

[image: Roti King: Classic and Modern Malaysian Street Food]



[image: Roti King: Classic and Modern Malaysian Street Food]




[image: Image]



[image: Roti King: Classic and Modern Malaysian Street Food]




CONTENTS

Introduction

ROTI KING CLASSICS

MEAT & FISH | daging dan ikan

VEGETABLES & SIDES | sayur–sayuran

SNACKS | makanan ringan

SAMBALS & EXTRAS | sambals

DESSERTS| pencuci mulut

DRINKS | minuman

BANANA LEAF MEAL |nasi daun pisang

Index

About the Author & Acknowledgements

Copyright Page






[image: Image]




INTRODUCTION

The first Roti King restaurant opened in Euston, London, in 2014 but the story of Roti King started much earlier. It isn’t possible to pinpoint exactly when, as I didn’t really break into the food world, it was just where I grew up.

My parents ran restaurants, and the smells and sounds from those kitchens were the foundation of my childhood. I’m from Ipoh in Malaysia – a city with a thriving food scene and, in my opinion, some of the most delicious food in the world. Malaysian cuisine is so varied and interesting, influenced by the techniques and flavours of the diverse population of immigrants who come to the country from across the globe.

My parents opened a roadside café in Buntong, Ipoh, in the 1970s. It was a small spot under a tree with just a few tables. Positioned by a busy road near a school, the café became so popular they eventually had to close it because the traffic it attracted became unmanageable. The little spot under the tree was later demolished (the only trace of it is the floor tiles pictured), but they had created a following of people keen to eat their food. They hadn’t set out to expand, but their popularity demanded it. So, they took on a double unit just across the road from their original spot. Ipoh was a flourishing city at the time, and executives would bring their clients to our restaurant, alongside other groups, often made up of businessmen who would come to eat after playing golf. It had air conditioning (always welcome in Malaysia!) and another big sitting hall upstairs. There were very few restaurants like this at the time in Ipoh, so it became very popular – Gopal’s Corner was born. My parents were both very hard working, believing that if you owned a restaurant you needed to always be there running the show and never missing service. No holidays, no leisurely weekends – the restaurant was the epicentre of our lives.

My mum was a powerhouse in the kitchen. Among the 20 or so dishes they served each day, one of their most well-known ones was the Fish-head Curry. Looking back, this was quite a thrifty idea – my dad would pick up fish heads from the market for free, and my mum would make them into curry. It became the dish that people would keep coming back for. I’d often be in the kitchen as an extra pair of hands for my mum, to help lift heavy pots, stir curries and assist her with general prep. The way she cooked influenced me hugely, and it is how I cook now – most ingredients were added by eye and she wasn’t overly prescriptive with timings. She’d shout instructions to add a pinch of this or a handful or that and I’d have to keep asking her for the next direction, or for her to check if a dish was ready or needed to cook for longer. I was an extra pair of hands – I wasn’t at that point being trusted to really cook. It meant I didn’t grow up with a set of recipes handed down to me, so for years after setting up on my own, I’d often have to call her to ask questions. Watching her run the kitchen showed me how much energy and love goes into making good food.

While mum was always the great cook (something she inherited from my maternal grandfather), dad was front of house and had a keen interest in food. He’d take me to all the best spots in our region, in search of new dishes, sometimes driving for hours just to try a specific meal. I’ve inherited his love of seeking out delicious food. The restaurant became even more of a family affair when my dad’s siblings started helping there. I began working there when I was ten years old, making the drinks. We were encouraged to work before and after school and at weekends, and we could use our earnings to pay for school kit and anything else we needed.
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The restaurant was always busy, with everyone rushed off their feet. So, when I turned 14 my dad needed me to be more useful and suggested I learn to make roti canai. At that time, my uncle, Kanna Mama, was the master of roti-making and I really had to convince him to teach me – he wasn’t willing to take the time to train me up unless I was properly engaged. As payback for his tutelage, I had to make him coffee first thing in the morning and wash his car! I spent months and months mixing dough, 25kg (55lb) at a time, before I was allowed to reach the next step – to throw a roti (and it’s my uncle’s method that I include on Roti canai). Roti canai are made from simple ingredients but the process to prepare the dough involves practise; the technique of stretching and slapping to make the dough paper-thin is a skill to master.

