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  About the Author




  Mary Paganelli Votto is a graduate of Vassar College and holds Master Certificates in Cooking and Baking from the New School for Social Research Culinary Arts Program. She is a chef, writer, recipe tester, and editor. She loves to cook and eat!




  A foreign service “brat,” Mary traveled the world throughout her childhood, eating her way through the Middle East, Italy, France, and England. While living in New York City after college, she was an extern with the Food Network and worked as a private chef.




  In Tucson since 1999, Mary has spent the majority of her time here working with Tohono O’odham Community Action (TOCA), a nonprofit organization dedicated to the reinvigoration of culture and health on the Tohono O’odham Nation. As the chef/writer for TOCA, Mary has been responsible for documenting traditional foodways. Her work with elders and community members resulted in the publication of the book From I’itoi’s Garden: Tohono O’odham Food Traditions, a collaboration with TOCA and Elder Frances Manuel that celebrates the culinary traditions of the Tohono O’odham and the bounty of the Sonoran Desert. She is also the author of the travel guide Insiders’ Guide to Tucson and a contributor of food and restaurant articles to Tucson Lifestyle magazine.
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  In addition, Mary works as a recipe tester for Canyon Ranch Resorts, was the food stylist and production assistant for the Tohono O’odham episode of the PBS program Seasoned with Spirit: A Native Chef’s Journey, and the food stylist for Primal Grill, season 3. She is also an adjunct professor of culinary arts at Tohono O’odham Community College and the consulting chef for the Desert Rain Cafe.
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  Introduction




  For a relatively small city, Tucson offers hundreds of restaurant choices—from the tiny mom-and-pop to the exclusive spa, you will find it all here. Founded in 1776, Tucson didn’t become part of the United States until 1854. During that time, the flags of several nations flew over the “Old Pueblo,” so Tucson is the home of many culinary influences, from Native American to Spanish to Mexican, all reflected in the variety of restaurants available here. You’ll find Sonoran Mexican, Oaxacan Mexican, New Mexican, Cantonese, Korean, Bosnian, Jordanian, Japanese, gluten-free, vegan, raw, Southwest, barbecue, and much, much more here.




  Home to over half a million residents, the 500-square-mile city of Tucson is in the center of eastern Pima County, which stretches over 9,000 square miles and includes the communities of Marana, Oro Valley, South Tucson, the Tohono O’odham Nation, and Green Valley. Thought to be one of the oldest continually inhabited areas in the United States, Tucson is surrounded by five gorgeous mountain ranges and is home to the stately saguaro cactus. The somewhat intimidating landscape is surprisingly bountiful, providing fascinating indigenous foods like saguaro cactus fruit and tepary beans, used for centuries by Native people, along with citrus, pomegranates, and olives.
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  Still a somewhat sleepy town, Tucson attracts people from all over the globe who come here to enjoy the 350 days of sunshine and lovely desert landscape. Longtime residents, students, families, snowbirds, and tourists love to eat here and locals are justifiably proud of the many dining options in town.




  Many of the Mexican restaurants here feature the cuisine from the state of Sonora to our south in Mexico. This is home-style cooking using a variety of meats, often grilled (carne asada) or dried (machaca and carne seca); herbs like oregano and epazote; chiles of all kinds, both fresh and dried; local fruits and vegetables (Mexican gray squash, key limes, nopales, purslane); a wide variety of Mexican cheeses (cotija, panela, queso blanco); and seafood from the Sea of Cortez, including deep-fried whole fish, oysters, and shrimp. You’ll find these ingredients and more transformed into burros, burritos, soft tacos, chimichangas, stews, and soups, often accompanied by refried pinto beans and rice.




  “Chili,” “chile,” “chiles”—you’ll see all sorts of spellings of this word in stores, on labels, restaurant menus, and signs. There are literally hundreds of varieties, heat levels, and names for the many chiles that grow and are used in cooking here and all over the world. Generally speaking, the word chile is used here to describe the fresh, cooked, or dried pod, chili is used to describe the cooked stew, and traditional chili here does not usually include beans. Chile powder here is simply that—a dried chile that has been ground into powder—not the mixture of spices that are usually sold as “chile powder” in the spice section of the grocery store. This is by no means the final word, but it can be confusing so I hope this helps.
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  Many of the Asian restaurants here offer dishes from many different regions and sometimes even different countries under one roof—you will find Japanese sushi, Korean barbecue, and Chinese buffet offered together and interesting Mexican-influenced sushi combinations.
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  “Southwest” (or “South West”) and “Southwestern” are terms you will see as a classification for restaurants and also referenced on many menus in Tucson. Not just a geographic area, this has also become a culinary term, usually indicating, in its purest sense, the use of local and indigenous products used in combination with a wide variety of other ingredients and culinary styles.




