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Introduction New Mexico Food Trails The Start of a Delicious Road Trip



The main ingredient in this book—and in every person who produced every dish and drink in it—is passion. It’s passion for the craft of cuisine, for finding fresh ways of combining ingredients, for putting something new in the glass or on the plate. It’s passion for sharing something, for serving something that will make people happy. The folks who run or work at New Mexico’s wonderful eateries and drinkeries want to make people feel welcome, full, and, on some level, loved.


For those of us lucky enough to be their guests, there is joy in knowing that the plate set before us was the brainchild of someone, the result of an entrepreneurial spark, and that the creator wants us to love it as much as they do.


I am not a food critic. My training is as a journalist, and I discovered a passion for food and food writing later in life. I grew up in Las Cruces, a second-generation New Mexican. My dad was born and raised in the chile heartland of the United States, the tiny farming village of Hatch, which has become synonymous with the state’s most famous pepper. My dad’s dad was a cook, a native Louisianan who had traveled quite a bit with his family before settling in Hatch, where he opened Short’s Café. He served Hatch farmers and farmhands, and everyone else in town. The family story is that he opened a satellite café in the 1930s to serve workers who were building Caballo Dam, near modern-day Truth or Consequences and Elephant Butte.


I never got to meet my grandfather, but I glimpse a bit of his spirit in the people whose livelihoods revolve around New Mexico cuisine. Everyone believes their home state is full of good things to eat, but New Mexicans know that our food is truly special. The state’s mix of cultures and landscapes creates a heartiness that shines through in its cuisine, whether it’s a spicy chile relleno or a crisp viognier.


This guide is an exploration of New Mexico’s classic and popular flavors and ingredients and dishes that have inspired our state’s talented hands to put their own spins on them. Each stop along the way reflects its maker’s vision in a different way.
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Green chile cheeseburgers and other classic New Mexican dishes come in many forms throughout the state.





The Spice of Life


New Mexico’s signature dishes and beverages have evolved due to a variety of factors, and they boast many regional distinctions. New Mexico is practically a square, about 370 miles long and 340 miles wide, and covers three topographic zones: Rocky Mountain, Plains, and Intermountain Plateau. So chile grows differently in the Rio Grande Valley than it does in the hills of Chimayó, which sits at the foot of the Sangre de Cristos. The terroir of the vineyards in Lordsburg is different than that of Dixon. The influences of the people who settled near Taos—where Spaniards, Mexicans, and Puebloans were the primary populations—are different than those of settlers around Carlsbad, where the Dust Bowl, homesteading, and other factors pushed people westward. Las Cruces is close to the borderlands of both Mexico and Texas, so its people have a different story than those in the Four Corners, where the Diné (Navajos) lived hundreds of years before Europeans arrived.


What came of all that migration, immigration, and settling? Over the centuries, chile and grapes were planted, cows and sheep were grazed, and corn, beans, and squash—known by the Puebloans as the Three Sisters—formed the base of this area’s food pyramid.


Over time, a cuisine that could be grown and sown here, based on regional palates and influences, has evolved into foods and drinks that are sometimes about convenience (breakfast burritos) and sometimes about religion (wine), agriculture (red or green?), fellowship (diners), or celebration (spirits).


How to Use This Guide


Go ahead: Spill some green chile on this book. It is here to help you plan a journey, discover a new dish or eatery, or remember why you loved a place you visited. You can use it to create a food-focused getaway or pull it out when you’re in an unfamiliar place.


Sometimes it’s about the food; sometimes it’s about the establishment. And when those two come together, it’s magical. And while this book is largely focused on where and how to enjoy New Mexico’s most famous foods and beverages, I’ve tucked in a few surprises and helpful tips that go beyond the burgers and enchiladas. I’ve also called out a few “Top Picks” in each chapter.


For the most part, I selected the places in this guidebook, based on my experiences, for one or a combination of these reasons: the quality of the food, interactions with the people, history, or significance in the state.



New Mexico
Cities and Towns
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Because this is a guidebook mostly about burger joints and local eateries, the price range is pretty consistent; the typical plate of enchiladas or a green chile cheeseburger will run you between $10 and $15. In Santa Fe, expect to pay about 50 percent more than that, especially if you’re dining on the plaza. I’ve noted places that are good for cheap eats as well as the ones where “tourist pricing” is in effect.


