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supa ya ramen – our story

It all started on a grey Wednesday morning, when I was sitting on a bus heading north out of town. One of my best mates Hannell and I were in Tokyo, and I was about to eat one of the most transformative bowls of food of my life…

It began in Tokyo

We were heading to a ramen shop called Ichifuku, a fairly unremarkable little place on a backstreet of a quiet little suburb just north of Shinjuku. Run by an old woman and her daughter, and specializing in one style, miso, I was instantly hooked. Before this, I had only ever eaten tonkotsu-style ramen, so the next couple of weeks in Japan were spent devouring as many bowls and different styles as possible. We ate everything from the infamous black ramen and a clam shio down a back alley in Osaka to salty seafood chintan topped with raw chicken in Kyoto. We even enjoyed dining at a four-times-gold-medal-winning ramen restaurant specializing in tsukemen back in Tokyo. Tasting all these styles and seeing what young chefs were doing (known as the ‘new wave’) really opened my eyes to what was possible when it came to ramen and really resonated with my eclectic style of cooking.

Back home

Back in London – and back to my day job – all I could think about was ramen, and how no one was really doing any other styles apart from tonkotsu. I had an idea. Originally I thought I’d do a pop up and mess about with a few bowls I’d loved in Japan; I would feed some people, have a bit of fun and carry on with the day job. However, due to various circumstances (lack of money, venue and equipment), I quickly realized that a pop up wasn’t a great idea, so I came upon the idea of hosting a supper club: in my flat, in the kitchen, six people a time, three sittings a night, one style, everyone eating the same bowl. It could be fun, I thought. All I had to do now was convince my flatmates. Luckily, at the time, I had a couple of lovely flatmates – Maria and Tamika – who thought it was a great idea. Little did we know what a monster it would turn into…

The start of the supper club

I started an Instagram account. A few mates followed it and I managed to sell out the first Saturday – the majority of guests being mates and a few quizzical ramen fanatics. The next couple of weeks carried on in the same vein, but, bizarrely, momentum picked up and picked up quick. Within a couple of weeks the waiting list was nearly a month long! I was not a two-star restaurant in town, I was just a bloke having a bit of fun (for the first six months I was usually six beers deep by the last sitting of the evening). It nearly became a full-time job just to deal with the bookings, so I took it back to doing it on a week-by-week basis, which seemed to create even more of a demand for spaces. At its peak, I had 100 people on the waiting list each week for 18 spaces. Mental!

It soon got to the point where the guests were all strangers; Maria was having to hide her toothbrush and I was having to deep-clean the flat every week. It turned into a four-hour service, which was actually a three-day operation. The flat stunk of eggs on Fridays, as I’d sit in front of the television peeling eggs for Saturday. The kitchen would be out of action from about midday, so I could get ready for the evening, then the flat would be full of strangers from 6:30pm to 10:30pm… and if the last sitting were fun, they’d sometimes stay for afters, so my flatmates would have to just sit in their rooms like some terrible halls of residence. And this went on for nearly a year! I don’t know how they put up with it to be honest, and I owe Maria and Tamika the world for that. I love them both dearly and would bury bodies for them, no questions asked.

I served over 700 people in that little flat. I made some lifelong friends, including Toby, who is now my business partner and one of my closest mates. I’ve always wanted to do my own thing, but when I started cooking professionally 20 years ago, the last thing I thought I’d become known for is ramen. I still think it’s unreal to this day.

I knew doing this at the flat had an expiry date, and eventually it was time to pull the plug. Weirdly, I can’t remember the last one, have no idea who came or what I cooked. It’s a shame because I remember the first one so vividly, probably because it was so bad (apologies if you were there). I chatted with my good mate Joe from Patty&Bun about what to do and he gave me some of the soundest advice I’d ever been given: keep going until the demand is so great you have to do something bigger.

Mortimer House

Next up for me was Mortimer House. A six-week takeover in a swanky spot in town. It was a chance to reach out to a different crowd. I was hooked up by my mate Ianthe. Originally, they wanted me to take over an entire floor, then they mentioned they had a little kitchen with an eight-seater table they used for meetings and corporate breakfasts. This sung to me immediately – I could do what I’d been doing for the last year in town, on my terms. This time it would be eight people a sitting, three sittings a night. Easy, right?