  You will find every kind of eatery imaginable here, from the roadside cart to the exclusive multimillion-dollar spa and resort hotel. There is truly something for everyone, from old-fashioned cowboy grub to four-star resort cuisine and multiethnic choices from Malaysian to Jamaican. You name it, chances are you will find it here.




  

    How to Use This Book


  




  This guide is organized into multiple sections with sidebars that highlight interesting food facts and insider information. Here’s what you get:




  RESTAURANTS




  The restaurant part of this book is separated into geographic areas within the city of Tucson and Pima County that in general correspond to how locals describe these different parts of town. You’ll find restaurants big and small, from sandwich shops to upscale resorts, but you won’t find national chain restaurants in these listings. Landmark restaurants, defined as those in a unique historic location, are listed separately at the end of each geographic section. Unless otherwise noted, places are open daily.




  The restaurants in each geographic area are organized alphabetically. Specific streets and landmarks delineate each geographic area as follows:




  Central




  Wetmore and River Roads on the north, I-10 on the west, Wilmot Road on the east, and 22nd Street to the south.
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  Foothills




  Catalina Mountains to the north, Oracle Road to the west, Sabino Canyon to the east, and River and Tanque Verde Roads to the south.




  Northwest (includes Oro Valley, Marana, and Catalina)




  I-10 on the west, the Pinal County border on the north, Oracle Road on the east, and Wetmore on the south




  West




  Avra Valley Road to the north, the city of Ajo and the Tohono O’odham Nation to the west, I-10 to the east, and Ajo Way to the south.
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  East




  Catalina Mountains to the north, Saguaro Park to the east, Wilmot Road to the west, and I-10 to the south.




  South & South Tucson




  Starr Pass Boulevard/22nd Street to the north, I-19 to the west, the towns of Green Valley and Sahuarita to the south, and Wilmot Road to the east.




  The city of South Tucson is an independent mile-square community surrounded by the city of Tucson. The boundaries are 25th Street to the north, South 12th Avenue to the east, West 40th Street and I-10 to the south, and South Second Avenue to the west.




  Downtown




  Railroad tracks to the north, I-10 to the east, South 22nd Street to the south, and 4th Avenue to the west.




  University Area & Fourth Avenue




  Stone Avenue to the west, Speedway Boulevard to the north, Alvernon Way to the east, and Broadway Boulevard to the south.




  Restaurant Price Key




  Dollar signs are included with each restaurant listing and represent the following price ranges:




  

    

      	

        $


      



      	

        inexpensive, entrees in the $10 or less range


      

    




    

      	

        $$


      



      	

        moderately priced, entrees in the $10 to $20 range


      

    




    

      	

        $$$


      



      	

        expensive, most entrees over $20


      

    


  




  REGIONAL GASTRONOMIC INFO




  Festivals & Foodie Events




  A month-by-month listing of culinary events around town, both free and paid.




  Specialty Stores, Gourmet Shops & Purveyors




  An alphabetical listing of the terrific specialty markets in town. If you’re looking for rattlesnake (yes, we have it), pig’s blood, banana flowers, or just some great pastrami, it’s all here.




  Coffee, Tea & Dessert




  Craving a java, a cuppa, or something sweet? This chapter covers coffee shops, tea houses, ice cream, and dessert places that do not necessarily serve full meals but put out a good cup of joe or a super sundae.
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  Farm Fresh




  A listing of area farmers’ markets along with profiles of some of our local vendors and sidebars about where to pick your own and join a CSA for farm-fresh products.
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  Native Foods




  This chapter explores the amazing bounty of the Sonoran Desert, and the traditional foods of the Tohono O’odham (the Native American people whose nation is a part of Pima County). Organizations, resources, and cookbooks are included.




  Recipes




  Mouthwatering signature recipes contributed by some of the area’s top chefs and restaurant owners are included in this chapter.