As with every guidebook, the specifics about these places can change on a dime. And the covid pandemic has forced unexpected changes across the board, from hours of operation and menu tweaks to closings and relocations. Also remember that small rural establishments might not keep consistent hours, and be patient with the mom-and-pop burger restaurant that had to close so that Mom and Pop could attend a wedding. Call ahead and confirm before you make the drive. Lastly, be sure to appreciate the heart, heritage, and history wrapped up in what is on your plate or in your glass.


May your chile be hot and your beer cold. Buen provecho.







NEW MEXICO FOOD TRAILS









1 Our History Is Delicious



Take a look at your plate. Here’s where your taste buds will tell you what a history book cannot. This amalgam of flavors—whether fried, dried, stewed, boiled, fermented, or raw right out of the field—is the key to our past and what makes modern-day New Mexican foods unique. To experience the state’s cuisine is to taste the complex and brilliant end result of hundreds of years of culture, tradition, and agriculture that mix Puebloan, Spanish, Mexican, and Anglo influences with a dash of Middle Eastern and Asian thrown in. The following is but a slice of that history, with the hope that it will kick you out onto a trail to sip and nibble your way through the state.





Bevvies to Beans


New Mexico’s wine industry has had a bumpy ride. Franciscan monks from Spain who were imposing Catholicism on the Native population in the West during the seventeenth century were also violating Spanish laws: They were planting wine grapes from smuggled vines. To maintain sovereignty over its wine-making and exporting industry, the Spanish government had declared that Spanish grapes could grow only on Spanish soil. But the monks needed wine for sacramental purposes, and the long trip across the oceans and deserts left Spanish-made wine hard to swallow, even for communion or other official purposes.


The first mission grapes were planted near Socorro in 1629. Ultimately the vineyards expanded and did pretty well in New Mexico, until Prohibition and devastating floods killed off a lot of grapes. Slowly but surely, enterprising New Mexicans brought back the vineyards. Sweet wines were our thing a few decades ago, until winemakers began branching out to meet the demand for more complex, European-style wines that pair with food, such as cabernet sauvignon, syrah, mourvedre, and tempranillo. So if you’ve tried New Mexico wines in the past, it’s time to take another sip. The state is now home to more than fifty wineries, scattered from north to south, making award-winning wines and providing beautiful spaces to sit in and sip. The New Mexico Wine and Grape Growers Association maintains a wine trail and offers information about special events at nmwine.com.


Another New Mexico sip with a history is chocolate, which, in the form of a hot beverage, seems to awaken something primal in human beings. The warmth seeps into the chest and wraps around the heart, and that satisfyingly sweet and nutty taste evokes an irrepressible smile. Maybe that’s because the chocolate sipping experience reaches deep into human history, forming a sensory connection between us and our ancestors.


As it was in the past, making and drinking liquid chocolate is also about geographic ritual and tradition. The British enjoy their afternoon teatime, the Italians prize their espresso, but drinking chocolate is uniquely of the Americas. Analysis of residues inside ancient vessels found at Chaco Culture National Historical Park, a site of human occupation that dates to the 900s B.C., shows that Native peoples in what would become New Mexico were consuming cacao beans at least one thousand years ago. The beans from cacao plants, which tend to grow near the equator, were used for spiritual and ceremonial purposes among the Mayans and the Aztecs. Trading routes brought them north, and Spanish explorers partook in chocolate-sipping rituals as they moved along El Camino Real, the route that connected Mexico City to Spanish territories in the north, during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.


Modern-day chocoholics partake in some of the same flavors and textures that our forebears did, reminding us that food has always had a powerful hold over people. You can follow the early explorers’ footsteps on the New Mexico Tourism Department’s Chocolate Trail odyssey, which offers a guide to bean-to-bar chocolatiers, elixir makers, and other chocolate-centric stops, such as Kakawa Chocolate House in Santa Fe. Following the trail is the ideal way to warm up and connect with the past.


