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This book is dedicated to the late, great Rashmi Thakrar who passed away, too soon, in 2017. He was Shamil’s father, Kavi’s uncle and the first Dishoom person that Naved ever met. He was (until the very end) our most joyful cheerleader, and tireless finder-in-chief of obscure nuggets to turn into fully formed ideas. He’s the reason why Dishoom is so full of stories.

He believed that for something to truly succeed it must have a little poetry at the heart of it.

He also believed in reincarnation. We’d like to think that he is somewhere reading this dedication and diving into this book with delight.
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WELCOME TO BOMBAY

First impressions

You may not find Bombay an easy sort of place. At least, not to begin with.

As you step off the plane, you first feel the heat, then a ripe waft of warm air. Then, an unfeasibly new, shiny airport and an invariably old, surly customs official. After your perfectly good papers have been shuffled, scrutinised and shuffled again, you head into town, perhaps in one of the noisy little black and yellow 1960s design Fiats that still function as part of the swarm of taxis in Bombay.

Next, as an appropriate introduction to the rhythms of the city, you experience the traffic. For at least a little of the time, your sweaty and smiling taxi-walla cheerfully weaves in and out of lorries and scooters, narrowly missing them. The rest of the time you and he are stuck, engine off, your arm resting on the hot metal window sill, sitting in the jaded torpor of standstill hooting traffic. Perhaps you are on a flyover, able to peer into the open windows of the little flats on either side. You will have noticed that there are people everywhere, crowded onto motorbikes, into cars, onto the streets.

More than likely, you will eventually arrive at your destination. If you’re coming to south Bombay, you will probably travel past high-rises, permanent makeshift slums, crumbling old houses, a brand new sea-link flyover and an Aston Martin dealership, to arrive somewhere near the bottom of the pendant of reclaimed land that is the city.

By now, you may have an initial impression of Bombay. It’s a crowded place, of course. Glass and steel alternates with corrugated iron and then gives way to fading Art Deco and wild, slightly oriental Gothic. It’s not really the same as the rest of India. It’s somewhat monochromatic, with less of the colour that people seem to associate with the country. It is clearly a city of massive and closely juxtaposed extremes.

However, as you spend more time in Bombay you might begin to see past your first impressions, past the crowds, past the extremes and into the layers: Portuguese then British colonial rule, massive inward migration from both land and sea, development of enterprise and wealth, myriad and unexpected ethnicities, religions, cultures and languages. It’s certainly the biggest, fastest, densest and richest city of India. But it is also the most cosmopolitan; it is startlingly full of accumulated difference. In a way, it seems that this accumulated difference, and its complete internalisation, has become the nature of the city itself. So many different voices from so many different places telling so many different stories joined together to become Bombay.

And then, gradually, you discover the simple joy of morning chai and omelette at Kyani & Co., of dawdling in Horniman Circle on a lazy morning, of eating your fill on Mohammed Ali Road, of strolling on the sands at Chowpatty at sunset and of taking the air at Nariman Point at night.

Once you have found your places of refuge, Bombay first becomes human and then – without you noticing exactly when – it completes the seduction and becomes delightful.

Meet your hosts at the charming Irani café, Koolar & Co.

For me, the Irani cafés are a significant part of this seduction. Once liberally sprinkled across the city, only twenty-five or so remain, all of them old, comfortable and worn. All who know them well seem to have fond memories of them – as places for bunking off school, or debating politics and philosophy with the idealistic energy of youth, or for escaping, deeply, into a book, all accompanied by chai. The Irani cafés were places for growing up, and for growing old, whoever you were.

In the course of your time here in the city, you’ll get to know these cafés and their ramshackle charm. You’ll become familiar with their proprietors (invariably kindly and eccentric uncles or aunties), their food and, of course, their sweet milky chai. Might I suggest that you start in Koolar & Co.? This little café occupies a narrow wedge of a street corner on King’s Circle up in Matunga, which is on the way to south Bombay. Amir-bhai is the owner and his family have had the café since 1932. He is genial and quirky, like his café. He is also generous in sharing his reminiscences over a plate of tasty but slightly odd “honey half-fry” eggs (eggs only slightly fried and drizzled with honey), which I’ve never eaten anywhere but here.


