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eThNiC/regioNal southwest burgers ride high

Iconic regional ingredients and flavors meld well 
with the quintessential American fare.

By Jody Shee
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ot all Southwest burgers are created equal. They aren’t even named equally. But the typical 
regional ingredients are easy to summarize, visualize and “burgerize.” 

 Menu mentions of Southwest burgers across commercial foodservice increased 11% Q2 2012 
to 2015, according to Chicago-based market intelligence agency Mintel’s Menu Category Report: 
Burgers—August 2015. Southwest burgers are the second most-menued burger cuisine type, up 
43% during the same three-year period. This leaves little doubt that there is a place on any burger 
menu for the perfect blend of patty and principle.
 “Southwest burgers have proven to have pretty good legs as far as consumer interest, because 
there’s no set way to do them,” says Scott Hume, editor of Chicago-based BurgerBusiness.com, the 
online portal for all things burger. “I’m amazed with how many Southwest burger builds there are, 
when I think people may have run out of creativity and capped it off.”

Nuanced characteristics
 Though there is no set definition for Southwest burgers, jalapeños or other chilies, guacamole, 
pico de gallo or salsa, cheese and sometimes tortilla strips are frequently involved, Hume says. The 
overall flavor profile usually involves heat—a proposition that itself is growing on menus. 
 “There’s more emphasis on having something new all the time, turning the menu every week 
or month,” Hume says. “The easy way to do that is take a popular burger build and then spice it.” 
Another way to switch things up is to pickle or batter-fry the jalapeños.
 Pointing to something new, Hume holds up Phil’s Icehouse in Austin, Texas, for coming up 
with a Southwest breakfast burger by adding a fried egg on top, specifically, the Southwest Bacon, 
Egg and Cheese Burger. 
 That burger plays into several trends, says Christian Holmes, director of operations for Phil’s 
Icehouse. Southwest omelets are a popular regional brunch item with ingredients that are easy 
to transfer to the burger platform. Adding a fried egg on top of everything is also popular. So 
in November, the restaurant came up with the Southwest Bacon, Egg and Cheese Burger as a 
special, which likely will remain on the menu because of its immediate success.
 The grilled ¹⁄³-pound beef patty is topped with cheddar cheese, bacon, a fried egg and, finally, a 
deconstructed salsa to avoid runniness beyond what the broken egg yolk will provide, Holmes says. 
Those salsa ingredients are fresh diced green chilies, garlic, green peppers, onions and tomato.
 The Cattle Rancher Burger on the lunch menu at upscale Viviane Restaurant located in the 
Avalon Hotel Beverly Hills in Beverly Hills, California, is also breakfast-inspired. It pays homage to 
huevos rancheros, the traditional Mexican rancher’s egg breakfast ubiquitous on breakfast menus in 
California that features a fried egg along with salsa, guacamole and sour cream—the same elements 
of Southwest cuisine, says executive chef Michael Hung. 
 For his burger rendition, Hung grills a beef blend of chuck, short rib and brisket and tops it with 
housemade roasted tomato and pepper sauce/salsa, melted cheddar cheese and a fried egg. He tops the 
egg with avocado mousse made with avocados, extra virgin olive oil, lemon and creme fraiche. He 
finishes it with pickled red onions, pickled Fresno peppers and cilantro, and serves it on a soft kaiser 
roll. For the eating experience, he prefers the soft bread to a sturdier brioche bun, because in that case 
the guest would have a two parts bread to one part meat experience, which wouldn’t be as pleasing.
 “Overall, the flavor is amazing,” Hung says. “You have the savory element of the beef and three 
sauces [avocado mousse, roasted tomato/pepper salsa and the egg yolk once it breaks] that come 
together when you eat.” Without the pickles and cilantro, the burger would be heavy. “These give 
levity and balance,” he adds.  

