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Ahmed combines 
entrepreneurial instinct 

with remarkable resilience, 
protecting his family’s 

culinary heritage while 
confidently preparing 

Bombay for a new 
generation.

THE 
BOMBAY 
STORY
AN EXCLUSIVE 
INTERVIEW 
WITH IFTEHER AHMED
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45 Years Is Only Part of the Bombay Story

IFTAHAR AHMED
He Grew Up at Bombay. 

Now He’s Preparing It for the Next Generation.

Few restaurants earn the privilege of 
becoming part of a town’s identity. 
Bombay Restaurant in Leam-
ington Spa has done precisely 
that. For more than four decades, 
the family-run establishment has 
welcomed generations of diners, 
weathered profound changes in 
Britain’s restaurant industry and 

continued to evolve without surrendering the 
traditions that first established its reputation. 
At the heart of that remarkable journey is 
Iftahar Ahmed, a restaurateur whose under-
standing of hospitality has been shaped not 
in a classroom, but through a lifetime spent 
on the restaurant floor, behind the scenes and 
alongside his family.

Ahmed’s story is one of persistence, 
instinct and an admirable respect for legacy. 
Beginning as a teenager working part-time 
in the restaurant founded by his father and 
uncle in 1980, he gradually assumed greater 
responsibility and helped transform Bombay 
for a new generation. His approach has 
never been simply to preserve what came 
before. He has modernised the restaurant, 
embraced digital marketing, encouraged 
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culinary experimentation and invested in the 
business even during the uncertainty of the 
pandemic.

That willingness to evolve is perhaps best 
illustrated by Bombay’s cooking. Traditional 
curries remain important, but Ahmed be-
lieves diners should experience the individ-
ual character of spices rather than simply 
overwhelming heat. At the same time, 
creations such as the restaurant’s Signature 
Sea Bass demonstrate a confidence to move 
beyond convention, bringing together crisp 
fish, mustard marinade, fresh fruit salsa and 
balsamic notes in an unexpectedly harmoni-
ous dish.

What is particularly impressive about 
Ahmed, however, is the pride he takes in the 
achievements of others. He speaks warmly 
of his son-in-law’s development as a chef 
and of his daughter’s growing responsibility 
within the business. Awards matter to him, 
but ensuring that another generation can 
carry Bombay forward appears to matter 
even more.

For Taste Asia, Ahmed represents some-
thing increasingly valuable in hospitality: a 

Iftehar Ahmed 
reflects on Bombay 

Restaurant’s 45-year 
journey, revealing 
how family, fresh 

ingredients, 
calculated risks, 

innovation and old-
fashioned hospitality 

have helped a 
Leamington Spa 

institution evolve 
across generations.
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restaurateur who understands that longevity 
cannot be achieved through tradition alone. 
It requires consistency, adaptation, courage 
and genuine affection for the people who 
walk through the door.

Our conversation with Iftahar Ahmed 
reveals the determination behind one of 
Leamington Spa’s enduring Indian restau-
rants — and a family legacy that, after more 
than 45 years, is still being written.
 Tell us a little about yourself and how 
you became involved with Bombay Res-
taurant.

I have been in the UK since I was about 
six years old, and my family has been here 
for many years. In 1980, my father and 
uncle opened Bombay Restaurant.

I was still at school at the time, but when I 
was around 14 or 15, I started working part-
time at the restaurant. After leaving school, 
I joined the business full-time and worked 
alongside my father and uncle.

As the years went by, I gradually took on 
more responsibility and eventually helped 
take Bombay to another level. It has been a 
wonderful journey. Bombay has remained 
in our family for more than 45 years, and I 
am very proud that we have kept that legacy 
alive.

