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    All the information in this guidebook is subject to change. We recommend that you call ahead to obtain current information before traveling.


  




  About the Author




  Once upon a time, Andrea Feucht woke up to the realization that she was obsessed with food and wasn’t such a bad writer either. For nearly a decade she has been writing freelance, crafting tales of food personalities and casting a critical eye on restaurants. Her work is published locally and nationally for outlets including Edible Communities, Albuquerque The Magazine, Culture Cheese Magazine, and Guest Life. She augments the writing and eating with technology consulting and trail running in her adopted hometown of Albuquerque. She also heaps love on Santa Fe for its density of amazing eateries, and on unutterably gorgeous Taos for great food and inky coffee.




  For him who is fondly referred to as my “dining companion”




  [image: image]




  Introduction




  

    Santa Fe, Albuquerque, Taos—A Rio Grande Runs Through It


  




  The stretch from Albuquerque north to Santa Fe and onward to Taos is rich with culinary treasures—locals adore fancy places just as much as down-home spots that serve almost nothing but chile-smothered platters of comfort food. New Mexico hangs its hat on the devotion to chile seen in every populated place in the state, from farmer to gourmand. Tracing the influence of this fruit (chile is a fruit, not a vegetable) is a journey to what makes New Mexico delicious. It begins with the name Capsicum annuum, the genus and species of the Anaheim chile variety that New Mexico calls its own. The heat level famous for turning tourists into chile-heads is highly variable, and that fluctuation has very little to do with the seeds when planted.




  You didn’t think all chiles from the same species produced the same spice level, did you? (See the sidebar on the hottest chile you can get served in the state, p. 12.) Each chile plant’s heat is tightly bound with the growing conditions that season—a harsher climate makes for hotter chiles, as the capsaicin is the protection for the chile fruit against predators. If the environment is relatively nasty, the chiles need more defenses, and your palate is rewarded with a heaping dose of pain. After enough of that pain, endorphins kick in and make everything rosy again. Two other ways to produce this kind of effect are running a marathon and giving birth—eating chiles seems like a perfect compromise.
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  Consider the question, “Red or green?”




  New Mexican chiles are served in two colors: red and green. Each are the same fruit at different levels of ripeness. Green is younger and more vibrant in both taste and texture when fresh; red has been allowed to ripen and mellow to an earthier taste, but the texture has started to soften, so most red chile pods are dried out before use. The famous chile wreaths, called ristras, hanging in doorways are simply the best way to dry out chiles for cooking—they happen to be really pretty, too. New Mexican dishes are served with a diner’s choice of red or green, or “Christmas”—both colors, one on each side of the plate.




  New Mexican Tastes: Fusion Cuisine Before It Was Cool




  The origin of New Mexican food can be found in its staples, as reverently spoken of by Natives in their pueblos: beans, corn, and squash. Those are known as the trinity of food—all three ingredients can be grown in New Mexico’s climate and provide a complete diet in between hunting seasons (deer, rabbit, and trout) or berry and nut foraging. New Mexico is rather nutty, with an ample history of pecans, pine nuts, pistachios, and walnuts.




  Combined with creeping influences from the south (Mexico) and Spanish settlers, the native ingredients fused in new ways to form a basis for a cuisine. The warmer climes provided exotic ingredients such as chile peppers, avocados, and citrus. From Spain came much of the meat we now eat, such as pigs, chickens, and cattle, and the wheat plants necessary for bread. Finally, they brought the one thing that made chocolate tasty to “Westerners”: sugarcane. Natives drank the cocoa beverage unsweetened, but Europeans found that unbearable, adding sugar and milk until satisfied. In a way, this foreshadowed what has happened to coffee over the years as well.




  Fry Bread & Tex-Mex: Despite Their Popularity,


  Not New Mexican Foods




  There are two categories of “not New Mexican” foods: deep-fried doughy things and Tex-Mex. There’s a short story for each, hopefully an illuminating glimpse into the beginnings of local food traditions and the misnomers that came along for the ride.




  Fry bread (also spelled frybread) was born of ingenuity and hunger and lives on nearly 150 years later. In the 1860s the controlling residents of the territory (namely members of the United States military who had themselves pushed out Spanish, Mexican, and Texan settlers) decided that to keep order after treaty talks went badly, they’d set up a place for the nearby Native tribes to live. By keeping them together and teaching them how to be modern farmers, it was hoped everything would work out, more or less. Almost 9,000 Mescalero Apache and Navajo people were marched in from as far away as northern Arizona to Fort Sumner in eastern New Mexico. Things didn’t go well—the native vegetable staples grew poorly, and wildlife harvest was forbidden. Starvation started to take hold. Lard, flour, sugar, and some canned goods were provided in the hope of keeping the peace, but many fled back to their original homes anyway. Those remaining survived by creating a dough, flattened by hand and fried in the lard: Fry bread was born.




