On a February night in Winnipeg, when your eyelashes try to freeze mid-blink and the Red River groans like an
old barge, the smell of toasted corn can feel like a rescue mission. | learned quickly that a good tortilla has
diplomatic powers. It bridges distances, warms hands, and quiets tables. People still argue about salsa heat, but

they agree on a tortilla that lifts with a soft sigh and a hint of smoke.

Running a mexican restaurant in this city is its own kind of culinary sport. The climate is bossy, the supply chain
has opinions, and guests come with strong preferences, often formed by travels to Oaxaca or a summer trip to
Puerto Vallarta. Winnipeg diners are curious, loyal, and, crucially, willing to order a second round if the first bite
convinces them. What follows are the habits and hard-earned tricks that keep a kitchen humming when the

windchill tries to bully your pilot lights.

The Winnipeg factor

The prairies look flat, but they cook with a thousand variables. Winters here are dry and cold, which messes with
doughs and hydration. Summer bounces between wildly humid and simply hot. That swing changes how masa

behaves, how oil spatter behaves, even how cilantro looks at you after a double shift.

Water matters, too. Winnipeg's water is generally soft, and that influences both nixtamalization times and how
quickly beans decide to relax. Inside the kitchen, we watch humidity and temperature like hawks. | have a cheap
hygrometer taped to the side of the tortilla station with blue painter’s tape. It is not pretty, but it saves the day

more often than you'd think.

Guests here appreciate value and portions, sure, but they come back for character. They will forgive a long ticket
time if they see you pressing tortillas by hand, hear the pop of a cast iron comal, and taste the difference

between jarred and fire-roasted tomatillos. A winnipeg mexican restaurant has to deliver warmth, not just heat.

Masa, the heartbeat

If your tortillas are wrong, the entire menu limps. I've tried every route, from good commercial masa harina to
grinding house-nixtamalized corn on a hand-cranked mill. The reality in a busy mexican restaurant in winnipeg is
about balance. On weekends, when the ticket rail starts to look like a clothesline, we move between both

approaches.

Masa harina gives consistency for chips and sopes, where structural integrity is king. House nixtamal sings on
tacos and tlayudas, where the flavor stands on its own. You can taste the lime and the field in fresh masa, not as a

perfume but as a low hum. People notice, even if they do not know exactly what changed.

Nixtamalization without drama

If you are new to the process, here is the method | use during prep that hits flavor and texture without bogging

the line. This is scaled for a small restaurant batch, about 4 kilograms of finished masa.

1. Rinse 2.5 kilograms of dried corn until the water runs mostly clear. Look for whole kernels with few cracks.

2. In a stainless pot, bring 7 liters of water to a boil. Whisk in 25 to 30 grams of food grade calcium hydroxide

until dissolved. The water should feel slippery between your fingers.

3. Add the corn. Return to a simmer, then lower the heat. Maintain a gentle simmer for 25 to 35 minutes,
stirring every few minutes. Stop when a kernel skin rubs off easily and the kernel bites through with a chalky

center.



4. Kill the heat, cover, and steep 8 to 12 hours at room temperature. Winter kitchen at 20 C, lean toward 12

hours. Summer thunderstorm at 28 C, keep it closer to 8.

5. Rinse in cool water, massaging off most of the pericarp. Leave a trace of that limey water clinging to the
kernels for flavor. Grind in two passes until you get a smooth paste that holds a shape but feels moist, like
wet clay. If it cracks on the edge of a test tortilla, it needs more water. If it sticks like chewing gum, you went

too far.

We hold masa covered, just shy of air contact, and use it within 8 to 10 hours for best elasticity. Over a shift, |
keep a small water spray bottle at the station to rehydrate edges. Winnipeg's dry winter air will pull moisture

faster than a summer patio rush.

Pressing, puffs, and patience

A tortilla that puffs on the third flip is not luck. It is physics and attention. We press to about 1.5 millimeters for
tacos, a touch thicker for tlayudas. The first contact with the comal should whisper, not shout. If the heat is too
low, the surface dries before it sears and your puff will sulk. If it is too high, you scorch the face while the heart

stays doughy.

We run two comales. One is cast iron, heavy and steady. The other is a steel plancha for speed. Cast iron gives
better flavor and more reliable puffs, but in a rush the steel broadens the landing zone. A tortilla press is not
sentimental equipment. If your hinge is wobbly, it prints wonky circles. We bolt ours to the counter and place a

small level next to it, because an unlevel press leads to thick-thin edges and a comal filled with tears.

A fresh tortilla rests 10 to 20 seconds before we load it. If you stack too soon, steam buildup turns the stack into

a sauna and the bottom one will stick, then rip, then your line cook will mutter something best left untranslated.