Cacao, of course, is far from New Mexico’s best-known bean. Despite being mocked as the “musical fruit,” beans have been important to human survival for thousands of years. Several varieties of beans arrived from Peru and Mexico via trading routes in the mid-sixteenth century, and soon the lowly frijole was elevated to an essential element in Pueblo diets and ceremonies.


During World War II, New Mexico helped feed soldiers with its abundant pinto bean crops, much of which came from the Estancia Valley in the central part of the state before a hard-hitting drought stifled production. The pinto bean became New Mexico’s official state vegetable in 1965 and remains abundant among our farmlands. Often cooked until gloopy, but packed with protein, beans bind New Mexican cuisine at its core, whether they’re filling out combination plates, refried or whole, or serving as the glue that holds our burritos in their proper shape. The bespeckled pinto bean even starred in the 1988 film The Milagro Beanfield War, about a farmer and townsfolk in the fictional New Mexico town of Milagro who fight to save a bean field from greedy developers.


Every New Mexican cook has his or her own bean recipe, and many put on a pot when they rise to make their morning coffee. Some like to throw in bacon or ham, while purists stick with just stock and garlic. Restaurants throughout New Mexico put their own spin on beans too, so don’t assume they’re just taking up space next to your enchiladas.


Crunch Time


New Mexico is pretty nutty: More than 90 million pounds of pecans and pistachios are grown in the state. And while peanuts technically are not nuts (they’re legumes), our southeastern farms produce large crops of them. Another shell-covered native food found throughout New Mexico, thanks to our pine-covered hillsides, is the piñon.


Pecans cropped up in the lower Rio Grande Valley in the early 1900s and have expanded to outpace production in Georgia and Texas. The state exports them raw as well as in the form of candy and as an enhancement in beer, cookies, and other dishes. In the Las Cruces area, the first large-scale plantings were established in the 1930s by Deane Stahmann Farms, and as the trees and production grew, so did other orchards.


Pistachios arrived on the New Mexico scene in the 1980s when the late Thomas McGinn planted an arid stretch of land just north of Alamogordo in the Tularosa Basin. The trees are crazy about desert heat (they originated in ancient Persia) and have thrived here—so much so that the McGinn family erected a giant pistachio statue at their storefront; it has become a major roadside attraction. Learn more about pistachio history and other trivia by taking the McGinns’ fun orchard tour aboard a bright green motorized cart (see page 110).




[image: image]


New Mexico’s pistachio history is celebrated in Alamogordo at McGinn’s Pistachio Tree Ranch, home of the World’s Largest Pistachio Nut.





Piñons, or pine nuts, are produced by the wild piñon pine, which is native to New Mexico and also happens to be the official state tree. The little brown seeds have a hard shell and grow from inside the cone. Every four to seven years, depending on the climate and weather factors, the trees produce crops that are harvested in fall. Inside the shell is a sweet, buttery little kernel that is both flavorful and protein-packed.


Birds, bears, and other critters hoover them up voraciously. For hundreds of years, piñons have also been a dietary and medicinal staple for Mescalero Apache, Diné, and Puebloan peoples. In modern times, the nuts are used in everything from coffee and candles to soups and soaps. In the fall, families still make a ritual out of nut gathering, heading to the state’s forested hills to sit under the trees and picnic as they gather nuts. In the winter, burning piñon wood in fireplaces is New Mexico’s signature aroma, signaling that it’s time to put out the luminarias (or farolitos, as they’re known around Santa Fe and Taos) and snuggle up together.


Though peanuts are technically in the lentil and pea family, they act like nuts, smooshing up to pair beautifully with jam and bread. The Portales region is our state’s peanut hotbed, which has come into its own since the first crops were planted there in the early 1900s. Peanut growing in New Mexico has had its ups and downs over the past decades, but these days the Valencia peanut, introduced to the region by a local farmer in the 1970s, is a vital part of the area economy. While peanuts don’t have the same great marketing as green chile, and a big portion of our crop is shipped to out-of-state distributors, just know that if you’re eating peanuts at a ball game, they were probably grown in New Mexico.


