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Tacos are an iconic food.  

We recently embarked on an edible journey across 

the region — one that definitely involved some car 

tacos — to explore these dynamic, handheld bites of 

joy. Richmond is abundant in stands, trucks, trailers, 

restaurants and markets, from newcomers to long-

standing establishments, that are devoted to these 

versatile vessels. We tracked down fresh tortillas and 

homemade salsas, family-owned taquerias that double 

as hubs for the Latin community, dunkable quesabirria 

tacos and more. Whether you’re a purist who favors a 

trio of Mexican street-style tacos with double-lined 

tortillas generously topped by cilantro and onion or 

you’re an adventurous eater looking for a playful, 

contemporary rendition, eighty-six the utensils  

and dive into the fun and dynamic world of tacos. 

There is no wrong 
option at El Chido, but 
their carnitas hit a bit 
different. A delicate 

drizzle of their green 
salsa sets the stage 
for our favorite bite  
of the tender, crispy 
pork edges escaping 

from the tortilla —  
the first. 

E L  C H I D O
7568 W. Broad St., 804-298-8515

CARNITAS TACO

By 
Stephanie Ganz, 

Eileen Mellon  
and Genevelyn 

Steele
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A sampling of attention-
worthy tacos from 
across the region
By Stephanie Ganz 
and Eileen Mellon

On the front door of 
Habaneros Mexican 

Grill, a message reads 
“Real Mexican Food,” 
and inside, a tenured 
crew dishes out food 

that is true to the 
description, especially 

their beef tongue, or 
lengua, tacos. 

H A B A N E R O S
M E X I C A N  G R I L L

9101 Quioccasin Road, 
804-750-2020

LENGUA TACO 

L E T ’ S  T A C O  ’ B O U T  I T
A sampling of attention-
worthy tacos from 
across the region
By Stephanie Ganz 
and Eileen Mellon

This creation falls 
under the “Tacos with 

Soul” portion of the 
menu at this eatery. 

Whimsical root beer-
braised oxtail joins 

pineapple and roasted 
jalapeno salsa, 

chicharrones and
a housemade 

hot sauce.

S O U L  T A C O
321 N. Second St., 804-308-1010; 

1215 E. Main St., 804-562-5763

BRAISED OXTAIL 
“AL PASTOR” TACO

MONICA ESCAMILLA
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Though it is anything 
but traditional, East 

Coast Provisions’ tuna 
tacos are a go-to, with 

a crunchy wonton 
shell, fresh ahi tuna 
and little touches of 

sesame and cilantro. 
We shudder to think 
how many we could 

eat in one sitting, but 
it’s on the higher end 

of reasonable.

E A S T  C O A S T
P R O V I S I O N S

3411 W. Cary St., 804-353-3411

TUNA TACO

Tierra Santa translates 
to “Holy Land,” and 

this taco by the same 
name is a sanctifi ed 
vegetarian dream. 
Chunks of roasted 

squash and cactus, 
fried corn and cotija 
cheese paired with 
a cumin-chili butter 
and poblano crema 

prove that this meat-
free off ering is no 

afterthought.

T B T  E L  G A L L O
Set to open at 2118 W. Cary St., 

instagram.com/tbtelgallo

TIERRA SANTA TACO

There’s a reason the 
cochinita pibil tacos 

are staples of the 
menu at Sincero. 
The pop-up and 

future resident of the 
forthcoming food hall 
Hatch Local calls on a 
family recipe for these 

cumin-kissed and 
bitter-orange-braised 

pork tacos.

S I N C E R O
instagram.com/sincero_rva

COCHINITA PIBIL TACO
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TOP: MONICA ESCAMILLA; 
MIDDLE AND BOTTOM: JUSTIN CHESNEY
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MICHEL ZAJUR’S FAMILY opened La Siesta in 1972 in a diner 
car on Jefferson Davis Highway. At that time, cilantro and 
jalapenos weren’t readily available in Richmond groceries. 
The Zajur family, hailing from Zacatecas, Mexico, sourced 
the produce they needed to make traditional Central 
Mexican dishes — and some Americanized versions locals 
were more comfortable with — from Washington, D.C. 
Beloved for 35 years before closing in 2009, Richmond’s 
first Mexican restaurant made quite an impact.    

“We were more than a restaurant, we were a commu-
nity hub,” says Zajur, who founded the Virginia Hispanic 
Chamber of Commerce in 2000. “I watched Midlothian 
Turnpike grow from us being the only Latin restaurant 
to one of many.” 

Today Richmond is home to 
residents from all over Latin and 

Central America. “When I came 
here from Mexico, there was 

a relative that helped my 
parents,” Zajur says. “[My 

father] couldn’t speak 
English. I didn’t intend 
to start a chamber of 

commerce, but … it grew out of helping people at  
my restaurant.”  

