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WHAT 

THEY’RE 
HAVING

LOCAL CHEFS DISH 
ON EVERYTHING 

FROM THEIR 
FAVORITE LUNCH 

SPOT TO THE BEST 
RESTAURANT FOR 

DATE NIGHT
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his might surprise you: Chefs have a 
personal life outside their restaurants. 
They have favorite places to grab 

a late-night bite after work, they have 
go-to spots to wine and dine out-of-town 
friends, and they have strong opinions on 
who serves up the best Mexican food. In 
short, ask a Greater Phoenix chef about 
local restaurants, and you’ll get an insider’s 
dining guide to the metro area.

 Here are four noted chefs who are 
deeply enmeshed in the local dining scene.

BY NORA BURBA TRULSSON
PHOTOGRAPHY BY JILL RICHARDS

T



Where do you go for breakfast?  
Matt’s Big Breakfast. I like everything,  
but I love their potatoes!
What is your favorite restaurant for 
dessert? I go for ice cream at  
Sweet Republic.
What restaurant has the best ambiance? 
Any Mexican restaurant on the west side 
on a Saturday night. They’re packed. 
People are dancing to bandas. It’s like 
walking into Mexico.
What local chef do you admire and why? 
Chris Bianco because he’s true to his 
craft. Christopher Gross because of his 
longevity and tenacity.
What is the best meal you’ve ever eaten 
locally? Tacos from Taqueria Los Yaquis, 
a food truck.
Where do you go for culinary 
inspiration? Mexico, definitely. It’s where 
I’ll find a simple ingredient or see a little 
old lady selling something great out  
of a bucket.
What restaurant typifies Southwest 

cuisine? Kai at Sheraton Wild Horse 
Pass Resort.

Who has the best late-night dining? 
Delux.
What is the best restaurant for a date? 
Sochu House or any place by chef  
Johnny Chu.
What is the best family-friendly 
restaurant? Pepe’s Taco Villa. It’s 
economical, they have great menudo,  
and it can feed a few carfuls of Salcidos.
Where do you go for great Mexican  
food? Los Reyes de la Torta and the  
Mini Mercado Oaxaca. Their black molé 
tamales are to die for.
What would you say is the Greater  
Phoenix area’s best kept dining secret?  
The west side. It has serious potential.  
It’s not trendy, and it’s ethnically diverse. 
This is the next place where Phoenix  
will flourish.

Every once in a while, an email exchange with chef Silvana Salcido Esparza 
might come back with one of those automatic, out-of-office replies. Her subject 
line? I’M AT THE BEACH, all caps. 
 The four-time James Beard Award-nominee deserves a break now and then, 
from a culinary trajectory that started with the 2002 opening of Barrio Café with 
its menu of marinated pork cochinita pibil and chiles en nogada (a poblano pep-
per stuffed with almond-cream sauce). She recently opened a second Barrio Café 
location at Phoenix Sky Harbor International Airport—and Esparza’s not done 
yet. “I’m looking for something on the west side of Phoenix,” she says, “right in 
the heart of the city’s immigrant community.”
 Known for her exploration of regional Mexican cuisines, Esparza spent part 
of her adult career in banking before following her heart to culinary school. At the 
age of 40, she ditched corporate kitchens to spend “two years on a bus in Mexico, 
living out of a suitcase” to learn about the country’s cooking, from everyone from 
home cooks to street vendors, before opening her first restaurant.
 “That shaped my personal agenda,” Esparza explains, “which is to teach people 
about the food and culture of Mexico. When I hear people say, ‘Oh my God, I didn’t 
know Mexican food could taste that way,’ I know I’ve done my job.”  Barrio Café, 
2814 N. 16th St., Phoenix, (602) 636-0240, and Phoenix Sky Harbor International 
Airport, Terminal 4, Gate D; barriocafe.com

B A R R I O  C A F É

     SILVANA   
SALCIDO ESPARZA 

VISITPHOENIX.COM OFFICIAL TRAVEL GUIDE TO GREATER PHOENIX  21

FIND MORE
Chef Silvana Salcido Esparza 
talks about food, family 
and Barrio Café. Watch 
the exclusive video by 
downloading our free iPad 
app from the Apple Store.  

WHAT DO YOU ALWAYS HAVE 
IN YOUR REFRIGERATOR?

Half and half, olives, plus too many cheeses 
and salamis that I’m never home to eat.



What is your favorite high-end 
restaurant? Vincent on Camelback.
What is your favorite ethnic food 
restaurant? I like Mexican places 
like La Salsita, Los Reyes de la Torta, 
Mariscos Playa Hermosa, El Norteño 
and so many more.
Where do you go for breakfast?  
Matt’s Big Breakfast.

Who has the best wine list? Posh or 
Cowboy Ciao.
What restaurant has the best 
ambiance? For views, Elements at 
Sanctuary Camelback Mountain or 
the patio at BLT Steak at JW Marriott 
Camelback Inn.
What is the best meal you’ve ever 
eaten locally? Wow—the omakase 
menu at Nobuo at Teeter House.