  

    Neighborhoods & Transportation


  




  Tucson, like many cities, is divided into a variety of neighborhoods. Some are identified geographically (the Catalina Foothills) or historically (Barrio Historico), or have unique place names (Pie Allen, Sam Hughes). For the purposes of this book, Tucson also includes Pima County, which surrounds the actual city of Tucson and includes areas not strictly within the city of Tucson geographic boundaries.




  

    CULINARY TOURS




    Tucson Food Tours (foodtourstucson.com; 520-477-7986), founded by locals Brad and Maria Lawrence, offers 3-hour culinary tours (don’t worry, Gilligan, it’s not on a boat). The walking tours focus on the fast-growing downtown area, which has become a magnet for restaurants. Brad and Maria have extensive front-of-the-house experience and have worked for numerous top restaurants in town, so you will get a real insiders’ tour. You’ll visit a minimum of six restaurants and get lots of food with a “side of history” as they point out interesting architectural and historical details about the neighborhood. The tastings are generous, so don’t eat a lot before you go!




    If you’re interested in tasting local Sonoran cuisine, Gray Line Arizona (graylinearizona.com; 520-622-8811) offers a “Best of the Barrio” tour that takes you to select restaurants in South Tucson. The tour takes 4 hours and requires a minimum of six people. You’ll spend more time eating than driving, visiting four different family-owned restaurants that offer tastings and samples including a frosty margarita. Book ahead of time and come hungry!


  




  The city is fairly spread out and navigable most easily by car. The bus system, Sun Tran (suntran.com) does not reach all outlying areas and street taxi service is limited primarily to the airport area and some downtown and University areas (a full listing of all local cab companies is at the city of Tucson website, thecityoftucson.com). There are some private car and limousine services available but they can be expensive. A light rail system is in the works but will primarily service the University and Downtown areas. So, buckle up, ‘cause driving is the best way to get to most parts of town.




  

    Keeping Up with Food News


  




  There are lots of ways to keep up with what’s happening on the restaurant and dining scene in town.




  Publications




  Arizona Daily Star, azstarnet.com. The insert in the Thursday edition of the paper, called “Caliente,” is a good source for upto-the-minute food news in the “Morsels” section. There is usually fairly extensive coverage of area restaurants in the “Good Eats” section. A rotating list of restaurants is included in the “Grab a Bite” section, organized by type of cuisine. The Wednesday edition of the paper technically features the food section, but it consists mainly of national articles culled from other news sources.




  Arizona Gourmet Living, arizonagourmetliving.tripod.com. Scattered about town, this freebie, low-budget magazine comes out four times a year and offers in-depth profiles of local chefs and restaurants and provides recipes for signature dishes. It’s more a business-to-business than a consumer food magazine and the web-site has no content.




  DesertLeaf, desertleaf.com. This tabloid-size monthly is delivered free to Foothills residents and complimentary copies are available at local libraries. It usually features a restaurant profile of a select advertiser, a column with cookbook reviews and recipes, and an alphabetical listing of local restaurants by cuisine.




  Tucson Guide Magazine, tucsonguidemagazine.com. Local food writer Edie Jarolim pens a column in each issue of this local lifestyle magazine that focuses on area restaurants. The “Chef Says” Q&A feature offers interesting interviews with local chefs along with a signature recipe. The “Things to Do” section features occasional fun food facts and great ideas for things to do around town—food-related and otherwise. A dining section, the “Desert Dining Guide,” lists area restaurants alphabetically, while seasonal events are listed in the “Festivals & Fiestas” section. Each full issue is available online at their website.
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  Tucson Lifestyle, tucsonlifestyle.com. Each issue of this monthly glossy features an article that highlights several local restaurants (full disclosure: I write for this publication) and a dining guide organized by cuisine. A month-by-month calendar also includes local events. The website has full magazine content and a searchable restaurant database by cuisine and neighborhood.




  Tucson Weekly, tucsonweekly.com. Published every Thursday, this alternative paper has lots to say about food around town. Each issue has a restaurant review written by locals (in the “Chow” section), a rotating list of restaurants by cuisine, and a column called “Noshing Around” that provides updates on new restaurants, events, and food-related activities. They don’t pull any punches with their reviews, so you’ll hear it like it is! Their website provides a daily dispatch of foodie news called “The Range,” current articles and reviews, and an archive of restaurant reviews dating back to 1999.




