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figure 1. Dog House Drive In receipt, 2022. Courtesy of Aimee Macpherson.




PREFACE

Albuquerque Offscreen

If you’re reading this, odds are you’re already familiar with Breaking Bad and Better Call Saul. The infamous characters from these two iconic series have dominated quality TV for over a decade. Combined, Breaking Bad and Better Call Saul is over a hundred hours of footage—watching just one series of either show is no short task. In addition to producing content that is watched and rewatched everywhere from South Korea to the Isle of Skye, the shows published a wealth of material like podcasts, YouTube videos, DVD extras, and webisodes. X (formerly Twitter) threads, Reddit AMA (Ask Me Anything) chats, and Instagram stories from cast and crew provide coverage of both the technical aspects of filming and the creative process of building these episodes. I haven’t even listed the conventional interviews found on TV and in newspapers.

The detailed content provided by these shows about these shows are astounding. Researching, evaluating, and analyzing even a percentage of all this material is easily more than enough work for a doctoral degree. I’m sure there are many underway. That’s before you enter the dizzying world of fans. Vince Gilligan, creator of Breaking Bad, even put out a book to celebrate the artists who pour so much into crafting images of their favorite TV characters.1

But what of Albuquerque, the fair city in which these dramas are set? The crystal meth and cucumber water are props; the sun-stained cars and crackling neon are the real deal. Each episode delicately drapes fiction over real restaurant booths and parking lots throughout the city—what locals affectionately refer to as “the 505”—as well the state. When you visit Albuquerque, you’ll discover a whole new layer of detail to these beloved shows.

Albuquerque’s heart is the Big I: a stack interchange between Interstate 25 and Interstate 40 made from towering pink concrete with a bright light-blue paint trim. Whichever road you pick here will take you all the way to the edge of the Americas: Mexico to Canada, California to New York. This is Walter White and Jimmy McGill’s world, and we meet them both at a crossroads between good and bad. Even though we know what road Walt and Jimmy will eventually take, it doesn’t ruin the drama or excitement of following them on their way. Walt’s and Jimmy’s fates are sealed in this dead-end sprawl of a city, littered with half-finished malls and baffling cul-de-sacs, a place where projects fall apart and cars, houses, and dreams are abandoned to bake in the relentless high-desert sun.

The city itself can seem like a crumbling autotopia, a forgotten temple to the American road trip, a footnote in the old songs of Route 66. The dated RVs, commercial trucks, and helmet-less bikers on our freeways only take the exit ramp to sleep, refuel the tank, or change a tire. They never mean to stay. The northern 505’s neat 1950s suburbs are built to spec for an American dream nobody wants anymore: two cars in the garage, hot TV dinners and cold beer, a hot tub from a store permanently on closeout sale. Slippin’ Jimmy shows us just how fragile those prefab dreams can be—instead of topping up the propane for his grill, he’s sleeping in a cheesy nail salon, dreaming up his next big scheme.

Sure, Albuquerque’s got farm-to-table dining, spas, single-origin espresso, and organic farms by the tractor load, but that’s not why you’re here. You’re here to taste the bad, to wipe the sweat off your brow driving through the Big I in a beat-up rental. You want to ask yourself: Are you really that different from Saul? Would you have made a better choice than Pinkman? Given the chance to break bad like Walt, would you take it? Maybe you wish you had already.

So leave the fancy restaurants to New York, ignore the juicing in LA, forget your paleo diet bullshit, and come taste Albuquerque. What’s the worst that can happen? Scared you might like it? Or worse … you might want to stay?

Let Albuquerque be your theme park where the cowboys in Grandad’s John Wayne movies have moved over for the slippery, manipulative characters of Breaking Bad and Better Call Saul. Savor the luscious portrayal of these small-screen giants as you step off the sofa to take in the hot sun, high altitude, and la leche helada of the Duke City.

