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You, Me and Mexico

Good guide made trip
that much more
delicious

PAULINE CLARK
SPECIALTO THE STAR

There are two things Ilove about
Mexico; the sounds and the smells.

The sounds are mostly music.
Everywhere. At all hours of the day
and night.

But there’s nothing like the sweet
and savoury smells of Mexican
food. Fresh seafood, spicy peppers,
and chocolate mole sauce blended
together as you pass by Mexican
homes, restaurants and even street
vendors.

Street vendors. Not only do they
smell good, they have long lineups
of customers. But, should we?

Sure, we'dbeen to Puerto Vallarta,
Mexico numerous times, but eating
street food was something my hus-
band and I had never done. And yet
there are many taco stands in Zona
Romantica, the neighbourhood
where we stay. Some of them have
lineups of gringos, suchasourselves.
Otherstands are entirely populated
Dby Mexicans.

How could we choose where to
eat?

It was our daughter who pro-
vided us with an answer. Courtney,
who first drew us to Puerto Vallarta
‘when she lived there several years
ago, works with Tours by Locals, a
Vancouver-based company that
connects travellers with tour guides
all over the world.

Courtney sent me a link for a
Puerto Vallartastreetfoodandcraft
beer walking tour. We'd assumed
those tours were geared to first-
timers and, at first glance, this one
was more basic than we wanted,
but Courtney suggested we contact
the guide directly via the Tours by
Locals website (www.toursbylocals.
com) to discuss customizingit toour
needs.

Already familiar with Puerto
Vallarta and many of the restau-
rants, T contacted our future guide
‘who created a tour offering exactly
what we wanted.

Another great thing about Tours
DyLocalsis that you can arrange the
tour when you want it rather than
having to go at a set time that's not
always convenient. We were also
able to indicate how we wanted to
get around and how much time we
wanted to spend.

And with just four of us in our
party, we liked that we wouldn’t
have to compete with a large group
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Gerry Clark drinks a michelada.

toask questions. There'd be no end-
ing up at the back of a long line of
tourists, unable to hear a scripted
presentation.

‘With the trip finalized and paid
for, including cancellation insur-
ance that was returned as a credit
atthe end ofthe tour, we wereset. An
evening tour that would start with
drinks at sunset, introductions to a
variety of street foods and vendors
— and an evening out. We were get-
tinga deal.

And so, we waited at the pier, try-
ing to pick Rafael out from among
the crowds meanderingin the area.
I had a heads-up, having seen his
photo on the website and I spotted
him first.

A small-framed man wearing a
Dig smile, a crisp white shirt and a
Fedorastrawhat, Rafael spoke excel-
lent Englishas he reviewed what our
tour would entail and asked if we
wanted to change anything,

Then he led us along the malecon
toa two-storey, open-air beach res-
taurantwe'doften sat nearbutnever
ventured into. This is where beach
vendors get the fish on a stick they
sellon the beach.

Rafael said we were correct in
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assumingfood carried on the beach
for long periods could contain bac-
teria. “Much better to get it at the
source;” hesaidas he gave us the pes-
cadoenvaraasado,afood that’s also
been nicknamed pescado embara-
zado (pregnant fish).

‘We also had micheladas, a drink
made with our only commercial
beer of the tour. One story is that
this cocktail was originally served
to construction workers in Baha,
California by Chinese immigrants.
The Chinese didn’tlove

Churro treats are prepared.

favourites, as we neededtobe able to
walkon theinfamous Mexican side-
walks. I particularly enjoyed a beer
infused with cl
Rafael told us it's difficult for craft
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sizzling over an open flame. This
pineapple-infused pork is a result
of the Greek influence in Mexico.
Rafaelorderedforusand, while we
waited, he told us about the condi-

breweries to operate in M

tothe sparseavailability of supplies.
The large commercial companies
haveamonopolyso smallbreweries
must get supplies shipped from the
UnitedStates. Thismakescraftbeer
much more expensive than domes-
tic brands but in this market of pri-

the cold beer they served withice so
theybegan experimenting with their
owningredients, including soyaand
English sauces, lime juice and tajin
(dried peppers).

Rafael’s inside knowledge of the
food industryin Puerto Vallartawas
ahighlight of our tour. Not only did
hegrowupinarestaurantin Tecate,
Mexico, he’salso a trained chef.

After drinks, we made our way to
Los Muertos Brewery, a craft brew-
ery we'd been to but only for their
mildest beer. On this night, we sam-
pledallseven of the craft beers avail-
able — served in larger than normal
flight glasses. We drank moderately,
samplingeach but downingonlyour
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marilyC: Americans —
they candoit.

Smelling the pizza baking in the
Los Muertos ovens made us hungry,
so we were happy to drink what we
could and continue walking.