What people don’t think about when doing pop ups is the logistics. I’ve done a fair few pop ups in my time, but none where I’ve had to do everything: order everything, cook everything, pack everything, load everything up, drive, unload everything, set up, finish off any little bits of prep, set up the table and receive guests. I’d done all this before at my gaff, but for some reason this seemed as if there was a lot more at stake. For the last year I’d been having fun at home, now someone was trusting me with their kitchen, taking my bookings at their reception, showing guests to their seats… I felt like a fraud.

The first week, it all felt a bit awkward, but then I just thought to myself: this is no different to home, just a slightly different crowd and a few more covers each night. Ianthe had taken a massive punt on me here, so I relaxed into it, put my tunes on and had a beer. The only real difference from before was that there was a meat and a veggie option, which I’d never done at the flat (I’d done veggie weeks, but there had always been only one choice). It was nice to offer a bit of a menu.

In fact, apart from the pain of making everything at home, finding a Zipcar and driving into town every Saturday, I really liked Mortimer House. Next came a slew of pop ups.

Pop up in Pakistan

First up was a pop up in Lahore on the top floor of a clothing shop. When they got in touch, I thought it was a scam. Bizarrely, it wasn’t. And after a couple of phone calls and a few emails, I was on a plane to Pakistan. What had my life become?

Zain and Nadira owned the clothes shop and had now built an incredibly slick and very busy restaurant on the top floor. There were about 90 covers booked in every night and my pop up was starting in a day – the pressure was on. The team was a mix of very bright, enthusiastic young culinary students from a local college (who were super keen to learn and soaked up every bit knowledge I had) and a few local chefs from a nearby restaurant (who were keen to know what the hell was going on).

The front of house were equally as nice, but none of them had ever worked in restaurants before; they were all employees of Zain’s clothing empire. So we had to train the chefs and front of house in 24 hours and open a restaurant to paying customers, around 80% of whom, I’d say, had never had ramen before. It was a massive task, but we just about pulled it off, and, as the week went on, we went from strength to strength.

Popping up around London

Back to London and straight back into a string of pop ups. The formula was always the same: 100 bowls, first come first served, and once they’re gone they’re gone. This created real hype and we’d have people queuing a good half hour, sometimes an hour, just to get a bowl. This was bonkers, but it showed me there was a real appetite and a place on the scene for my ‘traditionally inauthentic’ ramen. People were really getting it.

We popped up at Freddie’s lovely little café Snackbar in Dalston, where I ended up snapping a muscle in my leg and spending the rest of the night in hospital. We cooked a roast beef bowl on a Sunday in an old chicken shop in Clerkenwell. We cooked a lamb chintan and cemented the now-legendary fried cabbage and cheese at our mate’s Chinese restaurant Lucky & Joy in Clapton. We had an amazing weekend cooking with Leachy at Manteca, including a stonking Parmesan and miso brodo with mortadella croutons. We had a great night cooking with our mates the Fourlegs boys at The Compton, inventing the cheeseburger ramen, which has been on and off menus in various guises ever since.

One of the rowdiest collabs we ever did was with Elliot of Lagom, a mad-talented arsonist (in a good way). He made some incredible soups with all sorts of smoky animal bits, I made the noodles and eggs, and we both did bits for the toppings. We stuck to the usual formula, 100 bowls, first come first served. We thought it would be pretty chilled – it was in a big brewery in Hackney and it had a great bar at the kitchen, which sat about 14 people, so we thought we’d keep it intimate and run it like an actual little ramen bar. Boy, did we get it wrong. Come 6pm it properly booted off, and within about 20 minutes there were about 130 on the waiting list (and we’d failed to mention to the staff that we only had 100 bowls, so they kept taking names). Some people waited up to three hours to get a bowl that night. This was the first pop up that Toby had come to and he turned to me amidst the chaos and said: I’m in, let’s do it. He’s been my right-hand-man ever since.
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Search for a shop

Throughout all this, I was trying to find a shop to put down some roots. I found a tiny shop on Hackney Road with a kitchen the size of Harry Potter’s bedroom, but it was a start. We did the place up a little, bought some new equipment, came up with a little menu of pop-up classics and geared up for the official opening on the 20th of March 2020… then suddenly, we were in lockdown and we never opened.