Ordering a plate of enchiladas and a black coffee at one of these restaurants not only keeps your belly full but also keeps a unique cinematic history alive. Together, locals and international fans alike can continue to enjoy the hunting grounds of Walt, Jesse, and Gus, or raise a glass to Kim, Jimmy, and Howard. All it takes to participate is a drink or a meal at the real-deal bars and restaurants featured on these shows.

The world portrayed in Breaking Bad and Better Call Saul is not family friendly. Some of the locations portrayed in this show were selected because of their gritty appearance. Some were selected because they don’t look gritty at all. All of them have regular patrons. Please use common sense when navigating the city, but also be conscientious of the regular customers who are just trying to enjoy a break at these local businesses.


NOTE


	1. Vince Gilligan, 99.1% Pure: Breaking Bad Art (San Rafael, CA: Insight Editions, 2021).







HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE


TWO SHOWS, SERVED THREE WAYS

The bars and restaurants in this book are organized by show, season, and episode. Skim through the following pages and you will see the locations are listed only once, in the order they first appear. For example, the Dog House Drive In is listed under Breaking Bad: Season 1. Of course, this takeout spot appears in Breaking Bad season 2 and Better Call Saul seasons 2 and 4. But the Dog House made its on-screen debut in Breaking Bad season 1. When you turn to the entry on the Dog House, you will see a list of episodes (with air dates) from both shows that featured this location after its debut. Structuring the book this way illustrates the evolution of the Breaking Bad and Better Call Saul universe, through its bars and restaurants, over space and time.

“Locations by Real Mealtimes” offers a more traditional guidebook feel, with entries divided into breakfast and lunch, lunch and dinner, small bites, and bars. The goal here is to help you find somewhere to eat or drink.

Finally, we have “Locations by Appearance in Both Breaking Bad and Better Call Saul.” It only lists bars and restaurants that are featured in both shows (which you’ll see abbreviated as BB and BCS, respectively, in location descriptions throughout the book). The goal here is to illustrate the unique way these two series feature repeat locations, sometimes revisiting them over decades of filming. It’s also useful for visitors who are short on time, love both shows, and are quite hungry.



A WORD ON MENU PRICES

In this book, you will see $, $$, or $$$. These indicate a price bracket for main dishes on the menu, at the time of writing: $ means $5–$15, $$ means $15–$25, and $$$ means $30 and over. For bars and other purveyors, these designations apply to a single item—for example, a beer from Leo’s Nightclub or a sweet treat from the Candy Lady. If you need to keep price points in check, please call the business in question for the most up-to-date information.





Breaking Bad




Season 1


GARCIA’S KITCHEN $

a.k.a. Garcia’s Café

1736 Central Ave. SW, Albuquerque, 87104

(505) 842-0273

garbciaskitchen.com

Sunday–Saturday, 8:00 a.m.–3:00 p.m.

BB s1.e6, “Crazy Handful of Nothin’,” March 2, 2008

BB s4.e4, “Bullet Points,” August 7, 2011

BB s4.e5, “Shotgun,” August 14, 2011

Garcia’s Kitchen, along with the Dog House, is introduced into the Breaking Bad universe during a montage of Jesse Pinkman (Aaron Paul) dealing meth in “Crazy Handful of Nothin’.” In real life, the two restaurants are just under ten minutes’ walk apart on Central Avenue. Garcia’s Kitchen has seven locations in Albuquerque; however, the location on Central is the only one that was featured in Breaking Bad. The restaurant later appears in a brief daytime time lapse in “Bullet Points,” using a wide shot to anchor the restaurant’s location on Central. It’s not until the next episode, “Shotgun,” that the restaurant exterior gets a longer feature, when Jesse collects Mike Ehrmantraut (Jonathan Banks) from the restaurant. He’s just reversed the car down the alley to shake off Banger #1 (Anthony Martins), who’s headed toward him on foot with a shotgun hanging comfortably from his left hand. Banger #1 gets into his own vehicle (the one Jesse just slammed into) and drives off in pursuit of Jesse, leaving Mike in an empty alley watching the chase. “Honk once and I’ll be in the parking lot,” barks Mike into the phone as he walks underneath the Garcia’s sign. At that moment, Jesse pulls up behind Mike. That means we don’t get a scene inside, but you don’t have to deny yourself the authentic New Mexican flavors of this eatery. Just remember that this Garcia’s closes at 3:00 p.m.
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FIGURE 2. Garcia’s Kitchen exterior, BB s1.e6, “Crazy Handful of Nothin’” (2008). Courtesy of Sony Pictures Television.



