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Why Chet Heap Believes Simplicity Is the
Highest Form of Culinary Excellence.

STEVEN HEAP

Atter Visiting Nearly 70 Countries,
One Truth About Food Still Endures.

Chef Steven Heap reflects on four decades of
culinary excellence, celebrating Indian cuisine,
global traditions, education, authenticity and the
enduring belief that confidence, simplicity and
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ew chefs embody the spirit of
lifelong learning, culinary crafts-
manship and cultural appreciation
quite like Chef Steven Heap. Over
more than three decades, he has
built an exceptional career that
extends far beyond the profession-
al kitchen, earning admiration as a
private chef, author, educator and
passionate advocate for culinary heritage.
His remarkable journey, which began in an
Indian restaurant at the age of just four-
teen, has evolved into a lifelong pursuit of
excellence, taking him across almost seventy
countries in search of authentic flavours,
timeless traditions and the stories behind the
world’s most treasured cuisines.

Chef Heap’s contribution to South Asian
cuisine is particularly noteworthy. While de-
eply respectful of tradition, he has dedicated
his career to making exceptional cooking
accessible to everyone, whether through
his bestselling books, sought-after cookery
classes or bespoke dining experiences. His
commitment to preserving the heritage of the
iconic Birmingham Balti, alongside his con-
tinued exploration of regional Indian cuisine,
reflects both his profound knowledge and
his genuine respect for the cultures that have
inspired his work. Equally impressive is his

willingness to embrace new challenges, from
representing his craft in prestigious culinary
competitions to preparing meals for interna-
tionally renowned touring artists.

What distinguishes Steven Heap is not
simply his technical expertise, but his philo-
sophy that great food begins with understan-
ding, curiosity and generosity. He believes
that cooking should inspire confidence rather
than intimidation, and that authentic flavour
is achieved through mastery of technique,
respect for ingredients and an appreciation
of culinary tradition. His passion for sharing
knowledge has encouraged countless home
cooks and aspiring chefs to discover the joy
of cooking with confidence and creativity.

In this exclusive interview, Chef Steven
Heap reflects on the experiences that have
shaped his extraordinary career, his enduring
love for Indian cuisine, the importance of
protecting culinary heritage, and his vision
for the future of South Asian food in Britain.
His insights offer not only a fascinating
glimpse into the life of an accomplished
chef, but also a compelling reminder that
food has the power to connect cultures,
preserve traditions and inspire generations
to come.
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Chef Steven Heap’s Indian
menu delivers an outstanding
balance of authentic spice and
comforting classics. The starters
and sides display true mastery of
flavour. The Tarka Dhal is rich
and aromatic, while the Onion
Bhajis and Samosas
achieve a flawless,
golden crispness.

As captured the
photo above, the
main dishes feature
beautifully glossy,
slow-simmered gra-
vies that avoid heavy
artificial colours.
Every dish can be tai-
lored perfectly to your
preferred spice level.
Elegant, authentic, and highly
satisfying, this menu offers a
premium dining experience that
is perfect for any occasion.

Began his
culinary career in
an Indian
restaurant at

just 14 years
old.

Chef Steven Heap is an inspiring culinary ambassador whose
passion, knowledge and dedication continue to elevate
_ British and South Asian gastronomy worldwide.

You started working in Indian restaurants

at just 14 years old. What first sparked
your passion for food, and how did those
early experiences shape the chef you are
today?

Starting work in an Indian restaurant at the
age of 14 was a defining experience for me
and played a major role in shaping the chef
I would become. It sparked my passion for
food, but perhaps more importantly, it taught
me that a successful food business is about
far more than what appears on the plate.

At a young age, I began to understand
the importance of teamwork,
organisation, product selection,
consistency, and the systems
that operate behind the scenes.
Delivering a dish that exceeds
a guest’s expectations requires
countless elements to come
together successfully long befo-
re the cooking even begins.

