
 
    

Indian food 
 

Food from the Indian subcontinent is extremely varied – each region, religion 
and community has its own types of dishes, spices and cooking techniques.  
Staples of Indian cuisine include rice, whole wheat flour and a variety of pulses, 
such as lentils which make up a widely eaten stew called dhal. Commonly used 
spices include chilli pepper, black mustard seed, cumin, turmeric, ginger and 
coriander. Sweet dishes are flavoured by cardamom, cinnamon, nutmeg and 
saffron. Many people from the Indian subcontinent do not use knives and forks 
when they eat. Instead, they eat with their hands, often using bits of bread such 
as the flatbread chapatti to scoop up curries and relishes. It is believed that this 
allows for a more sensual experience, because the eater is able to use their sense 
of touch as well as their senses of smell and taste. 
 
Indian food in the UK 
 
In 1950 there were only six Indian restaurants in Britain. By 2004 it was 
estimated there were over 8000. For many British people today, eating an Indian 
meal is a weekly if not daily ritual. But how did the British love affair with ‘curry’ 
start, and what factors made it possible? 
 
Curry traders 
 
The first recipe for curry in Britain appeared in a cookery book of 1747. The dish 
reflected the tastes of the staff of the East India Company, England’s most 
powerful trading company dealing in goods from the Indian subcontinent. At 
that time, Europe imported great quantities of spices from Asia and these have 
been incorporated into British cooking for centuries – for example nutmeg 
grated on to rice pudding, cinnamon sprinkled on cakes, or pepper used to 
season meats. 
 
Home from home 
 
The first Indian restaurants began to appear in Britain after WWII, providing not 
only food but also a social life and support network for the thousands of 
immigrants from the Indian subcontinent who had come to Britain seeking work. 
In the 1960s restaurant owners sought an increasingly wide clientele and this 
coincided with increased disposable incomes in the UK and a growing trend 
towards eating out.  
 
At the time, Indian restaurateurs realised that Indian food could be introduced 
gradually to the native British population. Often, restaurants served typically 
British food like roast meat, or chips instead of rice with curry. Indian food 
served in restaurants in Britain was itself often Anglicised. According to popular 
accounts, chicken tikka masala, the dish said to be the national dish of Britain by 
former Foreign Secretary Robin Cook, is the result of canny Indian restaurateurs 
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adapting chicken tikka to accommodate the British preference for meat with 
gravy.  
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