THE SEARCH FOR CALGARY’S

Best Beef Taco
BY LINDA GARSON

I

t seems everybody loves tacos
- and who could have guessed
there were so many outstanding
examples to love in Calgary?
In collaboration with Alberta Beef,
we set out to find out how Calgary
fared in the world of beef tacos and
asked our readers and our followers on
social media and television to nominate
your favourite. We were astounded
at the enthusiastic response, and
embarked upon the most enthralling,
lip-smacking journey!
With 53 tacos spread over 25 eateries,
our team of myself, Tom Firth, and
Keane Straub, couldn’t do this alone, so
we enlisted two local experts to judge
too: esteemed Mexican Chef Norma
French, and passionate beef aficionado,
Megan McLeod.
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“Wow! Who knew that Calgary's
taco game was so strong? I truly have
to commend all of the nominated
establishments on providing such
a high calibre of tacos for us to
judge,” McLeod says. “They certainly
didn't make it easy for us. I highly
recommend trying all the nominated
establishments if you can… You won’t
be disappointed.”
We visited nominated locations
all over the city, and met many
passionate people. “Whether I
was eating in a pub downtown or
tucked away at a table in a market, I
encountered so much love and pride
for the food being served, and it was
evident in every bite I took,” says
Straub. “I’d gladly walk through a
blizzard for any of our winners.”

What makes the perfect beef taco?
What were we looking for?
• Beefy delicious tacos: Is it good quality
beef? How is it cooked? Is it barbecued,
braised, roasted, sautéed, pulled? Is it
juicy or dry?
• The ingredients: what else is in
the taco, and does it belong? Are the
ingredients fresh? Do the tacos "pop"
with deliciousness? As with all food,
we’re looking for balance: spice where it
belongs, and a depth of flavour.
• The presentation: how good do they
look? Tacos are often rather casual fare,
but they should still look good and have
us drooling!
• And finally, with twice the weight
of each of the previous categories,
we asked ourselves how highly would
we recommend this to a friend.

Saffron St

We take this very seriously, and if
we’re recommending the best of the
best, every piece has to be good – and
consistently good.
We’ve split our awards into four
distinct categories:
• Authentic Birria – from Jalisco in
Mexico, birria is a warm and spicy, slowcooked stew. The tortillas are usually
dipped in the fat on the top of the stew,
filled with the stewed beef, and popped
onto the griddle to crisp. The sauce from
the stew is served as a dipping sauce for
the tacos.
• Authentic Carne Asada – top quality
beef, likely marinated first, and grilled or
fast seared, then sliced. There’s nowhere
to hide with carne asada!
• Classic – just great quality, great
tasting, beef tacos as you’d hope for.
• Contemporary – creative taco
concepts!
“It was an exceedingly close contest,
where the differences between tacos was
within a point or two, and ultimately
our judge’s score sheets reflected how
likely they would be to recommend the
tacos at a particular place,” says Firth.
“Even then, it often came down to the
atmosphere and ambiance - and the
passion of the staff, there were many
really good tacos that we couldn’t
include here.”
With the on-going restrictions posed
by Covid-19, some of these restaurants
may be working with reduced menus or
limited opening hours. You may wish to
call ahead or reach out directly to them.
Below are the results of our
exhaustive search for Calgary’s Best
Beef Taco, with a few words from our
judges on why they liked them.

AUTHENTIC BIRRIA

Our highest scoring birria taco is a tie!
Con Mi Tacos
821 1 Street SW (evenings at Meat &
Bread), $4.75 each
“How do they make these so delicious?
Chef Mikko has spent a good amount
of time in Mexico visiting some of the
best places to learn taco making and its
flavours, and it shows. They grind their
corn each morning and hand-press each
tortilla to order.”

Calavera Cantina
4307 130 Avenue SE, $5 each
“This is an amazing braised beef short
rib. 4½ hours in a smoky-sweet sauce
flavoured with cinnamon, clove, and
ancho peppers made for a juicy, savoury
bite that had me wanting to lick the
platter it was served on.”
Highly Recommended winners
(in alphabetical order):
A1 Cantina
Seafood
828
49 Avenue SW, $6 each
Stuffed
Salmon
“I almost
couldn’t pick my favourite
tacos at A1, but those birria tacos were
so filling, and so firmly in the realm
of good comfort food, I need to get
back there again and make it a taco
afternoon.”
The Moose and Poncho
First Street Market, 1327 1 Street SW
$6 each
“Chef Miguel Cornejo leads a
passionate team, and keeps his standards
high. You can tell everything is made
from scratch, and they really care about
what they put on the plate.”
Spicy Amigos
822 4 Avenue SW, $16.50 for 4 tacos
“Spicy Amigos tacos are memorable.
They use shredded sirloin for their
birria, and grill Oaxaca cheese for them
too. There’s four of these in a portion,
and you’ll be glad!”