Flavor melding
 The signature 78704 Burger at Phil’s Icehouse is a Southwest rendition that has been on the menu 
from the beginning, inspired by the owners’ walk along Austin’s River Walk and tasting Southwest 
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sMashburger
Spicy Jalapeño Baja: fresh jalapeños, 
guacamole, pepper Jack, lettuce, 
tomato, onion and chipotle mayo on 
a spicy chipotle bun

MooNie’s burger house
El Diablo Burger: three-pepper colby 
Jack cheese, Sriracha, grilled fresh 
jalapeños and onions, lettuce and 
tomato, finished with housemade 
Diablo sauce and served on a fresh 
jalapeño cheese bun

Dave & busTer’s
The Hottie: two seasoned burger 
patties topped with pickled diced 
jalapeños, grilled fresh jalapeño 
and poblano peppers, spicy 
queso, applewood-smoked bacon, 
manchego and cheddar cheeses, 
and Sriracha mayo, served on a 
toasted brioche bun with seasoned 
french fries

Diablo burger
Señor Smoke: ancho grilled onions, 
grilled avocado, bacon, cilantro and 
Sriracha mayo

harD roCk CaFe
Fiesta Burger: toasted brioche bun 
layered with roasted jalapeño salsa, 
melted Jack cheese, freshly made 
guacamole, pico de gallo, crisp 
lettuce and vine-ripened tomato

bobby’s burger PalaCe
New Mexico: queso sauce, roasted 
green chilies and pickled red onions

Carl’s Jr.
Santa Fe Turkey Burger: charbroiled 
turkey burger, pepper Jack cheese, 
green chili, lettuce, tomato and 
Carl’s Jr. Santa Fe sauce.

oPPosiTe: kachina southwestern grill’s 
green Chile Cheese burger
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food options, Holmes says. The 78704 name refers to the zip code for Austin’s “hipster area.” The 
burger combines a beef patty topped with Monterey Jack cheese, jalapeños, grilled onions, sliced 
avocado and chipotle mayo on a toasted jalapeño cheese bun. 
 With that burger as an example, Holmes notes that Southwest cuisine is much about flavor melding, 
and draws people for what they expect to get out of it, which may be the creamy avocado or the bite of 
the fresh jalapeño and the jalapeño in the bun, or the sweetness of the caramelized onions. 
 He likes to think they are not creating a burger experience as much as a food experience. 
With that view, much thought is given to the overall sensation it provides. The jalapeños are 
served at room temperature, the avocados are served cool and the burger is hot. “We’re bringing 
different temperatures together,” he says. “It’s not just one aspect of flavor, but how does your 
mouth feel when you’re eating it? You want something a little cool, hot, spicy and sweet. Do I 
cook something or leave it at room temperature? How does it feel?”
 Cannery Row Brewing Co., Monterey, California, menus the Vaquero Burger (Spanish for 
“cowboy”), which features a classic burger with applewood-smoked bacon, Tillamook cheddar, 
beer-battered onion rings and housemade barbecue sauce. When executive chef Justin Robarge 
considers a true Southwest burger, he thinks of something influenced by heavy spices such as 
chili powder, adobo, smoked jalapeños, chipotles and a lot of peppers. 
 The restaurant’s barbecue sauce is where the bulk of the Southwest ingredients are found in 
the Vaquero Burger. The ketchup-based sauce includes Worcestershire sauce, apple cider vinegar, 
Sriracha, molasses, soy sauce, brown sugar, granulated sugar, paprika, cumin, coriander, ground 
ginger, a splash of orange juice, salt, pepper, granulated garlic and onion powder. “It’s like sweet/
spicy,” Robarge says. “You have sweet up front, acidity breaking through, then sugary. On the tail 
end, you feel the chili powder, cumin and paprika aromatics coming out.”
 It’s the complexity that makes Southwest flavors interesting. “It makes you think. When 
you cross acidity with astringent spice like peppers and dried spice like cumin and coriander, it 
makes your mind think more when you’re eating,” Robarge says. “We all know what a bowl of 
pasta will taste like. But something Southwest—you don’t know what you’re going to get.”
 Kachina Southwestern Grill, Westminster, Colorado, offers the Green Chile Cheese Burger, using 
house-ground local beef (or bison for an extra $3), roasted green Anaheim chilies and smoked cheddar  
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Tgi FriDays
Signature Sedona Black Bean Burger: 
spicy black bean patty topped with 
chipotle mayo, melted Monterey Jack 
and cheddar, balsamic-glazed onions 
and sliced avocado

burgerville
Anasazi Bean Burger: mild style—
Tillamook cheddar, mayonnaise, 
tomato and lettuce on a sesame 
seed bun; spicy style—Tillamook 
pepper Jack, chipotle mayo, tomato 
and lettuce on a sesame seed bun