  Zocalo Magazine, thezmag.com. This free publication primarily covers downtown area businesses and events with a focus on news and the arts. The “Food & Drink” section features an article or two on an area restaurant and occasionally a recipe. Their website offers a full digital edition of the magazine.




  Online




  Metromix Tucson, tucson.metromix.com. Although part of a national online network, this is a great resource for finding area restaurants, bars, and clubs. It’s all here and easily searchable by type of cuisine and neighborhood, with a great map feature.




  Metropolitan Tucson Convention and Visitors Bureau, visit tucson.org. The Convention and Visitors Bureau does a great job of keeping up with area restaurants and events. Online, you’ll find a comprehensive, searchable (by cuisine and key word) restaurant database with capsule descriptions and a helpful map feature. If you want something more personal, the folks who man their Visitors Center in Plaza Palomino downtown always have suggestions and a slew of sample menus on hand.
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  Tucson’s Restaurants




  




  Tucson has always been proud of its culinary diversity and its large number of restaurants. Here in one of the oldest continuously inhabited regions in the United States, we have an amazing variety of restaurants, culinary styles, and cultures represented in our small city. We also have some of the oldest continuously operating and historic restaurants in the country—several have been in business since the early 1900s. Despite our seemingly intimidating landscape, the desert yields many fascinating indigenous ingredients that find their way into many items on our menus. Home to Native American, Mexican, Spanish, Asian, and many other ethnic groups, Tucson is truly a culinary “melting pot,” with restaurants here offering the cuisines of many nations, our own “cowboy” cuisine influenced by our long history of ranching, and what has come to be referred to as Southwest cuisine—a melding of many of these styles and indigenous foods into a unique blend. This diversity is also reflected in the many different types of restaurants you’ll find here, from the upscale resort with talented chefs preparing sophisticated fare to tiny mom-and-pops cooking home-style food, it’s all done casual style. You’ll rarely find anyone in a suit and tie, but more often in shorts or khakis and a comfortable shirt. The restaurants included here represent the varied cultures, flavors, and cuisines that make Tucson a special and exciting place for food lovers.




  Central
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  The majority of restaurants in Tucson are located here, in this central corridor that encompasses a large swath of town and several main thoroughfares. You’ll find an amazing variety including just about every ethnic cuisine from Jamaican to Korean, Middle Eastern, and Indian, and every style of restaurant from fast food, coffee shops, cafes, takeout, upscale, downscale, offering breakfast, lunch, and dinner. You could spend months eating just along Speedway, there are so many places on this major road alone.




  

    
[image: image] Foodie Faves



  




  AI Bistro, 5099 E. Grant Rd., Tucson, AZ 85712; (520) 318-2726; artinstitutes.edu/tucson; International; $. Not too many people know about this tiny little bistro housed inside the Art Institute of Tucson. Culinary students in the Associate and Bachelor degree programs work the front and back of the house under the strict guidance of experienced culinary instructors. You can watch it all through the big windows that show the entire working kitchen. The menu changes weekly, showcasing the regions, cuisines, and styles that the students are studying (what a great way to study!). You will be treated to a wide variety of culinary treats, served up in style. The students rotate through the program, experiencing the realities of the competitive restaurant world. The 3-course prix-fixe menu is ridiculously reasonable, but the hours of operation are limited to when school and these master classes are in session. Be sure to share any comments or thoughts with the students and instructors; they are anxious to learn and improve their skills. The small space has only 12 tables and gets booked fast. Advance reservations are a must. Open for lunch only, Tues through Thurs only during the academic year with seatings at 11:30 a.m., noon, and 12:30 p.m.