Garcia’s vintage neon sign at its Central Avenue location, complete with the blinking golden arrow pointing toward the restaurant, makes the place memorable. The neon sign is for “Garcia’s Café,” although the restaurant now goes by Garcia’s Kitchen. The restaurant’s exterior is decorated with intricate hand-painted murals; the inside is equally festive, with colorful papeles picados (Mexican garlands) and neat stacks of biscochitos in the display case on the counter. This restaurant is an Albuquerque institution, much like the Dog House. Andrew F. Garcia started the restaurant in 1975. Today Garcia’s children run the seven locations around Albuquerque.1 The kitchen continues to make all the classics—handmade corn and flour tortillas, carne adovada, menudo, salsa, and red and green chile, to name just a few examples. Breakfast is available anytime, just like the neon sign in the window says in “Shotgun.”

On a cold winter day, there’s nothing like a stew to heat you up. I love to get a pint of their green chile stew to go. It comes with a tortilla or sopapillas—usually, I go for a flour tortilla. This stew has a rich broth, and the signature flavor is a mild burn from the heat of roasted green chiles. It has a little bit of cubed potato and bite-size pieces of fried beef, and you can add pinto beans (a choice of whole or refried). Each spoonful delivers a tender, melt-in-your-mouth texture and a gentle warming spice. The kitchen also does a great menudo with hominy. This stew, also known as mole de panza, is made with tripe, or cow’s stomach. It comes with a flour tortilla to help you soak up the broth, which is seasoned with red chile, hominy, lime, and onion.

Head to Garcia’s on Central Avenue for a bowl of green chile stew. Save room for a couple of biscochitos.



DOG HOUSE DRIVE IN $

1216 Central Ave. SW, Albuquerque, 87102

(505) 243-1019

Monday–Saturday, 10:30 a.m.–9:00 p.m.

BB s1.e6, “Crazy Handful of Nothin’,” March 2, 2008

BB s2.e1, “Seven Thirty-Seven,” March 8, 2009

BCS s2.e8, “Fifi,” April 4, 2016

BCS s4.e5, “Quite a Ride,” September 3, 2018

The Dog House Drive In is hard to miss. This takeout joint is in a relatively small, one-story brick building in a parking lot that can hold at least ten vehicles. Above the black window grill is a large neon sign running the length of the building. It features a dachshund dog wagging its tail and biting into a blinking train of sausages. The word “DOG” is lit up in green while “HOUSE” is red, and the background is painted canary yellow. Under the words “DOG HOUSE” is the menu split into three panels, with items are printed in red with a chunky vintage typeface. Dachshunds have been at the center of hot dog culture going back a long, long time. According to the National Hot Dog and Sausage Council, there is some dispute about when exactly “dachshund,” or “little-dog” sausage was created, but popular history credits it to 1487, in the city of Frankfurt, Germany.2 By the 1890s, “hot dogs” were a commonplace snack at baseball games in North America. Albuquerque’s Dog House opened in 1967 on Tenth Street and Central Avenue.3 By 1969, it had moved a short way down the avenue to its current location on Twelfth and Central. Jimmie Hartley opened the restaurant in 1967, and at the time of writing, 2023, he still owns it. Originally from Texas, Hartley still eats at least one foot-long chili dog a week.4
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FIGURE 3. Dog House Drive In exterior, BCS s4.e5, “Quite a Ride” (2018). Courtesy of Sony Pictures Television.
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FIGURE 4. Dog House Drive In foot-long chili dog, 2022. Courtesy of Aimee Macpherson.