Street vendors in Puerto Vallarta
are not only regulated and licensed
by the city, they are inspected regu-
larly. But some are safer and serve
higher quality food than others.

‘We learned good tacos should be
priced from 13-40 pesos (.87-2.69
Canadian). Andthatwe shouldmake
sure the vendor doesn’t use house-
holdice. Since most Mexicans don’t
have freezers, safe ice is purchased
from local suppliers. The jugs from
the suppliers are easily identifiable
by colour.

“Look for ice that is shaped like a
cylinder or pipe or is in very small
cubes.Itcomes fromamachine that
is double-filtered,” says Rafael.

He also suggests looking for two
people working: one handling food,
the other handlingmoney: Ifthere’s
onlyoneperson, heorsheshoulduse
aplastic bagor glove toavoid touch-
ing the cash.

And most vendors will puta plate
insideaplasticbagtoprovideaclean,
sturdy surface for food, a help espe-
cially when you're eating standing
up.

The first vendors we passed are
popular at 3 am., said Rafael. But
they’re close to the ocean. The best
taco stands are a few blocks further
back. For the very best, look for
stands surrounded by locals.

Restaurants close to the ocean
may be popular with tourists, but
you'll pay more and be subjected to
long waits. And, in Rafael’s opinion,
the food is nowhere near as good.

We learned about tortilla quality
while passing the tortilla factory.
Mid-level tortillas such as those
made in this factory are made with
nixtamal (white corn), which is
dried in the sun, then soaked over-
nightuntil it pops like wet popcorn.
It’s then mixed with milk to make
dough. Machines must be cleaned
thoroughly each day to the corn
mixture from dryinglike glue which
would seize the machines.

Some foodstands have beenin the
same spot for generations. Each is
licensed to serve a specific product
at its appointed location.

Ourfirst stopwas for tacos debar-
bacao, tacos made from beef head.
Thoughwe couldspecify which part
wewanted, Ilet Rafael choose —and
Twas relievedtheywere outofbrain.
‘We dressed our tacos with a selec-
tion of condiments: onions, red and
green salsas and limes though the
flavourful meat alone would have
been enough to make us drool.

Aneighbouringfish tacostand was

plates of radish and cucumbers.

‘When we feel our taco needs a
kick, but we don’t want to add salsa,
we bite a radish,” said Rafael. “If it
feels toospicyhot, we takea cucum-
ber to cool it off.”

‘Vendorsin Puerto Vallartause the
freshest of ingredients. The market
is just down the street and all pro-
duce is grown within two hours of
the city.

Mexican cuisine was voted the No.
B3UNESCOculturaltreasure because
of the varied foods it has brought to
the world. Those include vanilla,
tomatoes, chocolate and corn.
Mexico also brought such cooking
techniques to the world asusingthe
sunand cooking underground.

‘When we visited the churro man,
we learned how Mexicans fell in
love with French pastries when the
French came to the country. With
no ovens to recreate the sweets,
Mexicans adapted cooking tech-
niques tofittheirclimate. Their best
option was deep-frying, and so chur-
ros were born. With our introduc-
tion tothe churroman - who's been
in the same location for 42 years —
we instantly knew we'd return to
stand inline for his delicious treats
afew more times during our stay.

Our bags of hot churros in hand,
‘we continued our tour, stopping to
taste themost delicious hot coconut
drinksold right on the street froma
thermaljug.

The treats at our last stop — a
paleta(Popsicle) and ice cream stand
—areallmade from fruit grownright
in the state. Flavour choices range
fromlime, hibiscus, banana, pineap-
ple and guanabana, to watermelon
and coconut mango. For spice lov-
ers, there is chamoy (dried prunes
and chilis).

Filled to the brim, we assured
Rafael we knew our way back along
themalecon to our hotel. Tasked for
directionsto thevanillastoreandhe
remindedus where to look for achi-
ote paste. And, in Mexican fashion,
we hugged goodbye.

Toursby Localsis definitelyagreat
concept. Itwasstarted by Canadians
Paul Melhus and Dave Vincentafter
their own trip to China in 2008.
According to their website, the men
couldn’t connect with a formal tour
soatravelagentarrangedadriverto
take them to the Great Wall. There,
they encountered two local women
‘who gave them an impromptu tour.
Themenreturnedto Vancouverand
created Tours by Locals to provide
similar services at the convenience
of travellers worldwide.

‘Tours by Locals offers more than
2,500 guides in 153 different coun-
tries — and it's still growing.

To find a tour, visit toursbylo-
cals.com. Pick your tour and once
details are finalized, you'll receive
alink to pay directly through the
website. Then use their online
message system to stay in touch
withyour guide rightup until your
tour.

Touringlikealocal. Givingalocala

closed, butjusta couple block
we feasted oureyes on a huge spit of
pork layers, its juices dripping and

job. i daughterwork-
ing. What's not to like about Tours
by Locals?
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