  Blue Willow, 216 N. Campbell Ave., Tucson, AZ 85719; (520) 327-7577; bluewillowtucson.com; American; $. Homey and friendly, the Blue Willow is a favorite breakfast destination, serving Tucsonans since 1978. The croissants are famous and the hearty full breakfasts are served all day. After you browse through the small gift shop that greets you at the entrance, there are several seating options. The main dining room is a restored 1940s adobe house with lots of little rooms and hallways. The patio is highly popular and people wait patiently for a table here, among the plants en plein air. Breakfast, breakfast, breakfast, it’s the most important meal of the day and this is the place to have it. All breakfast entrees come with crispy potatoes, brown rice or beans, and whole-wheat raisin toast (choose this) or a tortilla. The Blue Willow Special is a top pick—eggs are scrambled with chicken, green chiles, tomatoes, chopped corn tortillas, cheddar, salsa, and sour cream. It’s a huge and incredibly satisfying combination. The fresh fruit crepes are filled with a fantastic mix of fresh strawberries, bananas, pineapple, blueberries, and yogurt, topped with real whipped cream and a dusting of cinnamon. Omelets are so big you could probably use them as a raft to cross the ocean. There are many choices of fillings from the classic three cheese to the Southwestern avocado, jack, and green chiles. French toast is made with the amazing whole-wheat cinnamon-raisin bread (choose this!) or egg bread and is dense and perfectly sautéed. There’s lots, lots more on the menu for lunch and dinner, including soups, sandwiches, and Southwest-inspired entrees but the breakfast is tops. Open weekdays from 7 a.m. and weekends from 8 a.m. for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.
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  Bobo’s, 2938 E. Grant Rd., Tucson, AZ 85716; (520) 326-6163; bobostucson.com; American; $. It’s not pretty and some may even call it a “greasy spoon.” In fact you might even wonder why Bobo’s is here, but you won’t wonder once you try one of their amazing, humongous pancakes, made from scratch and as big as your head. That’s right. Bobo’s is famous for their pancakes, light, fluffy, slathered in butter and drenched in syrup (bring your own if you like the real stuff), it’ll be amazing if you can eat the whole plateful. Once you go home, you will dream of Bobo’s pancakes and crave more and more. And you can get them all day, which is very dangerous. There are other things on the menu here, excellent hash browns, fried eggs, and they even serve lunch and dinner, but I don’t know what they offer because, for me, the only thing to get here is the pancakes. Warning: This place is packed, especially on the weekends, so plan accordingly. Open at 5:30 a.m. daily, closes at 2 p.m. on Sat and Sun.




  BrushFire BBQ Company #1, 2745 N. Campbell Ave., Tucson, AZ 85719; (520) 624-3223; brushfirebbq.com; Barbecue; $$. The guys at BrushFire may seem laid back but they are very serious about their barbecue. Jared Wren and Ben Rine opened this little place in 2007 after stints cooking in India. Somehow barbecue took over for Indian food and BrushFire was born. This super-casual hot spot, with limited tables and counter service only, puts out some terrific barbecue. Two big wood smokers that hold over a thousand pounds of meat sit out back, belching out some mighty nice-smelling smoke. All meats are dry rubbed, smoked over pecan and mesquite wood, and sauced to order. The sweet, spicy, peppery, thick, tomatoey BBQ sauce is a secret recipe that only Jared and Ben are privy to—the rest of us just have to guess and keep eating it to figure out the ingredients. It’s served on just about everything—fries, beans, meats, even salads! What to order? Messy fries—a glob of fries tossed with meat, sauce, and cheese (cheddar, swiss, jalapeño jack, or provolone); delicious baked beans—cooked in the smoker with chunks of barbecue pork, molasses, chile powder, and onions, so they have a deep smoky flavor; pulled-pork sandwich—soft, shredded meat piled onto a soft bun that’s been brushed with garlic butter and grilled; you can get it with tons of optional toppings including pickles (my choice); hot, sweet, or red onions; sweet or hot peppers; and jalapeños—a delicious mouthful. Ribs, brisket, chicken, sausages, and turkey all come pink and moist out of the smoker and are available in family packs or by the pound. Even prime rib is smoked here, available only on Tues after 5 p.m. with two sides and garlic bread; it’s tender and full of flavor. On holidays, they even smoke Tur-Duck-Hens (the infamous turkey stuffed with a duck stuffed with a chicken). Available by special order only, they come whole and cut in half . . . half a Tur-Duck-Hen, who knew? Open daily starting at 11 a.m.
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  CeeDee Jamaican Restaurant, 1070 N. Swan Rd., Tucson, AZ 85711; (520) 795-3400; jamaicanrestauranttucson.com; Jamaican; $$. Be prepared to squeeze into the booths and single aisle or take out at this extremely small outpost of homemade Jamaican food, decorated floor to ceiling with Jamaican flags and posters. Family members work hard as they dish out stews, curries, and fricas-sees from the bubbling vats behind the counter, or grab a patty (chicken, beef, or veg) out from under the hot lights. The menu is small but tasty. Just get in line and point to whatever looks good. It all smells good. The servers are usually too busy to answer lots of questions and there aren’t many signs but you will enjoy tender jerk chicken (made here with lots of pungent herbs and spices), thick, rich curried goat (there are bones so be careful), and the meaty “frigazee” (stew) of the day (usually chicken and oxtails). All come with rice and peas (peas here are kidney beans) and two sides—festival (similar to a hush puppy), plantains, or vegetables. Unusual drinks, homemade and canned, are also available. You may see sorrel punch, Irish Moss, or peanut punch in the refrigerated case—just try one! Limited but tasty desserts include rum cake by the slice and dense potato pudding. Open Tues through Sun for lunch and dinner from 11 a.m.