  Fry bread has been adopted as a cultural icon and declared a traditional food for many Natives from South Dakota to Arizona; it is a staple of roadside vendors and powwows. There is no denying either the deliciousness of fry bread or its dubious health aspects. It remains a hot topic both as a reminder of the horrible conditions endured by the Fort Sumner occupants and a proud symbol of the resolve it took to survive and ultimately move back to federally designated reservations. When your next Indian Taco is chomped by eager teeth, give a moment of pause for the amazing story that brought it to your plate.




  Now, Tex-Mex? That’s another story altogether, thankfully one with less hardship. Simply put, many “Southwestern” foods such as fajitas, chili with beans, and nachos are foods dreamed up by Texan and Mexican ranchers looking for good eats when the day’s work was done. New Mexicans tend to be fond of our local eats and can distinguish between the two states’ typical foods, though both are appealing for their own reasons. Here is a dueling list of the two cuisines; keep in mind that neither these relative analogues nor the entire list itself is hard and fast—any item could be found in both states, but the differentiation in menus is still noticeable.
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      	TEX - MEX



      	NEW MEXICAN

    




    

      	Poblano chiles rellenos



      	Hatch chiles rellenos

    




    

      	Flour tortillas



      	Blue corn tortillas

    




    

      	Chips & chile con queso



      	Chips & salsa

    




    

      	Cayenne/chili powder



      	Hatch chiles (pureed)

    




    

      	Fajitas



      	Carne adovada

    




    

      	Chile con carne



      	Chile verde or Chile rojo

    




    

      	Breakfast tacos



      	Breakfast burrito

    




    

      	Chili burger Green



      	chile cheeseburger

    




    

      	Nopales (cactus)



      	Calabacitas (zucchini and corn)

    


  




  Innovation & Modern Sensibilities: The Mark Miller Era




  Modern New Mexican cuisine owes nearly everything to Mark Miller, who took local ingredients and started doing strange things with chiles and fruits and meats to wind up with duck and mango tamales and salsas that would raise any Mexican’s eyebrows. But he knew what he was doing, and nearly 30 years later the cuisine has been shaped indelibly.




  Mark Miller was not alone: Many Santa Fe restaurants incorporated native ingredients into their kitchens to ensure that the stacked blue corn enchilada plate would be forever in our hearts. This uniquely New Mexican platter stacks corn tortillas like pancakes with cheese and/or meat in between each layer, topping the pile with a fried egg and smothering it in chile. That’s our comfort food, and it’s found at nearly every restaurant that calls itself New Mexican, from the Frontier in Albuquerque to Tecolote Cafe in Santa Fe.




  Influences from other continents flow into the local cuisine, and nearly every cafe and fast-food chain offers chile with their food—yes, that includes McDonald’s. But rest assured there is no need to visit that burger chain for your meat-chile-cheese fix: Bobcat Bite, Owl Bar & Cafe, Bert’s Burger Bowl, or even our small franchise called Blake’s Lotaburger will hook you up with the fiery condiment.




  The Local Movement: Farm to Restaurant, Local Markets, CSAs




  In Santa Fe just a few years ago, a new farming partnership was taking shape. A local organization called the Santa Fe Alliance decided to pair farmers directly with restaurants rather than waiting for the weekly farmers’ markets. In a way, this was a restaurant-only CSA. The Farm to Restaurant project was born in 2010 with a modest budget to get the ball rolling and promote the idea. Within months more than a dozen chefs and producers were connected, and the dining front in Santa Fe has benefited ever since, with participants more than tripling in number.




  When it comes to farmers’ markets, Santa Fe enjoys a vibrant and hopping one year-round. The winter months showcase hardy produce like root vegetables and greens, with meats, cheeses, plants, and storable goods like honey rounding out the offerings. In late spring, however, the full spectrum of produce begins to appear, and while Santa Fe’s market goes back into bountiful mode, the summer markets throughout the rest of the state start up again.




  Community-supported agriculture (CSA) organizations serve to bring produce directly to consumers, bypassing even the farmers’ market. Santa Fe and Albuquerque both have robust options for weekly, biweekly, or longer “food box” subscriptions. An early favorite in Albuquerque was the emergence of Los Poblanos Organics in 2003, not hindered in any way by the fact that the owners were a gorgeous young couple with farming in their blood and a knack for PR. Monte and Amy Skarsgard transformed the way local produce shoppers thought and bought: Now you could pay a few hundred bucks up front and get boxes of produce every week or two for your whole family.
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  Within a few years, CSAs had sprouted all over the state and have grown like the organic weeds they have to contend with—many have grown from a few dozen subscribers to hundreds or more. There have never been so many ways to get your fresh veggies and fruits, not to mention ranched meats and the seemingly endless supply of delicious goat’s milk cheeses.




  You can find a larger list of statewide CSAs at farmersmarketsnm.org/Farmers_Markets/CSAs. Following are a few of the many regional farms and CSAs and the primary farmers’ market at which to find them:




  Beneficial Farm, Santa Fe and Albuquerque; year-round; (505) 453-3360; details@beneficialfarm.com; beneficialfarm.com.




  Desert Valley Farms, Albuquerque; mid-May through Sept; (505) 702-6310; desertvalleyfarms@gmail.com




  East Mountain Organic Farms, Santa Fe and Albuquerque; June through Oct; (505) 281-5083; eastmountainorganicfarms.com.




