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County, ad his wifle, June Chee, in mearby Yunsa, Arizona
After spending much of their aduh fives away—including
aninga in Los Angeles, where Lopes conked in restaurants, snd
Honoloha, where the couple met==they were ingpined to retum
to this part of the country during a Southwestern rosd trip.
“That was o quick reminder lke, “Wair a missae, I'm from the
diezert,” you konow?™ Lopex explaing. “Along the trip, we msde
i b mees ]-Ian. a piteh deck. ansd pave it & name” Evrngualiy,
they eEcouniened an OPpoTTUENETY 10 (kS O 8 ICFLaIFanT
space in Lopez’s hometown and opened Ursa in 2024,

STOCKING ebrbe ey i
THE DESERT
LARDER e e

foragking

before  oar
cxpedition, | sampled meaty mushrooms
Hp miunds ol gredn, Bl s
lamb’s~-quarter buds, and a stewy ven
izon short rib tocked under shards of
tarm. debredrared cactus. Afver a phiss

The night

of wine—LUrsa's infernatiomal wine
lbs bnclades options from Californlka
arsl Mexsoo—I sramed 0 anticipate
the winding mountain drive home and
switched 1o a honey-seeet cola msde
with the aromatic bark, beans, sap, and
fherwerrs of the mesquive e,

“We wwant 1o tet] the story of the four
deserts that make wp the Soqthwest,”

Lopez  cxplaing. These incinde the
Somoran, which spreads from the Mexican
starcs of Baja California and Senora up
ieto Arizona amd Caliormia, where
Loprx and | wene now gathering wild
hsciowleear, There's also the Mojave, 1o
aur narth; the Chibuabuan, extending
all the way 1o West Texns: and the Great
Basen Desert, whbch covers Nevmda and
half of Utah. To tell this culinary story,
the Ursa veams has learned from local
Indigenouzs communities and worked
with foragers and producers both nearby
and [urther afbeld, inchading Arizona’s
Akimel (Yodham-vaned Bamona Farms
aned Hraken Arrow Ranch in Texas, which
provides native mcEts ke anmeiope
“Almnst once a week [we meet] some
|HIIIJ:- ding sommething samilir 1o 6"
Lopex savs. *Thene are people who really
want to show the desern to vhe workd.”

A RESTAURANT CENTERING DESERT
ingredients is still somewhat of o nov
clry, eapecially i thls part of Seathern
California, where the economy remains
intertwined with oomventional agricul
ture, Bt Lopez aml Chee are members
of a growing Soumhwestern cobort
Turalng the ocavend lehs 10 so@c ol
the country's driest, hottest, most
scemingly  barren places—a culimary
philosophy rooted In tradizhons than
have been practicsd, by necessity, as
long s people Rxve lived here

=1 was pasght by our elders 1o ohserve
aur desert environment throaghout the
veds, every year, becsuse cach season the
native plants procuce food that b good
for us,” explains Macgan Lopes (no rela-
vk, @ Beorticulnariss o Mission Ganden
in Tocsom, Arizona, In sddition to an

prEahi hc F [ {2

Madive Saedu SLARCH

earfy edocation in wild plants from Tohono (Yodham teachers,
Maegan, who i the culural ouneach Gatson for the Ganden.
kcarned abowet desert plants from her grandfather, who calti
waped maany in bds yard, =My firs visio 1o the Garden was ke
being with my prandpa all over again,™ the says.

The garden site ot the base of Tocson®s Sentinel Peak has
boen cultivared moee of bess contl micushy for 4,000-0dd vears
Mo, it hosts histoncally accarate plots from different eras of
Sonoran hisgory —From carly instanees of Three Sisters agri
cultmre (inwhich beans, corn, aed squssh grow syembiogeslly
abongside one another) (o heirdoom vareties of non-native
plams bied and safeguarded by Indspenous farmers, The gar-
den coflaborates with tribal historians and donates harvests
to Pascun Yagul [ Yoeme] and Tohone OVedham cders in the
community. Maegan lowes distributing staple produce bk
Hal spuash, which often prompts people to share childhood
memorkcs of this long-necked, orange-Beshed Ingredient
“We grow with the intention of encouraging tribal members
to rednvigorate their love of traditsonal
crops aml foodwins,” Masgan =avs, She
hopes this work will help residents better
upderscard Tucson's history: “What it
was, how it came to be, amd what it could
be im the figtwure.™

