
52  JEWISHRENAISSANCE.ORG.UK APRIL 2017

U
Y

EN
 L

U
U

; I
SA

BE
LL

E 
R

O
SE

 N
EI

L

Gateway to flavours of the East
After years of providing some of the best vegetarian food in London, the Indo-Iraqi brothers behind 
The Gate restaurant are opening a third venue. Linda Dangoor hears their unusual story

T here is more to food than recipes 
and eating. Food defines us;  
it recounts our history as well as  

our influences and our interaction with  
the world. Food, like music and language, 
is an expression of a culture, something 
that says “home”.

This is how my conversation with 
restaurateur Michael Daniel began. Sitting 
in The Gate, his new – and third – London 
restaurant, which has opened in the West 
End’s Seymour Place, we talked about 
our cultural backgrounds: mine Iraqi; his 
Indo-Iraqi. We talked about how, out of 
respect for the older generation, we call the 
friends of our parents ‘auntie’ and ‘uncle’ 
even when they aren’t; how food and eating 
together have been an important part of 
our lives; and how respect for bread, a 
symbol for all foods, was instilled in us.

Michael, 50, and his older brother 
Adrian (who is also his business partner) 
are part of a large Indo-Iraqi Jewish family. 
In the early 19th century, trade with 
India and the Far East was thriving. Many 
Iraqi Jews went East: to India, Shanghai 

and Burma either because of religious 
persecution in Iraq or to seek new business 
opportunities. Michael and Daniel’s Iraqi 
forebears went to Calcutta to join the Iraqi 
community there. Their parents knew 
each other in Calcutta. They met again in 
London, where they married and settled  
in the late 1950s.

Michael and his six siblings were 
brought up in a traditional kosher home; 
and because of their father’s passion 
for Israel, they received a strong Zionist 
upbringing. The weekly ritual of Shabbat 
was, and still is, central to their family. 
Times were hard, but their parents often 
welcomed friends on Friday night. Michael 
says his grandmother was 
always in the kitchen and 
“the amazing smells of 
spices, garlic and onions” 
wafted out. “But we boys 
weren’t allowed in the 
kitchen. In fact, 
my grandmother 
thought it was 
unbecoming to 

have men working in the kitchen.” 
He remembers meals as being “mostly 

vegetable curries and rice. But the main 
meal was on Shabbat. It was chicken 
stuffed with spicy rice and giblets. The 
cavity would be sewn up and the chicken, 
buried in a large pot of rice mixed with 
turmeric, ginger and cumin, was slow-
cooked overnight. We call it chamin. It was 
made to last over several days”. This is very 
similar to the Iraqi t’beet dish that I grew 
up with, except for the addition of ginger – 
an intrinsic part of Indian cooking – which 
we didn’t use in Baghdad.

Iraqi cooking influences much of 
what Michael and his family 

still eat today. With Pesach 
in mind, I asked him what 
he puts in the Passover 
meal’s sweet dish, haroset. 

“Date syrup and crushed 
walnuts. We call 
it hallek, just like 
you Babylonian 
Jews!” he 
replied. 

Of another dish, for Shavuot: “We 
make a semolina halva and a kahi.” Kahi 
is also the Shavuot food of my childhood 
in Baghdad: a sweet made with thin sheets 
of pastry, brushed with butter and folded 
twice, then sprinkled with sugar and fried.

Michael attended a Jewish school but 
left at an early age. He travelled to Israel, 
became a hippy and a vegetarian “earning 
my money picking olives… and hanging out 
in the desert with the Bedouins.” Despite 
his London Jewish upbringing, he felt an 
affinity with the Arab Bedouin culture. 
“Even today”, he confesses, “I feel more 
at home eating in Edgware Road than in 
Golders Green!” 

How would he define his identity? 
“I am an Indo-Iraqi-British Jew,” he says 
without hesitation. “I want my children  
to know where they come from. Roots are 
very important.”

The brothers had not planned on 
becoming restaurateurs. In 1989, whilst 
Michael was in Israel, Adrian found a 
small space in London to rent and decided 
that this could be an opportunity for 
them to work together. So more than 
a decade before Ottolenghi became a 
household name and well before the craze 
of the British ‘foodie’ revolution, Michael 
and Adrian opened their vegetarian 
restaurant, The Gate, 
on the second floor 
of a Rudolf Steiner 
Community Centre in 
Hammersmith. Neither 
were professional cooks or 
had any experience in running  
a restaurant.

It was hard work: Michael and Adrian 
did the cooking as well as the serving 
and shopping. Brought up on the food 
of their grandmothers and parents, they 
had a passion for their traditional family 
dishes and tried to incorporate them into 
the menu. The food was simple vegetarian 
fare of Middle Eastern, Italian and Indian 
influence, which bore no resemblance to 
the sophisticated dishes the restaurant 
produces today.