  Dakota Cafe & Catering, 6541 E. Tanque Verde Rd., Tucson, AZ 85715; (520) 298-7188; dakotacafetucson.com; American; $$$. This upscale cafe is located at the edge of the pseudo-Western attraction Trail Dust Town. When (if?) you tire of cowboy gunfights, train rides, and panning for gold, Dakota offers a comfortable, cool respite for drinks, lunch, and dinner. The outdoor porch is the place to sit. With live music offered nightly, it’s a private, cozy place far from the hustle and bustle of the town. You will find classic, seasonal cafe food prepared well and professionally served here. Lunch is the most popular time to dine here, with excellent sandwiches, soups made from scratch, and generous salads. As for sandwiches, perennial favorites include the grilled portobello (a meaty mushroom cap layered with eggplant, roasted red peppers, tomatoes, spinach leaves, and Havarti cheese with dill on a nice crusty roll) and the Parmesan grilled cheese (thick sourdough with three cheeses, ham, and a spicy horseradish Dijon mustard). Top salads are the orange beef with cashews and dressed with orange vinaigrette, and the classic-with-a-twist salmon niçoise with baby tomatoes, green beans, and roasted potatoes with an orange-dill dressing. Soup choices change daily. Open Mon through Sat at 11 a.m., Sun at 10 a.m.
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  The Dish, 3131 E. First St., Tucson, AZ 85716; (520) 326-1714; rumrunnertucson.com; Continental; $$$. You’ll find this little bistro tucked away inside the Rum Runner retail wine shop. Intimate is the only word to describe the small space that includes a separate dining area with a bar and a few tables hidden among the wine racks and in little alcoves around the store. Dinner only is served here, prepared à la minute by Chef Michael Muthart as “small” (appetizer), “green” (salads), “deep” (soup) and “big” (entree) dishes. The small-scale menu changes frequently, showcasing seasonal ingredients. Among the appetizers, you might find a creamy goat cheese brûlée with tomato confit, sprinkled with fresh oregano and served with toasted baguette slices; salads include baby greens with spiced pump-kinseeds and a tomato vinaigrette; and wild mushroom amaranth cakes with raisin chutney, or slow-cooked lamb loin with caramel sauce are entree choices. The best deal of all is to be had on Tues, Wed, and Thurs nights when a bowl of saffron mussels and a glass of fine wine at the bar will set you back only $12. Open for dinner Tues through Sat at 5 p.m.
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  El Mezon del Cobre, 2960 N. First Ave., Tucson, AZ 85719; (520) 792-0977; (520) 791-0977; Mexican Seafood; $$. Isolated on a rather barren stretch of First Avenue, this family-run Mexican restaurant specializes in seafood. The bright, clean restaurant interior is decorated with colorful tile work, brightly painted walls, and wood carvings. Owner Consuelo Medina and sons Manny and Octavio are friendly, welcoming, and committed to cooking with the very freshest seafood, which comes in fresh directly from Guayamas. And seafood is what you must order here. Start with the whole yellow jalapeños stuffed with shrimp and wrapped in bacon (El Mezon chiles toritos on the antojito /appetizer section of the menu). I don’t know how they do it, but the bacon strips hugging tightly to the jalapeños are super crispy but not greasy and the shrimp inside are soft and tender. Scallop ceviche is available in season as are plump and briny oysters on the half shell. Snapper is cooked in several ways, all good. The signature snapper dish is a whole fish deep fried (pargo frito), but the snapper fillets can be had grilled, breaded, foil-wrapped, sautéed with green chiles, and a la Veracruz in a rich but light tomato sauce with capers and olives. There are so many super shrimp entrees (at least 10), and they range from the basic (deep-fried) to the unusual (sautéed with ketchup and Huichol hot sauce). You’ll just have to come in and try them all. If you have even a bit of room left, try Consuelo’s pastel de tres leches, a super-spongy, dairy-infused cake frosted with whipped cream. Open daily for lunch and dinner from 11 a.m.
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  El Molcajete, 633 S. Plumer Ave., Tucson, AZ 85719; (520) 623-8886; Mexican; $. It’s all homemade here at this off-the-beaten-track family-run restaurant. Don’t expect anything fancy, this is a real homey place frequented by cops and neighborhood residents who enjoy the simple, delicious, Sonoran Mexican food. The interior is cool and dim with bright plastic-coated tablecloths on the tables, and the vibe is friendly and low key. Mom Olivia Salazar is in the kitchen daily making her famous soups: albondigas (meatball), caldo de queso (cheese), gallina pinta (hominy, beef, and bean), fideo (noodle), and lentil. You’ll also find some of the best green-corn tamales here. It’s truly a family restaurant, with daughter Mirza working the front of the house with a smile and dad Reyes is behind the scenes washing dishes and doing everything else! Open Mon through Sat 7 a.m. to 3 p.m. for breakfast and lunch.