In true drive-in fashion, you don’t get out of your car to place your order, or eat it for that matter. Instead, a server comes to the window of your car. You make your selection from the oversized menu sign that hangs in front of the restaurant building. The inside of the Dog House is currently closed to customers, so you won’t get a chance to see the Technicolor cinder blocks featured in the Better Call Saul episode “Quite a Ride.” Outside, there are three sets of dining tables with bended plywood benches (a little different from the wooden benches depicted in the show), so you can sit outside like Jimmy McGill (Bob Odenkirk) and Kim Wexler (Rhea Seehorn) in “Fifi.” In this scene, both Kim and Jimmy are holding partially eaten hot dogs. They’ve brought beer with them, wrapped in brown paper bags. The Dog House does not serve beer.

If you want a hot dog like Kim and Jimmy, one that holds its shape without a paper wrapping, you’d probably have to go for a regular-size hot dog without any chili. But it’s worth noting this fast-food eatery is known in Albuquerque for the foot-long hot dog. Unlike the short snacks on-camera, the foot-long is indeed 30.48 cm in length, making the dog somewhat droopy when you hold it. Add chili to the mix and the soft bun gets even softer. Leave it for a few seconds while you take a sip of soda and you’d be hard pressed to pick up the dog without the aid of the waxed paper its wrapped in. Until you’ve eaten around three-quarters of the entire foot, you really need to hold it with both hands to prevent the sausage from falling downward, which in turn lets gravity slide off most of the garnish.

When in Rome, order the foot-long chili dog. The chili is mild and the texture is curry-like. The flavor comes from ground spices like cumin and the texture from ground beef. The sauce here is not quite the Texan chili con carne, nor is it a deep-red New Mexican chile. This unique hybrid has an earthy orange color, which contrasts against the small cubes of diced white onion and the long, fluffy bun that cradles this dog. To round out the meal, order the tater tots. They are both crisp and tender and arrive in a little plastic-lined cardboard box. You’ll also see Frito pie on the menu. If you haven’t tried it by now, the Dog House is a good place to sample this iconic dish straight up, without any fussy embellishments. Lucy Herrman wrote an excellent piece in Taos News about Frito pie, hailing it as “one of New Mexico’s most acclaimed comfort foods!”5 It involves Frito corn chips topped with red chile con carne, cheese, and chopped onions, sometimes garnished with shredded lettuce and diced tomato. The Dog House serves it in a polystyrene takeout tray. Richard D. Dargan in the Albuquerque Journal says of the Dog House Frito pie that “some mixing is advised” to ensure all the chili covers the chips.6

Now let’s take a closer look at the on-screen performance of this famous, beloved eatery. TV magic moment: the neon lights of the Dog House dachshund sign are rigged by the Better Call Saul lighting crew. A lighting technician is able to command how and when the neon flashed to control the look of the scene, right down to the dog’s wagging tail.

Breaking Bad’s “Crazy Handful of Nothin’” is the first time we see the Dog House Drive In, during a montage of Jesse selling meth. The idiom “in the doghouse” basically means being in a bad situation because someone is angry at you. There is something almost daring about the bold-as-brass symbolism of using the Dog House in Breaking Bad and Better Call Saul, a world where characters are frequently—if not constantly—in situations where someone is angry with them.7 Like, super angry. Enraged.

Better Call Saul’s “Quite a Ride” has loads of fun camera angles of the Dog House that echo how the eatery was shot in Breaking Bad’s “Crazy Handful of Nothin’.” But it also has flair of its own. The parallel with Saturday Night Fever is downright funny. Instead of John Travolta with his double-decker pizza and heeled shoes, we have the somewhat more stressed-looking Jimmy strutting along in his sneakers, coaxing himself into hustler mode as Saul Goodman. Again “in the doghouse” serves as a kind of fatalistic mark on both Jesse and Jimmy when they are at Dog House. They will both be in their respective “doghouses” soon enough, but for a moment, the hot dogs are sizzling and the going is good.