  Erda Gardens, Albuquerque; May through Oct; (505) 610-1538; info@erdagardens.org; erdagardens.org.




  Pollo Real, Santa Fe and Albuquerque; year-round; (505) 838-0345; polloreal.com.




  Red Tractor Farm, Albuquerque; June through Nov; redtractorfarm@yahoo.com; redtractorfarm.net.




  Skarsgard Farms, Santa Fe and Albuquerque; year-round; (505) 681-4060; skarsgardfarms.com.




  Talus Wind Heritage Meats CSA, Santa Fe; year-round; (505) 501-4940; taluswindranch.com.




  

    How to Use This Book


  




  The location-specific chapters begin with Santa Fe as a whole, then head over to Albuquerque in three sections, and finally to Taos. Each area has an overview map.




  Final chapters include one on taco trucks and then one on libations, from wine to craft beer to cocktails. To help you create some of the delectable dishes at your own table, the recipe chapter pulls knowledge from the minds of New Mexico’s top chefs and brings it out via the printed word, step by tasty step. Appendices follow to help find restaurants and shops by both cuisine and specialties.




  Each location chapter organizes restaurants by specific categories, such as favorites or the old-school landmarks, as well as by other features, such as culinary education, noteworthy retail shops, or even road trips. And, of course, there’s a price guide so that you’ll have a basic expectation for each spot.




  Visit foodloversnm.com, the website for this book, for updates on restaurant happenings and maps to all the regions and features.
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Foodie Faves


      This section covers everything from the hottest chef-driven destinations to the homiest holes in the wall.
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Landmarks


      Here you will find restaurants that have been around for ages or are reliable legends. Either way, the New Mexican food scene wouldn’t be the same without them.
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All Chile, All the Time


      This section lists restaurants that serve as benchmarks for chile consumption, either for and by locals or lauded for their friendliness to visitors experiencing chile for the first time.
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Specialty Stores, Markets & Producers


      Helping you navigate the long list of artisan bakeries, local butcher shops, and well-stocked specialty food markets, we give you a list of must-visit shops. Also included are coffee spots for the caffeine-challenged.
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Learn to Cook


      Hone your cooking skills at these classrooms and establishments.

    


  




  Price Code




  The price guide is based on the average price per entree at each restaurant.




  

    

      

        	$



        	less than $10

      




      

        	$$



        	10 to $20

      




      

        	$$$



        	$20 to $30

      




      

        	$$$$



        	more than $30

      


    


  




  

    Keeping Up with Food News


  




  There are a few great resources to stay abreast of what is current on the dining scene, or connect with other food fanatics about where to check out the latest food truck, how to make your own tortillas, or where to find the best source of locally grown poultry.




  Print Publications




  Edible Santa Fe, ediblesantafe.com. Monthly magazine devoted to food culture, gastronomic personalities, and trends in the tri-city (Santa Fe, Albuquerque, Taos) area.




  Local Flavor, localflavor.com. This free monthly publication highlights chefs, recipes, restaurants, and more.




  Local IQ, local-iq.com. A biweekly alternative to the Alibi, serving up reviews and food-world gossip alongside Albuquerque events and culture.




  Santa Fe Reporter, sfreporter.com. A weekly digest of culture and eats for the Santa Fe area, distributed free all over the state. Excellent food writing, with annual guides to dining.




  Weekly Alibi, alibi.com. Albuquerque’s free weekly available in hundreds of locations, the Alibi has been dishing about music, films, and food for nearly two decades. The food section features reviews and articles about edible interests.




  

    CHILE: HOT, HOTTER, HOTTEST




    We’ve got a thing for nearly burning our tongues off around here. While visitors might think this is craziness, locals know that one’s heat tolerance can be trained, so in reality the level of “ow ow ow” spiciness experienced is nearly the same for everyone, even at different true heat levels. Those heat levels are referred to as the Scoville scale, named after a chile researcher who wanted to classify the relative heat levels of peppers. Bell peppers are 0, while pepperoncini hit several hundred; jalapeños are several thousand, and those infamous habaneros are 100,000 or more. Our own New Mexican chiles score in the same range as jalapeños, but the heat of each pepper is dependent on both the strain of the plant and the harshness of conditions while growing. Think of it this way: In a tough season with not enough water, the plant needs to take action to protect its seeds from predators so new plants can survive if the bad weather continues. That protection is felt in the heat level, and the chemical is called capsaicin.




    Now, once the chile is ready to go and be served to your eager mouth, it is good to know which restaurants tend to choose hotter batches and prepare them without extra ingredients that might dull the heat (flour, sugar, et cetera). My strategy for getting all the heat is to order a “bowl of” whatever color you’re seeking. For red, it comes out looking like dark ketchup. Treat it like tomato soup and have a ball. Green is chunkier with chile pieces and sometimes ground meat, but the same eating suggestions apply.