When guests come to visit, where do 
you take them? To my house, where 
I cook!
Who has the best late-night dining? 
Delux, for burgers.
What is the best restaurant for a date? 
Poolside at Sanctuary Camelback 
Mountain, with a cocktail in hand and 
a side of fries.

What is your favorite lunch spot? 
Noca or Flower Child.
Where do you go for cocktails/happy 
hour? Crudo has the best cocktails  
in town!
What restaurant typifies the ultimate 
Greater Phoenix dining experience? 
Durant’s.
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Mark Tarbell’s eponymous restaurant is sleek and airy, punc-
tuated by colorful, modern artworks. The menu? American— 
grilled salmon, pan-roasted chicken, seared pepper steak—
tempered with a French technique. It has become a Phoenix 
classic, but it’s still current enough to attract the city’s movers 
and shakers, as well as a fair share of celebs like Clint East-
wood, Sammy Hagar and Muhammad Ali.
 Yet when Tarbell took the leap of faith to open his own 
restaurant in 1994, his only thought was to be the third-
best restaurant in Arizona. “Why? Because the first- and 
second-best restaurants kept closing,” he recalls. “I wanted 
to have a great restaurant that stayed open.”
 That plan reveals Tarbell’s deep-seated Yankee practi-
cality. Born in New Hampshire, Tarbell became interested 
in food, he says, because he was always hungry and taught 
himself to cook. After high school he apprenticed in an 
Amsterdam hotel kitchen, then got into La Varenne, the 
Parisian cooking academy, as well as l’Academie du Vin, 
where he learned about wine. 
 Returning stateside in 1984, he got a job as a sous chef 
in Boston, with a long-range plan to open his own place. 
To get front-of-the-house experience, he signed on as a 
manager of a Utah ski resort’s fine-dining restaurant, then 
spent eight years as the food and beverage director at The 
Boulders in Carefree. 
 Since launching Tarbell’s, he has won numerous awards 
and accolades, including a James Beard Award nomination 
and a win on Food Network’s Iron Chef America. Tarbell, 
also an accomplished wine columnist, recently opened The 
Tavern, a next-door, “bruschetta-free” wine bar, as well as 
The Wine Store, which offers wine, beer and local foods. 
 “We honor where we came from,” says Tarbell reflecting on 
more than two decades of restaurant success, “but we always 
stay relevant.”  Tarbell’s, 3213 E. Camelback Road, Phoenix, 
(602) 955-8100, tarbells.com; The Tavern, 3205 E. Camelback 
Road, Phoenix, (602) 955-7730, tarbellstavern.com

 MARK

T A R B E L L ’ S 

TARBELL

WHAT DO YOU 
ALWAYS HAVE IN YOUR 

REFRIGERATOR?

Eggs, butter, cheese, wine, beer, Champagne 
and lots of projects I’m working on, such as hot 
sauces, pickles and preserves.



 NOBUO 

N O B U O  A T  T E E T E R  H O U S E

F U KU DA 

Nobuo Fukuda is known as a James 
Beard Award-winning chef who pio-
neered a concept of pairing Japanese 
tapas-style dishes with wine at his first 
restaurant, Sea Saw (now closed), and at 
his present spot, Nobuo at Teeter House. 
Here, he serves a relaxed, izakaya-style 
menu, in addition to creative omakase, 
or chef’s tasting offerings. 
 But few know that Fukuda is also an 
EMT-certified ski patroller. To Fukuda, 
that he became as passionate about snow-
fall as sashimi just seems, well, logical. 
 As a wide-eyed youngster in Tokyo, 
Fukuda became obsessed with all things 
American, and a trip to the United 
States landed him in Arizona, where 
the Benihana restaurant chain was hir-
ing. He went to work for several other 
local Japanese restaurants, then had an 
epiphany. “I came here to learn about 
America and Americans. I was spend-
ing all my time around Japanese.” 
 A skier, he applied for a job on the ski 
patrol at Sunrise Park Resort in Arizona’s 
White Mountains. “I had to learn CPR 
and get certified as an EMT,” he explains. 
“I spent about 10 years on the mountain, 
and learned about Americans.”
 After moving back to Greater Phoe-
nix and the world of cuisine, Fukuda 
launched his much-lauded Sea Saw in 
2002. “It was a new style,” he notes. 

“My wife and I like wine, and people 
liked small plates. We began pairing 
wine with a new kind of Japanese food, 
using unusual ingredients.”
 By 2010, Fukuda was ready for 
change and found space in a restored 
1899 bungalow in downtown Phoenix’s 
Heritage & Science Park. There, dark 
woods, cozy rooms and a four-person bar 
serve as a backdrop for Fukuda’s earthy 
lunch and dinner options, such as pork 

belly buns, Washyugyu short ribs and 
sake-steamed clams. At the bar, he’ll also 
do omakase on weekends.
 Has his EMT training come into 
play at his restaurant? “Thankfully, 
not so far.”  622 E. Adams St., Phoenix, 
(602) 254-0600, nobuofukuda.com

What is your favorite ethnic 
food restaurant? Pho 43 Express, 
for Vietnamese food.
Who has the best wine list? 
Cowboy Ciao. 
What restaurant has the best 
ambiance? Quiessence at The 
Farm at South Mountain. You’re 
in the middle of a farm, and you 
forget the city.
What local chef do you admire 
and why? Shinji Kurita of 
ShinBay. He has stayed true  
to his craft.
When guests come to visit, where 
do you take them? Binkley’s.
What restaurant typifies 
Southwest cuisine? Richardson’s 
or Los Dos Molinos.