Koolar & Co. has a specific importance for me. Not far away is a small ground-floor flat in an unremarkable building, where my mother and I spent a few months of my very early life. My family had been thrown out of our home on another continent, and Bombay was our refuge when we had nowhere else to go. We actually celebrated my first birthday here in Koolar & Co. and apparently we had a little cake. This would certainly be a memory I would lovingly treasure if I had it.

Meanwhile my father was getting our papers in order so that we could join him in London. Although we eventually settled there, I often returned to Bombay, and to that little flat. I used to stay with my grandmother (“Baa”), who had an enormous love for the city. My memories of that flat are vivid. If I close my eyes, I can still see our little blue Formica-topped dining table, with the crackling boxy Grundig radio that my grandfather (“Dada”) used to listen to intently, next to the little toaster that toasted one side at a time.

Without Baa’s influence, my cousin Kavi (also her grandson) and I literally wouldn’t be doing what we’re doing at Dishoom. We both have distinct memories of being in Bombay with her. At Chowpatty or Crawford Market, or strolling up to Nariman Point at sunset with my grandfather, who could walk endlessly. Sadly, Baa and Dada are both no more, but a memory that I treasure lovingly is the utterly unselfconscious, wide grin on Baa’s face when she ate a kala khatta gola ice at our pop-up on London’s South Bank back in 2011. Even as she was in her eighties, she used to love showing off Dishoom to her old friends from Bombay. When she did so, it made my heart sing.

Chef Naved has been with us since the very beginning. He already had a successful career in some of India’s finest hotels. We were lucky indeed that he agreed to move from Bombay to London in 2010 to dream up a menu for a restaurant that didn’t yet even exist and which, furthermore, had a silly name. In fact, he nearly refused the interview because of this name. “Dishoom” is the word for the sound effect used in an old Hindi movie when the hero lands a fine punch. If we’re candid, it is an odd choice of name for our restaurants. It was our good fortune that this normally level-headed man threw all caution to the wind and gave us a chance. Thus, Naved’s delicious recipes first filled our restaurants, and now fill this book.


Through the course of these pages, Naved, Kavi and I will take you on a day-long tour of south Bombay. Naturally, we will include a lot of food. We’ll show you the various places for eating and drinking – from street vendors to restaurants to cafés – that have inspired Dishoom’s recipes; places for which we have reverence, and places that give us comfort. However, it will also be a tour of the other parts of Bombay with which we are deeply in love. There are the stories and histories, but also the people, the beautiful buildings, the little institutions and the small oddities in between, some of which, very sadly, may not be here to enjoy for much longer. We make no claims that this is anything other than a tour of our own favourite places, curated with a disregard for balance or completeness. We will certainly have missed out important things, and we may also be too excited for your taste about Bombay’s jazz age.

By the end, we hope you will feel as if you’ve been to Bombay with us, and seen what we see, and tasted what we taste. You might even one day do this little tour for yourself. You’ll certainly know more about the city than when you first picked up this book, although any knowledge may be random and your view of the city excessively rose-tinted. You may also gain an insight into how we started and grew Dishoom. This book is very much a reflection of everything that we pour into the restaurants. Most obviously, there is the Bombay food and drink that you’ll taste and the Irani cafés that you’ll visit. Beyond that though, almost every little thing we do at Dishoom – from the detailed design of our spaces, to our celebration of Bombay’s big cultural events, to the stories we tell – is somehow rooted in this Bombay that we love, some may say, obsessively. We do a five-day version of this tour (which we call the Bombay Bootcamp) with anyone who has worked at Dishoom for more than five years. We find it helps those who work with us to become just as obsessed.

“By the end, we hope you will feel as if you’ve been to Bombay with us, and seen what we see, and tasted what we taste.”