  Feast, 3719 E. Speedway Blvd., Tucson, AZ 85712; (520) 326-6500; eatatfeast.com; American; $$. Doug Levy has no culinary degree—in fact his degrees are in sculpture and linguistics, but he can cook! This Tucson original has been in the kitchen since he was 16, tasting, testing, and creating. His constantly changing menu (he changes eight to twelve menu items on the first Tuesday of every month!) reflects his continuing interest in seasonal, local ingredients and just about every culinary genre you can think of. Although the menu changes frequently, you will find signature items on it regularly. These include an ethereal lobster, corn, and scallion bread pudding that arrives tableside in little ramekins. Soufflé-like, it is light, rich, and airy. Another regular is the crispy duck salad (shredded duck confit with field greens, grapes and goat cheese, dressed in a maple vinaigrette). And you’ll always find the Feast grilled cheese—seared haloumi cheese layered with honey-roasted eggplant, sliced tomatoes, and red onion and served on a crusty French roll. The small vegetable garden out back, newly planted pear trees, and herb and edible flower patch on the side of the restaurant provide daily inspiration, finding their way into unique sauces (like oregano cream), appetizers (like English pea gratin with tarragon and leeks), and salads (like nasturtium citrus caprese salad). Doug also likes to use indigenous ingredients—he makes his own popular variation on the classic cassoulet using local tepary beans. If you fall in love with a dish and fear that you might not see it again on the rapidly changing menu, take heart. During the summer months Doug will make it for you, just put in a special request. To discover his other inspirations, you’ll just have to make a reservation. Seating is available in a modern, chic front dining area, a back dining room, and a small side patio right on the parking lot, and it all books up fast. Open Tues through Sat at 11 a.m., Sun at 10 a.m.
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  Frankie’s, 2574 N. Campbell Rd., Tucson, AZ 85719; (520) 795-2665; frankiescheesesteaks.com; Cheesesteak; $. You don’t have to go to Philly to get a cheesesteak, Frankie’s makes a great one right here in town. In business since 2003, owner Frankie Santos really is from South Philly so he knows his cheesesteak. It’s plain and simple in here: counter, tables, and lots of happy people eating Frankie’s delicious sandwiches. You must get the cheesesteak, thin sliced, grilled certified Angus beef, bright orange Whiz cheese, and sautéed onions nested in a soft Amoroso roll imported all the way from Philly. It’s a mouthful of goodness. If you’re not a purist about your cheesesteak, add some extra toppings. The broccoli rabe is amazingly good and garlicky. There are also roasted sweet and hot peppers, sautéed mushrooms, extra-sharp provolone and homemade marinara sauce to put on top if you wish. Frankie’s is not just about cheesesteak, even though that’s what I come here for. You’ll also find hoagies, roast pork, chicken, salads, fish, and Wise potato chips from back East on the menu; they’re all good too. Open daily at 11 a.m.
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  Frank’s/Francisco’s, 3843 E. Pima St., Tucson, AZ 85716; (520) 881-2710; franksrestaurant.com; $. Let me tell you right up front, this place is truly a dive. Not only is it a dive but is has a dual personality and the best sign in all of Tucson—Frank’s, Fine Dining Elsewhere. They know whereof they speak. Completely unassuming and a bit grimy, this place has been cooking up bountiful breakfasts and Michoacan-style Mexican dinners for a long, long time (actually since 1972). Open kitchen is perhaps too fancy a word to describe the interior. The small diner-like space is almost completely taken up by the grill top that puts out real home fries, all kinds of eggs, sunny-side up and otherwise along with chicken-fried steak, corned beef hash, and pancakes. Portions are huge and people line up for seats. At 5 p.m., the place becomes Francisco’s, offering some unusual items like pig’s feet enchiladas, sopes con desembrada (thick corn tortillas with seasoned, stewed beef), and pork chops with red chile garlic sauce along with tacos, tostadas, flautas, burritos, and quesadillas, also in generous portions. Open for breakfast and lunch Mon through Fri 6 a.m. to 2 p.m., Sat 7 a.m. to 2 p.m., Sun 8 a.m. to 2 p.m. Dinner daily at 5 p.m.
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  Ghini’s French Caffe, 1803 E. Prince Rd., Tucson, AZ 85719; (520) 326-9095; ghiniscafe.com; French; $. Pronounced variously as “genie” and “ghee-nee” (the correct version is “ghee-nee”), this restaurant's name comes from Chef-Owner Coralie Satta (nicknamed Ghini and originally from Marseilles). Since 1992 she has brought a taste of southern France to this strip mall with a huge menu of delicious breakfast and lunch items, many featuring breads made at the neighboring bakery. You’ll find many French-inspired signature dishes here. An all-time favorite is the eggs Provençal: butter-basted fried eggs served atop soft, caramelized tomatoes sautéed in garlic and thyme. Another choice is the omelette de soleil featuring three eggs whisked with herbes de Provence. The simple baguette au jambon (warm baguette with butter and paper-thin slices of ham) transports you to Paris. Ghini’s version hits the mark, made with a freshly baked baguette from the bakery and unsalted, creamy butter. Croque monsieur and croque madame, dipped in egg and sautéed until crispy and melty, are other lunchtime favorites. Crepes folded over fresh strawberries, bacon pea salad in a creamy Dijon dressing, chicken cordon bleu, escargots, triple-crème brie, there are just too many good things to eat here. Drinks include steamy café au lait served in big cups and freshly squeezed lemon, lime, and orange juice. The outdoor front patio (dog-friendly) with cooling misters is a prime spot; small tables fill the intimate dining area inside. Closed Mon, open Tues through Sat from 8:30 a.m. to 3 p.m., Sun from 8 a.m. to 2 p.m.