If you’re more of a corn chip snacker, in this state, you’ll want those chips to have a case of the blues. While it has been said that wheat is the staff of life, New Mexico’s Puebloans have long believed that corn is also a primary staple. It is also the third pillar of the Three Sisters, the agricultural trilogy honored by the Puebloans that also includes beans and squash. While blue corn has long been dried and ground into flour for breads and other foods, it is also used in ceremonies and is an important symbol among the Pueblo cultures.


Unlike yellow or white corns, the blues tend to be fussy growers, requiring careful cultivation and hand harvesting. And while yellow and white tortillas are the wrappers of choice for most tacos and enchiladas, the blues have a special place in hearts and on menus throughout New Mexico. A number of restaurants—especially in central and northern New Mexico, where the Puebloan influence on our cuisine is strong—feature blue corn tortillas (which don’t get as soggy) on their plates. With its nuttier, earthier flavor, blue corn is also used in pancakes, muffins, cookies, pizza crust, chips, and other dishes.


Hot, Hot, Hot


Many of New Mexico’s most delightful carb-loaded dishes come out of a humble little horno (pronounced “or-NO”). These rounded, aboveground adobe ovens, which dot pueblos and neighborhoods throughout central and northern New Mexico, were introduced here (along with wheat) by the Spaniards, who had been introduced to them by the Moors, a population of Muslims who lived in what is now Spain and Portugal.


The Native population recognized the power of this invention, making it their own and using it to cook breads in small and large quantities. Horno-baked breads and pies are readily available at the pueblos and during feast days and other celebrations, so be sure to partake at every opportunity.
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Outdoor adobe ovens, called hornos, dot the northern New Mexico landscape. Photo by Jann Huizenga | istockphoto.com.





If you can’t get your bread baked, get it fried, either in the form of flat fry bread, popular at the pueblos, or as sopaipillas, pillowy dough that is ubiquitous throughout New Mexican restaurants.


In the nineteenth century, Native Americans devised fry bread from the meager rations provided by the US government to endure long marches from their lands to reservations, where they did not have access to their customary dietary ingredients. While its history is entangled, fry bread endures as a popular treat at powwows and pueblos (see “A Word about Fry Bread” on page 107).


As for sopaipillas, Spaniards most likely introduced this culinary concept to the territory that would become New Mexico. Latin American countries such as Argentina and Peru also have a strong connection to these simple fried dough squares. They offer the deep-fried satisfaction of a churro as well as bubbly pockets that can hold fillings ranging from honey globs to scoops of meat and beans. About them, I have but one question: Why haven’t sopaipillas gone national?


At most New Mexican restaurants, sopaipillas are as ubiquitous as forks and napkins. Some diners use them to soak up extra red or green chile left behind after they’ve polished off an enchilada, while others see them purely as dessert, made for holding honey or a dusting of cinnamon sugar. They might also be used to wrap beef patties for a southwestern variation on a burger, or serve as edible shells for ground beef, beans, and green chile. No matter why you fry them, New Mexicans are grateful that someone had the foresight to put them on a menu, so that baskets of the steaming dough puffs will forever enhance our tables.


Speaking of chile, do you feel that burn? That’s generations of cultivation followed by a century of agricultural and market research. It’s safe to say that New Mexicans are pod people, and as such, we are the nation’s top producer of chile. Our top crop is also a source of state pride and has become fused to our collective soul, which is probably because growing chile is only part of the magic. We’ve also found the best ways to deliver chile to our taste buds.


Theories about the arrival of the first chiles are hotly debated, but early versions have likely been around since the mid-1500s. Spaniards introduced more modern cultivation techniques, which led to chile proliferation throughout the territory. In the early 1900s, at the New Mexico College of Agriculture and Mechanic Arts in Las Cruces (before it became New Mexico State University), horticulturist Fabián García developed chile varieties that were resistant to disease, had manageable spiciness from pod to pod (so we could put them in our burritos without melting off our faces), and could be grown for mass consumption. His work paved the way for current cultivation techniques as well as the development and expansion of several chile varieties over the past decades. In 1975 NMSU horticulturalist Roy Nakayama released NuMex Big Jim, named for the Hatch farmer he worked with in development of the hybrid pepper. It is known for its meatiness and sturdy pod size and remains one of the state’s most popular peppers.


