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I N T E R V I E W

My family and I moved to the UK 
from Kenya in 1967. We lived with 
my grandmother for my early 
childhood. She was a superb cook 
and I remember her taking me to 
the fish market in Mombasa and 
selecting fresh fish. We had 
mango, guava and custard apple 
trees in the garden. Pineapples 
and papayas were everyday fruit. 
No concessions were made for 
“children’s food”. We ate what the 
grown-ups ate.

I moved to London as a student 
to pursue acting. I went to drama 
school but left as I was cast in a TV 
series. I thought I was on my way 
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spring-boarding to the position  
of managing director at Victor 
Lownes’s Stocks at just 27. It was 
scary. I didn’t know how to run a 
club and certainly not a business 
that was haemorrhaging cash. 

The staff I inherited were 
determined for me to fail – I was 
too young, too inexperienced and 
the fact that I was a girl did not 
stand me in good stead. However, 
I won most of them round and 
made the club one of the most 
profitable in London.

This propelled me into setting up 
my own business, Sonny’s. I was 
looking for my first restaurant 
and an estate agent took me to 
Barnes. I had never heard of it 
but it sounded the right size, had 
a flat above the restaurant and 
the rent seemed reasonable. I 
thought moving to Barnes was 
like moving to the country. 

In the mid-80s in London, you 
had to go into the West End to 
visit an upmarket restaurant.  
I didn’t understand why London 
did not have restaurants de 
quartier as they did in Paris.  
I thought London could do with 
great neighbourhood restaurants. 
I was massively influenced by the 
restaurant Alastair Little in Soho. 
He was one of the best chefs 
London and I was fascinated by 
his cooking.

I lived above the restaurant for 
the first six years in Barnes.  
I loved being above the “shop” 
and had two children whilst  
living there. However, we  
were outgrowing the space. 

to stardom. London in the late 70s 
and 80s was exciting. I was a party 
girl and loved going to the clubs 
and dancing all night.

Moving to London made me 
aware of all the different worldly 
cuisines. I was introduced to 
regional Chinese, Malaysian and 
Thai,  as well as Turkish food. Now 
that I was properly enamoured by 
food, I started reading about it. 
Elizabeth David and Jane Grigson 
wrote so beautifully and made me 
want to try their recipes.

I started as a waitress and 
climbed the career ladder, 

We found this wonderful house in 
one of the best streets in Barnes. 
It was near derelict and initially it 
was classed as unmortgageable, 
but I persuaded a building society 
to lend us the money. We poured 
every penny we had into the 
refurbishment. It is a two-minute 
walk from the restaurant – Church 
Road – which Phil Howard and I 
run together.

I then moved on to open Kitchen 
W8 in Kensington followed by 
Elystan Street in Chelsea. Both 
Kensington and Chelsea are great 
neighbourhoods. These are family 
neighbourhoods. One of my 
proudest moments was to 
welcome a family with four 
generations – from great 
grandparents down to babes in 
arms. It was everything I wanted.

Gaining a Michelin star was never 
an ambition of mine. However,  
I knew that it meant a lot to the 
chefs and over the years I have 
come to gain huge respect for the 
guide. I have been fortunate to 
work with talented chefs. Their 
generosity, work ethic, craft and 
leadership skills have meant that 
we have retained our Michelin 
stars since they were awarded. 

My husband and I still live in 
Barnes, in the house that we 
bought in 1992. I love my friends 
living nearby. I love the long walks 
on the towpath. I love the fact that 
my office is a two-minute walk 
away. We are embarking on an 
extension so I can’t see us moving. 
My children have all left home, but 
our roots will never change. L

churchroadsw13.co.uk

The queen of neighbourhood restaurants recounts her climb 
to co-owning two Michelin-starred establishments
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