Salsa, the first handshake

There is a reason people dip a chip before they commit. Salsa is reputation on the table. We run a simple

program with strict discipline: roja, verde, and a seasonal wild card. Everything else branches off those.

Roja starts with guajillo for bass notes and a few arbol for treble. We toast the chiles until they smell like
chocolate and tobacco, 15 to 30 seconds per side. They go bitter quickly, so eyes on the pan. Tomatoes are
broiled until blistered, then cooled. Onion and garlic get a light char on the comal. We blend with a splash of
white vinegar, salt to taste, and a little water to set viscosity. The batch rests an hour. That pause lets the acidity
settle and the heat find its level.

Verde is tomatillos blistered until sticky and olive colored, blended with jalapefio, cilantro stems, and roasted
garlic. | use stems on purpose. They carry stronger cilantro flavor and better structure when blended. Lime juice
goes in at the end. If you add it before blending, the blade often turns the blend dull. Salt lightly at first.

Tomatillos surprise you as they sit.

The wild card has included everything from charred pineapple-habanero to roasted poblano with pepitas.

Winnipeg responds well to intrigue, but they do not want novelty for novelty's sake. Flavor first, fireworks later.

The chile shelf

Dried chiles are a library. Once you learn to read them, you can improvise all night. If you are stocking a small but

mighty pantry for a mexican restaurant in winnipeg, here is the shortlist to build around.

® Guajillo for body and brick red color. Friendly, raisiny, dependable.



Ancho for warmth and cocoa notes. Pair with beef or mushrooms.

Pasilla for complexity, somewhere between dried berry and tobacco.

Arbol for heat that sneaks into the throat. Use sparingly, like an exclamation point.

Chipotle morita for smoke and depth. Great in marinades, risky in salsas if you do not balance sweetness.

Store them away from the line's blast radius. Heat and light fade their personality. When rehydrating, use water

just under a boil. Weigh the chiles down so they soak evenly. If the soaking water smells clean, use a little of it to

blend. If it smells musty, start fresh.

Proteins with a prairie attitude

Carnitas taught me patience. You cannot rush connective tissue in a pot the same way you cannot fast-forward a
Winnipeg January. We start with pork shoulder cut to fist-size chunks. Salt, a little cinnamon stick, orange peel,
bay, pepper, and a thumb of piloncillo. No stock, no water. The pork gives up its own moisture. Simmer low until
the fat renders and the meat just yields. Pull it off heat before it breaks apart in the pot. Portion onto sheet pans
and crisp to order under high heat. The trick is in that last kiss of caramelization. If you try to hold carnitas fully

crisped, you lose the contrast.

For chicken tinga, we char tomatoes and blend with chipotle, then simmer with shaved onions until the onions go
translucent and sweet. We pull chicken meat in long strands, not shreds. Texture sells. If you shred it to cotton,

you might as well put it in a blender with regrets.

Beef barbacoa in winter is a house favorite. We use chuck roll, brown it in batches, then braise with pasilla, ancho,
vinegar, clove, and a spoon of coffee for backbone. The braise temp sits at 150 to 160 C, covered, until the

collagen gives. Then we chill overnight in its own fat cap. Next day, we defat, reduce the jus, and hold the meat in



a small amount of that concentrated liquid so it never dries on the line. On a busy night, the difference between

juicy and tired is 15 minutes under a heat lamp. We portion only what we will fire in the next 10 tickets.

Winnipeg's vegetarian crowd deserves more than apologies. We treat mushrooms like steak and squash like a co-
conspirator. Oyster mushrooms pressed on the plancha until they squeak, then glazed with guajillo and garlic,
fold into tortillas with charred scallion and pepitas. Black beans get dignity with epazote, a slow simmer, and salt

at the right moment.

Beans that behave

Beans test your ego. If you salt too soon, they sulk. If your water runs hard, they hold out. In Winnipeg, the water
usually helps you, but winter batch temps run cooler in prep rooms, which slows everything. We soak overnight

not out of tradition but because it halves the troubleshooting.

For 3 kilograms dried black beans, we soak in cool water with a handful of chopped onion and a few garlic cloves.
Rinse in the morning. Cover with fresh water to about 5 centimeters above the beans. bertostaqueria.com
winnipeg mexican restaurant Simmer with a bunch of epazote or a pinch dried, and do not add salt until 70
percent tender. Then salt in two passes, tasting in between. We stop cooking when a bean smears creamy on the
tongue without a grainy core. To refry, we render lard with onion until the edges crisp, add beans with just
enough liquid, and mash until they fall into glossy waves. If it looks dull, add a spoon of bean liquid back. Fat

should shimmer, not pool.