I didn’t want to tell this story and talk about the coronavirus pandemic, but here we are. We turned it into a delivery service, which was hard work but it kept us active and actually got us out and about seeing people. Once restrictions started to ease, we decided to have bubble bookings nights: six to eight people in the same bubble coming to have a set menu. This proved really popular and gave us the energy to carry on. We also did a pop up with our pals at Top Cuvée during this time, slinging bowls out of their window. It was an absolute roadblock! There were queues snaking everywhere and the police were called, but luckily no one got into trouble and everyone got fed.

We never did open properly on Hackney Road. The size of the place was getting to me, so we decided to find a proper shop. Toby and I spent weeks trawling the streets looking for somewhere. I used to go past this little Scottish café on Kingsland Road on the bus on my way home and noticed it had been closed for some time. I asked Toby to do some digging (he’s like a dog with a bone and he will not stop until he gets what he wants). Within a day, we had a meeting with the landlord and 499 Kingsland Road was ours.

499 Kingsland Road

We begged, borrowed and stole to turn it into a ramen shop. I went to the only place I knew I could find the skillsets for the job: my local, The Gun. In this gem of a pub in Hackney, run by Nick and Hannah, you can get anything, or if you can’t, someone in there will know someone who can. There I found Chris, Harry and Jaime, talented builders who took my rough sketch on the back of a cigarette packet and made it exactly how we wanted it.

It’s been a rollercoaster ever since. We’ve had to grow up a bit. I mean we now employ people! I thought I’d never say I was an employer, but I love it, and not in a megalomaniac kind of way – it’s nice to create a team of lovely people who all get it and see them forming friendships and hanging out.

We’ve been incredibly lucky with the support we’ve got from customers since opening, especially the locals. The community has welcomed us and we count many neighbours as friends who pop in for a chat. After toiling away in other people’s kitchens for the last 17 years, it’s nice to think that I’ll retire working for myself and making my family proud.




[image: image]




how to build a bowl

It’s really quick to build a bowl in just a few easy steps. I follow the same rules each time, swapping ingredients in and out as I please. Use the building blocks we’ve given you as a kind of puzzle to figure out what you want to create, and you’ll be able to put together endless combinations of flavours.


[image: image] In a ramen bowl, add your flavoured oil [image: image] Add the seasoning [image: image] Add the soup [image: image] Whisk everything together so it’s emulsified [image: image] Cook the noodles and add to the bowl [image: image] Mix the noodles with chopsticks so they don’t stick together [image: image] Add your toppings [image: image] Get your head in there and start slurping – the louder the better!
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bowls

This is the easy bit. All the hard work with ramen is in the prep. Throwing bowls together is the fun bit! It’s also the super-quick part – your tea will be on the table in about 5 minutes. Make sure the prep is on point and you’re laughing. I’ve described the way we plate-up in the shops, but feel free to do it your way (and, if it looks better than mine, I’m nicking it). Also remember, these recipes are just the way we do them. The idea of this book is to give you the building blocks to create your own bowls, so mix things up – use different soups with different seasonings and toppings. I can’t be arsed to do the maths, but there’s potentially hundreds of different combinations you can come up with, so enjoy getting creative.

There are loads of different styles of ramen and bowls out there – these are a few of my favourites:


	Mazemen/Mazesoba – a soupless bowl of ramen, served with toppings and a seasoning that you mix yourself at the table.

	Tonkotsu – a fatty style of pork ramen.

	Wontonmen – a style of ramen with stuffed wontons as a garnish.

	Tantanmen – a style of ramen with a spicy minced pork topping derived from the Chinese dish ‘dan dan’.

	Chashu – a popular topping, typically a roast or braised cut of pork marinated in soy and spices.



For each bowl, there’ll be a few steps that are always the same, so I’ll tell you those now. Then, once you’ve done it a few times, it’ll be second nature to you.


	The noodles should always be cooked in unsalted boiling water for 1 minute 10 seconds. Always. Unless you want less of a chew, then you can cook them for longer – just keep testing them until you get the right bite for you. We like them chewy at Supa Ya Towers.

	Always shake off the excess water, cos if you don’t, you’ll end up diluting the soup, which will make it boring, and no one likes boring soup.

	To warm the egg up, place the egg in a mug, boil some of the marinade and pour it over – simple.
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