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Those first steps over the threshold of an ethnic market can be a rude 
awakening of overstimulation. Bright colors. Overpowering smells. An 

abundance of unidentifiable products. (Which is to say, not so different than 
some of the standard big-box staples many of us are more accustomed to.)
However, when you star t to frequent the state’s local ethnic grocers, find 
some of the best prices on the hardest-to-find products, and encounter 

some of the nicest folks you’re likely to meet in a market, it’s hard to 
imagine getting along without them. It’s true those first steps can be a 

challenge, however, so we asked writer Eric Francis to tag along with Local 
Lime’s Ben Brainard on a trip to Little Rock’s La Regional to star t us off.
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THE BOTTLE’S LABEL says “Lizano Salsa,” 
and the brown stu! within is salsa as in “sauce,” 
not the zesty mash-up of vegetables and spices 
you plunge chips into. But for Brainard, the 
Lizano—with its smoky, almost earthy "avor 
and a hint of zing that he thinks goes well with, 
well, everything—is a perfect example of the 
kind of thing he comes to La Regional about 10 
times a year to stock up on.

With Spanish-language pop songs audible 
over the murmur of the light early-a#ernoon 
shopping crowd, Brainard stops to make 
observations about nearly every row of cans, 
bottles, boxes and bins. He pulls one particular 
brand of chipotle peppers in adobo sauce from 
among many and notes that, while the others may 
be good, this one is gluten-free, an important 
consideration when you’re planning a menu. He 
pauses at the meat counter and marvels at how 
no part of an animal is wasted: Behind the glass 
are kidneys, hoofs, tendons and tripe, along with 

more traditional cuts.
“And the house-made chorizo,” he says almost 

reverently, gesturing toward long strings of 
sausages cascading from pegs in a case on the 
back wall. “It’s delicious. And beautiful.”

$at’s the crux of what a place like La Regional 
o!ers Brainard: the real deal—products and 
ingredients he can’t %nd in chain supermarkets, 
but which are absolutely essential for cooking 
with authentic south-of-the-border "avors. And 
he can think of no better way to demonstrate 
that authenticity than to step into the adjoining 
taqueria and order up a passel of tacos: carnitas, 
beef, barbacoa, chicken, shrimp and guacamole.

“I’ve been eating here for years,” Brainard says. 
“When Scott McGehee and John Beachboard 
and I were at Boulevard Bread Co., we were 
always fascinated with tacos. We would come to 
this grocery to take advantage of some of their 
amazing meats and seafood and found out they 
had a taqueria here. We would actually start 

S HE STANDS 
IN AN AISLE OF 
LA REGIONAL, a 
Mexican grocery and 

taqueria in southwest Little Rock, 
a bottle of brown stu! appears to 
have chef Ben Brainard positively … 
um, what’s Spanish for verklempt? 
¶ “$is right here is actually from 
Costa Rica,” says Brainard, co-
owner of Local Lime. “$is is my 
favorite condiment in my fridge, 
and I did not even know they had it 
in this country until right now. Oh 
my God, I’m so excited!”
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Asian Groceries
9112 N. Rodney 
Parham Road,
Little Rock
(501) 221-9977
Tues. - Sun., 10:30 a.m. 
to 7:30 p.m.

! Even the thought of 
attempting to take in 
all 6,000 square feet 
of Asian Groceries—a 
space comprising 13 
brands of basmati rice 
and what owner Jigs 

Mujmudar estimates 
to be more than 200 
masalas and curries—
makes us work up an 
appetite. Quash the 
hunger pangs with oh-
so-good samosas and 

dosa sambar at the 
cafe, called Veggie Deli, 
located in the back of 
the store.—jph

Mercado San Jose
7411 Geyer Springs 

Road, Little Rock
(501) 565-4246
Daily, 9 a.m. to 6:45 
p.m.
! For the better part 
of the day—7 a.m. 
to 6 p.m., if you want 
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cooking Hispanic food a little more o#en just 
so we could have an excuse to come down here 
and have some tacos.”

Half a dozen of those tacos materialize on 
the table in front of him, and he immediately 
remarks on their simplicity: a small tortilla with 
a helping of meat, some minced onion and some 
cilantro. Nothing more. Simplicity and freshness 
are the essence of Mexican food, Brainard 
explains as he tucks into the shrimp taco, and 
it’s something that got sidetracked by Tex-Mex 
among local restaurants back in the 1980s.

“I think we got a little lazy, at least in midtown, 
with what we were doing for Mexican food,” he 
says. “I don’t mean for that to come across the 
wrong way, but I think the one plate with the 
quintessential orange rice and the quintessential 
orange beans and the quintessential huge mound 
of cheese on top of the quintessential "our 
tortilla stu!ed with the quintessential ground 
beef and the quintessential greasy mess … we 
wanted to make things a little neater and maybe 
a little healthier and maybe a little prettier.”

So when the trio opened Local Lime in 
November 2012, they started with that authentic 
foundation. A three-ingredient taco like the one 
served at La Regional probably wouldn’t "y in a 
west Little Rock eatery, Brainard acknowledges, 
but it can be sparingly built upon to achieve 
something both truly traditional and truly 
original. $us, the %sh tacos (grilled or beer-
battered) are dressed with shaved green cabbage, 
pico de gallo, cilantro and chipotle cream sauce 
or red pepper crema. And the potato zucchini 
tacos come with fresh corn, red bell pepper, jack 
cheese, manchego, salsa verde, red pepper crema 
and shaved jalapeno.

“The inspiration really was south-of-the-
border—taking fresh ingredients, fresh tortillas, 
and adding a little bit of picante, some cumin, 
some chile nuevo—that’s Mexican,” he says. “And 
it’s so simple, really simple food.”