    First up in Albuquerque is a longtime favorite, Perea’s New Mexican (p. 184). Their green is reliably potent, no matter what you smother it over. They are only open for breakfast and lunch, so you can make a bowl of green your new breakfast of champions. Right next to UNM is the Nob Hill location of Cecilia’s Cafe (p. 130), serving the hottest red I have eaten to date. There are spice-loving friends I know who won’t go near this bowl of fire. You have been warned—now go for it. Also in Albuquerque you’ll find a good and spicy bowl of red or green at Sadie’s New Mexican (p. 231; either location). This is notably convenient because many visitors love to try out Sadie’s, and the flame-tongues can have their needs met, too.




    Finally, Santa Fe: See the details on Horseman’s Haven (p. 88) for my story, but suffice it to say that the green is wicked and the “Level 2” green is off my charts. I could eat a few spoonfuls of it but never a bowlful. Shockingly, as the heat level hits the stratosphere, you can still taste the chile and its fresh vegetable flavor—if this is a trick, it’s a neat one.


  




  Blogs, Websites & Personalities




  Chowhound, chowhound.chow.com. First, search for the Southwest message board, then dive in to find opinionated yet experience-backed musings on gastronomic comings and goings all over the state.




  Duke City Fix, dukecityfix.com. Established in 2005, this city blog has been home to many writers and contributors on all things Albuquerque, from where to live to whose tamales are the best.




  Duke City Food, dukecityfood.com. Written by a critic for the Albuquerque Journal, this blog contains general food musings on the Albuquerque scene and maintains an archive of Journal-reviewed restaurants.




  Food Lover’s Guide to Santa Fe, Albuquerque, and Taos, foodloversnm.com. The website for this very book! You’ll find updates on restaurant happenings and maps to all the regions and features—super handy in an ever-changing business world.




  Gil’s Thrilling (and Filling) Blog, nmgastronome.com. Gil Garduno’s long list of evaluations, many complete with photos and notes about number of times visited. One of the most comprehensive restaurant lists for Albuquerque.




  Santa Fe Barman, santafebarman.com. A cocktail mixologist’s take on the food and beverage scene in Santa Fe; works slinging drinks at the Secreto Bar.




  

    Food & Drink Events


  




  Culinary festivals can be found all over the state of New Mexico, from swanky sponsored soirees to tribe-only harvest celebrations. This collection focuses on the Albuquerque–Santa Fe–Taos corridor, with one famously notable exception in southern New Mexico that no local guide could do without (the Hatch Chile Festival). This is a selection of the most interesting and largest food events, but a more comprehensive schedule is always available on the New Mexico tourism website: newmexico.org/cuisine/food_festivals.




  January




  Taos Winter Wine Festival, Taos; taoswinterwinefest.com. Nothing is ever small in Taos: The ski area is the largest in the state, the Rio Grande Gorge Bridge is massive and gorgeous (ha!), and this festival of all things food and wine is a phenomenal weekend. Start midweek with featured dinners in the evening, then on to Thursday with a few single vineyard tastings and the Taste of Taos & Reserve Tasting to keep tickling your taste buds. Skiing fanatic? All weekend you can even have booze in your ski boots with Apres Ski Tastings that convene at the bottom of the slopes in the lovely Bavarian Lodge. Friday and Saturday bring more tastings at landmark locations such as the Taos Inn and Lambert's. The crescendo is Saturday night with a Grand Tasting in the Ski Valley Resort with views of white slopes and the sounds of clinking glassware from 30 different wineries.
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  Souper Bowl, Albuquerque; rrfb.org.Souper Bowl, Santa Fe; thefooddepot.org. Every year foodie friends endure a round of questioning about their plans for the Souper Bowl, regardless of their appreciation for the pigskin. Once the meaning is clear—“It’s the one with the soup!”—tickets are purchased. Held by the Roadrunner Food Bank and the Food Depot, respectively, these events bring together dozens of soup crafters to each event for competition and gastronomic delight. In Albuquerque the event is held at the food warehouse, a way for the public to see how much their donations really help; in 2011, 251 tons per week were distributed all over the state. Attendees sample as many of the soups as they’d like, vote on their favorites, and finish off with treats from dessert tables dotted among the soups. Restaurants introduce new recipes or bring out their most beloved formulas, hoping for awards from diners and critics. Chowders do well with the attendees, but the critics often gravitate toward the inventive, like Mushroom White Chocolate Cappuccino.
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  February




  ARTFeast, Santa Fe; artfeast.com. ARTFeast is an annual festival devoted to Santa Fe artists, showcasing their new works in galleries all over town. The events go on all weekend, but the focus for food lovers is the Friday-evening Edible Art Tour, an all-you-can-stroll buffet of galleries, each one pairing with a local restaurant or chef. An inexpensive ticket buys an admission button and a map to the treasures, which include bite-size nibbles from each chef’s personal trove of recipes. Some foods are the chef’s “greatest hits,” like the paella on hand nearly every year from El Farol. Others are being tested for inclusion in future menus, or are one-of-a-kind treats just for this event. I’ve sampled delicate chocolate-dipped fresh herbs from a local chocolatier, sipped award-winning African peanut soup from Jambo Cafe, and quaffed margaritas of one’s dreams from Maria’s New Mexican Kitchen. The galleries stretch over a mile from end to end, and late-winter temperatures can be chilly, so my advice is stroll as fast as you can—or catch one of the event’s shuttle vans to get from one area to another.