Rice that earns its spot

Mexican rice is a side that escapes mediocrity with one simple decision: toast your rice until the kitchen smells
like popcorn. We use long grain. Rinse, dry, toast in oil with onion until golden. Blend tomato, garlic, and a
chipotle with stock, add to the pan, and simmer covered until the rice breathes little steam sighs. Do not peek.

Steam escapes, rice resents you.

In Winnipeg's dry air, resting rice is critical. We fluff it and spread it on a warm sheet pan for five minutes so the

steam disperses. It holds better on the line and does not turn gummy in a pan.

Pickles, crunch, and the small things

Pickled red onions save tacos on a busy night. We slice them paper thin, salt lightly with a pinch of sugar, and
massage for a minute to break the cell walls. They go swimming in lime juice with a splash of vinegar and sit at

room temperature for 20 minutes. After that, we hold them cold. They keep pink and punchy for two days, then
fade.

Radishes live in cold water in the lowboy, crisp as a Winnipeg morning. Cilantro gets its stems trimmed, then
stands in deli containers of water like a bouquet, with a loose cap. Do not shove it in a sealed bin to suffocate. It

will get passive aggressive and wilt during the rush.

Chips, oil, and other hot truths

Chips are marketing. If they hit the table warm, crisp, and salted like you meant it, guests relax. We cut chips from
day-old tortillas for texture. Qil sits at 175 to 180 C. Too cool, chips drink oil. Too hot, they look golden before

they crisp through. We fry in small batches, stir gently to prevent clumping, then drain on a rack, not paper, so


https://www.facebook.com/61574941930510/posts/hey-guys-bertos-windsor-park-will-be-opening-very-very-soon-whos-ready-for-new-t/122179856660831397/
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steam escapes. Salt while they are still glistening. Hold them in a perforated hotel pan with a heat lamp at a

gentle angle, and refresh the pile every 15 minutes. The bin should not become a chip graveyard.

Fryer oil rotates by numbers, not vibes. We measure total dissolved solids with a handheld meter. When it creeps

past the threshold, we drain and filter. A clean fryer is a flavor insurance policy.

Heat management and the three-burner tango

A small mexican restaurant juggles space. We run a three-burner sauté station next to the plancha, with a
salamander above for quick caramelization. The sequence matters: cold pan, oil, aromatics, proteins, sauce.
Wiping pans between orders keeps flavors faithful. If you cook shrimp in a pan that just held barbacoa, you are

asking for confused crustaceans.

On the plancha, we carve out lanes. Tortillas front left, mushrooms and veg center, meats to the right near the
hotter edge. That zoning prevents cross talk and keeps a vegetarian taco actually vegetarian. Tongs live in specific
spots. If you move tools in a rush, you lose time hunting them and tempt cross contamination. The best line
cooks choreograph without words.

Timing tickets when the room fills

Ticket times in a full dining room tell a story. The goal is not speed for speed'’s sake, it is predictability. A 12
minute promise that always lands at 12 beats a rush of 6 followed by a sad 30. We pre-warm plates, load tortillas
just before proteins hit the pass, and sauce last. Rice and beans wait at a steady 65 C in covered pans, not open
to the line's draft. The expo station inspects colors as much as components. A taco trio should look like a

conversation, not clones.

Heat levels and Manitoba palates

A Winnipeg crowd is diverse. Some grew up with Scotch bonnet heat in the kitchen, others still sweat at jalapefio.
Posting heat levels on the menu helps reduce surprises, but better is to coach servers to ask, Do you like a little
kick or a real punch? We season sauces at a baseline medium and keep heat boosters on the side. A house chile
oil, toasted with arbol and garlic, lets guests punch up bite by bite. It also keeps your cooks from playing roulette

with every order.

Winter produce and supply chain gymnastics

The first time a truck arrived late during a cold snap, my limes felt like golf balls and my tomatoes looked
unimpressed. In January, you learn backup plans. Tomatillos in cans can be roasted on a sheet pan to mimic some
of the roasted flavor. Dried epazote stands in when fresh is sulking. For cilantro, we over-order slightly before a
storm, but we wash only what we will use that day. Leaves stored unwashed with airflow outlast their wet cousins

by a mile.

When | can, | source local greenhouse peppers in late winter. They do not carry the same sun memory as Mexican
field-grown, but a good char coaxes flavor. Chilies are nonnegotiable imports. We buy from a reliable supplier in
bulk, then vacuum seal in liter-sized bags to open in stages. Nothing hurts like realizing your last bag of ancho

smells like a closet.