Of course, the growing and harvest are just the beginning. After the peppers are roasted and peeled, cooks batter and stuff them for chiles rellenos and chop them to concoct sauces that find their way into enchiladas, burritos, pizzas, eggs, and just about everything else that’s edible. Some of the pods remain in the fields to ripen to a brilliant red (or are hung on ristras to dry and brighten folks’ homes) and are later boiled down into deep crimson sauces that warm us through the remainder of winter.


Despite the narrow growing and harvest season, both red and green chiles are available year-round thanks to canning and freezing. That means from January to December, you can ask for chile sauce that’s red or green, or order both on the same plate, which we call Christmas.


While varieties grow throughout the state, Chile Central is the rural town of Hatch, just north of Las Cruces, where vast fields are nurtured by the Rio Grande. The peppers are harvested in the fall, and folks grab them by the bushel.


During my Las Cruces childhood, our family bypassed the grocery stores and markets in favor of farmers’ stands set up right smackdab in the fields. On the ride home, our car would be filled with the aromas of farm dirt and green chile. That route was one of my earliest New Mexico food trails. I hope this guide will inspire you to revisit yours—or discover new ones.












2 Up and at ’Em



Breakfast Burritos and More


New Mexico breakfasts are often a dish of convenience. Scoop some eggs into a tortilla, add green chile and meat, bind it with cheese and potatoes, fold it, and hit the road. While the origins of the breakfast burrito are debatable (Tia Sophia’s in Santa Fe claims to be the first to put it on a menu), what’s not in question is that they’re one of humanity’s most perfect breakfast foods. And while the basic premise is to get the breakfast stuff into an edible wrapper, the nuances, especially here in New Mexico, run much deeper.


First and foremost, let’s talk ingredients. The tortilla must be fresh and flavorful, preferably made on the spot. The eggs, cooked but not overcooked. The meat, spicy or smoky or both. Stuffed with hash browns or cubed potatoes? Some argue that they only take up room, but done just right, they can amp up the flavor profile and soak up the heat. The chile inside the burrito is key too, and some opt to add salsa in addition to red or green chile. And unless you’ll be eating in the car (in which case order the handheld variety), consider the concept of “smothered,” wherein the burrito is slathered in a pool of red or green chile sauce, or both (Christmas).


In short, the simple breakfast burrito is anything but, and you can eat one at any counter, food truck, or fancy establishment in the state and find something that each place does a bit differently. So don’t get complacent: Make it your mission to try new options. And bring your appetite: The breakfast burritos at some restaurants in New Mexico protrude over the plate. So settle in and know that you’re going to be there awhile.


Of course, breakfast burritos aren’t the only morning game in town. Our beloved huevos rancheros, often made with blue corn tortillas and locally grown pintos, are what keep folks upright in the saddle. Prefer the sweet stuff? We have that too. When your stomach just can’t start with a plate of red-hot chile, we have cinnamon rolls, doughnuts, and other delights featuring local pecans, piñons, and other regional flavors. And the pancakes? Blue corn, please.
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The bacon biscuit sandwich from Manzanita Market in Taos is a hearty way to start the day.





Get an early start to check out this trail of breakfast options, and remember to pass the pecan syrup.





Taos


Manzanita Market


This well-curated, white-walled little eatery just off Taos Plaza looks as if Martha Stewart swept through, leaving an Instagrammable wake of beautiful New Mexican art and photogenic jars of preserved lemons and green beans. But this café offers more than a pretty face; its biscuits are so good that you might forget to post them on social media before you wolf them down. The bacon biscuit sandwich puts my favorite things together (bacon, eggs, cheese) under one buttery roof, then binds it all with a swipe of jalapeño honey butter. The biscuit itself, made with whole grains, is dense with butter but still manages some flake (so it’s a little messy to eat with a fork). I wouldn’t turn away anything else on the menu, including the half dozen or so varieties of house-made ice cream with revolving flavors that you won’t find at Baskin-Robbins. Jennifer Hart is the hands-on owner here and also operates Taos’s beloved Love Apple (theloveapple.net), a restaurant that specializes in organic, intimate dinners (cash or check only).


GOOD TO KNOW Closed Mondays. 103 N. Plaza. (575) 613–4088; manzanita market.net.