From the beginning, the Zajurs were cultural ambas-
sadors, inviting students from elementary schools to the 
restaurant for Mexican history lessons and hosting Rich-
mond’s inagural ¿Qué Pasa? Festival in 1994 in the restau-
rant’s parking lot on Cinco de Mayo. La Siesta also intro-
duced the famed creamy dip known as “white sauce” that’s 
still served alongside tortilla chips at other restaurants.  

Since the Virginia Hispanic Chamber of Commerce’s 
debut, Richmond has witnessed many changes, Zajur 
says. In the early aughts, there was a Salvadoran wave 
of restaurants and grocers opening on Midlothian 
Turnpike, including one of the first, Arco Iris. Besides 
sustenance, some of the grocery stores provide services 
such as bill payments and money wire or check cashing 
options, plus Mexican and South American pastries, 
hard-to-find staples, produce, and specialty cuts of meat 
that offer a taste of home.  

Monica Chavez, co-owner of the restaurant and 
market La Milpa on Hull Street, moved to Chester-
field nine years ago from Puebla, Mexico. “The Latin 
community is strengthening — more people are getting 

their own businesses, especially in 
construction and grocery,” she says. 
“We [La Milpa] have four food trucks 
that sell at construction sites. We are 
proud of the hard-working families. 
As a community, we are happy to have 
a seat at the table.”

Chavez says interest in traditional 
Mexican cuisine has also grown. 
“People come in to try tongue and tripe 
tacos,” she shares. At La Milpa, the 
“Carnitas Show” is truly an authentic 
experience. Each week, a whole pig 
is cooked in the middle of the dining 
room, and diners can walk past the 
rich, bubbling cauldron to select their 
favorite part for tacos: skin, ear, stom-
ach or, as Chavez prefers, the leaner 
cuts. “The pot is beautiful,” she says. 
“People see us through our food.” 

T R I B U T E  A N D  T R A D I T I O N  

Taquerias, restaurants and markets serve as a cultural hub for Richmond’s Latin community
By Genevelyn Steele
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Spicy chicken tacos 
from El Tacorrey
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El Fogon 
6832 Midlothian Turnpike  

Formerly Tako Tako, this eatery reopened 
last winter, serving Mexican street tacos, 

along with tacos dorados, or golden 
tacos, a specialty along Midlothian 

Turnpike. Here they are called taquitos 
catrachos — four chicken tacos rolled, 

filled and fried, then topped with tomato 
sauce, cabbage salad and queso. 

Taqueria Panchito 
6531 Midlothian Turnpike 

Besides street-style grilled steak tacos,  
find cabeza (cows head), chorizo, 

ground beef, fried or marinated pork, and 
house-roasted charcoal chicken  

on the menu. Feeling crunchy? Hard- 
shell corn tacos are also available.    

El Dorado Mini Market  
and Restaurant  

7335 Midlothian Turnpike  

El Dorado succeeds with their name-
sake tacos, which are hand-stuffed 

with piquant chicken, then smothered 
with cabbage salad and tomato. Pickled 
onions add acid to this rich dish, setting 

their version apart from the pack.  

United Latina Market  
7511 Midlothian Turnpike  

The original of the two Salvadoran United 
Latina Markets on Midlothian Turnpike, 
this outpost debuted 12 years ago. Day-
time features a hot bar of stewy shrimp, 

pork ribs and fried meats, but after 3 p.m., 
it’s taco time — grilled to order. Also check 

out their widow-maker tomato salsa.   

Taco Bar  
1804 Broad Rock Blvd.  

Chefs Carlos Perez and Arell Guevara 
recently took over the kitchen at this 

spot, which has been open for six years. 
Head here for Tex-Mex tacos — one of the 
few places grilling shrimp tacos — and a 

salsa bar stocked with sauces, cucumber, 
herbs and lime.  

  

Taqueria El Tacorrey  
5428 Hull Street Road  

This unassuming food cart dispensing 
spicy chicken tacos for more than a 

decade has a large, covered patio for al 
fresco dining. Besides street tacos, they 
also wrap crowd-pleasing gringo-style 
versions with lettuce, shredded cheese 

and sour cream. 

Restaurant y Banquet Hall  
La Fuente 

7439 Midlothian Turnpike 
This event space opened doors in late 

2020 next to New Grand Mart and a neigh-
boring quinceañera formal shop. Taco 
Wednesday is a prime time to sample 

chicken, steak or pork street tacos for $1. 
Also find tacos dorados on the menu.

T A C O  T R A I L   

From traditional tripe to golden tacos, these authentic spots require a pit stop

Taqueria Panchito’s  
pollo al carbon taco

El Fogon’s   
taquitos catrachos
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From sweet to  
heat, these local 

sauces take tacos  
up a notch —SG

L O S T  I N 

T H E  S A U C E

Spicier than a jalapeno, 
and with a fruity flavor 
to boot, fresno chiles 
give Dawn of the Red 
its characteristic kick. 
A creation of chef Nate 
Gutierrez, it's an ode to 
former DLB chef Justin 
Cropper’s popular Red 
Dawn hot sauce. 