The next generation is now involved too. 
My daughter works in the business, and 
my son-in-law is an important part of the 
restaurant as well. For me, seeing the family 
continue what my father and uncle started is 
very special.
 Bombay Restaurant has been part of Le-
amington Spa since 1980. What inspired 
your family to open the restaurant, and 
what do you remember about those early 

days?
The restaurant was originally opened by 

my father and uncle. Before that, mem-
bers of the family worked in car factories, 
including Jaguar. They wanted to become 
self-employed and build something of their 
own.

When the opportunity came to take on a 
restaurant in Leamington Spa, they decided 
to go for it. My older brother was also a 
chef, so there was already some experience 
within the family.

I think the main motivation was inde-
pendence — having our own place, working 
for ourselves and creating something that 
could grow over time. That was really where 
the Bombay story began.
 Indian dining in Britain has changed enor-
mously over the past four decades. How 
has Bombay adapted while protecting its 
traditional flavours?

It has changed tremendously. When I first 
became involved, Indian restaurants could 
be busy until three or four o’clock in the 
morning. People would come after pubs and 
nightclubs to have a curry.

Over time, that changed. Kebab shops 
and other late-night food businesses became 
more popular, and Indian restaurants grad-
ually became less about eating after a night 
out and more about having a proper dining 
experience.

We adapted our opening hours according-
ly. Bombay used to stay open until around 
three in the morning on Fridays and Satur-
days. Eventually we reduced the hours, first 
to midnight and later to around 11pm.

Today, people come at six or seven in the 
evening because they want to sit down, relax 

“YOU CAN STUDY AND GET A DEGREE, BUT 
WHEN YOU’RE IN THE PRACTICAL FIELD, YOU 

LEARN MORE.”

• A Story Beginning in 1980 — 
Bombay was established by Ahmed’s 
father and uncle, with Ahmed joining 
the restaurant while still a teenager.

• Learning Through Experience 
— Ahmed believes decades on the 

restaurant floor taught him lessons no 
business textbook could provide.
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and enjoy the whole experience. It is much 
more about food, service and atmosphere.

We have also continued updating the res-
taurant. Every year we make improvements 
and change certain things while keeping the 
character of Bombay.

Marketing has changed too. Years ago, 
restaurants simply opened their doors and 
waited for customers. Today you have Ins-
tagram, Facebook, websites and many other 
ways of communicating with people. You 
have to appeal to both your long-standing 
customers and the younger generation.
 Bombay’s walls display an extraordinary 
collection of awards. Which achievements 
mean the most to you personally?

There are probably two that mean the 
most to me.

One is winning Restaurant of the Year. For 
me, that was a huge achievement because 
Bombay is a family restaurant. My parents 
and the generation before me worked ex-
tremely hard, but in those days there wasn’t 
the same focus on marketing, competitions 
or social media. They opened the restaurant, 
served their customers, closed the doors and 
went home.

One of our most 
memorable moments 
came after the interview, 
when we shared dinner 
with him. He personally 
served another of his 
signature creations—a 
fragrant biryani flavoured 
with spinach, his favourite 
green ingredient.

• Adapting to Britain’s Changing 
Dining Culture — Bombay evolved from 
the era of post-nightclub curries to a more 

considered evening dining experience.

• Tradition With Innovation — 
Ahmed believes successful Indian 

restaurants must protect their culinary 
foundations while introducing new ideas.
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“GOOD INDIAN FOOD IS ABOUT BALANCE.”

Today, running a restaurant involves 
much more. You need to market the busi-
ness, enter competitions, maintain your 
online presence and continually promote 
what you are doing.

The other award that means a lot to me 
is the recognition our chef has received 
because the chef is my son-in-law. I helped 
train him in the industry and showed him 
many aspects of the business. What he has 
achieved during the past few years has been 
unbelievable.

Of course, those awards belong to him, 
but I also feel very proud because I have 
been there in the background encouraging 
him, suggesting new ideas and helping 
develop dishes.
 Your Signature Sea Bass is one of Bom-
bay’s most distinctive dishes. How did 
the idea come about?

