Don't be spooked by Transylvania

Worldly flavours haunt European comfort food 
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Sitting in a cosy corner of Transylvania Flavour (2120 W. Broadway, 604-730-0880), watching the third monsoon sweep through in as many hours, the Hired Belly is amazed. First of all, the place is almost empty--a curious thing when you consider that, on a night such as this, a steaming plate of cabbage rolls would more than fit the bill.
However, even more surprising is the constant stream of sushi seekers, who head directly next door without even a glance that might suggest they'd contemplate heading our way.

Is it just my imagination or have we become a bunch of boring diners, slaves to a predictable, pacific palate? Wave another piece of toro and the crowds dutifully flock in--lured further by promises of "all you can eat"--frequently with a scant nod to quality or, for that matter, any notion of if what they're eating is responsibly harvested.
Worse, open a room in this city that celebrates a "lesser-known: (read: mid- European) cuisine and you risk falling flat on your face in front of a crowd that no longer knows its sushi from its shashlik.

Granted, we're a total fan of sushi--in its place. But on a night like this, why wouldn't you crave hot and hearty rib-sticking fare, served with a friendly touch that's as warm and sincere as the folk music spilling from the sound system?
Our first encounter was over a plate of some of the best cabbage rolls we've ever tasted: a lean mix of pork, beef and rice, wrapped in gossamer-thin cabbage leaves, drizzled with sour cream and served with a heady, tasty and well- textured sauerkraut, made more so by crunchy bacon mixed in. Plus, for the indecisive (or those not wishing to miss out), you can order a combo with perogies.
A return visit confirmed our hunch that this is some of the best "comfort food" around, with the arrival of steaming goulash--a tureen of tender beef in a rich tomato and celery based sauce, served with Brussels sprouts, rough cut carrots and green beans--and slices of crusty French bread for sopping up. Serious nourishment on a night that called for nothing less.

However, it would be wrong to summarize this homey haunt merely as a bastion of humble dishes. More elevated plates range from chicken cordon bleu or paprikash, to duck breast roasted in apricot jus on a crisp potato-leek latke with nicely glazed beets. And most entrees are under $20. Lunches also are a steal, with the list of generous dinner appetizers standing in. And drinks are eminently affordable. In its only eastern European nod, the wine list yields up Bulgarian Telish, a full-fruited and robust Merlot that pairs very respectably with seasonal flavours such as these, even better at $7 a glass.
There's also something to be said for the "catch-all" option. We might even be inclined to return for the Knight's Platter--which essentially combines half the entire menu, a steaming plate of kebabs, homemade sausages, casserole, mini meatballs, vegetables, salad and more--$35 for two.
Above all, though, it's the total lack of pretension that appeals. No fuss, no muss, just solid (not heavy but well flavoured) fare--delivered with a genuine smile. And you can be sure the next time we're pondering take out (or sushi, for that matter), chances are our thoughts will turn to cabbage rolls and schnitzel--dishes too long under the radar now resurfacing--even in calorie counting Kits!