After many months of training, I was trusted to make roti on quiet mornings before I left for school. One day, when my uncle wasn’t available, I stepped in to make the roti for the restaurant – and it went well. From then on, at 5 o’clock every morning before school, then after school in the evenings and every weekend, I made the roti in the restaurant. The customers loved it and thought it was great to see someone so young able to hone the craft. And I haven’t stopped making roti since! As a teenager I’d never have believed that making roti would become my success story. Having seen how hard my parents worked, I hadn’t planned on following in their footsteps and running a restaurant, but sometimes life has other plans…

In 2004 I opened a small kiosk in Oriental City, a food hall in Colindale, north London. Both my brother (who’d soon joined me in the UK) and I started making and selling roti. After a trip back to Malaysia to get married, I returned to London and found that the spot at Oriental City had been given to someone else. At this point I very nearly gave up – I couldn’t find work and I was running out of money. A friend offered me a job in a jeans factory in Leeds, so I booked a bus ticket to leave London. But after a chance meeting with the kiosk owner, I found out that the spot was available again and he asked if I’d like it back. I didn’t have enough money to pay the rent but I had an instinct to give it one last shot.

That evening, before I was due to leave for Leeds to start again, I had a talk with my brother. Would he help me if I took over running a food kiosk at Oriental City? He was adamant we should go to Leeds; he reminded me that we had always said we wouldn’t have a restaurant of our own, like our parents. But something was telling me that this was a good opportunity and I somehow convinced him to stay in London and figure this out. I knew I could make it work, we just had to give it a go and I’m so glad we took that risk together.

There was just the matter of rent payment to work out. The owner helped me negotiate paying rent monthly rather than settling the conventional 12 months upfront. I decided I had one year to make a go of it at Oriental City. I remember this so well as it really was the turning point – I had just £80 in my pocket and the chance to set up my own roti stall. I went out and bought as much rice, meat and vegetables as I could with the money I had. The next day, on 5 November 2004 (a date I’ll always remember!), we opened, serving only rice and curry. Customers at Oriental City were wondering where the roti was but I didn’t have the funds to buy the hot plate or griddle I needed, so the ‘roti stall’ I’d started wasn’t even serving roti! A fellow trader, who had eaten my roti before, ended up lending me the cash (without me asking him or agreeing how and when I’d pay him back) and I’ve never forgotten this kind gesture.

I stayed at Oriental City for four years and when it closed, I set up several more stalls in other London locations. It was difficult to sustain market stalls for very long, sometimes even being forced to close because I was too busy and unwittingly stealing business from other traders. Years later, in 2012, it was when I was selling roti at East Ham Market that a customer called me the Roti King – a throwaway compliment that stuck. He was from Jamaica (where roti are a staple) and he didn’t believe I could make them as delicious as he was used to. As soon as he ate my roti, though, he declared it the real deal and he was so excited he shouted, ‘You are the Roti King!’. It’s him that I have to thank for my name, as I liked the title so much, I decided to keep it.
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Many iterations later, I was offered a space in London’s Chinatown, where I started selling reasonably priced lunches. It became popular, and just as I was growing a good lunchtime following, I arrived to work one day to yet another setback – the shop was shut. It turned out the landlord was a gambler and he hadn’t paid the rent. The property manager kindly told me that I could have the key and continue to trade for the day so that I had some capital to start afresh somewhere new. I opened the shop and sold everything, but I decided to pay all of the staff the outstanding salaries the owner had failed to. The property manager said I should have used the money to start somewhere new but that didn’t sit well with me. So, once again, I was left without any money or a premises to trade from, but I wasn’t to be defeated.

Shortly after, in 2014, I was offered a new space – a failing Chinese restaurant with cheap rent at ‘Chinese Euston’ on 40 Doric Way, a bustling part of central London. This became the original Roti King and taking this on was the start of the success that we know now. I didn’t have the capital for a bells-and-whistles refurbishment and I wasn’t confident enough to drop the existing menu, not wishing to risk losing any of our longstanding customers. So, I kept the restaurant décor as it was and continued serving some of the Chinese dishes already on the menu. Before long, it became busy and the lunchtime crowd were coming for my roti. I kept my prices low as I wanted to appeal to the masses, including the customers who’d followed me from Chinatown. Ten years on, my approach remains the same and I believe it’s better to have a short menu of trusted dishes at reasonable prices that people keep returning for.

It was once I was settled in Euston that the popularity of our food really rocketed. Marina O’Loughlin, then restaurant critic at The Guardian, gave us an amazing review and word spread that there was this little, unassuming spot that was serving the best roti in town. I remember the first couple who came in after that review. I didn’t recognize them as regulars and when we got chatting, they showed me the review in the paper. They cheeringly warned me that the crowds would follow a review like that and I was excited at the prospect of a few extra customers off the back of it, but what happened was much bigger. A queue formed the next day, and for the next few weeks I wondered if it would stop – ten years later, it hasn’t.