This fast-food restaurant is an institution. It works as both a piece of irony for an international audience and as a straight-up eatery where anyone, from fancy downtown lawyers to moody teenagers, can stop for a bite. For a full Dog House experience, I recommend going at night. If you time your visit with the New Mexican monsoon season (July–September), you may be lucky enough to experience the wet tarmac and puddles reflecting the neon signage, as seen in “Quite a Ride.” It doesn’t rain very often in New Mexico, so on set the look was achieved through a historic trick of the trade called “wet downs,” in which a large quantity of water is brought to set by a hose truck. The special effects department coordinates with the transportation department to hose down the scene just before filming to get that tarmac glistening on-camera.

Get a foot-long chili cheese hot dog, plus tater tots. Eat with the window down so your car doesn’t smell of chili dog for the rest of the night. Round out the meal with a soda fountain Pepsi.





JAVA JOE’S $

a.k.a. Tuco Salamanca’s HQ

906 Park Ave. SW., Ste. 3045, Albuquerque, 87102

(505) 765-1514

downtownjavajoes.com

Sunday–Saturday, 6:30 a.m.–3:30 p.m.

BB s1.e6, “Crazy Handful of Nothin’,” March 2, 2008

Java Joe’s appears just once in Breaking Bad’s universe. But once you’ve seen the on-screen drama, this location is unforgettable. In real life, this café and artisan coffee shop is unpretentious and welcoming, totally unlike Tuco Salamanca (Raymond Cruz), the villain whose HQ exterior was filmed here. As a fan of the show, you may decide to go there just for the mural on the east outdoor wall of the building rather than their delicious roasted-in-house coffee, but please don’t take a picture without being a patron of the business. If you’re dining in, you can’t go wrong with a “bottomless mug” of drip coffee. The menu offers specialty drinks, including a Grasshopper coffee, which gets its minty dark-chocolate flavor from crème de menthe and crème de cacao syrups. A yogurt parfait with house-made granola will set you up for a great morning.
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FIGURE 5. Java Joe’s exterior, showing us the explosion from the fulminated mercury that “Heisenberg” smashes on the ground in Tuco’s HQ, BB s1.e6, “Crazy Handful of Nothin’” (2008). Courtesy of Sony Pictures Television. Figure 5. Java Joe’s exterior, showing us the explosion from the fulminated mercury that “Heisenberg” smashes on the ground in Tuco’s HQ, BB s1.e6, “Crazy Handful of Nothin’” (2008). Courtesy of Sony Pictures Television.
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FIGURE 6. Java Joe’s enchiladas, 2022. Courtesy of Aimee Macpherson.



I got to Java Joe’s in time for an earlyish lunch. The cashier recommended breakfast enchiladas: three corn tortillas layered with cheddar cheese, black beans, and eggs, smothered in your choice of chile. I had my eggs over easy, with Christmas-style chile (both red and green chile on the same dish). It was like getting a warm hug from an old friend. The made-from-scratch food feels hearty without sending you into a sleep-isode. Tender beans, bright-yellow egg yolks, and homemade tortillas really make the dish sing. The chile delivered a lot of flavor without overpowering. They serve the meal stacked on two hot ceramic plates that are just out of the oven, keeping the meal warm and inviting you to take your time. My table looked out on to Park Avenue, framed by several pots of pink geraniums. A couple of diners next to me enjoyed a table all to themselves with a hot breakfast and a book. I even bumped into Java Joe’s co-owner Michael Phlieger, who was seated, like many of his customers, at a table with his iPad, taking a call.

