
be traced back to a childhood diet of traditional British food bought from 
Birmingham’s markets, combined with the flavours of the city’s famous Balti 
Triangle. Dishes like his trademark poached egg yolk with smoked haddock 
milk foam, cornflakes and curry oil reference his mother’s cooking (‘she 
used to cook haddock in milk and then use the milk to poach the eggs’), his 
childhood cereal snack habit (‘I’d have pockets full of Corn Flakes’) and his 
love of a good curry.

The presence of Corn Flakes on a Michelin-starred menu may 
seem out of place, but they speak to an important part of Birmingham’s 
manufacturing heritage. Historically it’s been a city synonymous with the 
production of traditional British food brands like HP Sauce, Bluebird Toffee 
and Bird’s Custard, and Purnell sees these products – and the people who 
made them – as a key factor in the city’s culinary development. 

‘It goes back to the working class roots,’ he says. ‘Birmingham was the 
industrial heart of England and people would come home from a hard day’s 
work and expect proper meals. Not having much money makes you turn 
to the cheaper ingredients and home-cooking, so I had rabbit more as a kid 
than I had chicken, and I’d have ox or pig’s liver braised with onions and 
lots of slow-cooked meals.’ 

And it’s not just the Michelin-starred chef who appreciates 
Birmingham’s culinary character. Eating habits have changed since Purnell’s 
childhood, but it’s still easy to see a close connection with food in the 
city. Take a walk to the indoor market, and once you get past the cheap 
underwear and badly printed Michael Jackson T-shirts there are hidden 
foodie gems like Global Produce, a stall selling hard-to-find ingredients like 
samphire, chicory, Thai basil and pea shoots.

‘Until very recently Birmingham got a lot 
of flack for its food scene,’ says Glynn Purnell 
– arguably Birmingham’s best-known chef 
– between slurps of peppermint tea. ‘In the past 
it’s been seen as a culinary desert, and if you’d 
told someone at the start of the decade that there 
would be three Michelin-starred restaurants in 
the city within 10 years, they’d probably have 
laughed in your face.’ 

He has a point. News of the city’s 
gastronomic rebirth still comes as a surprise to 
many, which is odd considering that it boasts, 
among other highlights, the aforementioned 

hat-trick of Michelin-starred restaurants (Purnell’s, Simpson’s and Turner’s), 
as well as Lasan (the Indian restaurant that triumphed in the latest series 
of Gordon Ramsay’s F Word ) plus enough market stalls, producers and 
importers to cover any ethnic essentials. And when, at the end of last year, 
the AA awarded three rosettes to newcomer Loves within four months of it 
opening, the expert critics praised Birmingham’s ‘thriving’ dining scene. 

It all adds up to an exciting food city, and Purnell himself has been 
instrumental in the revolution. He earned Birmingham its first Michelin 
star at Jessica’s in 2005 before winning The Great British Menu in 2009 along 
with a Michelin star for Purnell’s. But, as the chef points out, the city’s 
foodie credentials run much deeper than fine-dining accolades. 

‘There’s always been a big food culture here, it just needed coaxing out 
a bit,’ says the chef. The inspiration for his own award-winning food can 

It might not be the first place you’d think of for a gourmet getaway, but Rosie Birkett 
YummY Brummies

travels to the Midlands and finds Birmingham in the midst of a culinary explosion
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 Meal deal
Book in advance and you 
can get from London to 
Birmingham from just 
£7, then splash out on a 
special dinner in town
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You get the sense that Birmingham, with 
its ethnic mix, relatively low rents and capacity 
for reinvention, is an enabling place, and 
nothing confirms this more than Matthew 
Gilbert, a 23-year-old chef who has recently 
opened his own restaurant with brother Steve 
at Digbeth’s Custard Factory. A hub for the 
creative community, the Custard Factory 
houses a wide range of enterprises from artists’ 
collectives to skateboard shops, and Birmingham-
born Matthew saw the opportunity to create a 
contemporary, relaxed restaurant in the space. 

‘People are here because they want to achieve 
something personally,’ says Gilbert, who calls 
upon both his Caribbean and Brummy roots in 
his food, and is fiercely proud of having opened 

in his hometown. ‘I use British ingredients, but 
my influences come from everywhere,’ he says. 
‘Living in Birmingham you can’t have one sort of 
outlook on life. I serve Caribbean food, French 
food – I use Chinese influences, British flavours. 
There are so many different cuisines here. One 
day you might want spicy food and another day 
you might want something soft and gentle.’