Looking back now, it was a crazy time – stressful and exciting in equal measure. The sight of people lining up for my food, then eating and enjoying it, was such a buzz (and still is!). Reaching a new level of popularity overnight meant we had to keep up with demand. My team and I worked long days to serve the never-ending customers. I was working round the clock, keeping across all elements of the business as well as training new staff. We’d often run out of cutlery and glasses, and sometimes we’d even run out of food. I would have to ask the front of house to shut the door at 8pm as I couldn’t physically serve any more. My brother came back from Malaysia to help, and since then we’ve stayed working together – we’ve expanded around the city to three other sites, and even launched an iteration of our parents’ original restaurant, Gopal’s Corner, that is a celebration of Malaysian Tamil food. And, after all this time, the Roti King in Euston continues to be our most popular spot.

Whenever I do events now and I see queues, I love it. That’s all I want. The sight of a queue gives me a buzz, a natural high. It’s my favourite part of my job, seeing people queue for my food, to eat it and to enjoy it.

After all these years, the core menu is still the same – you can come and have a quick lunch of roti and kari at a very decent price. We still use high-quality, fresh ingredients sourced locally and I believe that is part of the secret to our success. We now make over 5,000 roti per day at Roti King and each and every one is made with love.

My journey to where Roti King is today is a story of trial and error, but ultimately perseverance. And the same goes for making roti – if you’re keen to make your own you will also need to persevere, but as long as you cook with love, the outcome will be delicious.

MALAYSIAN COOKING

Malaysian cuisine is vibrant and flavoursome and has been greatly influenced – in terms of ingredients used, flavour combinations and cooking techniques – by neighbouring countries: Thailand and Indonesia, and beyond. Malaysia is made up of a diverse demographic, with just over half of the population being Malay, around a quarter Chinese and many Indian. Immigration, historic trading routes and colonization have all influenced the variety of ingredients and methods of cooking that make Malaysian cuisine what it is. We’ll be looking at some of these influences in many of the recipes in this book, from roti canai, originally brought to Malaysia from South India, to noodles and Hainanese chicken from China.

Cooking from scratch is an important aspect of Malaysia’s food culture. I describe Malaysian food as genuine because, to me, using fresh ingredients is fundamental. Families generally take great pride in cooking and recipes are passed down through generations, tweaked and adapted along the way to get better and better. Every meal is there to nourish, and food is used as a means to bring people together, with celebrations always centered around feasting.

STREET-FOOD CULTURE

How we eat in Malaysia is just as important as what we eat, and it’s the street-food culture that has proved a huge inspiration to me in setting up Roti King. Street food is an intrinsic part of life for many in Malaysia – whether you want a hot meal, a savoury or sweet snack or a reviving drink, whatever time of day, there are a huge variety of options available.

Generally, the food available from the roadside in Malaysia is really good – it’s fast food but cooked fresh. Roadside street vendors and hawker market stalls sell a mix of fried, steamed and boiled meat and fish, flavoured with an abundance of vegetables, herbs, spices and aromatics. There are rice and noodle dishes that are cooked quickly in front of you using fresh ingredients, as well as curries that have been made from scratch. Malaysian cuisine makes use of the diverse fresh ingredients and spices that are so readily available across the country.

All sorts of people rely on street food, from manual workers grabbing breakfast from 6am onwards to office staff nipping out for a snack during the day, and families visiting night markets looking for a tasty dinner. It’s delicious, affordable and you’ll always find something to satisfy your cravings. Lots of the all-day snacks are packaged and wrapped in clever ways, making them easy to grab and go. One of them – the anchovy sambal (known as Sambal Ikan Bilis) – is a classic Malaysian all-day breakfast offering that you’ll find wrapped in a banana leaf in a cone shape.

What we eat at different mealtimes in Malaysia is a bit of a free-for-all. While in the West meals tend to look quite different at breakfast, lunch and dinner, in Malaysia the distinction is less rigid. Roti and kari, for example, are just as popular at breakfast as they are later in the day. Mobile hawker stalls are able to move around and offer their fare to anyone, anywhere, at any time. No one minds where they’re eating at a given time of day, they’re just happy to be fed. It’s a very different way of thinking about dining and eating out on the go than what we are used to in the West.