Michael’s Kitchen Restaurant and Bakery


Yes, Michael’s offers premium examples of classic New Mexican breakfasts (breakfast enchiladas, burritos, huevos rancheros), but if I were heading up to Taos Ski Valley for a day in the snow, I’d also want to grab one of those apple fritters from the bakery for an extra boost up the slopes. They’re crispy, topped with a good distribution of apple chunks, and offer just the right amount of sweetness and moistness. The spongy cake doughnuts, topped with chocolate icing (which tastes like a rich ganache) and a few pecan sprinkles, comes in at a close second. Heck, maybe just get both. Also noteworthy: The cinnamon rolls are massive, as are the cream puffs, all of which are baked in Michael’s basement pastry kitchen.
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Biscuits fill the breakfast bill at Manzanita Market in Taos.
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Start your day with a doughnut or another house-baked goody at Michael’s Kitchen Restaurant and Bakery in Taos.
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The breakfast burritos at Santa Fe’s El Chile Toreado contain just the right amount of heat and meat.





GOOD TO KNOW Open 7 a.m.–2 p.m. daily. 304-C N. Pueblo Road. (505) 758–4178; michaelskitchen.com.



Santa Fe


El Chile Toreado


I do love the breakfast burritos here (made with two eggs, salsa, and, if you’d like, a meat combo of chorizo, bacon, and Polish sausage). The service is efficient, the burritos are perfectly proportioned to be easy to hold and not overly filling, and they contain just the right amount of heat to fire up the morning. But I also love the Toreado logo: two linked peppers that form the shape of a mustache. Formerly a small food cart near the Santa Fe Plaza and now just a slightly larger walk-up shack tucked away from the main tourist beat south of the Railyard district, this place doesn’t have a dining room but is well-known among locals. Swing by, grab burritos and tacos (or even hot dogs, if you missed the breakfast hours), and chow down in the car or at your desk.


GOOD TO KNOW Breakfast is served until 10 a.m. Closes daily at 2:30 p.m. (2 p.m. on Saturdays). Closed Sundays. 807 Early Street. (505) 500–0033; elchiletor eado.com.




[image: image]


The breakfast burrito at Horseman’s Haven Café fills the plate.





Horseman’s Haven Café


Ranchers, state workers, road crews, and fancy business folks all gather at Horseman’s at some time or another. The service is swift. “Café, hon?” the waitress asks in that recognizable norteño accent. “Sí. And keep it coming.” The decor consists of simple wood-paneled walls and nondescript diner chairs and booths, but this is the place to go when you want a New Mexican comfort breakfast. Plenty of people will warn you that the green chile here is hot, and they won’t be wrong. But don’t be afraid—it’s flavorful and worth the burn (in small quantities).


GOOD TO KNOW The folks won’t look down on you here if you order your chile on the side, I promise. 4354 Cerrillos Road. (505) 471–5420.


The Pantry


It’s perfectly acceptable here to ponder the menu, ask your neighbors at the next table about the heat level on the chile, and order way more food than you should or can eat for your first meal of the day. This friendly, hometown spot, established on the busy Cerrillos corridor, has been here since 1948, and by the looks of the line stretching out the door, isn’t going anywhere anytime soon. The smothered breakfast burrito is not for the lightweight appetite: This honker fills the plate and barely leaves room for the Pantry fries on the side (a must to soak up all that extra red and green chile). My go-to breakfast burrito has bacon, but the carne adovada option is always a good second (and makes for great leftovers if you can’t finish it). The chile relleno omelet isn’t too shabby, and if you’re feeling the sweets, the blue corn pancakes or stuffed French toast will leave you full and happy.


GOOD TO KNOW The Pantry Dos (“two” in Spanish), opened in 2019, feeds folks on the South Side near Santa Fe Community College (closed Tuesdays). Yet another location, Pantry Rio, opened in fall 2020 near the plaza. The Pantry: 1820 Cerrillos Road; (505) 986–0022. Pantry Dos: 20 White Feather; (505) 365–2859. Pantry Rio: 229 Galisteo Street; (505) 989–1919. pantry santafe.com; thepantrydos.com.