Phlieger was kind enough to stop and talk to me about the book and his experience of owning a local café that now has a world-famous exterior. Phlieger’s food philosophy is “keep it simple.” The eatery values keeping their food affordable, and they try to avoid serving food that comes preprepared, which means homemade food sourced from the farmers’ market—nothing out of a bag or a box. The café also features eclectic local art and coffee beans available for purchase by the pound. Phlieger’s philosophy and the inviting interior has served the business well for over twenty-five years, attracting locals year-round.

The restaurant is also no stranger to film crews. Phlieger mentioned that the funny thing about TV shooting is the length of time between the day of filming and the air date of the episode that features your location. Your friends give you an excited call when they see your business on TV, but for the business owner, all the action happened months and months ago. The air date is just a regular day at the shop.

The interior of the café does not, of course, resemble Tuco’s headquarters, but—subject to availability—they sell “Tuco’s Hideaway” T-shirts with an illustration of Walt outside the business. Their mugs featuring Java Joe’s old-school logo are the gift you should snag for a friend back home.

“Crazy Handful of Nothin’” is a landmark episode for so many reasons. Perhaps the most obvious one is that this is the first time we hear Walt (Bryan Cranston) refer to himself as Heisenberg, a reference to the German chemist famous for his pioneering work on quantum mechanics and who, like Walt, also had terminal cancer.8 When Walt blows up Tuco’s hideout, we get a flavor of the ultraviolence that makes this show famous. Walt doesn’t do eye for an eye; instead, he escalates, tapping into his newfound villainous capacity for creative aggression.

Order the filter coffee and breakfast enchiladas. Sit back and enjoy the ambience.



NOTES


	1. Garcia’s Kitchen, “Our History,” accessed September 10, 2022, https://www.garciaskitchen.com/our-history/.

	2. National Hot Dog and Sausage Council, “Hot Dog History,” accessed January 26, 2024, http://hot-dog.org/culture/hot-dog-history.

	3. Better Business Bureau, “Business Profile: Dog House Drive Inn [sic],” accessed March 8, 2023, https://www.bbb.org/us/nm/albuquerque/profile/carry-out-food/dog-house-drive-inn-0806-17693.

	4. Jozelyn Escobedo, “Inside the 505: Story Behind the Iconic Dog House,” KOAT News, updated February 22, 2019, https://www.koat.com/article/inside-the-505-story-behind-the-iconic-dog-house/26458038.

	5. Lucy Herrman, “Frito Pie: A Classic New Mexico Comfort Food,” Taos News, June 23, 2021, https://www.taosnews.com/la-vida/food-and-drink/frito-pie-a-classic-new-mexico-comfort-food/article_9c14a06f-34b8-5a45-b046-396654b6b81d.html.

	6. Richard S. Dargan, “Dog House Remains Iconic with Its Hot Dogs, Burgers and Shakes,” Albuquerque Journal, January 4, 2023.

	7. Merriam-Webster, s.v. “in the doghouse (idiom),” updated November 27, 2023, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/in%20the%20doghouse.

	8. Wikipedia, s.v. “Werner Heisenberg,” last modified January 20, 2024, 06:30, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Werner_Heisenberg.







Season 2


TACO SAL $

9621 Menaul Blvd. NE, Albuquerque, 87112

(505) 298-2210

facebook.com/p/Taco-Sal-100054574864886

Monday–Saturday, 11:00 a.m.–8:00 p.m.

BB s2.e2, “Grilled,” March 15, 2009

BB s2.e10, “Over,” May 10, 2009

BB s3.e11, “Abiquiu,” May 30, 2010

According to their sign outside, Taco Sal has been in business since 1960. The sign, with a pale-pink background and hand-painted roadrunners framing the white lettering, turns into glorious red neon at night. The vintage good looks of the exterior are reason enough to drop in on this restaurant. But Taco Sal also offers plenty of New Mexican classics, including tacos, stuffed sopapillas, huevos rancheros, carne adovada, burritos, and chips and salsa.