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, we hope you will be replete with recipes and stories to share with all who come to your table. There is nothing that we love more than feeding you all in our restaurants, and we are extremely happy to be sharing our Dishoom recipes, so that you can cook them in your own kitchen.


An early morning stroll to see the city from a lovely viewpoint

Before you sink your teeth into the bun (bread) and maska (butter) of this tour, first head to leafy Malabar Hill to enjoy the pleasant breeze and get your bearings. Look for the playground with the giant old woman’s boot opposite the Hanging Gardens. (As it happens, this is where Kavi’s father, as an unruly six-year-old, was separated from his parents when Prime Minister Nehru unexpectedly appeared close by for a stroll with his sister and drew crowds. Kavi’s father was of course eventually found.)

Just beyond the playground is a vantage point from which you can admire the generous sweep of the bay. The Portuguese clambered ashore in the sixteenth century when there was little more than a clutch of seven tropical islands at the edge of the Arabian Sea. Imagine this view without buildings and with a lot more sand and palms. The place was named “bom bahia” (“good bay” in Portuguese) which eventually became Bombay.

The Portuguese acquired the islands from the Sultan of Gujarat but in 1661 they felt compelled to include Bombay in the dowry for King Charles II of England, who was reluctant to marry their princess Catherine of Braganza. Apparently the groom thought his bride looked a bit like a bat, but he was pragmatic and the dowry helped him see otherwise. Then, a few years later, the King privatised the territory, leasing it to the British East India Company for £10 per year. Even this early, Bombay was characterised by international transactions and an expensive arranged marriage.

Over the next few centuries Bombay continued to develop ever more vigorously in this commercial vein. The East India Company was aggressively focused on making its joint stockholders in London wealthy beyond reckoning, and the city evolved to support this. Through trade and transactions, the generation of wealth became the very point of Bombay from early in its life. As a consequence, the city developed its other essential characteristics – being utterly mixed-up and utterly full of life.

Dreams of profit attracted the bold, enterprising and colourful from all over the subcontinent and from all over the world. Fortunes were made and lost in opium, cotton and land speculation. Bollywood became the manufacturer of the nation’s aspirations and fantasies. The city brought people in, swallowed them up and made them its own. In The Moor’s Last Sigh, Salman Rushdie describes Bombay thus: “In Bombay all-India met what-was-not-India, what came across the black water to flow into our veins... Bombay was central; all rivers flowed into its human sea. It was an ocean of stories and everyone talked at once.”

Inevitably the population expanded and, at first, the islands’ perimeters did not. Ambitious plans were made both to unite the seven islands by filling in the swamps, and then to claim more land from the sea. Most of these plans were eventually realised (with notable exceptions), although there was never enough land to keep pace with the relentless demand for it. You’ll recall that Bombay is a pendant of land hanging from north to south into the ocean, which surrounds it on three sides. Like Manhattan, but with no bridges as valves to release the pressure. Instead there are the super-dense crush-load local trains daily conveying millions north to south and back again, fifteen people to a square metre. The roughly twenty million inhabitants of the city jostle and hustle and squeeze for space daily.


Notice for a moment how spacious this park feels and how misleadingly tranquil Bombay looks from here. Look across the bay. You’ll be walking and eating your way through the city that lies before you. Down to your left you can see sandy Girgaum Chowpatty, where you’ll stroll and snack at sunset. Further south you can see the gentle curve of Marine Drive to Nariman Point, which at night becomes the Queen’s Necklace. You’ll walk there too, eat ice cream, and see the beautiful Art Deco buildings facing the sea. You’ll learn about the city’s Gothic architecture, the cotton boom of the 1860s, Bombay jazz and Led Zeppelin’s visit to Colaba. You’ll also eat vada pau from the street and slowly cooked trotters on the crowded Mohammed Ali Road. We suggest you end with a stiff drink at the Taj, which you’ll likely need by then. And of course, you’ll be visiting some Irani cafés.

“Look across the bay. You’ll be walking and eating your way through the city that lies before you.”