La Plazuela, La Fonda


When I feel like playing tourist in my hometown, I go to La Fonda, my favorite piece of real estate in Santa Fe, on the corner of the plaza peering up at the Cathedral Basilica of St. Francis of Assisi. An original Harvey House designed by noted architect Mary Coulter, La Fonda and all its spaces were treated to a lovely facelift earlier this century, but the elements I love—the works painted by notable Southwest and Native artists that fill the lobby, the seating that allows you to watch the world stroll by, that feeling that I might have lived here in a past life—are always there. The hotel’s signature La Plazuela café is almost always crowded, but on a weekday, before the morning rush, I grab a table and order one of my favorite Santa Fe breakfasts: blue corn piñon pancakes with a side of bacon. The cakes are hearty but not heavy and come topped with a sprinkling of fresh berries and piñons, adding a little sweet, nutty flavor. The Chile Relleno con Huevos de Cualquier Estilo (“any style”) shows the world that La Fonda’s perfectly crispy and flavorful relleno is a good match for eggs and chile. After breakfast I meander out into the sunshine, gaze up at the church bathed in morning light, and take a quick walk around the plaza. All the dishes at La Plazuela, including the chile dishes, are at the top of the New Mexico cuisine game. Oddly, I occasionally crave Ethel’s Chicken Salad Croissant, named for Ethel Ballen, who co-owned the hotel with husband, Sam, for fifty years. But no matter what I order, I’m in a place that’s always in my heart.


GOOD TO KNOW La Fonda offers free docent-led tours of the hotel’s art collection and architecture every Wednesday through Saturday. 100 E. San Francisco Street. (505) 982–5511; lafondasantafe.com.


Albuquerque


TOP PICK


Duran Central Pharmacy


When the massive smothered breakfast burrito, measuring at least fourteen inches long, is first set before you, you might say, “Oh, my. How am I ever going to finish this thing?” But by the time you’ve wiped up the last puddle of chile with what remains of a mangled tortilla, you’ll only be asking, “How am I going to fit through the door?” Yes, it’s big. Yes, it’s hot. Yes, you will probably eat the entire thing. Because it’s so good. The allure here includes the massive, warm-your-heart, fresh-made flour tortillas, hand-rolled and cooked as the fixings for your burrito are grilled up. A tortilla hot off the grill is a magical thing—you can taste the love in each floury, charred-bubble bite. And if you don’t get the burrito, I recommend ordering a tortilla on the side. It arrives in a pool of melted butter. I saw angels the last time I bit into one. As you look around at the curved counter and old-fashioned tables and tile, you’ll find it no surprise that the magic here has been a few decades in the making. The pharmacy opened on this spot along Route 66 (after moving twice from nearby locations) in 1975. And while at its heart it is a pharmacy, the chile here might also cure what ails you. The blue corn enchilada plate will keep you young. As your tongue cools down, you can meander to the adjacent gift shop, which stocks a rich supply of New Mexico–made and –themed items, including hand-adorned dish towels, quirky jewelry, and soaps made with locally farmed lavender. And yes, you can also pick up a jar of Duran’s red and green chile sauces. Angelic tortillas not included.
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The tortillas for massive breakfast burritos are made while you wait at Duran’s in Albuquerque.





GOOD TO KNOW This little diner also serves wine and a selection of local beers, a good accompaniment to that hot chile. 1815 Central Avenue NW. (505) 247–4141; duransrx.com.


Golden Pride BBQ, Chicken, and Ribs


Hardworking New Mexicans know that the best way to start a weekday (okay, a Monday) is with a fluffy, filling breakfast burrito from Golden Pride. The combo options are plentiful, but the basic—the “#1,” which comes with scrambled egg, grated cheddar, hash browns, and green chile, all wrapped in one of GP’s homemade tortillas—will cure Monday blues, even if you have to take it to go and eat it in the car or on the job. This regional chain is part of the famed Frontier restaurant group, where it’s standard to find a big pot of warmed red chile to slather on to-go orders. Bonus? Golden Pride doesn’t assign an arbitrary time to breakfast, so you can order one of these babies any time of day.


GOOD TO KNOW There are four convenient Duke City locations, and they all open at 6 a.m. on weekdays. Central NE, (505) 293–3531; Central NW, (505) 836–1544; Lomas NE, (505) 242–2181; Juan Tabo NE, (505) 294–5767; goldenprideabq.com.


