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There is nothing quite as pretty as 
an Indian sweet shop. 

Take your time when you visit, be-
cause half the fun of a trip to a place 
like All India Restaurant and Sweets 
(4249 23rd Ave.) is in letting the 
eyes roam greedily across the rows 
of exotic dessert items behind the 
spotless glass case, from the almond 
burfi, shiny with edible silver leaf, to 
the bright fuchsia pink paneer (In-
dian cheese), to the orange swirls of 
jalebi (a confection that looks like 
pretzels). 

Also on display are elegant boxes of 
dried fruits and nuts, a common gift 
among Indian households. Behind 
the counter of All India, shelves are 

lined with cardboard sweet boxes in 
shades of pink and purple, another 
classy touch. No ordinary plastic bag 
for wrapping the purchased goods 
either; rather, All India packages its 
sweet gift boxes in bags that would 
fit right in at Holt Renfrew. 

“We make gift boxes because peo-
ple like to give them out when they 

have a baby, to family and friends,” 
says proprietor Rocky Dhanju, 27, 
who works in the family business 
alongside his parents, Iqbal and 
Balwinder. 

Typically, Indo-Canadian families 
don’t make their sweets at home, be-
cause Indian sweets are laborious to 
create, says Rocky. So it’s common-
place to purchase that final touch to a 
meal. As visiting the homes of family 
and friends, eating and socializing, is 
an enormous part of Indian culture, 
business is brisk at All India.

The store, located in a strip mall 
on a main Mill Woods thoroughfare, 
began in a small way in 2006, when 
the Dhanju family owned a small 
groceteria in the same complex that 
stocked a variety of Indian staples. 
The takeout sweets turned out to be 
a major part of the business, so in 
2009 the family expanded, moving 
into a much larger space and turning 
the business into a combination res-

taurant and sweet shop that is open 
365 days a year. One of the Dhanju 
family members is always at the shop 
to greet customers. 

“East Indian families tend to sit 
down and eat together; it’s very 
family oriented,” says Rocky of the 
sweet shop and restaurant.

Indian sweets, or mithai, use lots 
of sugar, milk, flour and condensed 
milk. They are often cooked through 
frying. 

India is a big country, and desserts 
vary by region. But overall, sweets 
are a key part of Indian cuisine. They 
don’t do much chocolate.

The day I visited All India, business 
was particularly brisk because it was 
Vaisakhi, the Sikh Harvest Festival, 
and many people were entertaining 
to celebrate. Boxes of burfi (a kind of 
square made from condensed milk 
and sugar), besan (a fudge-like sweet 
made from ground chickpeas), along 
with gulab jaman (deep fried balls of 

paneer and dough soaked in syrup 
and flavoured with cardamom seeds 
and rosewater) bustled right out the 
door. 

The turnover is high at All India, 
with sweets replenished often.

“We are in the heart of Mill Woods, 
where lots of Indians live,” says 
Rocky. 

“That’s why it’s very fresh.”
My favourite Indian sweet, for the 

record, is milk cake, a light brown 
cake that is sweet and chewy, with 
a caramel-like flavour. 

All India Restaurant and Sweets 
also does a good business in takeout 
meals, including lots of fresh Indian 
breads made on-site, including six 
kinds of naan and a variety of Indian 
flatbreads.
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Sweets are 
treat for the 

eyes, too
Indian shop’s exotic desserts 

a rainbow of decadent delights

indian sweets of many sizes, shapes, textures 
and colours are made daily.  
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After a long day responding to 
fire calls, fighting back flames 
and dousing stubborn blazes 
while weighed down in protective 
gear, you’d think the last thing a 
firefighter would want is to come 
back to more fire at the station. 

Not so.
For firefighters, food is a unit-

ing experience, a chance to eat 
together and share stories while 
waiting for the next call. And at 
the centre of that food culture, at 
least during the summer months, 
is the fire station barbecue.

“It’s almost a tradition at most 
fire halls,” says fire captain Gerry 
Clarke, who, during his 23 years 
as a firefighter, has dealt with the 
occasional curious question about 
the popularity of grilling at the 

station. “People say, ‘Don’t you get 
enough of this at work, and here 
you are, back at it again.’ ”

The barbecue at Edmonton’s 
Station No. 3 is a large, well-used 
grill with a sunny view over a 
school field in the McKernan 
neighbourhood. There are enough 
gas-powered burners to easily 
handle seven pounds (3.2 kilo-
grams) of generously portioned 
burger patties in a single go, an 
important feature when you’re 
feeding a crew of eight hungry 
firefighters. 

“Burgers are always a favourite, 
because they’re easy and quick, 
and we need to sometimes eat 

quick and get out of here,” says 
fire captain Rob Kulchitsky, also 
based at Station No. 3. 

“Simple foods are usually bet-
ter.”

“The swing in eating around 
here, it’s gone more to a healthier 
kind of direction,” says Clarke. “A 
lot of chicken, a lot of salads. Not 
so much the big, heavy, greasy 
stuff anymore.”

“Fewer fried foods, which is 
where the grill comes in,” adds 
Kulchitsky. “Much healthier.”

As much as barbecues are a sta-
ple of fire station life during the 
spring and summer, they also add 
to the firefighting workload.

“I would say you notice when 
it’s barbecue season, because the 
volume of calls goes up drastically. 
I think we have more apartment 
barbecue fires,” says Clarke. “My 
second or third year on the job, I 
think (a barbecue fire) ended up 
taking out the whole top floor of 
a three-storey walk-up.”

Many routine barbecue fires 
could be avoided if the 16-ounce 
steak on the grill had been sea-
soned with an ounce of preven-
tion.

“I would say, at the start of the 
season, go through your barbe-
cue like you would go through 
anything else that’s been sitting 
outside,” says Clarke. “Things 
may have been living in there in 
the wintertime. Give it a good 
spring cleaning. Check the seals 
with soap and water.”

After battling flames, they fire up the grill
Summer barbecues a uniting experience for Edmonton firefighters

great  b akeries 
Go to edmontonjournal.com/ ◗

videos to see a video of All India 
Restaurant and Sweets. 

This is the fourth in our series 
about ethnic bakeries, creators of 
sweets and breads inspired outside 
of Canadian borders. To see last 
week’s story about the Hong Kong 
Bakery on 97th Street, go to 
edmontonjournal.com/bakeries. 
Next week, watch for Baltyk Bakery.

If there is an ethnic bakery or 
sweet spot in Edmonton that you’d 
like to tell us about, e-mail 
lfaulder@edmontonjournal.com,  
or tweet @eatmywordsblog.
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Firefighters eric smith, left, and Peter yez grill 
turkey and feta burgers outside station 3.
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All india restaurant and sweets is a family business run by Balwinder, left, and iqbal dhanju, and their son rocky,  
in the middle. the shop is open 365 days a year and always staffed by at least one family member.

 A lot of chicken, a lot of salads. Not so much the big, 
heavy, greasy stuff anymore. 

Fire captain Gerry Clarke, on what’s hot with firefighters
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