Those early lessons have
stayed with me throughout
my career. They taught me
that being a chef is not simply
about creating great food; it’s
about understanding the bigger
picture of hospitality and
recognising how every part of
an operation contributes to the
guest experience. While the industry conti-
nues to evolve and new challenges emerge,
the fundamentals I learned at 14 remain as
relevant today as they were then.

Having visited almost 70 countries, one
of the most fascinating aspects of travel for
me has always been seeking out traditional
foods and the people who continue to make
them in the same way their parents, grandpa-

rents, and even earlier generations did.

What I find particularly inspiring is the
consistency and pride that many cultures
maintain in their culinary heritage. In many
parts of the world, food is deeply connected
to tradition, and recipes and techniques are
preserved rather than constantly reinvented.
This contrasts with some Western food mo-
vements, where trends and styles can evolve
rapidly. Neither approach is right or wrong,
but I have always been drawn to cuisines
that remain closely connected to their roots.

Watching people practise their craft day
after day has had a profound influence on
my cooking philosophy. Whether it’s some-
one making rotis at a roadside stall in Delhi,
preparing falafel in Egypt, or producing a
regional speciality that has remained largely
unchanged for generations, there is somet-
hing remarkable about the dedication to
mastering a single craft through repetition
and experience.

In many warmer countries, often, food
preparation takes place in full view of the
public, allowing you to sit with a coffee and
simply observe. Some of my most valuable
lessons have come not from professional
kitchens, but from watching these everyday
artisans work with confidence, efficiency,
and an instinctive understanding of their
craft.

These experiences have reinforced my
belief that great cooking is not always about
complexity or innovation. Often, it is about
respecting tradition, understanding ingre-
dients, and striving for consistency —quali-
ties that continue to shape both my cooking
style and my approach to food today.

You are known for your deep involvement
in South Asian curry cuisine. What con-

"GREAT COOKING IS NOT ALWAYS ABOUT
COMPLEXITY OR INNOVATION."
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Chef Steven Heap
celebrates another
milestone in his
distinguished
culinary career,
proudly holding his
award and certificate
after recognition for
his skill, dedication
and contribution to
the food industry:.
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tinues to inspire you about this culinary
tradition after more than 30 years?

Indian food is where my culinary journey
began, and after more than 35
years, it continues to inspire
me as much as ever. One of
the reasons is the sheer scale
and diversity of India’s food
culture. With its vast geography,
enormous population, and influ-
ences that extend across South
Asia and beyond, the variety of
dishes, ingredients, and cooking
traditions is almost endless.

I’ve always found it fascina-
ting that the Indian restaurant
menus we became familiar
with in Britain represent only a
tiny fraction of what India has
to offer. Those Anglo-Indian
favourites became popular for a
reason, but they were selected from thousan-
ds of regional dishes, many of which remain
relatively unknown outside their place of
origin.

What makes Indian cuisine so remarkable

* Has travelled to
nearly 70
Countri
es studying

authentic
regional
cuisines.

is its ability to reflect geography, climate,
religion, history, and local ingredients. Every
region has its own identity, traditions, and
flavours, creating a culinary
landscape that is incredibly
rich and diverse. As migration
patterns continue to evolve,
we’re also seeing a wider
range of authentic regional
cuisines being introduced
particularly in countries such
as the UK.

Perhaps the greatest source
of inspiration for me is that
there is always more to
learn. Even after decades of
studying and cooking Indian
food, I still regularly discover
dishes and techniques that
are completely new to me. It
is a cuisine that continually
challenges, educates, and
surprises you. In many ways, that’s what
keeps the passion alive. You could spend a
lifetime exploring Indian food and still only
scratch the surface. Very few culinary tradi-
tions offer that depth, diversity, and endless

“YOU COULD SPEND A LIFETIME EXPLORING IN-
DIAN FOOD AND STILL ONLY SCRATCH THE SUR-

FACE.”
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opportunity for discovery.