Coffee shops (kopitiams) are also a popular option and are found pretty much everywhere. They’re usually surrounded by street-food stalls, often with the coffee-shop owners renting spaces to stall vendors. It’s mutually beneficial – customers buy a coffee at the kopitiam and order some food from a stall, with the kopitiams providing tables and chairs to use. Night markets are another amazing food experience, always buzzing with activity, a riot of colour and noise. Whenever I’m on a visit home, I always take a trip to Ipoh night market on a Friday evening – even if I’m not hungry! It’s a place full of good vibes and always the best spot to catch up with friends. To me, this market feels the same as it’s always been and I love the fact that I recognize vendors who have been cooking the same dish for 20 or 30 years as a family. It’s a real experience, and one I love to return to.

MY STREET-FOOD MEMORIES

Growing up, as well as eating in my parents’ restaurant, I ate most of my meals at roadside stalls. Often there wouldn’t be a menu, instead the vendors would cook their speciality dish and I’d know to expect something full of flavour. That’s how our family ate together and also how we made a living, so it is a huge part of my childhood and the driving force behind Roti King.

The beauty of the street food I grew up eating rests on two things. Firstly, the vendors made small quantities of food, using fresh ingredients, which made it taste all the better. Secondly, because there were (and continue to be) so many options, and therefore so much competition, the sellers have to keep their food first rate if they’re to rely on repeat custom. Great street food needs to taste like home.

The number of street-food options lining the streets in Malaysia is a testament to the population’s entrepreneurial spirit. Street-food stalls provide an essential role in society but they also serve a key economic function, as a way for many to make a living. Becoming a street-food vendor is easy, it requires minimal start-up costs and low continued outgoings, and offers everyone a chance to make some money for their family. In fact, the sellers are always a family business – the elders, with years of experience, will be doing the cooking and the kids will be out touting for custom.

As long as you have the confidence to cook, all you need is an idea and a table to serve from. The spirit of street-food vendors is one I’ve kept with me through the Roti King journey.

USING THIS BOOK

This book is a collection of my interpretations of my favourite dishes, as well as the dishes that keep people coming back to Roti King in London time and time again. Some of these recipes are my take on classic Malay dishes and Malay street food, others I have created myself using ingredients more readily available in the UK. Even within Malaysia, the food served will change depending on the area you’re in, as with any cuisine. I love the way that food travels and the idea of others buying this book to create Roti King dishes and Malaysian-style food for themselves.

I also encourage you to make the recipes your own. Don’t worry about authenticity – we have to cook to please our own tastes and those we’re cooking for. It’s worth noting that the roti that I was taught to make were square-shaped, but I decided to serve round rotis in my restaurants! That is my way and no one would suggest they’re inauthentic. Although my mum taught me how to cook, I also believe that a lot of what I’ve learned, and the way I cook now, is thanks to my curiosity to try new things. I believe the best cooking is made up of both skill and inspiration. If you try something that someone else has cooked and you love it, try to make it yourself and then make it your own.

If you are new to Malaysian cooking, and in particular to making roti, please remember that these are skills you may not grasp straight away. As I’ve mentioned, I learned the craft over many years when I started throwing roti as a small boy. You can’t expect to perfect it the first time, but I promise you the more you practise, the better your roti will be. Don’t give up.




	Sugen Gopal
London, 2025
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INGREDIENTS & KITCHEN EQUIPMENT

There’s a common misconception that Malaysian cooking is complicated, and perhaps this is due to the abundance of spices and homemade pastes we use. Happily, I’m here to tell you that’s not the case. In this section I’ll be showcasing the ingredients and equipment used in Malaysian cookery, to assure you that it’s easier than you may think!

Let’s talk ingredients. There are a handful of ingredients that are integral to the flavours of Malaysia that you will use again and again, such as tamarind, shrimp paste, lemongrass and, of course, chilli, garlic, ginger and onion. You may find you already have some of the other frequently used aromatics in your cupboards, such as cinnamon, cardamom, star anise and clove. This combination is used in so many dishes and it’s worth including all of them, if you can – see The Malaysian Pantry, on the following pages, for a more detailed list.

As a general note, I prefer to use pure ingredients as much as possible. Working as a chef, the main reason for this is flavour: fresh, unprocessed ingredients taste better. We’re all becoming more aware of the damage that fast- and ultra-processed foods have on our health, and that cooking from scratch is much better for us. Yes, we can buy long-lasting garlic, ginger and tamarind paste from supermarkets, but they contain other additives to make them keep for so long. Similarly, while sambals and other curry pastes can be picked
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