The location appears several times in Breaking Bad, and the show makes good use of the restaurant’s wide windows and its excellent neon. Taco Sal is the local eatery where Skyler White (Anna Gunn) and her sister Marie Schrader (Betsy Brandt) hand out homemade “missing” signs for Walt. At the end of season 2, Walt meets Jesse at Taco Sal and announces his decision to retire from making meth (ha!). Subsequent episodes reveal that decision was short lived.
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FIGURE 7. Taco Sal exterior, 2022. Courtesy of Aimee Macpherson.
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FIGURE 8. Taco Sal’s hard-shell tacos, 2022. Courtesy of Aimee Macpherson.



Taco Sal is also featured in a more tender moment of Breaking Bad season 3. Jesse has dinner with Andrea Cantillo (Emily Rios) and her son, Brock Cantillo (Ian Posada), at the eatery. He does a few goofy tricks to keep Brock amused and we get a good shot of Brock’s hard-shell tacos. It’s an all-too-fleeting, wholesome, unremarkable moment for a couple who are doomed to failure, violence, and pain. The poignancy of this lost relationship runs with Jesse all the way to El Camino: A Breaking Bad Movie, where we see a photo of Andrea and her son in the background when Jesse gets a beating at the compound of “Uncle Jack” Welker (Michael Bowen).

Taco Sal is in a shopping center in Albuquerque’s Northeast Heights, next to a business called Comic Warehouse. Across the street is a Mister Car Wash, formerly known as Octopus Car Wash, the location of Walt’s “legit” business—i.e., money-laundering hub. (Learn more about this car wash in the “Vending Machines” chapter.)

In Breaking Bad, Taco Sal’s dining tables are in the front of the restaurant, framed by the decorative windows and vintage signage. You step in through the same door you see in the show, but when I visited, the front space was cleared, tables and chairs stacked against the wall. Ahead is the semi-open kitchen, and a doorway to your right will take you to the current seating area. It has brownish vinyl dining booths with painted murals of mountains on the walls. At the front of the room by the windows are tables covered in Mexican oilcloths printed with colorful illustrations of flowers like hibiscuses and chrysanthemums.

I visited Taco Sal for an early lunch. There were already several booths taken. My table was close to the window, and I ordered the Tres Tacos dinner plate, which gave me three hard-shell beef tacos, in an homage to Brock. The salsa roja at Taco Sal is brought to you when you take a seat, no questions asked. Flavorful and mild, it comes in a little bowl with a plastic basket of corn chips. My tacos were garnished with shredded iceberg lettuce, grated jack cheese, and diced tomato. Inside was lightly seasoned warm ground beef. The dinner plate came with Spanish rice, refried beans, and a sopapilla. Everything was made to order and hot from the stovetop.

Taco Sal has a local and vocal following. One diner greeted his dinner plate by exclaiming, “Honey, call the doctor!” It looked like he had ordered the Brunch Sopapilla: a puffy square of sopapilla dough stuffed with beans and carne adovada, smothered in red chile, and topped with shredded cheese plus two fried eggs. Refried beans and papitas managed to fit on the side of the plate. Another patron leaned over their table, pointed to my tacos, and said, “How’d you like that?” Outside, a third customer leaned out of the open window of his car and asked, “You enjoy your lunch? Pretty good, right?” He didn’t wait for an answer before pulling out of the parking lot, because he knew his assertions were correct. Taco Sal is certainly a good lunch spot.

Stick to the Breaking Bad theme by ordering order the Tres Tacos dinner plate. If you’re looking for something a bit more filling, the Brunch Sopapilla is a great place to start.



BURT’S TIKI LOUNGE

Permanently closed

313 Gold Ave. SW, Albuquerque, 87102

515 Central Ave. NW, Albuquerque, 87102

BB s2.e5, “Breakage,” April 5, 2009

BCS s3.e6, “Off Brand,” May 15, 2017

Breaking Bad and Better Call Saul both feature Burt’s Tiki Lounge once. We only see the exterior on the show, so I am not going to discuss tiki bars and their midcentury rise to popularity in suburban America, or the complex defining visual features of these bars, with their romanticization of Polynesian and other tropical cultures. Burt’s was known for being very good at selling drinks that were far too strong and playing music that was far too loud. You couldn’t hear yourself think, and that was exactly why you went.

