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FORK INTHEROAD

VANCOUVER, British
Columbia—VikramVij
doesn’t have an entourage.
There is no publicist, per-
sonal assistant or handler.
When Imake arrange-
ments tomeet for our inter-
view, I text himdirectly.
But that doesn’tmean the
owner of one of Vancou-
ver’smost popular restau-
rants isn’t in demand.

Ask any chef in this
food-obsessed city about
the owner and creative
force behindVij’s, and
you’ll hear prettymuch the
same themes: humble,
generous, tireless. That last
adjective is apropos, con-
sidering the hectic year
ahead for the 50-year-old
entrepreneur: judging
stints on theCanadian
versions of “Chopped” and
“TopChef”; opening a new
restaurant in the suburbs;
moving his eponymous
restaurant into a gleaming
new space on its 20th anni-
versarywhile turning the
original space into some-
thing “newand exciting”;
and running an upscale
cafe and takeout called
Rangoli next door, not to
mention his ubiquitous
food truck.

“Iwant people to feel
like I’m cooking for themat
myhouse,” said an ani-
matedVij. “Thatmeans no
butter chicken andno
tandoor.”

Vijwas born in Punjab,
moved toMumbai as a
child and knewat an early
age that he loved food and
cooking.His grandfather,
who encouragedVikram
early on, had suggested he
open a restaurant one day
“so he could drink and I
could cook,” he said. At 19,
he enrolled in cooking
school inAustria (“They
didn’t requireme to speak
French”) and eventually
chased a girl all theway to
Vancouver. The girlmay
have faded from the pic-
ture, but his love of cooking
only seemed to blossom in
the PacificNorthwest.

Working at fancy hotels
and upscale French restau-
rants in the late 1980s,
cooking food thatwas
technically sound but had
no deep, soulful resonance,
it always annoyedhim that
fellow Indian expatswere
“dumbing down” Indian by
serving the cheapest food
in the dingiest surround-
ings, typically at buffets, he
said.

“I knew Ihad to openmy
ownplace, but Iwas barely
30 andhadnomoney,” he

said. Enter his father.With
$23,000 in cash in his
pocket, hemade his son a
deal: Themoney is yours;
nowgo find a space. “My
first reactionwas, ‘Papa,
howcould youwalk
through customswith that
muchmoney in your
pocket! You’re crazy.’ ” Vij
had saved $10,000 onhis
own, so he had enough to
buy a ramshackle Lebanese
joint in the SouthGranville
neighborhood.

He kept themenu intact,
partly because therewasn’t
enoughmoney tomake
wholesale changes, let
alone printmenus. Chang-
eswere subtle. “Instead of
falafel, wewouldmake

samosas. Instead of doner
kebabs,wewouldmake
real kebabs,marinated and
seasoned likemymother
would,” he said. Itwas one
of hismother’s recipes for
chicken curry, in fact, that
changedhis life.

Near the end of yet an-
other barely break-even day
of $100, a youngwoman
(his only customer in the
restaurant at thatmoment)
askedwhy therewasn’t any
butter chicken or tikka
masala on themenu. This
was an Indian restaurant,
was it not? Just as shewas
preparing to leave, “I told
her, ‘Just trymy food. If you
don’t like it, I’ll pay for it,’ ”
Vij said.While thewoman

ate, the two talked for a
while, Vij sharing his pas-
sionwith this curious
stranger. A fewweeks
passed, then a glowing
review appeared in the
WestenderMagazine.

“Just like that, everything
changed,” he said. So did
the restaurant’s name: Vij’s
(in honor of his grand-
father),which eventually
moved a fewblocks to a
slightly larger space. Once
MarkBittman’s story in
TheNewYorkTimes came
out, the lines grew longer
still.

One of the things he
learned from that initial
reviewerwas that he
needed to spendmore time
in the dining room, talking
to customers and “hand-
selling” his food. Thiswas
not the clichedBritish-
influenced, red-food-col-
oring-enhanced buffet
people had become accus-
tomed to, after all. Itwas
nuanced. It had depth.

One of his signatures
became the lamb lollipops,
a gimmicky name to sell a
dish that speaks to every-
thingVij is about: using the
highest-quality product
fromBritishColumbia
(lamb, sablefish, chicken),
combining itwith a beguil-

ing arsenal of imported,
toasted-and-ground spices
(cardamom, cumin, tur-
meric or, his favorite, fenu-
greek), preparing them
with skills learned from
years of classic French
training, then adding a
homemade curry or com-
plex garammasala to ele-
vate everything on the
plate. In a different restau-
rant, those lollipops be-
come grilled rack of lamb
over Indian currywith
sliced fingerling potatoes.

The line begins shortly
before 5 p.m.most days,
with people queuing up in
hopes of scoring a spot in
the first seating. Vij’s
doesn’t take reservations,
and it doesn’tmatter if
you’reHarrisonFord (who
was famously turned
away), you’ve got to get in
line like everyone else and
put your namedown.

