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REVIEW 

Freshly made, high-quality food at Cantina Diablo's is 
devilishly delicious 

BY SYLVIA RECTOR 
FREE PRESS RESTAURANT CRITIC 

If you've ever spent time in Texas, you know how sassy and soulful great Tex-Mex food can be. 

Unlike much of what passes for Tex-Mex in these parts, the good stuff has heat, flavor, texture and 
personality. It's not bland, mushy and over-cheesed, and it doesn't all taste the same. 

Chef Brian Hussey fell in love with those big flavors when he lived -- and cooked -- in Houston for 10 
years. And he has brought them to life so well in so many dishes at the new Cantina Diablo's in 
Ferndale, it's hard to know where to begin. 

His secret is using fresh, high-quality ingredients and making everything from scratch. The focus on 
quality and flavor pays off. 

Take the guacamole appetizer: At $7 per serving, it's not cheap, but neither is it your typical 
restaurant guac. Each thick, extra-chunky bowlful is made by hand when it's ordered, using two whole 
avocados, fresh-squeezed lime juice, diced red onion and tomato, fresh cilantro and house-roasted 
chopped jalapeños. And if you don't care for cilantro or love tons of garlic, your order can be 
customized to your taste. (Note that the guacamole served as part of some platters, while quite good, 
isn't the same as the custom-made stuff.) 

You can see the guac being made in the kitchen area beside the tortilla-making machine. The house-
made tortillas, by the way, are rich, pillowy and tender -- a distinct improvement over mass-produced 
ones. 

You'll notice their flavor and aroma in the steak quesadillas, filled with Jack cheese and plenty of 
beefy steak chunks. The large platter ($12.99), served with sour cream, guacamole and pico de gallo 
on shredded lettuce, is more than a meal -- especially if you've polished off the complimentary, nearly 
addictive chips and salsa. 

Really, it's hard to stop reaching for the warm, extra-thin chips and scooping up more of the cool, 
medium-hot salsa, accented by the smoky flavors of house-roasted chiles. 

Six other homemade salsas -- from mild salsa verde with avocado and tomatillo to a spicy pineapple-
habanero -- can be ordered separately. Go for the taste-size portions for 99 cents on the a la carte 
menu to find your favorite. 

I realize I'm skipping around from one thing to another, but Cantina Diablo's menu is so large, it's hard 
to know where to head next. It's the same way at the restaurant: It takes several visits to find your 
favorites, but I highly recommend zeroing in on some of these: 

Do not miss the tacos al pastor -- especially if you've only had American-style tacos in crisp, U-
shaped corn tortillas or in soft flour tortillas. Diablo's offers those as well, but the Mexican-style al 
pastor is hard to find elsewhere. The meat is marinated pork roasted on a vertical rotisserie -- much 
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like a Greek gyro -- and carved into small bits. It's served with chopped onion and cilantro on small, 
soft corn tortillas, with a side of terrific dried-chile-and-onion purée called chamuca sauce. The platter 
with three tacos, rice and a choice of refried beans or whole charro beans is $10.99. 

Nachos? Go for the spicy picadillo (ground beef) style. Individual chips mounded with meat and 
cheese are arranged around scoops of guacamole, sour cream, pico de gallo and slices of house-
pickled jalapeños ($9.99), so you can make every bite have the flavors you want. 

Thumbs up to the deluxe fajita trio ($16.99), with mesquite-grilled strips of chicken breast, skirt steak 
and chunks of the aforementioned pork al pastor. The mesquite charcoal grill really amps up the 
flavor and aroma. Rice, beans, tortillas and the usual fixings are part of the deal; plan to share this 
one. 

I loved the signature El Diablo's Tortilla Soup -- meaty chunks of chicken, onions and peppers in a 
broth that fills your head with the scent of chiles. Crunchy strips of corn tortillas and a sprinkling of 
Jack cheese on top add texture and depth. I'd come back just for this soup ($3.50 and $5.50). 

Enchilada fans will find their fix in the section called El Paso Family Recipe Enchiladas, with loads of 
melted cheese and familiar fillings of spicy ground beef, shredded chicken with red sauce, and 
cheese-and-onion with meat sauce. (Platters $10.99-$13.99.) 

And fire-eaters shouldn't miss the battered, deep-fried jalapeño rings called Mexican Bottlecaps 
($6.99). Hot! 

I found a few dishes I liked less than others: The flautas were oily; the Mexican rice was dull. I love 
fish tacos, but neither the Baja nor the California won me over. The chile relleno was too thin to have 
great flavor. 

Ordering a la carte is a smart way to try many dishes; you'll spend less without getting all those sides 
of rice and beans that come with full dinners. The a la carte page is near the end of the menu. 

The big bar menu is a draw by itself, from its 32-degree drafts to its big selection of tequilas and 
frozen margaritas made with fresh-squeezed citrus juices and real fruit purées. 

The décor cleverly plays off the Diablo -- or devil -- theme with dark red, reptilian-patterned upholstery 
on comfortable booths, a subtle blistered pattern on the floor and half-hidden red lights that suggest 
the fires of Hades are glowing just beyond the walls. The logo is a short, fat little devil with a pitchfork 
-- a symbol you can expect to see popping up in other locations one day. 

Cantina Diablo's was developed by Hussey; his sister, Beth Hussey, and entrepreneur-owner Brian 
Kramer -- the team behind the wildly successful Rosie O'Grady's restaurant and bar. There's no doubt 
they have the touch. 

And there's no doubt Tex-Mex fans in metro Detroit have great new dining option. 

Contact SYLVIA RECTOR: 313-222-5026 or 

srector@freepress.com 
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