Range Café


It’s difficult to plug the Range into a category. It has the trappings of a diner, with bright New Mexico–quirky art covering the walls, food served on Fiestaware, and a nostalgic hominess that imbues all six of the Duke City–area locations. The Lizard Rodeo Lounge at the Bernalillo location pushes it toward the bar/beer hall category, and in the evening it could easily be mistaken for a New Mexico honky-tonk (or maybe a karaoke bar). The red and green chile served at this locally owned and operated chain makes it a must-stop if you’re craving some good New Mexican fare. But out of all those elements, the breakfast menu seems to rise to the top. It’s just really good comfort food—gloppy huevos rancheros served with blue corn tortillas, a New Mexico Benny made with green chile turkey sausage and chorizo-spiked hollandaise, papas con carne made with those addictive Range potatoes—that makes me lick my plate clean. The Range’s cinnamon roll game is on target too, just in case you leave room (yes, in New Mexico, it’s perfectly acceptable to have dessert with breakfast). You can walk it off by shopping at the Bernalillo location’s Home at The Range gift shop, stocked with all the New Mexico–centric kitsch, art, and food items you could ask for (including a section that sells New Mexico–made spirits).
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It’s perfectly acceptable to have a sweet roll after a full breakfast at Albuquerque’s Range Café.





GOOD TO KNOW Multiple locations, each with its own distinct atmosphere and vibe. Albuquerque: 10019 Coors Blvd. NW; (505) 835–5495. 4401 Wyoming Blvd. NE; (505) 293–2633. 1050 Rio Grande Blvd. NW; (505) 508–2640. 320 Central Avenue SE; (505) 243–1440. Bernalillo: 925 Camino del Pueblo; (505) 867–1700. Los Lunas: 740 Main Street NE; (505) 508–2144. rangecafe.com.


Twisters


You might recognize Twisters from episodes of Better Call Saul and Breaking Bad—it doubled as Los Pollos Hermanos, the notorious fast-food restaurant that played a key role in both series. But neither nefarious characters nor mysterious blue substances are required to enjoy this Albuquerque chain, which offers tasty burritos and other staples at reasonable prices. You’ll find about a dozen breakfast burrito combinations that rearrange a variety of ingredients, including chile, bacon, ham, chorizo, carne adovada, beans, bell peppers, potatoes, and cheese, all of which you can get smothered or handheld and all in the $3.25–$8 range. The tacos, sandwiches, and Mexican classics plates are tempting, but who can resist the call of the breakfast burrito served all day?


GOOD TO KNOW The location that appeared on TV is at 4275 Isleta Boulevard SW and is often a stop on the Breaking Bad RV Tours (breakingbadrvtours.com), which take visitors to key Albuquerque filming sites in a retrofitted RV. Eighteen locations in Albuquerque, Rio Rancho, Bernalillo, and Colorado; mytwisters.com.
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Twisters breakfast burritos are a local Albuquerque favorite.






Las Cruces


TOP PICK


Santa Fe Grill, Pic Quik


Stay with me here: One of the best breakfast burritos in Las Cruces, and possibly in New Mexico, can be purchased at the same place you fill your gas tank. Yes, you’ll find the Santa Fe Grill tucked inside ten Pic Quik locations, but don’t be put off by the convenience store vibe. It’s friendly, fast, and fresh, and the burritos are made to eat on the road. Bacon, beans, veggies, turkey, chorizo, and other items are there for the choosing, and you can watch as the cook works the small grill with the skill and artistry of a hibachi chef, spinning the eggs, potatoes, green chile, and cheese into a grill-warmed tortilla. The menu is extensive, and while I can’t bear to stray from the beloved burrito, others swear that the Ultimate Breakfast Sandwich, made with egg, provolone, and meat of your choice, is equally transcendent. The non–breakfast burritos are legendary too (the Kid Dynamite made with a chile relleno and chorizo is a good call) and will fill up all the tanks.


GOOD TO KNOW Because these burritos are made to order, you’ll probably experience a wait during peak breakfast hours. Multiple locations throughout Las Cruces; sfgrillnm.com.
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