The kitchen staff is all
female— just by chance, he
said, after he assembled the
best cooks he could find for
Indian food—and they sort
themselves out each day. “If
they need to hire someone,
make amenu change, re-
quire newequipment, they
just take care of it,” he said
matter-of-factly.He still
goes over the flavor pro-

files, adding a pinch of
turmeric, a handful of fenu-
greek orwhatever else he
needs to tweak the dish to
where hewants it. Once the
doors open at 5:30 p.m., he
focuses onhis customers,
walking about the dining
roomor among the hud-
dled fans outside, offering
platters of chaat— tiny
crackers lacedwith sprout-
edmung beans, freshmint
andmango chutney—or
crispywedges of salt-and-
chili-dusted cassava. Cauli-
flower fritters are another
popular item.

The snacks keep every-
one in a goodmoodwhile
allowing the peripatetic
owner time to explain the
dishes and the provenance
of the ingredients.Hemay
not realize it, but he’s shift-
ing people’s perceptions of
what great Indian food can
be. AndCanadian that he is,
he’smore apt to let some-
one else shout about it; he’s
too busyworking.

Vij’s is at 1480W. 11thAve.,
Vancouver; 604-736-6664;
vijsrestaurant.ca. Entrees
run $24 to about $30. Visit
vijs.ca for information on
his other enterprises.
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Vancouver’s taste of India
Compromise did not fit into Vikram Vij’s menu for success

Vikram Vij goes over the flavor profiles at his Vancouver restaurant Vij’s, but he says the all-female kitchen staff runs most of the operation.
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Lamb lollipops are a signature dish at the restaurant.

ABIQUIU,N.M.—A
parched throat is one of
the hazards of hiking in the
NewMexico desert. If
you’re scrambling around
the beautiful and empty
stretches near this village
north of Santa Fe, you
might think you’ve seen a
miragewhen a brewery
comes into view.

It’s real. TheBenedic-
tinemonks at Christ in the
Desert, in the tradition of
theirOldWorld brothers,
started brewing beer in
2006 at a small operation
in their desert retreat 27
miles north of here.While
small batches are brewed
in the desert, the flagship
beer,Monk’s Ale, ismade
at a commercial brewery
nearAlbuquerque.

The road approaching
themonastery, U.S.High-
way 84, iswell traveled
because it passesGhost
Ranch, the former homeof
artist GeorgiaO’Keeffe.
Her paintings of the area
capture the singular beauty
and color of the canyons
and creek bedswhere
Christ in theDesert sits in

the Santa FeNational For-
est.

There’s only a small sign
on the left of the highway
heading north fromGhost
Ranch that points theway
to the retreat, up a narrow
dirt road rutted and full of
gravel that banged against
the car asmywife and I
innocently set course.We
should have expected a
bumpy ride because the
route is called Forest Serv-
iceRoad 151.

Thirteenmiles, bruised
tailbones andnearly an
hour later, the low adobe
buildings appeared in
ChamaCanyon, seemingly
dropped by helicopter into
the flat, red-colored land-
scape. Themonastery
started in 1964with archi-
tectGeorgeNakashima
designing awelcoming
chapel that grows out from
the canyonwall.

Accompanying the
subtle architecture and
stark rockwalls is a silence
that envelopes visitors,
aided by the lack of cell-
phone reception and ab-
sence ofmachinery. The
place runs on solar power.

A layman, Berkeley
Merchant, runs the brew-

ing operation, called the
AbbeyBrewingCo., at both
locations. A former execu-
tive at high-tech firms in
the PacificNorthwest,
Merchant said he intended
to retire to Santa Fe, but
“I’ve beenworking on
making beer almost since
the day I got here.”

Formore than 1,000
years, OldWorldmonas-
teries supported them-
selves and sustained their
monks by brewing distinct
beers known asTrappist
brews. TheBenedictine
monks at Christ in the
Desert decided to follow
that tradition to raise funds
and askedMerchant to
start the project.

“I can say now that it’s
been themost satisfying
work I’ve ever done,” he
said.

Merchant brought in
BradKraus, a freelance
beer and brewery designer
who installed a newhalf-
barrel systemat themon-
astery in 2011 and devised
recipes tomake brews
similar to theEuropean
ones. Five religious orders
in BelgiummakeTrappist
beers,while others farm
out the brewing to com-

mercial operations.
Merchant copied that

approach by contracting
with theRioGrande and
Sierra Blancha brewery in
Moriarty, N.M.,where the
AbbeyBrewingCo.main-
tains its own equipment.
Hemakes specialty beers
at themonastery for draft
sales only, pointing out
that “it’s pretty rough
getting a tractor-trailer
down that road, sowe
keep it small.”

He gets the beer started

and turns the fermentation
process over to themonks.
Merchant also oversees the
small gardenwhere hops
indigenous toNewMexico
are grown andused in the
monastery beers.

Merchant plans to ex-
pand the brewery’s capac-
ity and installmore sophis-
ticated equipment tomake
it a year-around operation.
“Wehave to shut things
down in the summerwhen
it gets pretty hot,”Mer-
chant said, so hewill add a

refrigeration system in the
next year.

Because themonastery
brewing schedule is lim-
ited, visitors interested in a
brewery tourmustmake
reservationswell in ad-
vance by callingMerchant
at 505-670-6802. Check the
monasterywebsite, christ
desert.org, for information
on visits.

It also offers brief ac-
commodations for indi-
viduals aswell as a gift
shop.

Monks in NewMexico
brew European tradition

The Benedictine monks at Christ in the Desert monastery started brewing beer in 2006.
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