You have competed in culinary competi-
tions since 2017, including the Culinary
World Cup and the UK Curry Champi-
onships. How has competing helped you
grow as a chef?

Participating in the Curry Awards has been
both personally rewarding and professional-
ly valuable. As a private chef, I understand
that continuous improvement is essential.
Feedback from clients and guests helps me
refine my services, develop new ideas, and
constantly raise my standards. However,
there is nothing quite like the pressure and
intensity of a professional cooking compe-
tition.

Competitions push me far beyond my
comfort zone. Knowing that you will be
competing against
some of the most
talented chefs in

. Specialises /8| the industry creates

a unique sense of

I ndian, focus and deter-
Middle Eastern, | epimiigd

detail matters, from

Caribbean, Far selecting the right

ingredients and de-
Eas fern and veloping the concept
Ita lian CuiSine of a dish to refining
: the presentation
and ensuring every
element delivers
exceptional flavour.
The preparation
process itself is one
of the most valuable
aspects of competing. It requires extensive
planning, testing, and practice. There are
always contingency plans and adjustments
to consider, and what starts as Plan A can
sometimes become Plan D by the time com-
petition day arrives. That challenge forces

Chef Steven Heap brings
decades of experience,
precision and passion to
the kitchen, presenting
dishes that reflect his deep
connection to South Asian
cuisine and competitive
culinary excellence.

"PROFESSIONAL-QUALITY FOOQOD IS NOT
RESERVED FOR PROFESSIONAL KITCHENS.”
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The Ultimate

British Indian Restaurant

Cookery Guide

Over 100 Recipes, Tips & Techniques

Steven Heap

The Ultimate British Indian
Restaurant Cookery Guide

is an excellent resource for
anyone wanting to recreate
authentic BIR-style curries

at home. Steven Heap expla-
ins the essential techniques,
from preparing base sauces to
mastering spice blends, in a
clear and approachable way.
The step-by-step recipes are
easy to follow, making even
complex dishes achievable for
home cooks. With over 100 re-
cipes covering curries, breads,
rice, starters and more, this
book offers fantastic value.

A must-have for curry lovers
who want restaurant-quality
results from their own kitchen
with confidence and consis-
tency.

you to think creatively, solve problems under
pressure, and strive for a level of excellen-
ce that is difficult to replicate in everyday
service.

What I enjoy most is the excitement and
adrenaline that comes with preparing for and
participating in these events. The experience
pushes me to continually develop my skills
and explore new ideas. It is a level of pres-
sure that I rarely encounter elsewhere, and I
believe it makes me a better chef as a result.

Professionally, recognition
through competitions can also
enhance credibility and help
clients understand the level of
commitment and passion that
goes into my work. Ultimately,
the awards are about much
more than accolades; they rep-
resent a commitment to growth,
creativity, and the pursuit of
excellence, both in the kitchen
and in the services I provide to
my clients.

You have written ten books
on Indian cooking. What
motivated you to become

an author, and what do you
hope readers take away from
your work?

My motivation for becoming an author
came from a lifelong passion for food and a
desire to create the kind of books I wished
I had access to earlier in my career. Like
many chefs and food enthusiasts, I have read
countless cookbooks over the years. While
many are excellent, I often found myself
wishing for books that were more concise,
more practical, and focused on recipes and
techniques that people could confidently
recreate at home.

I wanted to write books that removed
unnecessary complexity and presented infor-
mation in a straightforward, accessible way.
My goal has always been to show readers
that professional-quality food is not reserved
for professional kitchens. With the right
guidance, clear instructions, and an unders-
tanding of a few key principles, anyone can
achieve excellent results.

* Has more
than 35 years of
experience wi
th South As

ian cooking.