Every year or year and a half, I like to 

review the menu and introduce new dishes. 
Innovation is important because customers 
want to see something new, although you 
still have to respect the traditions of Indian 
cooking.

We introduced the sea bass around two 
years ago. Whenever we develop something 
new, we experiment in the kitchen first. We 
cook it, taste it ourselves and discuss wheth-
er it works before putting it on the menu.

The Signature Sea Bass starter was 
developed with a chef friend of mine whom 
I had worked with years ago. We worked 
together on the idea of serving the sea bass 
with salsa. We tried it, liked the result and 
decided to put it on the menu.

It has worked extremely well. Sometimes 
you have to experiment and trust your 
instincts.
 After more than 45 years in hospitality, 
what have you learnt about running a suc-
cessful restaurant that you could never 
learn from a business book or cookery 
school?

Iftehar Ahmed 
outside his new 
restaurant The 

Queens Head in 
Bretford.
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“KEEP THE TRADITION, BUT ALSO HAVE THE INNOVATION. 

YOU HAVE TO HAVE THAT COMBINATION.”

Everything!
You can study, get qualifications and earn 

a degree, but practical experience teaches 
you things that a classroom cannot.

In this business, you have to think on 
your feet because so many things can 
happen at once. You might have a problem 
with the gas, staff issues, deliveries arriving, 
takeaway orders coming in and a restaurant 
full of customers — and you have to man-
age all of those things at the same time.

You need to think quickly and make 
decisions.

If someone asked me whether I would 
rather go back and study hospitality at col-
lege or learn through practical experience, I 
would choose practical experience.

Working in the restaurant teaches you 
everything from what happens in the kitch-
en to how the food reaches the table, how 
deliveries are managed and how your staff 
are performing.

You learn by being there.
 What is your favourite dish at Bombay?

I really like the Garlic Chilli Chicken 
Bhuna.

I also love spinach, so dishes such as 
Lamb Saag are among my favourites. I 
enjoy dishes where you can really taste the 
ingredients and the different spices rather 
than simply experiencing heat.
 What makes great Indian food?

It should not be over-spiced or excessive-
ly hot. The flavours should remain in your 
mouth, and you should be able to identify 
the different ingredients.

Sometimes customers automatically ask 
for a vindaloo because they think Indian 
food needs to be extremely hot. I often 
encourage them to try something milder so 
that they can actually taste the spices.

With dishes such as Madras or Jalfrezi, 
you can taste the meat, peppers, green chil-
lies and individual spices.

Once a curry becomes excessively hot, all 
you taste is chilli.

For me, good Indian food is about bal-
ance.
 How do you keep customers coming 
back after so many years?

Food and service are probably the two 
most important things.

You also have to keep your premises 
clean, attractive and up to date. Customers 
notice everything.

Consistency matters as well. People 
return because they know what kind of 
experience they are going to receive.
 What has been your proudest moment at 
Bombay Restaurant?

Winning major awards has certainly been 
one of my proudest moments.

We even received a letter from the Mayor 
congratulating us and recognising what 
Bombay has contributed to Leamington Spa.

Bombay has become part of the town. 
We have seen many restaurants come and 
go over the years, while we have continued 
through changing economic conditions, 
difficult periods and even COVID.

To come through all of that and still be 
here, still succeeding and still receiving 
recognition makes me extremely proud.
 Tradition or innovation — which matters 
more?

You need both.
You have to keep the tradition, but you 

also need innovation. The important thing is 
finding the right balance.

If you change too much, customers may 
not like it because they still want the fla-
vours and dishes they associate with Indian 
cuisine.

So you keep the foundations traditional 
while introducing new ideas carefully.
 What makes Bombay different from 
other Indian restaurants?

• A Fresh Approach — He remains 
closely involved with ingredients 

and places particular importance on 
freshness and quality.