The story of Bombay’s old Irani cafés

The Parsis are a proper Bombay success story. They are an ancient and distinct community from Iran which has not only been absorbed into the city, but has shaped it and is completely identified with it. At the same time, the community has held onto its identity and traditions with integrity. The Parsis originally landed and settled north of Bombay in Gujarat a thousand years ago, but came to the city as it grew. (Gujarat is also where Shamil and Kavi’s family is from.) They were enterprising and valued education, and became wealthy and influential through trade in cotton, opium and other goods. They were also strongly civic-minded and philanthropic. Over the centuries, Bombay has owed a significant part of its infrastructure and public culture to the Parsis’ generosity.

In 1854, a Parsi named Dinshaw Maneckji set up a fund to help fellow Zoroastrians in Iran join the thriving Parsi community in Bombay. The people in this second wave of immigration came to be known as “Iranis” and it is they who established the cafés from the late nineteenth century onwards.

The story of the disappearing Irani cafés has a certain wistful poetry. Iranis cross the Arabian Sea to Bombay to escape religious persecution. They work in the homes of established Parsi families, leaving to set up their own cafés, often on street corners which happen to be shunned by Hindus for some superstition. These Irani cafés become an irreplaceable Bombay institution. One which earns a fond place in the hearts of Bombayites, regardless of caste, class, religion or race, by providing a cheap snack, a decent meal, or just a cup of chai and cool refuge from the street. Fans turn slowly. Panelled walls are hung with sepia family portraits and mirrors. Wealthy businessmen, sweaty taxi-wallas and courting couples sit close to each other on rickety bentwood chairs at chipped marble tables. Students eat breakfast while high-court lawyers read their briefs. Families have lunch and writers find their characters.


As the decades wear on, eventfully, the Irani cafés peak in number in the 1960s and then start closing down. From none to four hundred and back down to twenty-five within a century. Children of café owners become accountants and doctors, or the land becomes too valuable to keep. Café Coffee Day, clad in cheerful Western plastic, becomes the choice for bashful teenage trysts. Bombay becomes Mumbai and cafés become sweet memories. Tears are shed, but modernity creeps in quickly with its petty pace and has little regard for what we all once found precious. Brave new India looks to a shiny future, and doesn’t pause much to remember its own stories.

In fact, this very park was once home to one of Bombay’s most loved Irani cafés. Café Naaz used to sit up here on Malabar Hill, enjoying the same view that you are now enjoying. Many a Bombay teenager went on a shy or secretive date here. If they really wanted to impress, they could pay a little extra for the best views of the bay. But after wrangles over an expired lease, the café closed, and the space is being redeveloped. Cafés like Naaz are now gradually disappearing from the collective memory of the city.

The importance of shared spaces

The Irani cafés were not just a source of romantic nostalgia. They were also important. Nineteenth-century Bombay is often and rightly described as a cosmopolitan city, but eating out was uncommon and almost always segregated. Religions had strong and specific prescriptions on diet, with caste an additional division. Further, the colonists created racially exclusive spaces. Those with brown skin couldn’t enter the Yacht Club or the Bombay Gymkhana and generally weren’t allowed to eat in the dining halls of hotels. (The great Parsi industrialist, Jamsetji Tata, changed this when he opened the Taj Mahal Palace hotel where the rule was clear that no one could ever be denied access for being Indian.)

The Irani cafés, opened by outsiders, simply could not hold any such biases. They quietly subverted all the rules by welcoming all comers. And, unlike the Taj, they were affordable. A few paise could buy you a cup of chai and bun maska or a biscuit. Over time, many local Iranis became reliable places for a cheap, sustaining meal. They also became meeting and relaxing places for the great number who lacked the luxury of space at home (or even those, like hookers, who were shunned elsewhere). They played a significant role in enabling women and children to participate in eating out by incorporating family rooms or cabins (which also had the unintended benefit of sheltering illicit liaisons). In this way, these cafés set up by immigrants became Bombay’s first real public
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