The dessert detour



Mexican desserts are not just sweetness. They are texture, spice, and a wink. We run tres leches in a shallow tray,
not too tall, soaked overnight so it slices clean. Cinnamon in the whipped cream is gentle, not a red flag. A winter

special, cajeta flan, travels well in cold weather and holds steady during a rush.

Churros in a small kitchen are a commitment. The dough is simple, but the line space is not. If you run them, fry
to 185 C and rest on a rack before cinnamon sugar. | pipe to 12 to 14 centimeters and serve two, not five. People

remember perfection more than quantity.

Drinks that understand dinner

A good margarita cuts through pork fat like a kind friend. For consistency, we batch our sweet-sour base in liter
jugs: fresh lime, a measured simple syrup, a whisper of orange liqueur. Tequila or mezcal gets measured per
drink. We salt rims lightly and on one side only, so guests can choose each sip. In winter, a warm tequila-spiked

ponche with guava and cinnamon draws people out of their scarves and into another round.

If you offer micheladas, remember they are a texture as much as a flavor. We rim with Tajin, build with lime, a

spoon of house roja, and a crisp lager. Ice last. Stir just once. No one wants a foam volcano.

A note on service and the art of reading a table

Kitchens love control. Dining rooms write their own plots. A couple tucked by the window at The Forks after
skating needs a different pace than a birthday table on Osborne. We train servers to watch tortilla stacks and refill
chips only when the salsa levels still justify it. Warmth means catching the moment a guest wonders if they
should order one more taco and gently making it easy. In a bustling mexican restaurant, hospitality looks like you

planned for them personally.

When equipment misbehaves

If you run a comal long enough, the thermostat will one day ghost you. Keep an infrared thermometer close, and
know your zones by look and feel. A dull sheen is hot, an angry shimmer is too hot, a matte dampness is not
ready. If the fryer drops temp during a rush, switch to two-basket cycles with smaller loads rather than waiting for
a perfect comeback. If the oven door seal gives out mid-service, expect your rice to drag and compensate by

starting it earlier.

Line cooks learn to troubleshoot by pattern. If tortillas crack on press, hydrate the dough. If they stick, dust the
liners or rethink moisture. If your salsa runs watery on day two, you blended too long or your salt was late. Logs
help. We keep a small notebook by each station. Not as bureaucracy, but as memory. Tuesday's perfect roja has
better odds of a repeat when you note the percent of arbol to guajillo and the brand of tomato you pulled when

your favorite went out of stock.

The Winnipeg winter stress test

Service does not stop when a blizzard kicks up. Guests trickle in, each entry a plume of snow. Coats pile, and the
room feels like a harbor. This is when details pay off. The moment guests sit, hot chips, a warm tortilla basket, and
a confident salsa flight make them forget the forecast. Steam curling from a plate of carnitas does more for

morale than any wall art.

Your staff are your weatherproofing. They shovel the back step between fires, rotate mats when slush threatens

ankles, and keep smiles when sleeves drip. At close, that same crew helps you strip the comal to shiny, dump the



fryer oil safely, and set the masa station for the morning. If you want a team that survives a Winnipeg February,
feed them well, pay them fairly, and thank them specifically, not generically. A fast lane to burnout is treating

them like utensils.

What guests never see, but always taste

The best bites hide a lot of humble decisions. Buying tomatoes by the box, but grabbing the ugly, ripe ones for
salsa and saving the prettier, firm ones for pico de gallo. Skimming carnitas fat not to make it lean, but to avoid
greasiness on the plate. Letting rice rest for a full five minutes even when the printer screams. Changing cutting

boards because the cilantro just perfumed your onions, and not everyone loves that marriage.

There is also restraint. Winnipeg does not need a menu that reads like a boarding pass. Do fewer things better. A
tight taco roster, two reliable moles rotated seasonally, one dessert that becomes a habit. Simplicity is not an

absence of effort. It is a curated invitation for diners to notice what matters.

Why a corn-scented room can feel like home

| have watched a quiet table turn into new friends over a shared salsa flight, and a skeptical guest become a
regular after they saw a tortilla puff and tasted the difference fresh masa makes. The geography might be prairie,
the mercury might be merciless, but a mexican restaurant in winnipeg thrives by honoring both the cuisine’s

roots and the city's rhythms.

On the nights when the tickets stop clacking and you can finally lean on the pass, the comal still warm and the
room smelling like toasted corn and roasted chiles, you understand why people chase this work. You get to take
ingredients that traveled a long way, treat them with respect, and hand back something that makes the cold feel

optional for a while. That is the secret no recipe can list, but every great plate reveals.