NiNeTy NiNe resTauraNT & Pub
Black Bean Burger: chipotle-spiced 
black bean veggie burger flame-broiled 
and topped with fresh pico de gallo 
and guacamole served on signature 
potato roll with shredded lettuce

squaT & gobble CaFe & CrePery
Southwest Veggie Burger: homemade 
veggie patty with black beans, 
cilantro, chickpeas, fire-roasted corn, 
chili verde and red peppers, topped 
with roasted tomatoes and spicy 
chipotle aioli, served on a grilled 
focaccia bun

southwest bacon, egg and Cheese 
burger from Phil’s icehouse
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on a housemade white-cheddar brioche bun served with house- 
pickled jicama. Executive chef Jeff Bolton estimates that 60%-
70% of burger-ordering guests get the Green Chile Cheese Burger.
 For brunch, he has also menued a Southwest favorite Frito Pie 
Burger. “Frito Pie was invented in Santa Fe/Albuquerque,” he says. 
For the burger, he uses the same white-cheddar brioche bun, beef 
or bison smothered in Texas red chili, white cheddar cheese, black 
beans and pico de gallo, topped with Fritos. “You could smother 
the burger in New Mexico-style green chili sauce,” he says. He 
believes Southwest burgers are popular for the varied flavor layers, 
which chilies of all kinds and preparations contribute to.

Bright future
 Southwest burgers have what it takes to carry them into 
the future. Hume with BurgerBusiness sees opportunities for 
ingredients common in Mexican street food that is becoming 
more mainstream, such as napales (cactus) and different green 
chili varieties such as Hatch chiles. 
 He also sees a brighter future for the fries that go with the 
burgers, as the Southwest flavors spill over onto the quintessential 
side dish. For example, jalapeño and cheese-covered fries have 
become more popular. He points out Wendy’s spring limited-
time offer of Ghost Pepper Fries. 
 Southwest veggie burgers also have a bright future—given the 
perfectly acceptable and oft-used black-bean medium. Though he 
doesn’t have a veggie burger on the menu, Bolton with Kachina 

Southwestern Grill can see black beans bound with quinoa along 
with onions and bell peppers to spruce up the flavor. “Include 
roasted chilies and top it with caramelized onions,” he suggests. 
 There’s an audience that’s not vegetarian but chooses to go 
meatless now and then, and operators are starting to get more 
serious with the flavor profiles of the options, Hume says. “People 
who don’t want meat are still interested in the spicy group. 
There’s no reason not to give them veggie burgers with as much 
spice as a regular burger.” 
 Hung with Viviane views the future of Southwest burgers 
from a different angle. He and his restaurant operate within the 
realm of American/European classical cuisine. “For me, it’s not 
just the past, but looking forward, and salsa is the No. 1 condiment 
in the U.S.,” he says. “That’s the foundation as to what will be 
classic in five, 10 or 15 years. For me, it’s a new classic.” 
 The growing Hispanic population is clear evidence to him 
that salsa and other Southwest ingredients are headed for classic 
status in American cuisine, which includes burgers. 

jODy SHEE, AN OLATHE, kANSAS-BASED FREELANCE wRITER AND EDITOR, PREvIOUSLy wAS 
EDITOR OF A FOODSERvICE MAGAzINE. SHE HAS MORE THAN 20 yEARS OF FOOD-wRITING 
ExPERIENCE AND wRITES THE BLOG www.SHEEFOOD.COM.
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leFT: The Cattle rancher burger at viviane restaurant
above, ToP To boTToM: vaquero burger from Cannery row brewing Co.; the 78704 
burger on the menu at Phil’s icehouse