A high priority for chef 
Carlos Ordaz-Nunez: 
highlighting all 64 native 
chiles of Mexico at TBT El 
Gallo. In his salsa macha, 
he blends pasilla, ancho 
and guajillo chiles with 
crushed peanuts, resulting 
in a tantalizing and uber-
flavorful nutty heat.

A TORTILLA IS A DECEPTIVELY SIMPLE THING. Hidden 
within this flat disk is a world of chewy texture 
and earthy flavor, the backbone of any good taco. 
True, there’s no crumb structure to admire. No 
yeasty rises in humid tents. No chemical leaveners 
acting out their magic from within. Instead, there 
is just one essential ingredient: masa, a flour made 
from corn kernels that have been soaked in water 
and lime to remove the husk, then ground. It's 
traditionally made by hand in a grinder called a 
molino de mano or on a stone metate, which is like 
a flat mortar and pestle. Masa harina, a dried form 
of the flour that must be mixed with water before 

being shaped into tortillas, is a common substi-
tute for fresh masa, and a popular brand on store 
shelves is Maseca. 

Karina Benavides, co-owner of South Side’s 
Abuelita’s, has tortilla-making in her DNA. She 
learned to shape tortillas from fresh masa dough 
through her mother, whose family owned a tost-
aderia in Mexico. At Abuelita’s, the kitchen staff 
makes anywhere from 300 to 1,000 fresh tortillas a 
day. Using Maseca-based dough, they press and cut 
each tortilla with a machine before cooking them 
on a searing-hot flat-top until they develop their  
characteristic bubbles and charred notes.   

The foundation for it all, tortillas are a taco's best friend
By Stephanie Ganz

Don’t Look Back 
Dawn of the Red

TBT El Gallo 
Salsa Macha

C I R C L E  O F  L I F E 
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Angela Flores makes 
tortillas at Abuelita’s.
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Five peppers — serrano, 
Fresno, jalapeno, arbol 
and piquin — join pure 
blue agave in Soul Taco’s 
signature creation, which 
chef and co-owner Ari 
Augenbaum says was 
engineered to bring the 
ideal heat-plus-sweet 
balance to every taco.  

Co-owner Martin Gonzalez 
says he felt like a pioneer 
introducing avocados to 
Richmond’s dining scene 
20 years ago. This house-
made hot sauce marries 
the wallop of green 
chile heat with creamy 
avocados — a perfect 
addition to shrimp tacos.

Available by the bottle, 
this balanced sauce 
marries fi ery habanero 
peppers with sweet 
carrots, ginger and star 
anise, inspired by travels to 
the Yucatan. A vivid bright 
orange, it’s also included 
in Casa del Barco’s 
Emergency Taco Kit. 

For Benavides, there’s simply no other way: “If 
someone wants to treat you,” she says, “they’ll make 
fresh tortillas.” True to her tostaderia roots, Bena-
vides takes Abuelita’s le� over tortillas and allows 
them to air-dry before deep frying, using them to 
make chilaquiles that is served alongside posole. 

Martin Gonzalez, co-owner of long-standing 
area institution La Milpa, says he prefers El Mila-
gro corn tortillas for tacos because they have the 
fl avor and chew that he’s looking for. For their daily 
catering orders, La Milpa sources tortillas from 
Los Comales, a Chesterfi eld-based tortilleria. The 
street-style tacos at the 24/7 eatery come with the 
traditional two tortillas each — one to hold the fi ll-
ings and one to catch the fi llings that try to escape.  

At Arco Iris, a family-run market with three 
area locations, the Benitez family makes tortillas 
in-house. Salvadoran-style, they are smaller in size, 
thicker in texture and served alongside soups, meat 
entrees and breakfast, says owner Yolibeth Benitez.  

“My grandma who is 85 and lives in El Salvador 
always says, ‘If you haven't eaten a tortilla today, 
you haven't had a proper meal!’ ” Benitez says. The 
modern Tex-Mex restaurant she also co-owns, Ter-
razza, serves fl our tortillas with their dishes, but 
some savvy customers, especially the Salvadoran 
clientele, know to ask for the homemade corn torti-
llas. And at Arco Iris, Benitez says, “Not only are two 
handmade tortillas served with each dish, people 
buy them in bulk to take home every single day.” 

A labor of love, making fresh tortillas is a way 
to stand out from the competition, says Iliana 
White-Padilla, whose mother comes in daily to cra�  
tortillas for Kahlo’s Taqueria using Maseca dough 
and a tortilla press from her travels to Mexico 
City. “RVA is saturated with Mexican restaurants,” 
White-Padilla says. “Therefore, it is important that we 
maintain a niche that separates us from the rest.” 

Casa del Barco
Habanero Carrot 

Soul Taco
Agave Hot Sauce

La Milpa
Spicy Guacamole

Housemade 
tortillas from 

Kahlo's Taqueria 
[top] and Arco Iris 

[bottom]
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