AUTHENTIC CARNE ASADA

Our highest scoring Authentic Carne
Asada:
Unimarket
127 50 Avenue SE, $10 for 3 tacos
“Great char with a bit of fat for extra
flavour, this carne asada was tender,
savoury, and juicy, and is worth the trip
off the main drag. Order in groups of
three and enjoy it again, and again, and
again.”
Highly Recommended winners
(in alphabetical order):
Native Tongues
235 12 Avenue SW, $6 for 2 tacos
“This is a substantial taco with
generous slices of grilled steak wrapped

TO FIND A RETAILER VISIT:
LIQUORCONNECT.COM/+156877

@pws_canada
@pacific_canada
@pacificcanada

in a quite large corn tortilla, with chiles
tornados, cooked green onions, and a
super delicious salsa aguacate on top.”
Tres Marias Mexican Market
3514 19 Street SW, 4-5 person kit
$63, includes beans and rice
“This one is a little bigger than the 4”
tacos that we saw a lot, and I was glad
for it: get it with avocado salsa, which is
tangy-sour and complements the char
on the juicy and tender beef.”
Tropical on 17th
1424 17 Avenue SW, $18 for 3 tacos
“Made with top sirloin steak, these
carne asada tacos are tender and slightly
smoky with an array of salsas, chipotles
and tomatillos. Exquisite presentation
for a street-style taco.”
Tu Tierra
8995 Bonaventure Drive SE
$13.50 for 2 tacos
“Mouth-watering, and mouth filling,
these flavourful tacos show off the
quality of the ingredients and the
passion of the people involved. Bring
your appetite!”

CLASSIC TACO

Our highest scoring Classic Taco
Mikey's Taco Shop, Beef Brisket Taco
918 12th Avenue SW, $11 for 3 tacos
“The brisket is braised for 5 hours,
shredded, and cooked again with special
salsa with tomatillos and tomatoes – the
end result? Flavourful, balanced, and a
place I’ll be back to for sure!”

CONTEMPORARY TACOS

Highly Recommended winners
(in alphabetical order):
Cannibale, Beef Taco
813 1 Avenue NE, $18 for 3 tacos
“Bring your appetite to Cannibale,
there’s no skimping on these slowcooked Alberta AAA beef brisket tacos.
We love the potato, avocado, and feta
on them too - and a terrific Chimichurri
sauce.”
Chilitos Taberna, Barbacoa Taco
1309 17th Avenue SW $4.25 each
“Seemingly simple but oh-so
delicious, Chilitos’ barbacoa tacos come
with a double layer of 4½” corn tortillas
loaded with shredded beef in adobo
sauce – and I mean loaded!”
Local Public Eatery, Pinche Beef
Taco
201 Barclay Parade SW
$11.50 for 3 tacos
“A trio of very good quality, tender
tacos – they’re cooked slowly to
perfection in a mole sauce, and
beautifully presented. They disappear
fast, I highly recommend them.”
Mestizo Mexican Street Food
Bistec Taco Fresh & Local Market &
Kitchens, 12445 Lake Fraser Drive SE
$4.95 each
“Tender, juicy grilled beef topped with
fresh onion, cilantro, and jalapeño, this
was my favourite of the three kinds of
beef taco on their menu. The chili adobo
sauce was the perfect amount of heat to
highlight the beef flavour.”

Our highest scoring Contemporary
Taco
The J Spot, Beef Bulgogi Brisket
Taco Fresh & Local Market & Kitchens
12445 Lake Fraser Drive SE
$4.95 each
“Whatever you do, don’t just order
the Beef Bulgogi Taco without asking
what goes into them. Days of effort,
slow cooking, and attention goes into
this intensely flavoured, interesting
approach to a taco.”
Highly Recommended winners
(in alphabetical order):
Gringo Street, Guinness Braised
Short Rib Taco
524 17 Avenue SW, $4.50 per taco or
5 for $19.50
“Braising short rib in Guinness is
clever as you don’t taste beer, it just
adds a rich depth of flavour to the meat.
Top that with burnt onion crema and
strips of crispy sweet potato - and it’s
killer!”
Tacos Mexico YYC, Chipotle Beef
7403 Macleod Trail SE, $6 each
“This chipotle beef taco was
everything I could want in a taco: tangy,
saucy, and tender, with that smoky
chipotle zip. Squeeze a bit of lime and
add some hot sauce if you’re feeling
adventurous.”
In collaboration with:

OUR JUDGES:

MEGAN MCLEOD

a Field Specialist for
Alberta Beef, Meghan’s
vast knowledge of the
beef supply chain comes
from 15 years on her family
owned and operated meat
production facility. As a thirdgeneration producer, she
knows the importance of
where food comes from, and
all that goes into producing
the beef on our plates.

TOM FIRTH

Culinaire’s Managing
Editor, and a devoted
carnivore. He also
crunched all the numbers
from our score sheets,
and was impossibly
excited about trying so
many tacos around the
city – plus the prospect of
having a cold beer or two
after all the judging was
complete.
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NORMA FRENCH

a chef from Mexico City,
Norma ran her catering
business, Los Sabores
de México, for 23 years.
She personally cooked for
Alejandro Iñárritu while he
was filming The Revenant in
Alberta, and thought there
would be nothing new for
her judging these tacos.
Now she says she couldn’t
have been more wrong!

KEANE STRAUB

who has never met a taco
they didn’t like, and more or
less jumped at the chance to
find new places to eat and
meet the people behind the
food. Eating tacos at
10 am isn’t for everyone, but
Keane doesn’t back down
from a challenge, and is
happy to say that even after
the judging, they were still
craving tacos...

LINDA GARSON

Editor-in-Chief and
publisher of Culinaire,
who is rarely seen
without a fork or glass in
her hand, and has spent
many years eating and
sipping her way around
the world. She eats and
drinks for a living, and
spends most of her
time writing and talking
about it!