So if you’re looking for an escape that offers 
both epicurean excitement and culinary variety, 
Birmingham awaits. Don’t expect to fall over fine 
food – Birmingham’s high streets are as packed 
with chain restaurants and coffee shops as any 
other British city’s – but go prepared and you’ll 
find an exciting and accessible city ready to show 
you its wares.

It’s here I meet stallholder Bing Sang. ‘We 
try to keep a variety of stock that a normal 
supermarket might not have,’ she tells me. 
‘People love to experiment with their cooking, 
and sometimes if they can’t get the ingredients 
they need they’ll come to us and we’ll get it for 
them. We do ingredients for Asian, Chinese, 
Japanese, Thai and Malaysian cooking, and we 
get a lot of repeat custom, with people asking 
advice on how to cook things.’

Nearby at Mr Fish’s poultry and game stall, 
fluffy grey wood pigeons – shot at a nearby estate 
– hang proudly, while at the fishmonger a bit 
further down, people stand devouring pots of 
cockles, crab meat and oysters. If these stalls were 
in London they’d be geared up for the swarms of 

tourists, but here they remain refreshingly free 
of frills. That’s not to say people don’t travel to 
Birmingham for its markets – one couple I meet 
have come from Worcester for their fishy fix. ‘We 
always buy our lobsters here,’ they tell me. ‘It’s 
about a 24-hour turnaround from coming off the 
boats and into the market.’

This quick turnaround is down to 
Birmingham’s wholesale market, which Lasan’s 
chef Aktar Islam – who has pioneered authentic 
Indian cuisine in a city famed for the British balti 
– tells me is ‘one of the best in the country’. 

‘We can get fresh, good quality ingredients 
from all over the world. Being an Indian 
restaurant we need produce from the sub-
continent, and the wealth and availability of the 
ingredients we can get is amazing. It benefits 
me and all the other chefs in Birmingham,’ 
he says. For Islam and Purnell, Birmingham’s 
multiculturalism is a defining aspect of its 
cuisine, and something that characterises the 
city’s food offering. ‘Because it’s a smaller city, 
the spread of [multi-ethnic] influences is much 
broader than in other cities,’ says Islam. 

 The wealth and availability of 
ingredients we get is amazing. It 
benefits all the chefs in Birmingham 

 Virgin’s own yummy Brummies

PeNNy blacks
The Mailbox, 132–134 Wharfside St, Birmingham, 
pennyblacksbar.com
Penny Blacks is a big wine bar but it feels like a pub. 
It serves the sort of stuff you might call traditional 
Midlands grub, so expect faggots, mushy peas and 
onion gravy, and of course Sunday roasts. I haven’t 
eaten there myself but friends have and they said 
they’d had a great time. 
ZOe HOdgkINs, ReTaIl & cONTRacTs MaNageR

baR esTIlO & dI NaPOlI
The Mailbox, 110–114 Wharfside St, barestilo.co.uk 
870a Wolverhampton Rd, Oldbury, dinapoli.org.uk
For tapas cuisine just a couple of minutes from New 
Street station you can’t do better than Bar Estilo – it 
always has a great atmosphere. If you don’t mind 
travelling out of the city give Di Napoli in Oldbury 
a try. It’s a classic Italian. Family run and very 
sociable, you’re guaranteed a good time.  
Paul HOllaNd, ON bOaRd MaNageR

WINdsOR casTle bReWeRy
7 Stourbridge Rd, Lye, windsorcastlebrewery.com
One great local beer is called Sadlers, and it’s 
brewed at the Windsor Castle Brewery in Lye near 
Stourbridge. Lye is only a short train ride away from 
Birmingham, and the brewery itself is just two 
minutes’ walk from the station. It’s a lovely pint as 
well, so it’s well worth taking the time to track it 
down if you get the chance.
MaTT gRIffITHs, sTRaTegIc IT PROjecT MaNageR

We asked some of our local team members to name their favourite foodie places in and around the city. Read on for their insiders’ information…

 MOdeRN INdIaN
Curry gets a modern 
twist at Lasan
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