Beyond the recipes themselves, I also
wanted to share the knowledge and insights
that would have accelerated my own lear-
ning journey. Much of the information in
my books is the kind of advice, techniques,
and understanding that I would have loved
to have discovered years earlier. If I can
help readers avoid common mistakes, build
confidence, and progress more quickly in
their cooking, then I feel I have achieved my
objective.

Ultimately, I hope readers
come away feeling inspired,
informed, and empowered.
Whether they are trying a new
cuisine, mastering a technique
they once found intimidating,
or simply looking for reliable
recipes they can return to
time and time again, I want
my books to become trusted
resources that help make
cooking both enjoyable and
achievable.

Your cookery classes are
consistently popular and
often sell out. What do you
enjoy most about teaching
people to cook?

What I enjoy most about teaching pe-
ople to cook is seeing the confidence and
enthusiasm they gain throughout the class.
My cookery courses are designed around
creating a complete meal, with a variety of
flavours, textures, colours, and techniques,
giving participants a well-rounded cooking
experience rather than simply teaching a
single dish.

I believe cooking should be enjoyable
and accessible, so I teach at a relaxed and
informal pace that allows even complete
beginners to follow along comfortably. One
of the most rewarding things to hear at the
end of a class is, “That was much easier than
I thought,” followed closely by, “I can’t wait
to cook this for my family.”

While there are countless recipes, videos,
and tutorials available online, I believe
there is something uniquely powerful about

"COOKING SHOULD BE ENJOYABLE
AND ACCESSIBLE.”
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learning in person. A cookery class is about
much more than following instructions; it’s
a shared experience. People remember the
day, the conversations, the dishes they cre-
ated, and the people they cooked alongside.
That personal interaction creates a lasting
impact that is difficult to replicate through a
screen or a book.

For me, the greatest reward is seeing par-
ticipants leave feeling inspired, kitchen-con-
fident, and excited to cook. If someone
finishes a class with a better understanding
of ingredients, greater confidence in their
abilities, and a genuine enthusiasm to recrea-
te dishes at home, then I feel I have achieved
exactly what I set out to do.

You have cooked for international artists
such as Sting, Wiz Khalifa, Paramore, and
ASAP Rocky. Are there any memorable
experiences from your work as a touring
chef that stand out?

Having had the opportunity
to cook on tour for artists such
as ASAP Rocky, Wiz Khalifa,
Paramore and Sting, people
often assume the most memo-
rable aspect is working with
high-profile performers. While
that is certainly a privilege,
what stands out most to me is
the incredible teamwork, dedi-
cation, and endurance required
behind the scenes to make a
tour successful.

Tour catering is one of the
most physically demanding
environments I have ever
worked in. A typical day begins
with breakfast service, moves
straight into lunch preparations, then dinner
service, before packing down and travelling
overnight to the next city to do it all again.
Sleep is often limited, and there can be
several consecutive days without a meanin-
gful break.

What many people don’t realise is the she-
er physical and mental challenge involved.
Even for someone who is fit and accustomed
to hard work, spending long days on your
feet in a busy kitchen, often for multiple
days in succession, is an extraordinary test
of endurance. There comes a point where
you wonder how you will possibly find the
energy for the next day, yet somehow you
do. You discover that there is always another
level of resilience to draw upon.

* Author of
ten acclaimed
books on
Indian

cuisine.

For me, the most memorable lesson from
touring is the importance of teamwork.
Every successful service depends on a group
of people working together under pressure,
adapting to changing circumstances, and
maintaining consistently high standards
regardless of fatigue or location.

There is also an incredible sense of achie-
vement when a tour comes to an end. After
days or weeks of intense work, travel, and
commitment, the feeling of having success-
fully delivered throughout the entire schedu-
le is immensely rewarding. The adrenaline,
camaraderie, and satisfaction of overcoming
such a demanding challenge often stay with
you long after the tour itself has finished.

The Birmingham Balti has become an
important part of your story through your
work with the Association for the Prote-
ction of the Authentic Birmingham Balti.
Why is preserving this culinary heritage
so important?