  Govinda’s, 711 E. Blacklidge Dr., Tucson, AZ 85719; (520) 792-0630; govindasoftucson.com; Vegetarian; $. A meal at Govinda’s, housed in the Chaitanya Cultural Center, is an experience that should not be missed. Be prepared to join the long line of people waiting for some excellent, simple vegetarian food. The quiet, hushed, garden environment complete with lily pond, fountains, caged birds, strolling peacocks, and rustling palms is a real oasis. All profits from the restaurant go to feed the homeless locally and to support the ashram. You never know exactly what you’ll find on the buffet line, and many people bring containers so they can take home food for the week, it’s so tasty. Whole-wheat bread is made here, as is all the food, and it can go fast. It is very casual: The buffet items are set out on a counter, with plates and silverware stacked at the start of the line and servers ready to fill your plates. A weekly menu is posted on the restaurant’s website if you want to get a feel for what might be on the buffet. Thursday nights are always vegan and Tuesdays usually feature more Indian-style cuisine (curries, dhal, poori, raita, and chutneys.) Everything is subtly spiced and carefully prepared with some very interesting combinations and textures. It’s truly amazing what can be made with vegetables and how creative the cooks here are with dishes that are not made with dairy. There is seating inside the small dining area and outside on the lovely patio where you can hear the caged birds sing. Don’t miss the nice little store on property that sells hand-printed cotton bedspreads, spiritual books, clothing, and lots of interesting knickknacks. Open for dinner Tues through Sat at 5 p.m., for lunch Wed through Sat from 11:30 a.m. to 2 p.m., and brunch Sun from 11 a.m. to 2 p.m.
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