  March




  Santa Fe Restaurant Week, Santa Fe; santafe.nmrestaurantweek.com.Albuquerque Restaurant Week, Albuquerque; albuquerque.nmrestaurantweek.com. Taos Restaurant Week, Taos; taos.nmrestaurantweek.com. Santa Fe is the first slot in the monthlong New Mexico Restaurant Week events all over the state. This relatively small town has embraced the festivities with open arms by showcasing more restaurants than any other city on the roster—even Albuquerque—proving that Santa Feans really, really dig their local culinary talent. The special prices and showy menus draw thousands out of their routine to try eateries on their “to do” list, from eclectic to showy. Most restaurants offer both lunch and dinner menus, giving diners a myriad of options from the frugal ($25 for two) to over the top ($40-plus per person).Other offerings range from wine tastings and cooking demonstrations to discounts on lodging. That means if you are itching for a really long vacation, you could tour the entire state, week by delicious week.
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    NEW MEXICAN FOOD TERMS GLOSSARY




    Albondigas. A clear-brothed meatball soup, found in down-home cafes.




    Biscochito. The state cookie; a shortbread-like round spiced with anise.




    Blue corn. Native corn kernels that make for pale blue tortillas.




    Bowl of red, and bowl of green. Chopped or pureed chile served as a soup with whole pinto beans and (optionally) meat.




    Breakfast burrito. Eggs, hash browns, cheese, and chile nestled in a flour tortilla.




    Calabacitas. Zucchini and corn sautéed together, served as a side dish.




    Capirotada. Lenten bread pudding studded with raisins.




    Carne adovada. Pork stewed in red chile until tender, served alone or as the meat in any New Mexican dish.




    Chicharrones. Fried pork skins, with or without a dusting of chile powder.




    Chiles. Capsicum annuum. Varieties include Hatch in the south, Chimayó in the north, and many others at individual farms.




    Chiles rellenos. Green chiles filled (usually with cheese), battered, and fried.




    Cilantro. Culinary herb used as garnish or a salsa ingredient.
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    Empanada. Pocket pie made from pastry dough, filled with spiced fruit.




    Enchiladas. Stacked layers of corn tortillas and cheese or meat, topped with chile, with or without fried egg.




    Flan. Caramel custard.




    Frijoles. Pinto beans, often refried (then called refritos).




    Green chile stew. Chopped chiles, pork, and potatoes stewed until tender in a rich broth.




    Horno. Native clay or brick oven used to bake breads or simmer stews.




    Huevos rancheros. Corn tortillas topped with eggs and chile sauce (beans are optional).




    Level 2. Infamous “off the menu” chile at Horseman’s Haven; only fire-eaters should try.




    Natilla. Rice pudding, mildly sweetened and served for dessert.




    Posole. Similar to green chile stew, with white hominy instead of potatoes; meat is optional in this traditional holiday soup.




    Sopaipillas. Small pillows of fry bread served with New Mexican meals, eaten with honey or syrup.




    Tamal. Corn dough (called masa) filled with meat or vegetables and then steamed until cooked and tender; traditional holiday dish; also spelled tamale.




    Tortilla. Unleavened circle of bread, made from wheat flour or cornmeal, the starchy component to many New Mexican meals.


  




  Here’s a strategy tip: Perhaps your favorite New Mexican spot knows your order by heart (chicken enchiladas with green, no garnish), and your favorite table has scuff marks from the way your water glass is thunked down. During Restaurant Week choose the other thing on the featured list—the tamales or the chiles rellenos or whatever—and let your taste buds decide. Make it your goal to choose at least two restaurants: a regular spot like the one just mentioned, and another place that you’ve meant to visit but haven’t made the time. You might end up a happy regular.




  National Fiery Foods & Barbecue Show, Albuquerque; fieryfoodsshow.com. There are few better places than New Mexico to hold an event dedicated to piquancy of all kinds. Whether “hot, hotter, hottest” is a rallying call or your tastes run more toward edibles with “just a little kick,” everyone will find spicy joy at this massive festival. The show spans three days, with hundreds of exhibitors and aisle after aisle of vendors offering up their concoctions for sale—with samples to whet your appetite. Producers that were talented enough to win a current-year Scovie Award will be sure to brag, loud and proud, that they emerged victorious from the previous fall’s judging. Many companies win year after year—proof that they know the ins and outs of their category, from “Fresh Salsa” to “Sweet Heat.” Barbecue fans and vendors are abundant, trading smoking secrets or talking about the best new rub they’ve found on the show floor. In the crowded rows, just as many folks cannot wait to sample treats like ultra-spicy Bloody Mary mix or eat a chocolate-dipped habanero on a dare. I love to shop, especially when the company is a local favorite. You can bring home delights like hunks of Chile-Pecan Brittle from C. G. Higgins Artisan Chocolates in Santa Fe or a tub of Holy Chipotle Chevre from the Old Windmill Dairy east of Albuquerque. Both are Scovie winners, and for good reason—for the many small companies featured at the event, their love comes through in that chile burn.




