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CRAVING 
THE NATIVE PLANT 

TAKES ON A NEW 
LOOK IN DISHES 

AROUND THE 
COACHELLA 

VALLEY.

CACTUS
At first glance, El Jefe’s nopales tacos might not look 
like a vegetarian dish. At the center of  each sits a deep 
fried fingerling, appearing more like a classic Baja fish 
taco than an entrée for meatless Mondays. But encased 
inside the eggless tempura, you won’t find a flaky 
white filet. Instead, it’s a “vegetable” that covers mile 
after mile of  the Southern California desert: cactus.  

Prickly pear paddles, or nopales, have long been 
used in traditional Mexican cuisine. From scrambled 
eggs to salads, they’re incorporated into dishes for 
their fi ber and antioxidant content, adding flavor that’s 
a cross between a green bean’s bitterness and the 
sourness of  a pickle. At Saguaro Palm Springs’ lobby 
cantina, the nopales’ signature slime oozes out with a 
crunch, adding tang to an already earthy combination 
of  baby portabellas, roasted corn and black beans.

“If  [cactus is] not done right, it’s kind of  like going 
to Hawaii and eating poi,” says El Jefe Executive Chef  
Robert Sevaly, who cooks nearly 30 pounds of  paddles 
– which arrive trimmed and dethorned – per week.

It’s the slime that makes them so difficult to work 
with, similar to the gel that seeps out of  aloe vera. 
While Sevaly utilizes tempura to control the moisture, 
other chefs around the Coachella Valley are taking 
different approaches.
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El Mexicali Café 
owner Monica 
Murguia has been 
serving up authentic 
Mexican cuisine in 
Indio for nearly four 
decades, and she’s 
earned a reputation 
for her nopales. 
“It’s like a meat,” 
Murguia says of  the 
cactus. “You have to 
treat it like a meat.”

She first de-
thorns the paddles before slicing them into 
small strips. Her favorite dish to prepare is 
costillas de puerco con nopales, for which she adds 
these slivers to a pot of boiling water already 
steaming with half  an onion, a head of garlic, 
a handful of cilantro and salt. After about 10 
minutes, she drains the whole mixture and 
rinses the cooked nopales with cold water. The 
difference in temperature “neutralizes” the 
slime, she says, before the cactus are poured 
into a skillet with short ribs. Drenched in a 
pepper-based red sauce, the entire concoction 
is simmered until the scent of rich spices fills 
the kitchen – don’t be surprised if  you find 
yourself  lapping up the last of the red sauce 
with a piece of Murguia’s nopales.

For Maracas Cantina owner Todd Flood, 
however, grilling is the way to go. Flood used 
to grow his own backyard cactus when he 
lived in La Mirada, Calif. – he incorporated 
them into his diet daily after being diagnosed 

with arthritis – but now serves them up 
at both the restaurant’s Palm Springs and 
Rancho Mirage locations. 

For the cantina’s sarten de maracas, the 
paddles are first soaked in salt water, then 
sprinkled with more salt and cooked on the 
grill. “Boiling tends to make them a little 
less flavorful,” Flood says of  his approach, 
explaining that he’s found the 30-minute 
brine to reduce the sliminess and make the 
cactus juicier.  

Once the paddles are added to a stew of  
tomatoes, chilies, grilled onions and wedges 
of  Oaxacan cheese, the result is a rich, earthy 
entrée that’s perfect for a party of  two. The 
platter arrives steaming with tortillas on the 
side – try piling the contents of  the sarten 
onto the slabs of  grilled nopales for a new 
take on the open-face taco, and another 
example of  the culinary creativity elevating 
cactus all around the Coachella Valley. 

COOL DOWN WITH 
THESE COCKTAILS  

FEATURING  
PRICKLY PEAR.

CACTUS 
QUENCH

Palm Canyon Cooler
Stop into Bootlegger Tiki for this 

savory libation highlighted by 
Ventura Spirits’ Opuntia Prickly 
Pear Spirit, a brandy made from 

cactus fruit. It’s mixed with 
Rutte Distillateurs’ Old Simon 
Genever, Giffard Black Rose 
liqueur, East Imperial Burma 

Tonic, lemon, honey and sage 
before being served over one 

large ice cube.  

Prickly Pear Margarita
Pour this 16-ounce Las 

Casuelas Terraza cocktail into 
your own martini glass for 
a balanced combination of 
Hornitos Reposado tequila, 

house-made prickly pear liqueur 
and fresh lime. The liqueur is 
a mouthwatering mix of The 

Perfect Purée prickly pear puree, 
grain alcohol and granulated 

and demerara sugars. 

Mezcal &  
Prickly Pear Soda 
Even though this Purple 

Palm Restaurant highball 
contains prickly pear flavoring, 

the combination of musty 
Montelobos mezcal with the 

carbonated sweetness of Sioux 
City Prickly Pear soda is too 

good not to share.  
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El Mexicali Café’s 
costillas de puerco 
con nopales

Maracas Cantina’s sarten de maracas
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