Marned a NESCO Ciry of (aasynonomy
in zoag, Tocson might just be Arizona's
Aeterr fooud capital, whene ceftaln RATive
ingredients, like mesquite and chilkepin,
a fiery pea-size chile, have become part of
bocal diners” cullmary vocabulary, Aburned
on bwo sides by Saguaro Mational Park, the
clty b some of the world's most biodl-
VRTSE Jesort within casy reach. The nearty
Santn Catalina Moontaing are peppered with mesguite,
Rackherry, pifion pare, and Arizons Black walmur treee, as well
as sotod and agave plants. There are sagoaros, of coarse, and
cheollng, nopales, and barne cactases, roo—each one's odible
fruir differemt from the las
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SOAK UP
THE SCENERY

DL OF THE DMLY

FESEHTS ARE DEFINED BY DFRVNESS, WITH LITTLE

' —




Al

ton ookl in Michelin-starred restaurants, inclading Alinea and
Sivkes drew Bl back hoene, “Thene
are not many people utilizing the bounties of this place,” he

Salsin, the culinar Vs
LayE “5n | iried oo UL Sl i the abfdscs of Y ARCCIOTs 4

Eranch and Crtiz-Concha oim to manipalate their land, and
what's growing on it, as 1&tle as possible, *The longer vou e
iEtmaTe winh soenething, the more vou undesstand s cveees
and nosnces,” Ortie-Concha explaing. This desert bas some of
Il |.\_|rg|_-\-|l diversiny of Wikl odible plams i the COuncry: the
Fs |||Fl||_";~| oIy ¢ |.r|l A B Figal |.|'|-'r. Wi, 3 hiEh riversele oasls
shutting the Rio Vallecros that Ortie-Concha tells me "has a
lienke Bit ol everyvihing thar I lowe abour New Mexboos plihom,
sagebrush, and wikd apricots, phums, and chokecherries.™

A owirth amvwheee, thent A thmes of both sbundanos and
SCAFCILY N b Nagh desery. Soid |'|' EfiLE, JEE [hoss IETkoogs,
have long Eife cycles: trees that ore barren one year mony provide
3 Boungy i chde. Those ovcles are changing with the ol
miate, too, The trick, Ortiz-Concha suggests, is observing and
respding to the place rmther than trying to tame it.

BACEK ON & MOUNTAIN SLOFE OVERLOGRING THE IMPERIAL
Valley, Aarcn Lopez shares that his geests seem open to Ursa'’s
versson of chanpe,
lar community and we do thin

it tzkes sonwe time to cabch on.

=T caitEusly, “We'ne 9 Blue-go]
s @ cortain way,” he says. “5o0
" He's alen adjusting to being
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lack 16 the dessir. & T il Change he hadn |_"\-\,!:l-|_'|_l-|'\-.J =]
had mo interest in coming back bere for o very bong time,”™
he teils me. “To se¢ this place with new oyes 5 enrich
I can kak ar this vown arkl soe between the lines n

Eventually, we spot o emall spray of Pima Club wheat, an
hetrloom Akimmel Oiodhany varket V. ar e base ol & masshe
houlder. It's known for being drought- and disease-resistant,
ne. At L,
& Wikl boar
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slaptod specifically for rhe Sonoran envinoke
The Erakn rakee the form of @ otk SOOI
machaca, a dried and rebvdrated meat dish.

AE FErulTure became industrialized ang Natve foovways
eroded, Pima Club wheat once fated extinction. Thanks o
the concerted efforts of a few seed savers, farnmers, and advo

e, (U8 mow back ih eine PATNEFICS 2 Ml FESTELITANGS aroind

the region and bevond. This kind of thinking-—a reframing of

AP TelaT I:|'~\.||||I 1 thee dans sooted in Isdigenons knowledee
anud environmental history—may prove crucial in the vears to
come, as climate change wreaks havoc on our food systems,
The dessst mbght Just show s the futere. =
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