  Southwest Chocolate & Coffee Fest, Albuquerque; chocolate and coffeefest.com. Just a few years old, this tribute to everyone’s two favorite brown fermented foods is hard to resist. That’s right, coffee and chocolate are both plants that have been through a necessary fermentation step to develop the flavors we love so much. Simply wallowing in the fare is plenty for most attendees, with vendors both sampling and selling their finest in java and cacao. Others will get inspired by cooking demonstrations, chocolateeating contests (what, no espresso-drinking contest?), coffee and tea seminars, and, of course, a gigantic chocolate fountain. Enterprising bakers can enter a chocolate dessert contest open to the public. Can you say “homemade chile brownies”? Willy Wonka is said to be one of the featured guests, but I’m betting we won’t see Gene Wilder or Johnny Depp in character—what a shame. The grown-ups’ consolation prize is a Friday-night after-hours party with funky bands and dance performances—put the heels on and leave the kids at home. With ample caffeine and sweet chocolate on hand (and in mouth), attendees’ energy should be unstoppable.
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  May




  New Mexico Wine Festival, Bernalillo; newmexicowinefestival.com. Baby, it’s HOT outside: How about a stroll around the park with a few thousand of your closest friends, drinking wine from a souvenir glass? It took many years for me to head over to this Memorial Day party, partly due to reports of long lines and ridiculous temperatures. In fairness, the New Mexico Wine Festival is a far better event than rumored; bring both water and sunscreen and things will go very well. Walking from vendor to vendor on the cool grass to sample dozens of wines makes one overly enthusiastic after about the tenth sip. Keep your credit card handy to purchase the wines you really adore—some are limited batches or specially priced for the weekend. Just make sure you step over to the “express buy” line when your tongue gets inspired—coming back later might mean an even longer wait and a frustrated stomping away before you make that purchase. Sample some of the edibles while you’re at it, listen to live music, and catch up with the friends you last saw earlier in the spring, promising to “do lunch soon.” The logistics are not bad: Shuttle buses help with the spread-out parking situation, and the designated driver in your group gets free admission and a gift in lieu of a tasting glass.
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  July




  New Mexico Pork & Brew Barbeque Championship, Rio Rancho; rioranchonm.org. Since 2004 this festival has drawn serious BBQ talent into a vortex of smoke rings and down-home goodness in a state that used to lag behind the curve in general barbecue appreciation. Thankfully, we’re catching up, in part because of this event—over 50 competitors warm up their smokers and get to business each summer under the fully sanctioned eye of the Kansas City Barbeque Society, who say it is one of the top 10 competitions in the country. Local superstars like Mad Max’s, Porky’s Pride, and the Smoke Ring have all won awards in categories from straight-up brisket to chicken and sausage, along with the necessary accoutrements like coleslaw and desserts. The atmosphere is not unlike a county fair, with rides, carnival games, food-on-a-stick, and frozen beverages to curtail the scorching sun (or spicy sauce!). And like that county fair, it can seem a little too country, but just wait for the piglet races and you’ll forget everything else and start squealing along with the rest of the crowd.
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  August




  Santa Fe Indian Market, Santa Fe; swaia.org. Technically this is not a food-centered event, but the sheer depth of culture and sampling of Native foods are both worth investigation. The largest Native arts market in the world is also Santa Fe’s largest event of any kind, bringing $100 million into the local economy. While the entire event spans a week, the draw for the food lover is on Saturday, when the Plaza and surrounding streets become home to nearly a thousand white open-sided tents, each one shielding a table from the summer sun. Even if you have no interest in buying art, you can get a taste of Native culture with authentic cuisine that you may have not encountered before. Sure, there’s fry bread—an untraditional treat that has become beloved despite its history. Few have the power to resist the smell of freshly fried dough, judging by the lines at the fry bread vendors and the smiles on faces as the first bite is taken. The heart of the food offerings, however, comes with items like mutton-chile stew, Navajo blue corn pancakes, Hopi piki bread, bowls of red or green chile, and roasted sweet corn on the cob. These foods are the source on which all modern interpretations depend—taste them as made by generations of Native cooks, and you’ll see New Mexican cuisine in a whole new light.
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  September




  Hatch Chile Festival, Hatch; hatchchilefest.com. What’s a four-hour drive when the destination is the eponymous celebration of the best-known New Mexican food? Saddle up the gas tank and head south to Hatch for Labor Day’s tribute to all things capsicum. The late-summer weather will be hot with a chance of afternoon thunderstorms—it’s the best way to take the edge off the temperature and the glare out of the sun. Set up at the edge of town and looking just like a county fair, the chile festival will load you up with at least two things: sacks of freshly roasted chile and all the “fair” food you can handle. An oversize tent holds some of the smaller exhibits like local baked goods, chile lore and literature, and the featured live entertainment. For those in the chile industry, this is a holiday party of sorts—kicking up the heels near the end of harvest and showing off the heat levels of the year’s crop. I keep my eyes peeled for a green chile ice-cream truck, but so far it has stayed in my dreams. One can hope.