Brainard, McGehee and Beachboard traveled 
not only to Mexico but to Texas and California 
in search of inspiration for Local Lime. And 
there were plenty of surprises when it came to 
what they found in the kitchens of taquerias 
and restaurants.

“Tamarind!” Brainard says. “I thought 
tamarind was Asian, and I run into it all the time 
with these guys. I see a lot of hibiscus "ower—
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to get specific—the 
bakers at Mercado 
San Jose churn out 
muted silver trays 
of baked goods, like 
sugary-topped conchas, 
churros filled with 

caramel and savory 
baguette-like bolillos 
(the market’s specialty), 
among others. Arrived 
between batches? The 
mind-bending tacos 
and tortas from the 

attached restaurant will 
make you happy you 
did.—jph

Vietnam Market
8521 Geyer Springs 
Road, Little Rock

(501) 565-4577
Mon. -  Wed.,10 a.m. to 
7 p.m.; Thurs., 10 a.m. 
to 8 p.m.; Fri., 8 a.m. to 
11 p.m.; Sat. 9 a.m. to 7 
p.m.; and Sun., 10 a.m. 
to 6 p.m.
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they dry hibiscus, and I wouldn’t know the %rst 
thing about how to utilize it in cooking.

“$e one thing about this culture of cooking,” 
he says, “is they’ve been cooking this way for 
centuries, and they don’t change that much. It’s 
ingrained in their culture. $ey’re so happy, 
they don’t have a lot of desire to change it, and 
I admire that.”

He also likes to think Local Lime is helping 
improve the lot of not only diners but 
restaurateurs and home cooks across the city 
because, basically, they’re picky.

“You hold your purveyors accountable,” 
Brainard says of dealing with suppliers. “$e 
second I start accepting things however it comes 
in from my purveyors, that’s the second I get in 
trouble. I send stu! back every single shipment. 
I don’t like toI don’t like being a jerk, but if 
something’s not right, send it back and hold them 
accountable. My customers hold me accountable, 
and I want them to.”

Having those high standards pays o! because 
suppliers will start bringing in better-quality 
ingredients in greater quantities to this market.

“Arkansas has more good avocados coming 
in because I’m buying a lot of them,” he says. “It 
used to be that good avocados were hard to get, 
but now there’s a bunch.”

Well, maybe there’s more to it than Local Lime 
being a prodigious user of top-notch avocados. 
A#er all, there’s a steady in"ux of new Latino 

residents into the city, and they’re also looking for 
those familiar ingredients at Mexican groceries 
around the city, as well as more authentic food 
prepared in local taquerias.

Still, it expands Brainard’s options. La Regional 
is owned by Salas Produce, to whom he turns for 
some specialty items for Local Lime. $e fruits 
and vegetables stocked in the store are many, 
brightly colored and fresh. However, he spends 
more of his time prowling the bins of dried chiles.

“$is is the area I’d usually get the most stu!: 
arbol, nuevo Mexicos, anchos, poblanos,” he says, 
indicating the withered pods with their faded 
colors and bare hint of aroma. “Most of these 
are moderate, but they all have seeds in them, 
and they’re going to get really spicy.”

Trial and error is not the way for a newcomer 
to explore the chile bin, Brainard advises.

“$e best thing to do is take that fancy phone 
of yours and look it up,” he says. “If you were to 
try trial and error and get hold of that arbol there, 
you’re going to be upset.”

It also means Brainard is having to constantly 
adjust how he cooks and how he uses ingredients, 
in order to take the best advantage of the bounty 
that has been made available to him.

“Yes, I practice every day, and I’ll never be half 
as good as these guys are,” says Brainard as he 
polishes o! one of La Regional’s beef tacos. “I’m 
running at a million miles an hour to catch up to 
something that’s just natural to them.”

$3.69 !Tortillas 
Brenda Azules
Feel that? They’re 
still warm. Tortilleria 
Brenda is on 65th, 
just down the 
street, and it’s the 
same place that 
makes our tortillas 
for Local Lime. They 
are the best.

76 cents !  Chile de Arbol
This is the area I’d usually get the most 
stuff, the dried chiles: arbol, nuevo mexicos, 
anchos, poblanos. Arbols are the ones you 
have to be careful with. I would use them in 
chili, soup, salsa, in lots of sauces—anything 
that I wanted a little spice in.

$6.99 !  Lizano Salsa Original
I was in Costa Rica three years ago, and 
I put it on my eggs in the morning, my 
guacamole at lunch and my beans at night, 
every single day for 10 days. It could be 
used as a marinade. This is one of the most 
unique things—everybody in the world 
should drink this stuff.

$1.21!  El Yucateco Achiote
I always need achiote. It’s a spice paste; it has 
a bunch of garlic, annatto seeds, adobo. It’s 
real, real thick, something you would actually 
use with a stock and make a rub. It keeps 
awhile, too. It’s great with chicken or fish, 
and fantastic with salmon.

$1.75 !  La Costeña Chipotles
Chipotles have a very natural smoky spice. 
These are in adobo, which is going to help 
you with flavoring a lot. Pinto beans and 
black beans love chipotle. Chipotle is one of 
my favorite things for salsa.

$1.56/lb !  Cactus
Grill or sauté for tacos—it’s a great 
vegetarian option for a hearty taco 
component.

$5.99/lb !  Lengua
Braised beef tongue is wonderful for tacos, 
but isn’t something that we typically do at 
Local Lime. I’ll make it at home for my more 
adventurous friends.

$1.42 each !  Mangoes
Nothing makes better punch (or cocktails) 
than mango juice.

Ben Brainard is the executive chef and co-
owner of Local Lime in Little Rock.
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LA REGIONAL
!!!!

Ben Brainard


