarkable about what happened in Tijuana.

A restaurant owner faced a busy evening.

A kitchen had limited supplies.

A cook combined ingredients that had histories of their own.

A dining room became a stage.

And a dish that began in a border city eventually became recognized around the world.

The Caesar Salad reminds us that invention does not always arrive in a laboratory or a factory.
Sometimes it happens in a kitchen.
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It also reminds us that innovation is rarely created from
nothing. The past provides the ingredients. The present
provides the problem. Creativity provides the
connection.

The Caesar Salad is therefore more than a recipe.

It is a lesson in chemistry, history, cultural exchange,
entrepreneurship, and innovation.

And perhaps its greatest lesson is the simplest:

Necessity may be the mother of invention, but
knowledge from previous generations gives invention
something to work with.

Think About It

When you look at a familiar food, ask yourself:

What older traditions made this food possible—and what new circumstances
caused someone to combine those traditions in a different way?

That question can lead us far beyond the dinner table.
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Student Questions

1. Remembering: Where and when is the Caesar Salad generally believed to have been
created, and who is most commonly credited with its creation?

2. Understanding: Explain in your own words what an emulsion is and how egg yolk
helps create one in Caesar dressing.

3. Applying: Imagine that you are a restaurant owner and discover that you are running
low on ingredients during a busy evening. Using the idea of “necessity is the mother of
invention,” describe how you might respond.

4. Analyzing: The Caesar Salad combines ingredients and culinary traditions that existed
before Cardini. Why might it be more accurate to describe his achievement as
innovation rather than simply “invention”?

5. Reflecting: The story of the Caesar Salad includes uncertainty about exactly who
created it. Why is it important for historians to distinguish between documented
evidence, family stories, and legends when studying the past?
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