“We were kosher at home, so the easiest 
route to take for the restaurant was the 
vegetarian option. At first, we cooked 

lasagne, falafel, hummus 
and pies and quiches. One of 
our most popular dishes was 
called A Slice of Heaven: a pie 
made with short crust pastry 
filled with layers of onions, 
garlic, spinach, tomatoes, 
cheese and sesame seeds. 
People loved it.”

Their watershed moment 
came three years after they 
opened the restaurant, when 

they were given the Time Out award 
for the best vegetarian meal in London. 
Michael was both happy and terrified. The 
restaurant had been developing at a gentle 
pace. With the publicity of the award, 
the brothers had to think of new ways to 
develop the venture. 

To lure people up to the second floor 
they played loud rock ‘n’ roll and Motown 
music, which caught the attention of 
passers-by – especially those working at the 
nearby Apollo theatre. Also, the restaurant 
did not have an alcohol licence. But their 
Middle Eastern culture of generosity 
prevailed and for those who asked for 
alcohol, they served a free glass of wine to 
go with the meal. It went down well. 

The Gate went from strength to 
strength. There were many music studios 
nearby and the restaurant began attracting 
people in the music business, including 
Paul McCartney and Madonna, as well 
as everyone from Jews to Jains who were 
looking for vegetarian kosher fare. In 2012 
the brothers opened a sister restaurant in 
Islington, and last December they opened 
in Seymour Place.

The Gate’s food is delicious and 
creative. It reflects the brothers’ diverse 
culinary heritage: Indo-Iraqi Jewish – with 
touches of French, Japanese and Italian 
flavours. Dishes are eye-catching. On the 
day I ate at the new restaurant, I had the 
mezze platter and was bowled over by 

the exquisite flavours of 
each ingredient. I tried a 
heavenly miso aubergine 
dish that was finished 
with toasted cashew nuts 
and ponzu sauce, and 

accompanied by couscous and feta fritters 
with a Moroccan-style carrot puree. As a 
cook, I know that it takes a lot of ingenuity 
to prepare a delicious vegetarian meal. 

Although I was born in Iraq, and my 
journey differs from Michael’s, I felt an 
affinity with this generous and passionate 
food lover who has been in the business  
for 27 years.  n

Linda Dangoor is a writer and ceramicist. She is 
on the panel of Food, Exile and Memory with The 
Gate’s Michael Daniel, Claudia Roden and Sami 
Zubaida on Tuesday 13 June at the Jewish Museum 
London. www.jewishmuseum.org.uk. See What’s 
Happening p58.

“To lure people up 
they played loud 
rock ‘n’ roll”

THE GATE’S 
COUSCOUS 
FRITTERS & 
MOROCCAN 
CARROT PURÉE 

Bring some Indo-Iraqi flavours 
into your kitchen with this 
couscous recipe (picture left) 

THE PURÉE INGREDIENTS
40ml vegetable stock
500g carrot, diced
1 large onion, diced 
1 tsp ground cumin 
1 tbsp vegetable oil
1 tbsp smoked paprika
1 red pepper, chopped 
salt & pepper
½ tsp turmeric powder 

METHOD

1 Fry the vegetables over medium  
heat in vegetable oil in a heavy 

bottom pan.

2Add the other ingredients and 
reduce until almost no liquid 

remains. Cool down. Place in a 
blender, purée and season.

COUSCOUS BALLS INGREDIENTS
250g feta cheese
1 green chilli, chopped
75g couscous
2 eggs
100g plain flour
3 cloves of garlic, minced
1 lemon, juiced, and its zest 
½ a bunch of mint, chopped 
250g onion, diced
150g breadcrumbs
1 bunch of parsley, chopped 
salt & pepper
10ml vegetable oil

METHOD

1 Fry the onions and then cool down. 
Blend the cooked onion, herbs, 

lemon juice, lemon zest, and feta 
cheese in a food processor until well 
mixed. Move to a mixing bowl and add 
the couscous. Mix well and season. 
Refrigerate for 2 hours.

2 Shape into about 20 balls and 
refrigerate for 10 minutes. Prepare 

separate bowls of flour, eggs (beaten) 
and breadcrumbs. Place the balls in the 
flour, then the eggs, and finish in the 
breadcrumbs. 

3Before serving, deep-fry balls in 
vegetable oil until golden, and 

serve with the carrot purée.

The Gate 22-24 Seymour Place,  
W1H 7NL. 020 7724 6656  
www.thegaterestaurants.com. 

Clockwise: Indo-Iraqi inspired dishes; couscous balls 
(see recipe opposite); Michael and Adrian Daniel
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