  Santa Fe Wine & Chile Fiesta, Santa Fe; santafewineandchile.org. Food events in New Mexico get no fancier than the Wine & Chile Fiesta. The sandals and T-shirts come off and the cowboy boots and turquoise are put on; everyone gets decked out for this star-studded gala. Tickets start at $50 for low-key classes and tastings and venture north of $150 for lavish prix-fixe meals that combine the talents of the best chefs in town and wine experts from all over the country. Previous fiestas have offered a jaw-dropping tour of Georgia O’Keeffe’s home in Abiquiu followed by lunch back in Santa Fe at her eponymous restaurant. For those who like wine and gourmet food but find the intensive seminars daunting, Saturday’s the day to take in everything at once, a nibble at a time, under one enormous roof at the Grand Food & Wine Tasting. While the north-of-$100 ticket price may seem steep, you can immerse yourself in the best bites from 75 restaurants and 90 wineries, held on the gorgeous grounds of the Santa Fe Opera just north of town. Think of it this way: It’s a pricey meal, but likely the only one you’ll need all day.
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 Tipping the atmospheric scales at 7,000 feet above sea level, the Santa Fe air is crisp and the winters are nothing to take lightly—it is the place to go when Albuquerque seems too big or too warm, and is a wonderful getaway for residents and vacationers alike. Visitors find oodles of history in the winding central streets, carved out long before any type of large transport was used, from buggies to wagons to cars. These are foot and horse streets by design, and drivers are reminded of it when they try to find parking or pass along a narrow lane.




 Mixed in with that settler culture is a rich territorial history: This is the state capital, home to earnest politicians, intrepid journalists, and the longest-occupied public building in the nation—the Palace of the Governors. From that 1610 landmark it is an easy stroll to the public History Museum and on from there to more museums than you thought possible in such a small town. Spend just a little while in Santa Fe, and any notions of this being a cowboy town stuck in the past evaporate as you take in art galleries and architecture that anyone would call modern marvels.




 Adding to those modern marvels are the innovative dishes being plated at restaurants all over town. Starting with a base of local ingredients and traditional foods such as chiles, corn, and beans, chefs have brought their creativity to bear on their customers’ plates. Mark Miller’s Coyote Cafe was among the first to expose the world to modern New Mexican, taking the tamale and applying unheard-of fusion ingredients like jerk-spiced shrimp or even foie gras to the flavor profile. This was both ludicrous and delicious, and the snowball was rolling. One of the most common new-wave border foods is duck in everything—duck confit tacos and duck enchiladas are normal these days.
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 Ultimately, there’s a reason Santa Fe is front and center on a New Mexican foodie’s radar: The best and brightest talents all congregate in this “City Different,” where the money seems to flow in good times and lean. It makes for a competitive (often cutthroat) market where the best chefs and dishes survive and the barely passable are not invited to the party. Perfectly great restaurants close all the time, to the chagrin of their fans, but inevitably a new spot will pop up with the same staff or with a chef transplanted from another kitchen or city. In recent years the legendary Palace Restaurant was closed for a long renovation, reopening to much anticipation with Joseph Wrede, one of Taos’s most beloved chefs, at the helm. Another foodie favorite, Torino’s @ Home, closed in Santa Fe, only to reopen in Albuquerque.




 Dynamism will always be with the restaurant business, for better or for worse. The benefit of the western mindset is that an hour’s drive to get somewhere delicious is not daunting, making the 60-mile trip from Santa Fe to either Taos or Albuquerque a nonissue.




 Getting Around




 Santa Fe is laid out in a west-fanning triangle shape, with rough edges of I-25 on the south (which has an unusual east–west section here), NM 599 on the west, and the Old Santa Fe Trail to the east. Driving most places in town will involve the north–south St. Francis Drive, leading from the interstate to the Plaza area and onward. Paseo de Peralta forms a U all the way around downtown and the Plaza, joining with St. Francis in two locations; once you can visualize that layout in your head, it’s easy. Cerrillos spans southwest from the Plaza in a long stretch of commerce and retail all the way to the airport. Near the Plaza you should walk—parking is not easy and the streets are narrow—but for other spots in town, it is handy to have a vehicle.




 Travel between Santa Fe and Albuquerque is wondrously easy thanks to the Rail Runner (nmrailrunner.com). About a half-dozen trains per day take the 90-minute ride from downtown Santa Fe to downtown Albuquerque or vice versa, with free Wi-Fi to boot.
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 Aldana’s Restaurant, 3875 Cerrillos Rd., Santa Fe, NM 87507; (505) 471-0271; Mexican/New Mexican; $. A pleasant mishmash of perfectly done American and New Mexican favorites with a breakfast buffet you won’t run away from screaming in overcooked egg horror. Aldana’s is located in a most convenient place—near shopping and chain restaurants, which makes this homey destination practically an oasis in the culinary desert that surrounds it. Chilaquiles are a welcome breakfast dish—that inspired border concoction of eggs and old tortillas—but this diner-oriented place also serves up chicken-fried steak for the truck-stop fans out there. A few surprises liven up the menu, like the rarely seen chile relleno omelet: Picture a fluffy blanket of egg wrapped around even more layers—crispy batter, green chile, and, finally, cheese. Try it here and at the Plaza Cafe (p. 82), then compare notes if you’re up for a food challenge.