In Breaking Bad, Christian “Combo” Ortega (Rodney Rush) deals drugs to two girls in a car outside the bar, and in Better Call Saul, Chuck McGill (Michael McKean) walks past the bar on his way to a pay phone. Both shows feature characters outside the same Burt’s sign, but the sign appears on different streets. Burt’s was established in 1999 on Gold Avenue, which is where the Breaking Bad scene was shot. In 2016, the bar moved to Central Avenue and took the sign with it—this is where the Better Call Saul scene was shot. Burt’s Tiki Lounge is now permanently closed, and the sign has disappeared from Central Avenue. Its latest location is currently occupied by a nightclub called Cake. The last I could find on the whereabouts of the sign was a blog from 2019 noting the sign was listed on Craigslist for free.1 Answers on a postcard please!


[image: Image]

FIGURE 9. Burt’s Tiki Lounge exterior, BB s2.e5, “Breakage” (2009). Courtesy of Sony Pictures Television.



Since the cameras don’t go inside the bar, the sign performs on-screen as a film-set facade. In emphasizing the embellished exterior signage, and not the functioning bar behind it, the shows reimagine real Albuquerque streets as a neo-Western setting. Burt’s signage replaces the Western saloon, and cracked tarmac replaces the dirt road. Western false fronts have a long tradition in the America West outside of their role on camera. They were used in the 1800s to make pop-up makeshift wooden buildings look more impressive to potential customers.2 It’s more likely than not that Albuquerque had many of these storefronts during this era. But it’s not just the architecture of a “false front” that creates symbolism and meaning in the cityscape of Breaking Bad and Better Call Saul. The phrase “false front” can be used to describe behavior that is “intended to deceive”3—a running theme for the protagonists in this TV world.

It’s worth noting that both Combo and Chuck are filmed outside the bar at night, on foot, a pedestrian reprieve from an auto-centric show set in an auto-centric city. If you visit the two locations for Burt’s featured in the shows, please get out of the car and walk around on foot. Go at night. Look upward at the signage for dead and long-gone stores. Then find a nice cocktail downtown and rejoin the land of the living.

While Burt’s is closed for business and the sign is gone, still open in the neighborhood are Bar Uno and Carrie’s, both of which were featured on Better Call Saul.



SAVOY BAR & GRILL $$$

a.k.a. bar in Omaha

10601 Montgomery Blvd. NE, Albuquerque, 87111

(505) 294-9463

savoyabq.com

Wednesday–Sunday, 3:00 p.m.–9:00 p.m.

BB s2.e6, “Peekaboo,” April 12, 2009

BCS s6.e11, “Breaking Bad,” August 1, 2022

At the real-life Savoy Bar & Grill, you’re more likely to encounter Albuquerque’s professional class of doctors, lawyers, and scientists than Skinny Pete (Charles Baker) and company. It will clash horribly with your pursuit of a sinister drug-dealing underworld in a city that has fallen on hard times. Spoiler alert: Albuquerque has great farmers’ markets! But if you can put that disappointment aside, by all means head out to Savoy for a delightful, unpretentious, locally sourced meal. The restaurant boasts “classic and contemporary California Wine Country in the Northeast Heights.”4 I’d say this is an accurate portrayal of the menu and vibe. It’s everything Walt couldn’t afford before he started cooking meth.
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FIGURE 10. Savoy Bar & Grill interior, as a bar in Omaha, where Gene (under the alias Viktor) is working his scam victim Alfred, BCS s6.e11, “Breaking Bad” (2022). Courtesy of Sony Pictures Television.



The broiled double-boned pork chop is a long-standing









THE BOURBON HOUSE $$
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TWISTERS BURGERS AND BURRITOS $
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ISLETA RESORT & CASINO $$
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