The Balti curry holds a very
special place in Birmingham’s
culinary identity, and the
UNESCO application reflects
just how significant its cul-
tural and historical value is.
‘What makes the Balti unique
is that it is not defined by a
single recipe, but rather by
a distinct cooking technique
and the use of a specific pan
— the Balti bowl — which
allows the ingredients to cook
quickly at high heat, creating
a characteristic Maillard effect
around the edges.

Originating in Birmingham
in the mid-1970s, the Balti reached its peak
popularity through the 1980s and into the
early 2000s. During that time, it became a
defining feature of the city’s dining culture.
In more recent years, its prominence has
declined somewhat, as dining trends have
evolved and new styles of South Asian res-
taurants and “Desi pubs” have become more
widespread.

‘What makes the Balti particularly signi-
ficant, however, is not just the dish itself,
but the craftsmanship and heritage behind
it. The Balti bowl is an integral part of the
experience — traditionally handmade in
Birmingham by a long-established manufac-
turer with over a century of history. The fact
that the dish is both cooked and served in

"GREAT FOOD COMES FROM MASTERING
TECHNIQUE, UNDERSTANDING INGREDIENTS
AND COOKING WITH CONFIDENCE."
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Chef Steven Heap applies
the finishing touch with
quiet precision, reflecting
a culinary philosophy built
on technique, respect for
ingredients and decades of
experience.

the same vessel is central to its identity and

authenticity.

far the appeal and cultural significance of the

Balti has travelled.

From a cultural perspective, the Balti

represents far more than a
popular curry. It is a symbol
of Birmingham’s industrial
heritage, its immigrant culi-
nary influence, and its ability
to bring communities together
through food. It stands as a
true example of how a city can
create a culinary tradition that
is both practical and iconic,
rooted in place, history, and
craftsmanship.

It is a pleasure to be invol-
ved in this movement through
my own Balti cookery classes,
where participants learn about
the history of the dish, cook it
themselves, and then take their

o [nternational
private chef,
caterer and
culinary

educator.

creation home to share. These classes help

keep the tradition alive in a very hands-on
and accessible way. I have welcomed guests
from all over the world, including as far
afield as Switzerland, highlighting just how

Food culture is constantly
evolving. What trends do
you see shaping the future of
South Asian cuisine in the UK
over the next decade?

Indian food culture is one
of the most dynamic and
constantly evolving culinary
landscapes in the world. Lo-
oking ahead over the next 10
years, I believe we are going to
see significant changes in both
how Indian food is perceived
and how it is experienced, par-
ticularly in the UK and other
parts of the world.

One of the key shifts already
underway is the growing diver-
sity of regional Indian cuisines

being introduced to wider audiences. With

increased migration from the Indian subcon-
tinent, there is a clearer distinction emerging
between what is often referred to as “authen-

"AUTHENTICITY AND INNOVATION SHOULD
EXIST SIDE BY SIDE.”
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tic” regional Indian cooking and the more
established Anglo-Indian restaurant staples
that have dominated menus since the 1970s.
Many of these newer restaurants are offering
dishes that reflect genuine home-style coo-
king from specific regions, giving diners a
much broader and more accurate picture of
Indian food culture.

As more people are exposed to this wider
spectrum of flavours and traditions, I believe
the benchmark for what is considered
“authentic” will naturally rise. This greater
awareness and understanding will encourage
both chefs and diners to explore beyond the
familiar classics and engage more deeply
with the true diversity of Indian cuisine.

At the same time, we are already seeing
the growth of modern interp-
retations and fusion concepts,
where Indian flavours are
being combined with other
global influences. This trend is

rants that do a great job of pushing creativity
while still staying true to their roots. They
innovate with technique, presentation, and
refinement, but the food still clearly looks,
feels, and tastes like Indian cuisine. To me,
that balance is really important.