 Andiamo!, 322 Garfield St., Santa Fe, NM 87501; (505) 995-9595; andiamosantafe.com; Italian; $$. Any doubts about the authenticity of this Italian spot should be quashed by what I saw the first time I strolled by on a late evening. It was several stunning ladies in full “I just flew in from Rome” regalia leaving the restaurant, chatting a mile a minute with accents as thick as béchamel. Now that you have been enticed through the doors, have a seat and start salivating at the starters: pan-seared polenta with Gorgonzola sauce, risotto fritters, piles of crispy calamari. I beg of you to order that polenta, even if it takes a big bite out of your appetite—it is heavenly, each and every tender and rich bite. Assuming you do eventually jump over to entrees, the classics await: Marsala, Bolognese, Scaloppini, and beyond. Finishing with tiramisu is advised—the small portion is perfectly balanced with the decadence that comes from layering cake with mascarpone cheese. Most locals have a top 3 Italian list in Santa Fe, and invariably Andiamo! is on that list: unpretentious and always there for your pasta and polenta desires.
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 Atrisco Cafe & Bar, 193 Paseo de Peralta, Santa Fe, NM 87501; (505) 983-7401; atriscocafe.com; New Mexican; $$. Don’t have visions of cute little lambs in your head. Instead, have the sensation on your tongue of a rich bowl of red chile, studded with tender brisket carrying the strong flavor of the wild. OK, yes, that’s the lamb, but it’s humdinger good. You can have it as described or tucked into a burrito, again draped in red chile and nothing else—additional cheese or leafy condiments would interfere with that primal flavor. Beyond this specialty you’ll find a nice array of classic New Mexican, from enchiladas to carne adovada to green chile cheeseburgers, made with grass-fed local beef. Chile in sauces or bowls is nice and hot, leading me to want to only order it by the bowl—my favorite comfort food since the chile bug bit me ages ago. Specialty margaritas from their full bar are a big help to wash down any excess spice. After all that, I still salivate over a slice of homemade banana cream pie—once you get a look, you will, too.




 Azur, 428 Agua Fria St., Santa Fe, NM 87501; (505) 992-2897; azursantafe.com; Mediterranean/Spanish; $$$. Secure the love of your grumbling tummy when you step off the Rail Runner train and head 1 block north to this corner bistro offering dishes plucked right out of Europe’s coasts. A reasonable wine list offers up pairings for the likes of piquillo peppers stuffed with pork belly (light and fruity, possibly Prosecco), and that’s just getting started. The massive starters list could build a meal for me in small plates, one sautéed calamari or chickpea fritter at a time. Early in the evening as the tables are filling up, you can chat with the staff about their favorite dishes: I was steered toward a lamb shoulder tagine gently braised with dried fruit and spices, but instead my eyes wandered over to the Foie de Veau Provençale, calf liver with a tangy mélange of capers, black olives, and tomatoes. This is the kind of cooking you could eat every day—warm comfort without excess richness, like putting on a fleece instead of a parka.
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 Baja Tacos, 2621 Cerrillos Rd., Santa Fe, NM 87505; (505) 471-8762; bajatacos.net; Mexican; $. Not technically a food truck or a restaurant, Baja Tacos is a walk-up stand with an itty-bitty interior and fierce local fans. A mural on the building’s wall is a lovely tribute to Santa Fe culture, but it is the carne adovada that pays tribute to every local’s edible desires. Local favorites dot the menu, from Frito pie to tacos so inexpensive that you order them in bundles and eat them like popcorn—several friends claim that the tacos are actually addictive, but you’ll have to try them out to see if you agree. Their second location is at 2754 Agua Fria St., Santa Fe, NM 87507; also (505) 471-8762.




 Bobcat Bite,418 Old Las Vegas Hwy., Santa Fe, NM 87505; (505) 983-5319; bobcatbite.com; Burgers; $. Foodies all over the country have heard of this tiny slice of a burger joint a few miles outside of Santa Fe. In the early days, some of the hand-ground kitchen scraps were fed to neighborhood bobcats after hours, leading to the memorable name. Hamburger obsessives and experts have rained praise on the item Bobcat Bite does best on its short menu: the burger. Most locals will order it as a green chile cheeseburger; frankly, it does not matter how you order it as long as you know what you are getting into: 9 ounces of the beefiest burger you may ever have. All grades of doneness are slightly undershot, so a medium will be closer to medium-rare—far better to err under rather than overdone. The barely adequate bun holds the inch-thick patty in your two fists, soaking up pink cooking juices while all your helpless brain can register is “Beef. Beef. Beef. Beef.” All your face can do is chew, smile, and swoon. After a Bobcat burger I have a hard time facing red meat for a day or two—the body has been overloaded with delicious excess.
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