Who has the best late-night 
dining? Cafe Ga Hyang,  
a Korean restaurant that’s  
open until 2 a.m.
What is the best restaurant for  
a date? Going to a restaurant  
is work for my wife and me.  
We go to a movie instead.
What is your favorite lunch 
spot? I like the dumplings at 
Lucky’s King Wah, a Chinese 
restaurant.
What is the best family-friendly 
restaurant? We’ve been going to 
a Vietnamese restaurant called 
Da Vang with our kids for years. 
It has healthy, delicious and 
interesting food. 
 

Where do you go for  
great Mexican food? I like 
Silvana Salcido Esparza’s  
Barrio Café.
What restaurant do you 
frequent most often and why? 
Pho 43 Express. It’s like they 
serve comfort food for me, with 
the mix of herbs and spices.
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FIND MORE
Get a behind-
the-scenes peek 
at Chef Fukuda’s 
restaurant. See the 
exclusive slideshow 
by downloading our 
free iPad app from 
the Apple Store.  

WHAT DO YOU 
ALWAYS HAVE IN YOUR 

REFRIGERATOR?

Besides beer and 
wine? Tofu, miso 
and ponzu sauce.



In the kitchen of his newly opened 
Southern Rail restaurant, Justin 
Beckett is slicing a cinnamon-flecked 
peach buckle for sampling. It’s a typical 
Beckett thing—tweaking, experimenting 
and delivering satisfying dishes that are 
both familiar and innovative.
 Southern Rail is Beckett’s second restaurant, 
opened with his wife and two partners. The first, 
Beckett’s Table, has been a hit since it launched in 
2010, serving short ribs, chocolate-dipped bacon 
s’mores and seasonal American offerings.
 The idea to do a restaurant with Southern influ-
ences was “born in my head,” says Beckett, long before 
he toured The Newton, a revitalized mid-century  
restaurant that is now home to Southern Rail, 
Changing Hands Bookstore and a public event space.  
 To come up with Southern Rail’s concept, Beckett 
and partners traveled to Atlanta, New Orleans, Aus-
tin, Texas, and Charleston, S.C., for an “eat-a-thon,” 
hitting multiple restaurants a day. “You leave half of 
everything on your plate, is how we do it,” Beckett 
explains. “Our record was 24 restaurants in 36 hours.”
 The eat-a-thon was distilled into Southern Rail’s 
menu, which includes gumbo, fried green tomatoes 
and a broccoli, cauliflower, leek and rice casserole. 
 At both Beckett’s Table and Southern Rail, the 
chef’s touch is evident. “I’m in here every day,” he 
says. “I get passionate with food. I like to eat.”  South-
ern Rail, 300 W. Camelback Road, Ste. 2, Phoenix, 
(602) 200-0085, southernrailaz.com; Beckett’s Table, 
3717 E. Indian School Road, Phoenix, (602) 954-1700, 
beckettstable.com

S O U T H E R N  R A I L  
A N D  B E C K E T T ’ S  T A B L E

  JUSTIN 

What is your favorite high-
end restaurant? Quiessence at 
The Farm at South Mountain.
What is your favorite 
ethnic food restaurant? 
Cafe Lalibela, an Ethiopian 
restaurant. It’s all about 
stewed flavors, and you get  
to eat with your hands.

Where do you go for 
breakfast? Essence Bakery.
What restaurant has the best 
ambiance? The Parlor Pizzeria. 
The interior of the mid-century 
building is beautiful.
What local chef do you admire 
and why? Josh Hebert of Posh 
for trying a concept that was 
nonexistent, and Kevin Binkley 
for sticking to his guns.

Where do you go for  
culinary inspiration? On an 
“eat-a-thon.” See above!
When guests come to visit, 
where do you take them?  
We go to Richardson’s,  
Dick’s Hideaway and The  
Parlor Pizzeria.
Who has the best late-night 
dining? Delux or The Clever Koi.

What is your favorite  
lunch spot? Pane Bianco  
for great sandwiches.
What is the best family-
friendly restaurant? 
Oregano’s is definitely a 
favorite with our kids. They 
get to play with dough there. 
We also like Federal Pizza.

What restaurant do you 
frequent most often and 
why? The Parlor Pizzeria for 
its ambiance, food and decent 
menu after 10 p.m.
What would you say is the 
Greater Phoenix area’s best 
kept dining secret? Tortas  
El Guero. I could eat two or 
three of their cochinita  
pibil tortas.

B E C K E T T
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WHAT DO YOU 
ALWAYS HAVE IN YOUR 

REFRIGERATOR?

Cooked quinoa, fruit and organic 
greens. I get plenty of junk food 
opportunities elsewhere.