I think the strongest direction for Indian
food is not about choosing between tradition
and innovation, but combining both —res-
pecting authentic flavours, regional identity,
and cultural context, while still allowing
space for modern expression and refinement.

Looking ahead, what are the goals and
projects that excite you most, and what
legacy would you like to leave within the
culinary world?

If I was to ask what excites
me in terms of projects in the
future and what legacy would I
leave to the world, what would

C COOkedfOI" I say?
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Indian food will be defined by
both authenticity and inno-
vation — a balance between
preserving traditional regional
identities while also embracing
creative new expressions of
flavour and presentation.

As a British chef working within a cuisine
that has strong South Asian roots, how do
you balance authenticity with creativity
and innovation?

From my observation, it’s very possible
for Indian food to evolve and be creative
while still staying rooted in its traditions —
but it requires a sense of balance and respect
for where the cuisine comes from.

In some higher-end Indian restaurants in
Britain, you do see a lot of experimentati-
on. Sometimes the dishes are priced quite
highly, and visually they can move so far
into modern or global fine dining styles that
you might not immediately recognise them
as Indian food. That kind of innovation can
be interesting, but it also risks losing the
connection to the identity and familiarity
that make Indian food what it is.

At the same time, there are also restau-

convenience food is everyw-
here, and while that’s unders-
tandable given how busy life
is, it’s also led to many people
becoming quite disconnected
from real ingredients and basic
cooking skills. I don’t see the answer as
rejecting modern food systems, but rather
balancing them by making it easier and
more appealing for people to get back into
cooking for themselves.

What excites me is the idea that small
changes—learning a few simple recipes,
understanding ingredients, gaining confiden-
ce in the kitchen—can genuinely improve
people’s health and their relationship with
food. If you understand food better, you tend
to make better choices without it feeling like
a restriction.

If there’s any kind of legacy I’d want to
leave, it would be helping to make that feel
normal again: showing that cooking healthy
food from scratch isn’t complicated, it do-
esn’t have to take hours, and it can actually
be something people enjoy rather than avoid.

"FOOD HAS THE POWER TO PRESERVE CULTURE
AND BRING COMMUITIES TOGETHER."
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Chef Steven Heap brings
focus, craftsmanship and
a lifetime of culinary
experience to every
plate, balancing tradition
with thoughtful modern

refinement.

Bonus question: If you could
prepare one signature dish
that best represents your
culinary journey, what would
it be, and what story would
it tell?

If I had to choose one sig-
nature dish that represents my
journey, it would be the Balti.

For me, it is far more than
just a curry. It represents a dish
that was born and developed
in Britain, particularly in Bir-
mingham, yet looks to the East
for its ingredients, influences,
and cooking techniques. In
many ways, it is a true reflection of modern
British food culture — shaped by migration,
heritage, and adaptation, while still deeply
rooted in tradition.

The Balti also reflects everything I value
as a chef. It is about technique rather than
complexity, precision rather than excess, and
respect for ingredients and process. The met-
hod of cooking in a thin steel bowl at high

Y promsaor

* Competed in
prestigious
events including
the Culinary

World Cup and
UK Curr
Championships.
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heat, creating intense flavour
in a short space of time, is
both simple and skilled at the
same time. It is food that re-
lies on understanding, timing,
and discipline rather than
unnecessary complication.

On a personal level, it also
connects directly to my work
with Balti cookery classes and
my involvement in preserving
and promoting its cultural
significance. It is a dish that
I have not only cooked pro-
fessionally, but also taught to
others, helping people unders-
tand its history, technique, and
relevance today.

Ultimately, the Balti tells the story of my
journey as a chef: rooted in Indian culinary
tradition, shaped in Britain, influenced by
decades of experience, and driven by a
belief that great food should be accessible,
meaningful, and true to its origins.

“THE BALTI REPRESENTS EVERYTHING
| VALUE AS A CHEFR"
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