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Eyes Right

Tucson, AZ   -  There was a genuine sense of excitement on campus here as the University of Arizona men’s basketball team prepared to host the Tarheels of North Carolina in an intersectional game.  Both teams were ranked in the top 25 nationally.  The game was scheduled for an unusual 11 AM start in order to accommodate a national television audience.  

As students packed the mall area in front of Old Main in the center of campus to soak up rays from the late January sun, much of the talk centered around the recent misfortunes of their Wildcats team, which recently had abandoned their traditional winning ways, dropping 3 of the last 4 games.  Doubts were raised concerning the ability of the team to compete with North Carolina, in spite of enjoying the notoriously raucous support of fans packed into McKale Center.  Was their legendary coach, Lute Olson, losing his touch?  Would his close relationship with the Carolina coach, Roy Williams, dim his killer instinct and/or distract his players?
I had absolutely no interest in any of this discussion.  I was still in a state of bliss from dinner the previous night at El Charro Café in the historic El Presidio district of Tucson.  This family run operation was founded in 1922 by Monica Plin, and is now operated by her great niece, Carlotta Flores and her family.  It is simply the best Mexican restaurant I have visited.  While that statement is obviously a highly subjective accolade, what is not in dispute is that El Charro is the oldest continuously operated Mexican restaurant in the United States.
The building itself is worth a visit.  It occupies several old connected buildings in a very old, not particularly glamorous, section of the original downtown area.  The décor on the walls certainly grabs your attention with brightly colored, almost garish, paintings.  There is an interior courtyard where one can enjoy every conceivable type of margarita or other beverage sheltered from the cool, almost cold, nighttime breezes of winter in the surrounding desert.  We ate in a group of 22 in an old wine cellar in the basement, built with rock nearly a century ago and now adorned with colorful photographs from past El Charro calendars.  An adjacent room has original photographs of such Mexican icons as Pancho Villa.  This place brings atmosphere in bucketfuls. 

But the food and service are far and away the best features of an evening at El Charro.  Even though we had a very large party, our team of four servers performed flawlessly from obtaining initial drink orders to providing Styrofoam containers for leftovers at the end of the meal.  The food was nothing less than sensational.  The menu features not only “typical” Mexican fare (tacos, burritos, etc.), but also highly imaginative and unique concoctions, such as the house specialty, carne seca.  It is made with angus beef which has been marinated in garlic and lime juice, then sun-dried on the premises before being shredded and grilled with fresh green chiles, tomatoes, and spices.  A plate of this with salsa, guacamole, rice and tortillas goes for $14.  
At the top of the 4-page menu is the warning, “So much menu, so little time.”  Never has a warning been so true.   The next time you find yourself in Tucson, budget an evening to indulge yourself at El Charro.

Oh, by the way, UNC crushed Arizona by 28 points.  The locals should have joined us at El Charro.
I thought you might like to know.
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