• Signature Sea Bass — Developed 
through experimentation, the dish demonstrates 

Bombay’s willingness to move beyond 
conventional curry-house expectations

Iftehar Ahmed 
has spent decades 
helping transform 

Bombay Restaurant 
while protecting 
the family values 
on which it was 

founded.
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Quality is extremely important to us.
We use fresh ingredients, and I am still 

personally involved in sourcing produce. 
I go out to buy fresh vegetables, and my 
son-in-law and I are involved in sourcing 

fresh fish.
We try to avoid frozen ingre-

dients wherever possible.
I am also still actively 

involved in marketing and 
the overall direction of the 
business. Even after all 

these years, I like to know 
what is happening.

Bombay combines an 
Indian atmos-

phere and 
tradi-

tional 
food 
with 
the 

kind of service and dining experience Brit-
ish customers expect today.
 What is next for Bombay Restaurant?

We have already been nominated for 
another award, which is very exciting.

At one stage, I thought about expanding 
much more and making the business consid-
erably bigger. But sometimes bigger is not 
necessarily better.

Now I think the most important thing is 
protecting what we have built and making 
sure the next generation maintains the same 
standards.

My daughter and son-in-law are becom-
ing increasingly involved, and I want them 
to keep Bombay at the same level, continue 
entering awards, maintain the quality and 
always stay on top of the business.

That continuity is more important to me 
than simply opening as many restaurants as 
possible.
 How important is marketing to Bombay 
today?

Marketing is extremely important.
We have someone who helps us with our 

marketing, and we use social media as well 
as our own website. Everything is regularly 

• Courage During COVID — Despite 
enormous uncertainty, Ahmed invested in 
expanding the restaurant’s upstairs dining 

space.

• Awards With Personal Meaning — 
Recognition for both the restaurant and his 

son-in-law’s work in the kitchen carries 
particular significance for Ahmed.

“WE NEVER USE 
FROZEN STUFF.  
EVERYTHING IS 

FRESH.”

Iftahar Ahmed with his 
daughter Iftahara representing 
two generations of a family 

business whose Leamington Spa 
story began in 1980. 

Photo courtesy of 
Bombay Restaurant.
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updated, and we monitor how the business 
is performing.

I am still personally interested in market-
ing too.

The restaurant industry has changed. 
Years ago, you could simply open your 
doors and wait for people to walk in. Today, 
people discover restaurants online, look at 
photographs, read reviews and follow busi-
nesses on social media.

You have to keep communicating with 
your customers.
 Is there another moment in Bombay’s 
history that you are particularly proud of?

One of my proudest decisions came dur-
ing the COVID period.

We did very well with takeaway orders 
during lockdown, and when restaurants 
were eventually allowed to reopen under the 
government’s dining support schemes, we 
became incredibly busy.

Every weekend I was having to turn 
customers away because we simply did not 
have enough space.

I realised we were also losing large book-
ings, particularly around Christmas, because 
our downstairs dining room could only 
accommodate a limited number of people.

Despite all the uncertainty at the time, 
I decided to invest in opening the upstairs 
floor.

People questioned whether it was the 
right time to make such an investment 
because nobody knew what was going to 
happen with the economy or the restaurant 
industry.

But I believed that if we improved the 
restaurant and created additional space, it 
would benefit Bombay in the long term.

We completed the upstairs area and 

opened it just before Christmas. On our 
very first evening, we had a Christmas party 
upstairs.

That was a very proud moment for me. 
It showed that sometimes in business you 
have to believe in what you are doing, take 
a calculated risk and move forward even 
when circumstances are uncertain.

• The Next Generation — His 
daughter and son-in-law are increasingly 

important to Bombay’s future.

• Experience Over Expansion — His 
ambitions have matured from simply 

becoming bigger to preserving quality and 
ensuring the family legacy continues.

“BOMBAY IS PART OF LEAMINGTON.”

Tradition and 
innovation share 
the same table at 

Bombay, where 
familiar Indian 

flavours sit alongside 
imaginative 

contemporary 
creations.


